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Few people in history have had more written about them than Martin Luther. And for good reason. 

He was, after all, a man whose words and actions undeniably changed the world of his day and still 

continue to have an impact five hundred years later. Even though Luther was a man of faith, working 

in the realm of religion and the church, the influence of his thought and the impact of his work 

spread from Wittenberg across the European continent, shaking the foundations of the world order 

imposed by papacy and empire. The effects of the Lutheran Reformation jumped quickly from the 

realm of religion into the world of politics, sociology, linguistics, and culture, forever changing the 

face of Christianity and altering the character and course of countries in which Christianity was the 

dominant religion. More than that, the influence of the Lutheran Reformation spread beyond Europe 

to the shores of foreign countries, where Protestant ethics and morality would guide and shape the 

founding of new nations.  

But the Lutheran Reformation’s true value and import, as well as its enduring relevance, lies not in 

the way it influenced religion, culture, and politics across continents and over five centuries. The 

true significance of Luther and his Reformation lies in how Luther’s theology and message touches 

the individual sinner. That is true because Luther’s theology and message were not his own, but 

rooted in and drawn from the Scriptures themselves. Luther proclaimed a timeless truth that spoke 

and still speaks to the individual sinner standing trembling and helpless before an almighty and 

righteous God, pointing that sinner to the cross of Christ, the grace of God, and a righteousness not 

achieved by the sinner through works, but received by him as a free gift, by faith. 

Law & Gospel  

In the preaching of the law the individual is addressed. He has no place to hide. It is an “I” who 

stands all alone, naked, covered in my own filth, “by nature sinful and unclean.” I stand before the 

holy God who is angry with the wicked every day.1 I stand as one whose righteousness is as filthy 

rags.2 My problem is not that I have done this or that wrong; all I have done is wrong; I have not one 

work that is perfect and can therefore meet God’s minimum standard of righteousness. Even if I 

could find no works for which I could condemn myself, still I would be condemned because of my 

sinful nature, corrupt and lost already from the moment of conception. There in God’s work through 

the law, the individual, I, must take God seriously. There is nothing for it in me that will help or 

comfort. There is no escape. My guilt is not relative; my need is not partial; my ruin is not by a 

degree. No! My guilt is 100 percent my own. My need is absolute. My ruin is total. If I don’t feel it, I 

but prove that my conscience is leprous and thus dead to the sting of the law. If I deny it, I fly in the 

face of the verdict God Himself gives and thus call Him a liar - giving thereby further evidence of my 

corruption and my ruin. If l try to minimise it, I am just hiding from reality and thus from God, 

refusing to take either God or my condition seriously. 

What, then, is there for it, this hopeless and miserable, this absolutely desperate and despairing 

condition? There is nothing for it - except the gospel! Just as the need is total in me, so the solution to 

the need is total in another. Just as the guilt in me is all my own, so the removal of the guilt must be 

and is all that of another. Just as the despair in me is a cry of doom from the depths of hell, so the joy 

that comes in the morning is from another and raises me up, as it were, to heaven itself. 

That’s what by faith alone is all about. It isn't about faith as an alternate work that I do since I can't 

keep the law perfectly. It isn’t about a decision that I conjured up in myself either, because it seemed 

more reasonable or more tolerable than the alternative or because it just felt right. It isn’t about an 
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existential navel-gazing that finds surety and security in the notion that what I believe is true simply 

because I believe it. 

No, none of that! By faith alone is the theme that takes God as seriously in the gospel as in the law. 

Yes, and it is as well the joyful certainty that matches the despair worked by the law. Indeed, the joy 

exceeds by far the despair, just as St. Paul says when he contrasts the death brought by Adam with 

the life brought by Jesus Christ.3 

Jesus is the Lamb of God, the one and only sacrifice that could take away not just some sins but the 

sins of the whole world. That taking away of sin is the removal of both guilt and punishment - a 

theme that Luther replays endlessly; it is not just part of a process that begins salvation. The “It is 

finished!” from the altar of the cross is as absolute and total and perfect and complete in the gospel as 

is the sentence of doom and death and hell in the law. And so the whole world is reconciled (2 Cor. 

