Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis

Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary

Bachelor of Divinity Concordia Seminary Scholarship

6-1-1959

The Effect of Luther’s Philosophy of History on His Writings about
Social and Governmental Issues with Special Reference to Some
Recent Missouri Synod Interpretation

E Fred Vonderlage
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, ir_vonderlagee@csl.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv

b Part of the Religious Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion Commons

Recommended Citation

Vonderlage, E Fred, "The Effect of Luther's Philosophy of History on His Writings about Social and
Governmental Issues with Special Reference to Some Recent Missouri Synod Interpretation” (1959).
Bachelor of Divinity. 604.

https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv/604

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Concordia Seminary Scholarship at Scholarly
Resources from Concordia Seminary. It has been accepted for inclusion in Bachelor of Divinity by an authorized
administrator of Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary. For more information, please contact
seitzw(@csl.edu.









18

Goglin.g; of bthe Savior at any momen_t. This was expressed
above in the quotation from the treatiss On War Against
the Turk, Indeed, Iuther appears so calm that he is
accused, of fathering quietism over against the rulexrs of
states., There is some good material to draw from if one
vants to accuse Luther of gquietism if secular criteria
are used. Imbher waits for the striking of God's clock,
Consequently, he seemed always to be conservative in the
Serse that he wanted to be sure of one's calling to a

0sition or bask., He can be accused of being utterly

g

'd

ragnatic in dealing with issues on this basis. But is
this not accusing Iuther of failing to see the forest for
The trees? In any given situation Iuther deals with the
situation on the basis of the greater plan of the dynamic
Godse Tha® plan is to have order in the world so that the
Gospel should be preached, The Gospel should be preached
because Christ was coming soon. Therefore Luther could
s2y Go The pessent leaders in A Reply to the Twelve Articles:
I have helped the worldly rulers éven those who per=
secutied the gospel and me, to maintain their power
and honor, But I have stopped with committing the
matter to Gods » « « herefore « « « Ho ¢ o« « Pre=

served my life g° He caused my Gospel  « « toO
inerease « ¢ o2 :

And to the methods of Muenzer and his followers: ™"You

28,15, "4 Reply.to the Pwelve Articles,® IV, 232.
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want to help God . « « and you are hindering it [the
Gospell."?? mhpough all of Imther's labent scheme of
history based on the Seriptures there were two very im-
portant elements: God's dymamic control and the fact that
there was to be an end of this world. It is typically
Paradoxical of Lubher, then, who built up the power of
secular governmeont, to have torm it away from the Church's
clutches so that he could minimize for Christians the
importance of earthly government as an ultimate concern.

Luther's great requirement for earthly secular govern—
mont wee that it :slicmld provide order. Given this order
Christlians could keep their consclences free from earthly
concexrns that might JeoPardize their faith, But Luther
is not optinmistic that vorldly government will provide
Thins good atmosphere,

Vorldly govérnment will make no progress. The people

are too wicked, and the lords dishonor God's name

and Word continually by the shameful abuse of their

Godhoad. Therefore, he [the Christisn] prays for

%gogggﬁei;'?gament and Kingdom in which things will
Imther's negative attitude toward worldly government closely
influenced his positive attitude. When men find themselves

in difficulty as individuals or in groups ILuther applies

291114,

3Cartin Lubther, "Selected Psalms," Iuther's Works,

The American Edition, edited by Jargslav Pe 5.
Touis: Uoncormmhing House, 1956), XIII, 72. Here=

after cited as iE.
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%o them the mame Judgement on sin, Three conclusions -
with which we mighi well concur are found by Bornkamm,
These regerd Lusher's view of history which we have baen
80 bold as %o call a latent philosophy of history or a
concepiiual achemo.
Flrst, that God's judguent is consistently Judg-
mont of our sin, and . . « the same sin: presumption
and ingratitude.3l
and:
Secondly, the eyes of faith perceive that God does.
not wivhdraw His gifts from the world even in the
stiorm and tumlt of his judgments. 'So long as the
world stands, government, order, and power must
endura, '35
and:
faith must come » « « thirdly, direct its eyes to
the wondorful fact that God's judgments rightly
undersitood, must inspire confidence rather than fear
» = o LOr o o o they . « « contain a sweet kernel
in a bitter shell: the nearmess of the living God.33
Having arrived at his conceptual scheme primarily
through the use of the Seriptures, but also by observation
of the past and his contemporary soene, Iuther brought
scheme and method into play when asked to present a treatise
on & certain topic dealing with temporal use of suthority.
Ve saild thet Iuther's doctrine of the calling was very

