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do not perish of themselves, but God wipes tha ou:t; 
because of t heir sins.26 

Tie di d justice t;o Luther again t-1hen he statedz 

This t1ill of God mt17 remain in.comprehensibl«. 1D its 
associations and its immediate a1m1 but its mean1ng 
is cl oai": ~t always signifies either mercy or i1uclg­
ment •••• '/ 

The e;yes of faith allowed Luther to derive ultimate 

meaning f rom the historical happen1ngs about him. Ollilt 

and pu.nisluuent t-rere inseparable to his· mind1 the ODS alwa7s 

follo·wing t he o"ther. ~is order held tor internal as well 

as external :manifGstations, ru.ler over ruled, and rul.er 

asainst rul er. In over., oa11e of pun1s1men.t ODS mast look 

for the cause 1n sin and Sllilt. ~a raises maq questiODS 

but for t be purposes o:t this paper i-t must be lef't a'ti 

that point. 

-Luther's Eschatology Interprets his Pessimiam 

Lu:i:iher's pessimism is called God]3 pessimism f'or it 

was not despondent and hopeless. Luther, though the 

accusation is often leveled against him1 was not being 

glib , hen he spoke of the demise of' nationa or the 4u­
to obey an oppressive rw.er or to suffer in the situation. 

in 1·1hioh one finds himself. The an.aver is .toUJJd 1n. his . 
W'lderl.ying eschatological +-bink1ng that ezpeots the aeccm4 

26Ib1d.i1 P• 209. 
27:tbid., P• 208. 
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Coming of ·the Savior at a:a:, moment. ~s was expressed . . 
above in the quotation from the treatis~ 2!!: ~ Against 

the ~. I ndeed, Luther appears so calm that he is 

acc~sed 0£ £a~hering qu1etism over against the 1'1llers of 

stat es. There is some Sood J:1Storial to draw from if one 

1.-,an·ts t o accuse Luther of quietism if' secular cri:teria 

are used. Luther waits for the st1'11d.ng of God's clock. 

Consequen::aly, he seemed altrays to be conservative in the 

sense tha t he 11anted to be sure of one• s calling to a 

posit ion o~ ~ask. · He can be accused of being utterJ.T 

pr agmatic in dealing with issues on this basis. Bllt is 

this not accusing Luthsr of failing to see the forest for 

the ·trees? In any s iven situation Luther deals trith the 

situation on the basis of the greater plan of the ~c 

God. That p1an is to have order 1n the world so tha'b the 

Gospel should be preached. !l?b.e Gospel shoul.d be preached 

because Obris t was coming .!!!S!!l• Therefore Luther could 

say to ~he peasant leaders in A Repl;r 12 !!!!, Twelve Art~cles: 

I have llolped the trorldly' rulers, even those vho pel:'­
secuted the gospel and me, to ma1ntain their power 
and honor. But I oove stopped with comm1.ttiDg the 
matter to God •••• therefore ••• Be ••• pre­
served my- lif'e2A • • He caused '111T Gospel • • • to 
increase ••• 

And to the methods of Mu.enzer and his followers: "You 

28wML1 ."A 1+9pq. to the ~elve Articles," I¥, 232. 
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want to help God • , • and ;rou are hiZLderi.Dg it [the 

GospelJ. 1129 Through all of Luther's latent sohe• of 

history based on the Scr~ptures there were two var., im­

POX't.ant elaments I God I f:l dynamic control and the :taot tha1; 

there was ·to be a:i. end. of this world. It 1s. t:,picall1" 

paradoxical of Lu·tber, tllen, who bu111; up the power of 

secular government, to have ton it away .trom the Church's 

clutches so that he could minimize tor Ohristians the 

impo~anae of earthly government as an ultimate aoncerA. 

Luther • s gi--oat requirement tor earth.17 oecular covem.­

mo11t l.·res t hat i t should provide order. Givan this order 

C,'h-ist:i.ans could keep ·their consciences free from earthl.7 

concez,ns th.at might ;Jeopardize their faith. Bl.it Luther 

is not opt:tmistic that vo»liq govermunt will provide 

thia good atmosphere. 