5:19) whether it knows or not, whether it believes or not. For by faith alone doesn’t create the 

reconciliation; it receives it! The two hostile parties, the Almighty God and the dust-and-ashes man 

are brought together, not by each giving a little here and a little there. They are brought together by 

the one perfect God-man stepping into the breach, stooping down to the manger and bending 

beneath the weight of the world's sin on the cross. He does it. He does it all. He does it perfectly. The 

One who pleads on our behalf is the One who has paid the penalty of our sin, and not of ours only but 

that of the whole world! Nor will God the Father begrudge the happy outcome of the case His Son 

brings. For, after all, it was the Father's good pleasure that the Son accomplished the entire work of 

our salvation!4  

The One who fills heaven and earth, the One for whom everything exists, the One who is the 

beginning, the middle, and the end of our salvation, the All in All (Eph. 1) is our Great High Priest, 

ever pleading successfully our case (Heb. 9). He is the ruler of time and tide and exercises His rule 

over all things for us, just for us (Eph. 1; Rom. 8)! Yes, and all of it He does not far away from us but 

more closely connected to each of us than anyone else is or ever could be. He has promised, and 

again as Luther says so often, “He would not lie to us!” He is with us always in the Word, just as He 

promised He would be.5 He is with us as the One, the indispensable Bread of Life in His gospel; that 

Bread is received - not earned, not merited - but received by faith alone.6 He is with us through the 

pledge of the Holy Spirit, just as He promised7, so that all three persons of the Holy Trinity are seen 

as ever united and ever devoted to our salvation! We could go on and on with the beautiful, 

matchless glories revealed and given in the gospel - we are members of His mystical body, His bride, 

His temple. 

God gives in the gospel; faith receives. How wondrously, how beautifully the soul of the individual 

is, as St. Bernard puts it, kissed on the lips by Christ and the Holy Spirit in the gospel!8 
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So, then, as complete as is our doom under the law, so complete is our salvation in the gospel. Just 

as the law is addressed to the individual standing naked before God, so the gospel is the full and 

complete white robe of righteousness and justification earned by Christ and given as an altogether 

free gift to us one at a time in Word and Sacraments. This doctrine of the gospel as the saving means 

of grace in Word and sacraments, that means by which God saves us, thus finds a unique emphasis in 

confessional Lutheranism. The doctrine that the gospel has in it the power of God to create and 

preserve faith is an emphasis altogether missing in both Catholicism and non-Lutheran 

Protestantism. And this doctrine again highlights the unique emphasis on the individual in his 

encounter with God and God’s encounter with him; in that encounter, God and man take each other 

seriously. The content of that gospel message should be an antidote to self-righteousness; and the 

power of His gospel message gives man the certainty that is the antidote  to despair. 

How many different ways can we express that blessed, saving truth?! The soul that, like Luther, 

takes God seriously in the law cannot but leap for joy when it takes God seriously in the message of 

the absolutely free and complete gospel. Indeed, precisely because that gospel is for the whole world 

(John 3:16; Matt. 28:18-20; 2 Cor. 5:19; et al.) I can be confident that it is for me, even for me! The 

quest for certainty has its most blessed end in that saving gospel message. 

It is so clearly all grace alone and faith alone. And that’s what makes Scripture alone such a happy 

and blessed companion to grace and faith. For where would the certainty of grace be were it not for 

the voice of God Himself in the Scriptures? Where would faith have its firm foundation and sole 

reliance were it not in that means of grace to which God Himself is so attached that He does not wish 

to be ever separated from it? 

Is it not, then, utter folly to imagine that I could somehow contribute to my own salvation, or that I 

would even want to try? Such is not only folly; it is blasphemous ingratitude; it is a refusal to take 

either the law seriously or, even more dreadfully, to take the gospel of Christ’s redeeming work 

seriously. 

To imagine that I have some active or positive role to play in my own salvation is likewise to cast 

into doubt and uncertainty the whole point of the gospel. For the point of the gospel is that by it I 

should be restored and preserved in a blessed fellowship with God for time and for eternity. The 

point of the gospel is that I should be rescued from the snares of the devil and the jaws of hell for the 

blest company of the saints and angels, yes, of Christ Himself. 