important in the light of the view he took of history. As

‘alﬂeinrich Bornkamm, ops ¢it.; p. 210,
521bidey pe 21le
531bid., p. 212.
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Luther respected the calling of ministers by God to
serve Iliis Church so he also respected the call of God to
People into every walk of life. Just as the divine call
of a minister today couses us perplexity, so it also
troubled Iuther in his time. This applied to people as
they were called o positions in life. How did one get
the ealling %o his station in life? Iuther could only
88y that it was an immediste calling by God no matter
how one cume to gob that calling, In Iuther's time God
seemed Go call euperors by clection, dukes and other nobles
by birth, secular authoritios in Free Oities by other
Bsans. Imbthesx accepted them all and btraced the authority
directly to God. Zach man, therefore, was responsible to
God althoush it may have secmed that they were responsible
to electors, %o no one, or to the people themselves. For
luther's thinking God worked primarily through men., “But
vhile every individual was rosponsible to God for his own
faith,?* this did not hold true for the secular realm.
There men were called immediately by God to perform a
function of order. Thore was for Imther:a limited class
system, Iach man was to fit into a ni.ch.. Iuther himself
felt this tug strong and assumed that everyone else would
also feel it. It is in this area that Luther is accused

3qT-Iartin ILuther, "Secular Authority," .Jorks of
Hartin Imbhox,(Philadelphia: A. J. Holman 8o., I9I5), VII,

« Hereaiter cited as HE.
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of fatalism, If it must be thus termed, it is a Godly
fataliem. Besides, Iuthor did not deny social mobility
at all, but he was a groat advocate of publie education
espacially for Bible literacy but also for secular learn-
ing.5> 1t had o be orderly sociel mobility snd if laws
were made Lo allow greater social mobility, it is dif-
ficult to merely assume that Iuther would have felt this
wrong. He may have spoken against extreme mobility be-
Catuse it might lead to disorder. In other words, Imther
Was perfectly sincere in thinking that the peasants
should remain pessgnbts, if their only release from this
sbatus would be through the use of force. They did not
Rave the csll to use foree on their own. God had not
given them the gift of authority.

God had given the gift of force to the powers that
existed. Iuther could not separate that power exclusively
from the person of the ruler anymore than the power of
the Aipostle could be separated completely from his per—
son. This was the mystery. How does onme know when the
authority is legitimate? This question has never been
ensu@rad, Iuther did not consider the call to civil author-
ity en especilally fortuitous one because it was a calling
fraught with difficulty and strein, In addressing the
princes he could say: "It is not the peasants, dear lords,

351!. He Waring, OD. 2’-’3" Pe 115,
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who are resisting you, it is God himself who is resiting
in order o visit your raging upon you."56 People will
aliways rise up against oppression because there is self
will on every side, JIuther would not have the peasants
Shink that they were right in such an undertaking of re=—
Volt because theirs would not be legitiimate power. The
Lords rebained the right to enforce their wills, but
Inther 4id not advise this because God would surely put
them down. "Vengeance is mine; I will repay,"” cuoted
Luther. "Be subject to the good l-ords but also %o the
wicked, "2 In these cases Luther was only speaking to
the Christiang, PFor all he knew, God wes using others,
either the Purk or the redicals within. the nation to
keep the lords in line. On the-one hend he could be
fully cognizant of the Greek theories of freedom and
admire their civie righteousness, and on the other hand
depracate the same theories. He gave his reasons.

