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therefore an element of Luther’s teaching concerning C hristian  
righteousness, and not sim ply a C hristian  subset of the broader 
teaching concerning civil or hum an  righteousness. This was a 
m ajor tu rn  in the understanding  of C hristian  ethics, for since 
an tiquity  C hristian  ethics had m ost often been viewed from  
w ith in  the perspective ofvarious classical, philosophical world- 
views, w hether ft was the ethics of A ristotle or of Stoicism. In 
Luther’s tim e, the ethics of A ristotle reigned. C entral to this 
system is tha t one becomes righteous, or ethical, by practice, 
ft is a thoroughly  hum an endeavor, by which a good m an be- 
comes a better m an. In the various Scholastic systems, G od’s 
grace is necessary to perfect the hum an righteousness tha t ev- 
ery person is capable of th rough  the exercise o f free will, but 
th is grace-em pow ered hum an  righteousness is still a hum an 
work, and therefore ft is m eritorious.

L uther’s view of justification tu rn ed  th is ethical system on 
its head and placed C hristian  ethics into two realm s of life in 
G od’s world. In  the divine realm , or righ t-hand  rule o f God, 
C hristian  righteousness is som ething tha t proceeds from  faith 
alone and is therefore im possible apart from  faith. No m atter 
how good a person is in term s of ethical behavior (what the Lu- 
theran  reform ers call hum an  righteousness), such a person has 
no C hristian  righteousness w ithout faith in  C hrist, from  w hich 
C hristian  righteousness bloom s as fru it from  a good tree. O n 
the o ther hand, while the C hristian  living by faith already has 
perfect C hristian  righteousness according to the principle of 
sim ul iustus et peccator— sim ultaneously to tally  righteous and 
totally  a s in n e r—such a person nevertheless still has to work 
very m uch at ft to develop good practices o f ethical behavior in 
the o ther realm , the realm  of hum an  righteousness, or G od’s 
left-hand rule. Like the unbeliever, C hristians are accountable 
for the ir actions in  th is realm  of existence, and they canno t 
sim ply appeal to forgiveness to remove from  them selves tha t 
accountability. In  the realm  of hum an  righteousness, also 
know n as civil righteousness, the C hristian  is not essentially 
different th an  an unbeliever who is striving to live a good life. 
In fact, as I will later show, Luther views the works even of god- 
less, unbelieving m en as the holy work of G od in  the world

^ T n  t h e  t h i r d  p a r t  o f  h i s  Confession Concerning Christ's 
٠ Supper (1528), M artin  Luther w rote a com prehensive con- 

د  fession of his faith “before G od and all the world.” He opens 
th is confession w ith an observation tha t errors were increasing 
in  the church and  he feared tha t after his death others w o u ld  

appeal to his person or w ritings to confirm  their own errors. In 
th is opening paragraph, w hich is quoted in  its en tirety  in  the 
Form ula of C oncord, A rticle VII, the Reform er c o n c lu d e s :

Let no one m ake this out to be a joke or idle talk; I am  in 
dead earnest, since by the grace of G od I have learned to 
know  a great deal about Satan. If he can tw ist and pervert 
G od’s w ord and  scripture, what will he not be able to do 
w ith m y or som eone else’s words?*

This essay is an investigation into how the Lutheran Refor- 
m ation treated the subject o f a C hristian’s vocation. I introduce 
this investigation by referring to this confession of Luther’s faith 
because this text clearly reveals the Reform er’s own treatm ent 
of the chief articles of faith, including his understanding  of the 
C hristian’s vocation, in the form  of a w ritten  testam ent for pos- 
terity, m uch like the later Smalcald Articles. In  the m idst of so 
m any genres of Luther’s w ritings—from  polem ical treatises to 
serm ons and biblical lectures to catechetical treatises to person- 
al letters—the testam entary  w ritings of Luther stand out as the 
Reform er’s own statem ent o f w hat he w anted posterity  to view 
as his confession o fth e  gospel and of C hristian  doctrine.