But all of that is uncertain as soon as the credit or the responsibility for my salvation rests 

somehow on my own broken shoulders, my wounded conscience, my crushed and corrupted nature. 

Jesus did it all; therefore all is done! We take God seriously; indeed, how He so wondrously takes 

us and our need seriously. That is how we have certainty now in time and under the cross and then 

before the judgment seat of the Redeemer. 

Once we get that all straight, so much becomes clear. Unlike either Catholic or Protestant, we are 

not trying to get holy or holier by our works. Rather, with our works we are striving to become in life 

what we are already in the eyes of God and by faith: We strive to realise more and more in his life 

under the cross the holiness we already possess perfectly, completely, in the forgiveness granted in 

the gospel: in Word, in Baptism, in the Holy Supper. In love and gratitude to Him who loved us first, 

we love Him and desire to bring every word and work into loving service to Him and those He loves 

as much as He loves us. To be sure, the hammer of the law is there for the remaining sinful flesh to 

pummel and bring it into submission; but it is the drawing of the gospel that addresses the new man 

created in Christ Jesus for the good works that He prepares for us each day.  As the Apostle Paul 

writes: “8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. This is not of yourselves. It is the gift of God, 
9 not of works, that no one may boast. 10 For He has made us what we are, creating us in Christ Jesus for 

good works, which God has prepared in advance, in order that we may live in them,” (Eph. 2:8-10). 



Thus the life of the Christian is likewise something unique. Luther, in his On the Freedom of the 

Christian,9 in considering Philippians 2:5-8 which reads, 5 Have the same attitude as Christ Jesus had! 
6 Although He was in the form of God, yet He did not consider His equality with God as a prize to exploit. 
7 Instead, He emptied Himself, took on the form of a slave, and became like other human beings; and 

when He was found in the appearance of a human being, 8 He humbled Himself, becoming obedient to 

the point of death, even the death of the cross, makes the point that Christ had by virtue of the 

personal union of His two natures everything, absolutely everything. Hence He had no need for 

works of merit, for suffering and for dying. Thus everything, absolutely everything, that He did, He 

did for us! Correspondingly, since He did everything for us, we too have no need of works, of law, or 

of merit. We are therefore free to live totally for our neighbour. That we fail to do so is the constant 

goad that drives us back to the foot of the cross. With what anguish we look at ourselves and see in 

ourselves with Paul (Romans 7) nothing but corruption from head to toe! In our innermost being 

there still rages lust and greed and consequent shame and fear; there roars about the devil who 

laughs at us in our weakness and our ready surrender to envy and jealousy and then our feeble 

battle with despair. The Apostle Peter was correct: “Lord to whom shall we go? You have the words of 

eternal life, and we believe,” (John 6:68). Always and alone, our refuge is in the wounds of Christ. The 

wounds of Christ are the soul’s only secure hiding place; that was a favourite theme during and after 

the Reformation. That refrain was dear to a Lutheran piety that revelled in the truth of salvation fully 

accomplished in Christ’s wounds and therefore certain in His wounds. 

Our total depravity and the absolute nature of redemption by grace alone, won for us by Christ 

alone, through faith alone - a faith dependent on the effective and effecting promises of the gospel 

alone - is the perspective that informs and dominates all of orthodox, confessional, evangelical 

Lutheran doctrine and practice. That perspective takes God seriously and finds certainty in all that 

He has said in His Word and done for us in Christ. That perspective remained as a given in the 

thinking and works of Luther, of Melanchthon on his better days, and then of the authors of the 

Formula of Concord as they wrestled with errors that attacked from Rome and Geneva and 

Heidelberg. 