The heathen did not know that temporal government

ig God's ordinance, for they held it is the good

fortune and deed of men and therefore they .'rumped

right in hore and thought that it was not only

TLebt bu A e e R

' There iz always & heavy responsibility accompanying

581,, "A Reply to the Twelve Articles," IV, 22l.

371bid., p. 229.
58@_, “"ihether Soldiers Too Can Be Saved,"™ V, 43.
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usurpation of the ruling power, Hence Luther considered
usurpation of power a dangerous thing to attempt for a
Chrigtian, That is why he reasoned as follows:

But I am not discussing here what heathen do or have

done, or anybthing that resembles their examples and

histoxny, but what one ought to do and can do with a

£00G consclence, so that one is safe and sure that

the thing he does is not in itself wrong before God.39
And again:

Iy teaching is only for those who would like to do

right. o these I say that rulers are not to be

oppoesed with viclence and rebellion, as the Romans,

the Grecks, the Swiss and the Dsnes have done. Butb

there are other ways of dealing with them.40

God wants order, Ie calls-men to keep civil order.
Those who do mot have that call should not take it upon
themselves, If the called ruler misuses that call, then
Iuther says he will be opposed by another as a judgment.
However, a Christian should not align himself with this -
acvive opposition. The opposition can only come through
the Word. In his own Christion nation this is where ILmther
brought himself into the picture to appeal for Justice.
He even deals with epleikeia or aequity or Billigkeit or
what we would call "justice." A ruler's ability to dis-
Dense such justice depends on his wisdom and it determines

vhether or not he really is a great man of God because

391bid., pe 45.
#01bid., pe 47.
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law must be fremed simply, in dry, short words, it

cannot poscibly embrace all the cases and hindrances.

Therzfore, the judges and lords must be wlse and

plous in this natter and meet out reasonable Justice,

and let the law take ite course, or set it aside

accordingly.4l

This rather remarkable use of a pagan idea must be
attached closely to Imther's view of history and the fact
that the ruler is not held to this by rights of people ‘
but by his responsibleness to God. And still Luther's
development of the concept of Jjustice speaks forcibly
enouph to be framed into a present day principle; that is,
that justice depends on God, not on men. Boralkamm ox-
ploined thatb 3 _

tuther has far more in mind than an equitable adjust-

ment of the fair claims of all concernedy and he is

less interested in the natural justice « « « than

be is in the duby of love incumbent on all . . "42

S6ill, it is not an immtable, eternal, natural law,
but it iz imperfect and can never be called Christian. It
is rather s matbtor of reason. It is amazing to notice
the concerm that Zuther hsld for his fellow human beings
in the earthly realm despite the fact that he felt this
realm o be an insignificant thing in comparison to the
spiritual realm., Iubther saw himself called to a position
in life to fulfill God's plan both in history and also in

the salvation of men. He thought that he was one of the

*l1bid., e 42.

*Bjeinvich Bornkamm, op. cit.y P. 249.
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men in whom God worked. This was not arrogance for
he felt that God could and would raise up ten Iuthers
o do his work if he should dbe disposed of..""3 By per-
Bonal experience he Xunew that God worked im men. There-
fore, since whe Bible both pointed and confirmed him %o
this rcalization, ne applied it to all of mankind and
mos% particularly to the reelm of secular authority. The '
only balance against that absoluté sovereignty, rightly
Speaking, could be the Word of God forcefully showing the
sin of the rulew.
The General Effect on the
Social Vritings of Iuther

Afver fiftcon years we are beginning again to recog-
aize thal what was comsidered to be a boom time for
Christianity in the United States due to the war was pri-
marily a boom for religion in general, There are doubts
as %o the good of wer and rebellion for Christ's message.
The efifect of war is a neutral thing at best and probably
a great cost in terms of human suffering. Iuther always
held this peaceful opinion and therefore vociferously
advocated passivity of the ruled. When evil was done by
the ruler it was to be denounced but not actively resisted.
Iuther did not recognize the right to revolt, according to
his ever mindful idea of the mob as the caricature of the

4311:!1&.. De 296.
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nation. It is ofbven stated thet Luther upheld the princes
80 strougly because he wanted an ally as‘ainat the Fope.
This is the position that has to be taken if we consider
Tuther meroly pragnatic with respect to views on temporal
suthority, on goveraning and obeying. As we have stated,
Iuther's position on revolt was mot stated primarily to
keep order but to guard consclences.

