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# 74, Law and Gospel
By Alvin Petty, retired area
minister

The Protestant Reformation,
started by Martin Luther in
1517, made an important di-
chotomy between law and gos-
pel. Luther’s genius shines in
his simplified one, two punch
theology exempified in his di-
chotomies of law and gospel,
faith and works, justification
and sanctification, etc. These
made his understanding of ba-
sic Christian doctrines easy to
understand and recapitulate be-
cause of their catchy expression.
Over time some have oversim-
plified these dichotomies to an
overemphasizing of the gospel,
faith and justification side so as
to effectively weaken the law,
works and sanctification por-
tions of each.

The law and gospel di-
chotomy was very necessary in
Luther’s historical context to
break the stultifying doctrinal
expression and power of the
Roman Catholic Church. But in
the long run I think the most
powerful expression of law and
gospel is to view them as
complementary marriage part-
ners, held together by the grace
of God so that you cannot have
one without the other. Law that

informs, instructs and guides us
in the path of God’s light is a
gift of grace as is the gospel. It
has far more function than to
just condemn sin. But in evan-
gelical expressions of the Ref-
ormation legacy, law often
seems relegated to just its con-
demnatory function. But being
convicted of our need to have a
deeper righteousness is a
friendly act of grace and not an
adversarial enemy to flee. We
should embrace law as a friend
to our soul and then we shall say
with the Psalmist, “I delight in
thy law, oh God, for it is a lamp
to my path and a light to my
soul.”

It is not the end of the world
to be convicted of our wrong-
ness for our shadow self as well
as our highest self must all be
brought into the light of God
that our whole being may be
saved. The law can teach us to
not run from our sin, our
shadow self, but to address it
honestly so that we may be a
person in unity before God and
not in denial. We as well as Pe-
ter Pan can not live without car-
ing properly for our shadow.

Luther began to build his law-
gospel dichotomy when he was
lecturing on Paul’s epistle to the
Galations. In Galations Paul at-
tacked those Jewish Christians
who tried to make the Gentile
converts to keep the whole Mo-
saic law of circumcision and all
which was saying that the Gen-
tiles could only be saved by be-
coming practicing Jews like
them.

Paul was right to attack them
for they were wrong on how
they used both the law and the
gospel. They misused the law by
using it to make the Gentile
Christians become Jews instead
of using it to instruct the new
converts in the morality of
God’s way. Thus they gave too
much power to the law while
denying the power of the Gos-
pel of Christ to be sufficient for
salvation. All groups today who
think you have to become just
like them to be a true Christian
are as much in error as these
Jews were.

Luther and other reformers
used the law primarily as the
means of revealing God’s wrath
against sin. Then secondarily
they made strong use of it for
moral guidance after conversion
to Christ. Over time this second-
ary good use of the law became
neglected in the American
Church. Evangelicals often
think, “I’ve got Jesus! That is
all I need!” They have forgot-
ten that Jesus said, “If you love
me, keep my commandments.”
Should we conclude that they
just got Jesus but don’t love
him?

When Luther nailed his 95
thesis on the Wittenberg Church
door October 31, 1517, he pro-
tested raising money by selling
indulgences which allowed
people to get away with sinning
and he denied the Pope’s claim
to forgive sins. His very first
thesis placed the authority of the
Bible against the sacramental
tradition of the Catholic Church.

Luther claimed the Church
sacraments were not a source of
forgiveness, for the Lord Jesus
wanted the entire life of believ-
ers to be one of repentance.
Metanoia, the Greek word for
repentance, meant the turning
around of one’s whole being and
not “doing penance” as the er-
ror prone Catholic Latin Vulgate
translation had it. Repentance
did not mean going to confes-
sion. No tradition of the Church
could be called right unless it
had the support of the Bible.

Later at a debate in Leipzig
Luthor made clear his contro-

versial new doctrine of Sola
Scriptura, scripture alone. His
debate opponent, Johann Eck, a
professor wondered how Luther
could understand the Bible
without benefit of the Popes,
councils and universities.
Luther answered, “A simple lay-
man armed with scripture is to
be believed above a pope or
council without it.” Truly the
first Protestant had been
hatched.

# 75, Luther, Zwigli and
Calvin
By Alvin Petty, retired area
minister

There were other great re-
formers besides Luther such as
Zwingli and Calvin. They
agreed with Luther on the prin-
ciple of sola scriptura which
raised the Bible’s authority
above that of popes and coun-
cils. This was an unprecedented
claim. For centuries, both Jews
and Christians had relied upon
the sacred importance of inher-
ited tradition.”

Some say today, “We need to
get back to the Bible as the early
church did.” But the early
church had no Bible but the Old
Testament and some portions of
the New Testament which cir-
culated. Nobody had a whole
Bible. Luther was a professor in
the University before he ever
saw a whole Bible.

The church did not even be-
gin to have an agreed upon
canon of the New Testament
until 367 CE. Even after that the
church relied heavily upon the
creeds, liturgies and pronounce-
ments of the church councils as
well as the scriptures. Church
traditions had equal weight with
the scriptures until Luther.
“Scripture alone” was a brand
new product of the Reformation
and not a return to an idealized
Church.

Luther did not reject tradition;
he kept much of the Catholic
tradition. He was happy to use
creeds and liturgy so long as
they did not contradict
sciptures. And he was well
aware that the gospel was based
upon several decades of early

oral preaching and story telling.
All three of the above reform-

ers anchored in “scripture
alone” but all three also believed
that the gospel must not be con-
fined to the written text but it
must be brought to life by the
proclamation of the human
voice in preaching, teaching and
singing.

Though they emphasized the
spoken word, Luther’s greatest
achievment was his magnificent
translation of the Bible into
German. He translated the
whole Bible by 1534. And by
the time he died, one German
in 70 had a copy of Luther’s
Bible. It came to symbolize
German integrity.

Throughout the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, political
leaders began to declare inde-
pendence of the papacy and
form absolute monarchies. This
modernizing into centralized
states created the desire for each
state to have the Bible in its ver-
nacular. The translation of the
Bible into English culminated in
the King James Version in 1611.
Owning a Bible in your own
language became a symbol of
your rising national will.

Zwigli and Calvin differed
from Luther in several respects.
While Luther emphasized the-
ology, and Germany following
Luther has produced many of
our greatest Protestant theolo-
gians, Zwingli and Calvin were
more interested in the social and
political transformation of the
Christian life. For example,
Calvin’s movement and writ-
ings greatly influenced the for-
mation of constitutional govern-
ments in the Europe and
America in the centuries after
him. Calvin was essentially a
lawyer theologian.

Zwingli and Calvin owed
much to the humanists who be-
lieved people could be educated
into improvement and redemp-
tion. Both did not approve of
Luther’s canon within a canon
that exalted some books over
others in the Bible. They wanted
their congregations to be ac-
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