We Take God Seriously 

This taking God seriously and the quest for certainty marks all of the best products of confessional, 

orthodox Lutheranism. It is evident at once in the Lutheran test for doctrinal purity. So often and so 

falsely the confessors are dismissed as men interested in argument for its own sake. They are 

accused of being pedantic, narrow-minded, and even bigoted. But read the Confessions from 

beginning to end. There is a constantly recurring theme that comes up in every dispute, in the 

advancing and teaching of every doctrine. The litmus test for determining whether a doctrine is true 

or false, whether a teaching must be taught in all earnest or combated with all vigour is a threefold 

question. The confessors want to know this with every teaching: (1) Is the teaching according to the 

Scriptures? (2) Does the teaching warn the impenitent and comfort the penitent? (3) Does the 

teaching give maximum glory to Christ or rob him of His glory?10 

1. Is the teaching according to the Scriptures? Like Luther, the confessors were and wanted to be tied 

to the mast of the unerring and inspired Word of God in the canon of the Old and New Testaments. If 

a doctrine was not according to the Scriptures, then it had no place in the church. They wanted to be 

judged in their work and teaching by that standard before and above all others. The confessions of 

the church, old and new, were judges only because those confessions were drawn from and summed 
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up the teaching of that one and only infallible standard of the sacred Scriptures. Read the 

introductory remarks to both the Epitome and the Solid Declaration of the Formula of Concord; the 

devotion to the Scriptures as the sole and only ultimate source of doctrine is clear. Then read any 

article of the Formula, or go backward and begin with the Augsburg Confession and the Catechisms of 

Martin Luther; that same theme will be struck again and again: They wanted nothing else than to be 

faithful to the Word of God, even if reason or sentiment, pope or emperor, or all the hosts of hell rise 

up in opposition. Where is this written? is the question that must always be answered before 

anything is preached or taught. Read the Smalcald Articles; Luther, together with those who 

subscribed the Articles, wanted nothing in empire or church to tear them from the sure and steadfast 

Word of God. And why are they so steadfast, so stubborn (as some would say), so unwilling to 

compromise a little here or there for the sake of peace in church and state? Because it is God who 

speaks in the Word; and it is salvation that is at stake when God speaks. It ought to be 

unthinkable for both reasons that man would presume to tamper with that Word or ignore anything 

it commands or offers.11 

2. The second test of orthodoxy, of pure teaching and practice, is the answer to this question: Does 

the doctrine rebuke the sinner and comfort the penitent? In that question one sees at once the 

practicality of Lutheran scholarship. Scholarship is not an end itself. Scholarship in itself and, yes, 

polemics directed against false doctrine always has an evangelical emphasis and focus. Let the 

reader put it to the test: Is there a false doctrine that does not in some way or to some extent violate 

this principle? Purgatory, the veneration of the saints, the whole of papistic invention, double 

predestination, decision theology, the denial of the real presence of Christ in the Sacrament, denying 

the power of the gospel itself to create and sustain faith - need the list go on? Each and every one of 

these errors in one way or another is not only contrary to the Scriptures; each in its own way either 

gives false comfort to the impenitent or puts in doubt the real comfort given and assured by the 

gospel for the penitent. Every article of faith confessed especially in the Formula of Concord makes 

that same point. Accordingly, it is not small-minded stubbornness that is so insistent on doctrinal 

purity. It is a matter of both confessional and pastoral concern for the souls so precious that Christ 

came, Christ suffered, and Christ died and rose again for them! How utterly loveless and 

contemptible, therefore, to cast aside the Scriptures for whatever reason and thus to confirm the 

impenitent in impenitence or trouble the soul of the sorrowing and rob it of gospel consolation! 

False doctrine is all the more appalling when it is covered with a tattered shawl of love falsely so-

called. In the name of love the false teacher refuses to take God seriously; in the name of love he 

diminishes in one way or another the goal of the gospel in our salvation and our joy-filled 

thanksgiving for it. Yes, the fellowship principles for which confessional Lutherans are so often 

ridiculed and for which we are called narrow-minded bigots need to be considered through this lens 

too. A careless and indifferent practice of fellowship with false teachers and churches in essence 

declares: “Let’s just agree to disagree; after all, God loves everybody and rejects no one; so it doesn’t 

really matter how much of His Word we accept or set aside; all that matters is love; all that matters is 

that we just ‘believe’ (and say as little as possible about the content of that ‘believing’!).” Such an 

attitude and the practices that flow from it certainly do not take God seriously. A practice of 

fellowship that is indifferent to any of God’s Word offers only the false security of relativism, a 

delusion on a good day! That kind of practice cannot help but confirm error and, at the very least, 

confuse the faithful, robbing them of the certainty they should find in the Scriptures faithfully taught. 