However, he continued to work for peace Just as in
the same way hs did not have mu;ah hope for the emperor in
battle againet the Turks, if it were God's will that they
should not win. Iubther still wanted the emperor to give
his people the projaéction. The infinitecly greater im-
porGance of men's souls did not cause Luther tc surreander
Yo chzos in every da;r,; living. Af any rate, it scems that
Iather sihonds couvinced in his wey when he appeals for
People %o maintsin order and not to revolt because there
would be no assurance where revolt would terminate., Be-
sides, the fruiis of freedom can be just as faith~destroy-
ing or more destroying than the bondage of slavery. The
noted contemporary theologian Karl Barth can earnestly
denounce the Babylon United States and claim that the
Christians in Bast Germany night well be better off with
respect to their faith than might so-called Christians
in the United States. With regard to Iuther's answer to
the supreme question of his day and our day: "Whether
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religion Justified reslubance," the early twentieth
century British gcholar J. N Figgis put it well whon he
said:

It would indeed be hard to find a more thorough-

going exyrassion of the doctrine of "passive

obedience," than that of ILuther's first address to

the peasants.H
We refer back Ho Imbther's firm conviction that the worst
and same sin that convicts men again and again is that of
Presumpiion and ingratitude. He warned:

The fairer your cause and the better your rights,

the less should you presume to boast of them.

Rather fear God, who likes to put to shame the most

J&.l;b clains and bo overthrow the best ceuses because

of uh? arrogance with which you boastfully rely on

'bllG..A. X
This iz a hard saying. In the short run of history it
geens ridiculous. However, sBeen on the long scale of
history and in the light of vedemption it would appear
differcat. For, while it is important that there be oxder
and peace, the type of any one governument is not absolutely
an integral criterion to judge the probable prosperity of
Christianity in a given place.

Underneath all of Imther's practicel application of
his concept of the flow of history lay his 1ldea of dual

citizénship, This concept has justly received more

iy
de No Fipggis, from Gerson to Grotius (London:
Cambridge Unlversity Press, 1907), P'_-Eg—g

*PHeinrich Bornkamm, op. ¢it., ps 210.
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interpretation than any of the other concepts, for it
helps explain his apparent contradictions. Hen, by the
fact that they are men, are under God's order of creation
and therefore are mesponsible to a visible form of secular
authority. Under that visible form of secular authority
eack man has a call in life., This is his vocation. It
would seem he comes by this vocation immediately. Iuther
is not alwzys clear as to how one would determine when or
how he was certein he had found his calling. At any rate,
God guided this fibving of a man into his vocation. On
the other hand, some people came under another kingdom of
God, the heavenly Iingdom brought by Christ. This king-
dom was invisible to men and it came through moans: the
neans of Grace, the revealed Yord, and the Sacraments.
The visible kingdonm would be ruled by outward law; the
invisible kingdom by the inward spiritual working of the
Word, a mule of love. In one breath Iuther could speak
%o a mom a2g a Christian and tell him not o resist any
temporal authority, snd in the next breath could tell
him $0 serve the mler as a citizen in fighting g:Just war,
Justifiably, a man might think he‘ was walking a tight-
rope, but Imther might well have conceived of his two
kingdoms as walls against vhich one might push out simul-
taneously with one's hands in order to maintain balance.

And yot, ILuther never would have suggested such
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approach had the tight-rope no end. For Iuther there
Was coming a consummation at which time Christians would
walk solidly on the floor of the one true kingdom of Jesus
Christ, Thig ig why his Christological, Gospel message
Mgt always be tokon into account, It has to do with an
end to the present world, This, it must be admitted, is
a concept of history that sheds light on the "why" of
Luther's pronouncements on government and the social order.
%o be sure it was taken directly from the Bible, but it

vas gcertainly verified by hils concept of history.