Vorldly government will make no progwas. The people 
are t oo wicked, and the lords dishonor God's :name 
and \lford continually Q7 the shameful abuse of their 
Godhaad. Therefore, he [the Christian] pra7s for 
another goyernment and Kingdom 1n which th1Dga will 
be better.'° 

L~ther•s negative attitude toward worl~ govemment closel1" 

inf'luenced his positive attitude. When men find ~hemaelves 

1n diff'icultJ" as. individuals or in groups Luther applies 

29 Ibid.. 

'°Hartin L11thert "Seleoted Psalms, n Luther' a arks. 
~e American Edition edited by JarwuaT Peiikaii .C' • 
Louisa Oonoordia Piibl1shing Jiouse, 1956)1 XII:I, 72. Here­
after cited as Al• 
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to t hom ·the r:;ame .judgement on sin. Three oouolusiou • 

with which we might i·sell con.cm: are found by Do-mkamm. 

These re5az•c1. Luther' a via .. , of' history- which ve have baen 

so bold arJ ·to call a l atent philosop1J1' of histor,y or a 

conceptual scheme. 

First, that C-od • s judgment is oonsistentq 3W}g-
ment of' our sin, and ••• the same sin: presumption 
and ingratitude.31 

and: 

and: 

Secondly, the eyes of faith perceive that God does 
not t-Ii t hdrat-1 Bis gifts from the vorld even in. the 
otorm and tt:mmlt of his cJuclgments. •so l.one as the 
'!:10rl d atands, governmeA'lit order, and potter must 
endura.•32 

.f'ci·i:ih m1.1.st eome • • • thirdl:,1 direct its eyes to 
the wonder ful. f sct that God's iJudgments rightly 
untlcrotood, .must inspire oo~idenoe nther tban tear 
••• ror ••• they ••• contain. a sweet kernel 
in a bitter shell: the nearness of the liviDg God. 33 

Havi ng arrived at his conceptual schema primarily 

through the use of the scriptures, but also b7 observation 

of the pest and hia co..'"ltempora17 so~ne, Luther brought 

scheme and method into play when asked to present a treat1se 

OJ1 a certain topic dealing with temporal use of authorit7. 

We said that Duther's doctrine of the calling vaa var., 

important in the 11(5ht of' the view he took ot histo:r.y. A8 

. alBeinrich Bomkamm, .22• !!!1• t P• 210. 
32Ibid., P• 211~ 
33Ibid., P• 212. 



21 

Luth.Gr raspeot ed t he callin6 of ministers by God to 

serve His Ohurch s o he also respected the call of God to 

peopl e i n to every t-ralk of lire. Just as the divine cal1 

ot a lilinioter t oday causes us perplexity, so it also 

troubled L1.1:liher i n his time. This applied to peop1e as 

·they ,,ere cal l e d to positions 1n life. How did one get 

the call:tn:s t o his s t ation i n lite? I.nlther oou1d only 

say t hat i t u as an immediate calling 'bJ' God no matter 

hot1 one c ame to ot t hat calling. In Luther's time God 

seemod ·t o cal l emperors by election, dukes and other nobles 

by bi:r. ... ,a., secular authorities in Free Ci.ties by other 

means. Lut he1.• accepted them all and traced the authori't7 

directl;y- to God . ,ach man, therefore, lfas responsible to 

God al t hou h it may have seomd th.at they ,.,ere responsib1e 

to electors, to no one, or to the people themselves. For 

Luther• s -'Ghi?ikins God 11ork:ed ;grimar11J' through men. .-·But­
t1hile evei"7 individual mas responsible to God for his own 

fai t h , 34 t his did not hold tr-~e for the secular realm. 

Ther e men were called immediately bJ' God to per.form a 

function of order. ,Tb.ere was :lo~ Luthe•:•a 1im1:t;e4 olass 

Q'stem. Each man ti'as to fit into a niche. Luther himseU 

felt t his tug strong and assumed that ever.,one else would 

also feel it. It is in this area that Luther ~a accused 

3'i-tartin Luthe1' "Secular Author.ity,n ,i orka o.f' 
~Iartin Luthor"·( Philale1ph1a1 A. J. Bolllan Yo., 1915), VII, 
53. Herea.ffSer cited as g. 
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of fatalism. If it JllllGt bet~ termed, it is a~ 

fatalism. Besides, Luthor did not den., social mobilit7 

at all, bu·a he was a gNat advocate of public education. 

especia l ly £or Biblo literacy but also tor secular lear.n-
... r.: 

ing. :.,:, I ·t; ha d ·t o be orderl,1" social mobility and i.t laws 

\·1ere made ·to allot•; greater social mobility', i'b is di.t­

f'ioul'l:; to a orely assume that Luther ,1ould have .tel t this 

».ronB• He may have spoken against extreme mobility be­

cause it ml."'ht load to disorder. In other woms, .&11iher 

1·1as p ori'e c ·tly s iZJ.oere i n -t:b1 nk1 ng 'bhat the peasants 

should remain peaspts, if their onq release from this 

status uould be through the use o:t force. They did no'b 

have t he c a l l to WJe force 9n their own. God had not 

iven t hem t he gift of authority. 