Just to mention one of more obvious examples of the point: how many sinners are confirmed in their 
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impenitence and how many saints wonder if all of their travails on account of their faith are worth 

the bother when they see an open unbeliever given a “Christian” funeral? No fellowship with God or 

with the church was ever evident; but in the name of love such a fellowship is declared to one and 

all, after death and the judgment have made any such communion with God impossible. 

3. Finally, all true doctrine gives maximum glory to Christ, and contrariwise all false doctrine robs 

Christ of the glory that is His due. How could anyone who takes God seriously ever want to rob Christ 

of His glory? If I recognise that my need of forgiveness, grace, and the all-sufficient merit of Christ is 

absolute, how could I help but shout it to the skies? ALL, yes, ALL glory be to God in Christ for His 

indescribable gift!12 Again, the anguished cry of the “Kyrie” (Lord have mercy) is absolute when it 

comes to my need; and likewise the exultant thanksgiving song of the “Gloria Excelsis” (Glory to God 

in the highest) is absolute in the happy confession that Christ has done it all for me, even for me and 

for my salvation. However, in each of the false doctrines mentioned in the last point, Christ is robbed 

of the glory which is His due and which we most gladly accord Him in the confession of true doctrine. 

That is most obviously the case, of course, with respect to the cardinal articles concerning 

redemption and salvation. I want no credit for my salvation, for in truth I have none; and if some 

credit should be required of me, I would live and die in doubt, yes, in fear and trembling that when 

all is said and done I may yet hear those dread words: “Depart from Me!”13 But thanks be to God and 

all glory to His Son! He has merited everything and credits all to that faith which has as its essence 

the happy reception of all that He wants to give. And what does He want to give? Everything! All 

that He is and has (Rom. 8; Eph. 1) is mine by grace alone, on account of Christ alone, by faith alone. 

These tests for orthodoxy mark every doctrine taught and, in so doing, give evidence over and over 

again of those unique characteristics of Luther and the Lutheran Reformation: we take God seriously. 

We want in all that we preach and teach to be sure and certain that what we believe, teach, and 

confess is faithful to the will and Word of God. For it is to God that we must answer for our doctrine 

and practice. In our doctrine and practice our goal is to give Him all glory and praise for His saving 

Word and work. 

Any work of professors in theology, or a parish pastor, is not merely an intellectual exercise. It is 

not a labour that delights in distinctions for their own sake, much less in speculations that tickle 

proud fancy. No, the work of theology in the seminary, or in the pulpit, must remain ever mindful of 

each individual’s desperate need and of the only sure and secure satisfaction of that need in the 

work of Christ for us, as the benefit of that work is given to us fully and freely in the means of grace. 

That, again, is the essence of the uniqueness of our Lutheran heritage. May it ever be so! For precious 

to Him are the souls, each one of them, to whom we address His killing words of the law and His life-

giving, saving words of the gospel. 

Indeed, it is this emphasis on the law and the gospel addressed by God to each individual through 

the preaching of His Word that keeps us as a church body, as congregations, from having anything to 

do with assorted religious groups on the right and the left that busy themselves with trying to 

influence the state to adopt this or that social or political agenda. Lobbying organisations and social 

movements of one sort or another may have uses for individual Christians as citizens. But all of our 

attention as a church we want to devote to the rescue of this sinner and then that one. It is the 

encounter of God with the individual in the law and the gospel that totally absorbs our attention. We 

trust the presence of God with His effective gospel as it is preached and taught to get that saving 

work done.  
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In our day, surely no one will want to argue that these hinges of the Lutheran Reformation and 

these three tests of orthodoxy are hallmarks of 21st century Christianity as we have it in the public 

doctrine and practice of most church bodies. Who today is willing to be tied, even happy to be tied, to 