N otew orthy in  this confession is tha t the Reformer places 
his condem nation of m onastic orders and his positive teach- 
ing concerning “the holy orders and true  religious institu- 
tions established by G od” im m ediately after his confession of 
the T rinity  and w ith in  his confession of the person and w ork 
of Jesus Christ. In  other words, for Luther the doctrine of the 
C hristian ’s vocation is an e le m e n t  of the central article o f the 
C hristian  faith. The C hristian ’s vocation is p art of the ongo- 
ing, sanctifying w ork of Jesus C hrist in  the lives of sinners who 
are justified before G od by faith. The C hristian ’s vocation is
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dia University College of Alberta, Edmonton. A longer version ofthis 1· Martin Luther, Studienausgabe, ed. Hans-Ulrich Delius (Berlin,
essay was presented at the 2006 Congress of the ¿utheran Confes- later Leipzig: Evangelische Verla^sanstah, 1987-1999), 4:245.4-
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and  finally he rejects “the new  and  the old ?elagians who will 
no t adm it original sin to he sin, bu t m ake it an  infirm ity  ٠٢ de- 
feet.”* In  short, after confessing C hrist’s person as tru e  G od and 
true  m an, Luther proceeds to confess m an’s to tal slavery to the 
sinful natu re  inherited  from  A dam  and  condem ns all Pelagian 
views o f salvation, th a t is, all views th a t m ake salvation some- 
th ing  th a t hum an  beings are capable of by the exercise of free 
will, w hether tha t capacity be total, as in  classical Pelagianism, 
or partial, as in  the various Scholastic systems w hich held th a t 
G od m ust add grace to m an’s efforts in  order for the hum an  
being to be saved.

At th is po in t in  his Confession the Reform er condem ns m o- 
nastic institu tions “as sheer devil’s rabble and error.” ^ e s e  tra- 
ditional form s o f pursu ing  C hristian  holiness—even though  
they are ancient—were institu ted  by m en apart from  Scripture, 
Luther says, though he acknowledges tha t “m any great saints 
have lived in  them .”* In an  im portan t paragraph, the Reform- 
er relates the trad ition  o f m onastic orders to the vocations of 
C hristians. I f  m onastic institu tions were devoted to tra in ing  
m en to becom e pastors and  com petent people for serving in 
the civil governm ent, and  to  tra in ing  “fine, respectable, learned 
w om en capable o f keeping house and  rearing children in  a 
C hristian  way,” then  they would be a good thing. “But to seek 
there a way of salvation, th a t is the devil’s doctrine and  creed, 
1 T im othy 4, etc.”4

To these hum anly  devised religious institu tions the Reform- 
er contrasts the “holy orders and  tru e  religious institu tions es- 
tablished by G o d . . .  : the office o f priest, the estate o f m arriage, 
the tem poral authority.”5 Here we com e across the th ree orders 
o f G od’s creation tha t are som etim es referred to  as the th ree 
hierarchies; in  Latin texts, Luther uses the term s ecclesiUy oeco- 
nom ia , and politia. N ot just the priesthood  or pastoral office 
bu t the whole order o f life and office in  the church is one of 
the sacred orders th a t G od has created in  the world. N ot just 
m arriage but the whole order o f life in  the household and  the 
econom ic sphere o f labor and  production  is likewise an  order 
created by G od in  w hich his people can live out the life o f faith 
and  holiness. N ot just political offices bu t the whole civil order 
w ith  all its relationships o f rule and  obedience, patronage and 
service to the state—this is a realm  in  w hich the C hristian  can