G.>d had given the gift of force to the powers 'blJ,at 

u ·,her could not separate that power exclllsivel.7 

from t he pe~son. of the ruler &1J11110re than the power o.t 

the .q.-,ost le could be separated completely- from his pe~ 

son. This was the JQ"&ter.v. Bow does one kilow when 'bhe 

authorit7 is legitimate? This question has never been 

ansY.~red. Luther did not consider the call to civil autho~ 

1ty an especiall;r fo$1tous one because it was a calling 

fraught with cli.tfic~ty and strain. ID a44Nas:1ng the 

Princes he could s&71 "It is not the peasants, dear loJ."da, 
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who ara resis·ti111.., you• it is God himself who is 1'8&i'li1Dg 

1n order "to visit ;your raging upon you. n36 Peol)].e will 

aluuys rise up against oppression because there is self 

1'7111 on every side. Luther would :not hove the peasants 

thi?µc t hat they wer e right 1n such an undertaking ot .re­

volt because t heirs uould not be legitimate power. ~ 

Lords retai ned t he right to enforce their wills, but 

Luther did not adviae this because · God would sureq put 

t hem dotm. "Vengeance is mine.; I will repq, n quo'lied 

Luthor. 1=ne subject to the good lords but also 1io the 

t·;iclced. n37 !n these cases Luther 11as o~ speaking to 

t he C,'b.ri sti ans. For all he knew, God was using others, 

either the Turk or tho radicals within. -the nation to 

keep tile lords in line. On the •one hand he oould be 

fully cognizant or the Greek theories of freedom and. 

admiro ·t heir eivio righteousness, and on the other hand 

deprecate the same theories. Be gave his reasons. 

The heathen did not know that temporal govermaent 
i s God• s ordinance, for they held 1 t is the good 
fo:rtune and deed of man. and therefore thq ifwaped 
right in here and thought that it vas not onq 
right, but also proaisewort}V' to depose, kill 8114 
drive out the l10rthless and wicked rulers.38 

There is always a heavy respouibility aooomp~iDg 

36tmr., "A Reply to the Twelve ,\rtiolea, n J:V, 221. 
37Ibid., P• 229. -38wm,, 11\·lhether Soldien !l?oo Oan Be Saved, n V, 43. 



24 

usurpation oz the rul:lng power. Hence Luther considered 

usurpa·bi on 0£ power a dangerous thing to a1;-bempt for a 

Ohrist;ian. That is why he reasoned as follows 1 

Bu·t I am not discussing here ,fhat heathen do or have 
dona, or 3n;r'th ins that resembles their examples and 
b.istor-,r9 but t1hat one ought to do and c:m do with a 
good conscience, so that one is safe and sure that 

29 the thing he doos is not in itself' wrong before God • .., 

And again: 

Hy teach i ng is only for those who would like to do 
right;. To iihose I s37 that ml.era are not to be . 
op_posed with violence and .rebellion, as the BoJllSDS, 
t he Greeks, the SViss and the Danes have done. Bu:b 
t here are other l:lays of dealing with the~. 40 

God wants 0:00,er. He calls ·men to keep c,in.l order. 

Those who do nc:j-t have that- call should not take 1 t upon 

themsel!as. I t the called J.'Uler misuses tba'b call, 'bhen 

Lut her 3ays he will .be opposed by another as a judgm.en'b. 

Houeve:r, a Christian should not align himself' w11ih this · 

active opposi·tion. The opposition can oD.17 come through 

tho Word. In his own Ohris'tiian nation this is 11hare Luther 

brou~ht himself' into the picture ~o appeal f'~ jus'bice. 