the mast of God’s unchanging Word? Who today struggles to escape the storms of either the self-

righteousness or the despair that comes from careless application of the law? Indeed, in our day it is 

difficult even to find churches that take the law of God seriously at all as they compete with one 

another in undoing what God says about the inspiration and authority of His Word. Once they are no 

longer willing to take God seriously in His Word, arguing about and coming up with consistently 

wrong conclusions with respect to the sanctity of life, who should serve as pastors, the definition of 

marriage, and the like is to be expected. And even when some get some of the answers right some of 

the time, what difference does it make when the fundamental need of the individual to be crushed by 

the law and saved by the gospel has been set aside or made uncertain by shifting doctrines of 

teachers and hearers who have itching ears. 14 

And so they shout part of one line from Christ’s High Priestly Prayer and make it their motto: “That 

they may be one!” (John 17:11). But where is oneness when everyone thinks and does only what is 

right in his own eyes as in days of the book of Judges, without regard to what God says? They 

completely ignore the basis of genuine unity in Christ and His Word. Gone forever from their lips is 

Jesus’ earnest call that we “teach them everything” (Matt. 28:18-20), and never to be heard is the 

serious warning that we are His disciples only when we continue in His Word.15 Such a oneness is 

just an empty word. Then they worship one and all together, even with avowedly nonChristians, 

with the empty mantra of “God loves everybody and so do we!” But what kind of love is it that leaves 

the sinner in his sins, neither calling him to repentance nor bringing him to life with the saving 

message of God’s boundless grace and the Saviour’s all-sufficient sacrifice for sin? That kind of love is 

cold and heartless. And as well it robs Christ of the glory that is His due as God and Saviour, a glory 

we should most gladly render Him. In essence this is what they say: God’s glory is chiefly this, that He 

lets us come to Him on our own terms instead of on His; that way no one ever need feel sad or excluded 

or judged or required in any way to change. Who in that equation is really God, and who creature and 

subject? Everything is backward and upside down! Indeed it is the antithesis of taking God seriously! 

The verdict of God over Judah fits well: “You turn things upside down, as if the potter were thought to 

be like the clay! Shall what is formed say to the one who formed it, ‘You did not make me’? Can the pot 

say to the potter, ‘You know nothing’” (Is. 29:16)? 

What shall we say, then, as we observe this Reformation anniversary? Let us be resolved to follow 

in the footsteps of our fathers. Let us not abandon the unique heritage that by God’s grace still 

remains to us. Let us flee with horror the temptation to “join the crowd” in teaching less and then 

still less of His Word in the hope of reaching some who will not listen to any of it until we rid it of 

whatever they may find objectionable. Let us continue in worship to remember that its most 

important element is not what we do there but what God does with His Word and Sacraments - 

response comes only after the most important part of the service, the receiving of the gospel. Let us 

not be ashamed of the gospel, of the “Thus says the Lord” of the apostles and prophets. 

Surely the time is short, the day far spent and almost gone. But there is still time, time to take God 

seriously, time to find and proclaim the certainty that alone is to be found in the Saviour’s wounds 

and in His arms stretched out to us in His sure and certain Word. May we be found faithful, faithful to 

our unique heritage that is faithful to Him who loves us and bought us with His own blood. To Him 

who sits on the throne be all honour and glory in our hearts, in our church, now and forevermore! 

oooOooo 
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NOW THANK WE ALL OUR GOD #437 
1 

Now thank we all our God 
With hearts and hands and voices, 
Who wondrous things hath done, 

In whom His world rejoices; 
Who from our mothers’ arms 
Hath blessed us on our way 
With countless gifts of love, 

And still is ours today. 

2 
O may this bounteous God 

Through all our life be near us, 
With ever joyful hearts 

And blessed peace to cheer us; 
And keep us in His grace, 

And guide us when perplexed, 
And free us from all ills 

In this world and the next. 

3 
All praise and thanks to God 

The Father now be given, 
The Son, and Him who reigns 
With them in highest heaven: 

The one eternal God, 
Whom earth and heaven adore, 

For thus it was, is now, 
And will be evermore. 

 