He even deals with epieikeia or aeguitz or Billigkei'b or 

what lfe would call II justice." A 1"1ller1 s a bill 't7 to d1.a-­

pense such justice depends on bis wisdom and it cle'be1"111Dea 

vhether or not ha reall.7 is a grea1i 118D o~ God because 

39Ibid. 1 P• 45• 
40Ibid., P• 4'/. 
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law mu.s t be .tramed simply 1n dr.Y, abort; words, it 
cannot possibly embrace all the cases and hindrances. 
There fora 1 ·the judges and lords 1111st be wise and. 
pious i n this natter and meet out reasOJlSble justice, 
3nd lot tho lav take its course, or set it aside 
accoz-d:L:agl ;y. 4-l 

This 1~a·ther remqrkable use of a pagan idea must be 

attached closely t o Luther•s .vie'tl of histor.Y and tba .tact 

t hat t he r~l er is not held to thio b7 rights of people 

but ~Y his recponsibienass to God. And still Luther's 

development of the concept of juatice speaks forcibl.T 

enough to be £raaed into o present d37 principle; that is, 
. 

that ;jus·~ice depend,;; on God, not on men. Bomkamm ez-

pl aL"led that 

Luther has f ar more in mind than an equitable adjust­
men · o:, the £air claims of all concerned, and he is 
l esc interested in the natural justice • • • than

42 he is in the duii;y of love incumbent on all •• •" 

Still, it is not an 1mmu.table1 ete1"11811 nat\lral law, 

'but it i::: imperfect and can never be called Ob.riatian.. J:t 

is :rather a msttox· 0£ reason.. It is amazing to n.otioe 

the concern that Luther held for his fellow human bein(ls 

in the oartb.l.y realm despite the fact that he telt t~s 

realm to be an insignificant thing in oom.pariaon. to the . 

spir!tual realm. Luther saw himself called to a position. 

in life to fulfill God• s plan both in. bistor, and also 1D 

the salvation. of Jl18D■ Be thought that be was one o~ tbe 

41Ibid. 1 P• 42. 

48Heinrich Bornkamm, .21!• !!ll•t P• 249. 
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men in whom God 'rrorked. !bis wa.s not arroganoe ~or 

he felt that God could and would raise up ten Luthem 

to do his wo:C'k it he should be disposed of. 43 ~ pez­

sonal e:cpe:rienoe he !mew that God worked 1n men. There­

to:t'e, s ince ·the Bible both pointed and confirmed him to 

this real i za·tion , he applied it to all of JDPDJdnd and 

mos·i; porticular l y to the realm of secular authority. ~ 

only bal ance a~oinst that absolute sovereignty, :r1.ght17 

speakinB, e ould be the Word of God forcetu1ly shottin{& ~he 

sin of ·the ruJ.er. 

The General Effect on the 
Soeial Jlritings ot Luther 

A.f·~er fifteon 7ears 11a are bag1 nu1 ng again. to recog­

nize th~t whi.<it was considered to be a boom time for 

Ohristi~nit-3 :Ln ·the United States due to the war was pri­

maril.7 a boom tor religion 1n general. ~re are doubts 

as to the good of war and rebellion for Ohrist•s message. 

The ef.iecii of ~,ar is a neutral thing at best and probab~ 

a great cost 1n terms of human sutfer1Dg. Iatber always 

held this peaceful opinion and there~ore vooUeroual.7 

advocated passivifiT or the 1'111.ed. When evil was done b7 

the ru.l.e1• it was to be denounced but not aotivel.7 resisted. 

Luther did not recognize the r.lght to revolt, aocording 1;o 

his ever mindful idea of the mob as tbe caricature of 1ihe 

43 
~•• P• 296. 
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nation. It ie often stated tlu:t Luther upheld the pr:l.ncea 

so st:r>ongly bacaus·a he wanted an all7 against the Popa. 

This is the p os i ·tion that has to be taken if' we consider 

Luther eral y pragmatic with respect to views on 'temporal 

author:i.~, on goveming and obe;yiDg. As we have stated, 

Luther' s position on ~evolt 11as not stated primaril.7 to 

keep ordoi.' bu:t to guard conscienoea. 

However, he continued· to work for peace ~ust as 1D 

the s ame t·1ay hs dicl not have 10.uch hope for the emperor 1D 

battl e a5ainst the Turks, if it were God's will that the7 

should no·t win. Luther still wanted the emperor to give 

his people tao p~otection. !L'he infiDitel.7 greater im,­

p.ortance 0£ men • s souls did not cause Luthe~ tc; surrender 

to cheos in e,;rery day living. At azv- rate, it seems that 

Luther G"G' nds convinced in his wa7 when he appealo for 

people to maintaia order and not to revolt because toore 

would be no assu~anoe where revolt would terminato • .Be­

sides, the £~u~ts ot freedom can be ~ust as faith....destro7-

iug or I!lOre destroyins than the bondage of slaver.,. The 

noted contemporary theologian Karl aarth con earnest~ 

deno1111Ce the Babylon United States aDd claim that tbe 

Ohristians in East Ge:t'IJl&IQ' might well be better off w1th . 

respect to their .faith than llight so-oalled Ohr-.i.stiau 

in the United States. \.11th regard to Lutba1'1 a amnrer to 

the supreme queation of his dq and mm dq: "'Whether 
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religion ;Jus-'i;if i e d ~--esiutance, 11 the earl.7 twentieth 

cen·iru.:cy- British scholar J. lf. Fig;ia put it 11e1l. vb.en he 

said: 

I t woul d inde ed be hard to find a mro thorough­
going expression of the doctrine 0£ "passive 
obedience, " t han t hat of Luther1 3 first address to 
the peasants.44 

lie refer bacl:: t o Lu·thor' s fim conviotion that the worst 

and same sin t htrt convicts men again and again is that of . 
pras1im.pti on and ingr atitude. He wamed1 

The fairer y our cause and the better 7our rights, 
the less should you presume to boast of them. 

a t her fear God1 tfho likes to put to shame 1;he most 
j us t cl.a i ;ns and ·to overthrow the best causes because 
oi the arrogance with which 7011 boastfully rel.7 cm. 
t hem.~-5 

This i:; a ha rd saying. In the short :z.•un of histor., it 

seems r i di culous . Ho~-rever, seen on the long scale of 

histo.i.;:., and in ·t ha ligh"t oi' redemption it 11ould al)pear 

differ ent. For, while it is important that there be o::ider 

and peace I the type ot a~ one govermient 1s not absol.utel.1" 

an integr-.al criterion to .judge the probable prosperi't7 of 

Christianity in a given place. 

Underneath all 0£ Luther's practical application o~ 

his concept of the floi, of histor., la7 his idea of clua1 

citizAD.ship. This concept has ~ustl.7 received Ii.ore 

44J. N. JH.ggis, :irrom. Genon to GJ!Otiwl (London.a 
Cambridge UniversitJ' Sis·, 19b?J-;-p. 65. 

45Heinr.lch Bo , 22• oit., P• 210. 
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in·terpr etatj_on ·than an;, of the other oonoepta, for it 

helps e1cpl ain 11.i s apparent oont1'adictions. Hen, by tbe 

f'act ·that they aro men, are undor God• s order of ci-eation 

and therefor e are responsible to a visible fora of secular 

author ity. undor t hat visib~e form of seoul•r authority 

each man has a oall in life. This is his vocation. It 

uould seeru. b.a c omes by t his vocation immediatel.7. Luther 

is not al1·1sys clear as to ho\f one would determine when or 

hot-; he .-r2s c e rtain be had found liis calling. At an;, rete, 

God u.idad this 1'1 tt:lng of a mn into his vooat:lon. On 

the other hand, some people came under another kingdom of 

God, ·he heave.-a.J.y kingdom brought b.v Christ. !rhis king­

dom t-ras invisible ·i;o man and it came th1'ough mans: the 

means of Groce , t b.e revealed ~lord, and the Sac1'8Jll8Dts~ 

Tho visi bl e kinzd,om uould be ruled b7 outward lav; the 

inv i s i ble lti ngdom by the imrard spiritual work:ing of the 

ord, a r-ale of love. In one breath Luther could speak 

to a I!IEl!l as a Christian and tell him not to resist any 

tempor al authority, and in the next breath could tell 

him to serve t he ruler as a citizen in fighting 8 ' fil11s'b war • . 
Justifiably, a can might think he was walking a tight-

rope, but Luther micht .well have conceived of his two 

kingdoms as wslls against which one m1sht push out a1mll1-

taneously with one's bands in order to •1ntain balance. 

And yet, Luther never would have suggested auoh an 
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approach had the tight-i~pe no encl. For Lu'lilutr there 

\1as comin3 a oonslJJ!lmation at which time Cbristians would 

t1alk solidl;y on the :floor of the one t1'118 kingdom. of Jeaua 

Ollrist. This is wey bis Chr1stolog1cal, Gospel message 

mu.st al1·1ays be ·t nlten into account. It bas to do w:l.th 811. 

end to the _rer.;ont world. ~s1 it DllSt be admit1ied1 is 

a concept of his·tor.r ·i;b.at sheds light on the ·11wb_r" of 

Luther• s pronouncements on govermaent and the social order. 

To bo sure i ·t ras t ah:en directly fro■ tba lij.bla, bu1i it 

uas corta:lnly vei."ified by hio concept o~ histor.,-. 