2. St.A. 4:246.12-249.4; see LW  37:361-63.
3. St.A. 4:249.5-20; see LW37:363-64.
4. St.A. 4:249.21-27؛ see LW37:364. Later in the confession Luther ex- 

pands on this rejection of monastic holiness, including the priestly 
offering of the mass as a sacrifice: “Above all abominations, how- 
ever, I hold the mass when it is preached and sold as a sacrifice ٠٢ 
good work, for upon it stand all religious foundations and mon- 
asteries, but, God willing, soon they shall be overthrown. For as I 
have indeed been a great, grievous, and shameful sinner, and also 
my youth I have damnably spent and wasted, so still my greatest 
sins are that I was such a holy monk, and with so many masses I so 
horribly enraged, tormented, and plagued my dear Lord for over 
fifteen years. But may praise and thanks to his inexpressible grace 
be said into eternity, that he has led me out of such abomination, 
and still daily upholds and strengthens me in the right faith, de- 
spite my ingratitude” (St.A. 4:256.r-ro; see £W ־37:3707 r).

5. St.A. 4:25 2؛ ل.ه-  see LW37:364.

w hen these people are participa ting  ethically in  the  left-hand 
ru le o f God, th ro u g h  the orders th a t G od has established for 
the preservation o f his world.

But first we need to wrestle w ith  the way Luther viewed the 
worldly vocations o f C hristians as outlets for Christian  righ- 
teousness. This is indicated by the fact tha t in  his 1528 Confes- 
siony the Reform er placed his discussion o f vocation w ith in  the 
second article o f the Creed. Indeed, so central is the d o c tr in e  

of vocation to  Luther’s understand ing  of C hristian  righteous- 
ness tha t w ith in  th is section o f 2لل  lines (in the critical edition) 
devoted to C hrist’s person and  work, the Reform er devotes 77 
lines, or about tw o-th irds o f the whole, to the righteousness 
C hrist works in  the lives o f believers, a righteousness tha t is 
wholly C hrist’s w ork and  gift, and yet it is a righteousness tha t 
C hristians participate in  th rough  the ir daily life in  the world. 
It is necessary to grasp how Luther relatos the C hristian ’s voca- 
tion  to righteousness in  C hrist before we can explore how the 
Lutheran Confessions trea t the subject o f the C hristian ’s voca- 
tion  in  the world, for in  the Confessions vocation is m ost often 
treated  under the broader topic o f w hat constitutes C hristian  
righteousness, som etim es called C hristian  perfection.

Luther relates the Christian's 
vocation to righteousness in Christ.

Luther, in  th is testam ent o f his faith, treats C hristian  righ- 
teousness as p a r t o f the work o f C hrist in  the C hristian  first 
by condem ning  m onastic trad itions and institu tions as non- 
C hristian , even idblatrous, and  then  by confessing a totally  
different conception o f C hristian  life from  the Catholic con- 
ception passed dow n from  late an tiqu ity  and  th roughou t the 
M iddle Ages. In  th is essay I w ill first give an  exposition of 
Luther’s confession regarding the  C hristian ’s vocation in  th is 
testam ent o f his faith; then  I will show how  the Book ٠۴ Con- 
cord incorporates the Reform er’s understand ing  o f vocation 
th roughou t its m any confessions articu la ting  the doctrine of 
the L utheran c h u r c h .

M A R T IN  L U TH E R ’S C O N C E P T  GE V G C A TIO N  
A N D  C H R IS T IA N  R IG H TEO U SN ESS 

Consider the significance of the fact th a t Luther’s discussion 
o f the C hristian ’s vocation comes w ith in  his confession regard- 
ing the person and  w ork o f Jesus Christ. W ith in  th is central 
article o f C hristian  teaching, after confessing the incarnation  
of the Son of G od in  the m an Jesus and  articu la ting  the tw o na- 
tu res in  C hrist, Luther describes the Lord’s suffering and  death 
for sinners. The Reform er then  confesses his faith  regarding the 
original guilt tha t all m en inherit from  Adam; he condem ns “as 
sheer error all doctrines w hich glorify our free will, as d iam etri- 
cally con trary  to the help and grace o f our Savior Jesus C hrist”;
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obedient to parents and m asters is also sheer holiness [hei- 
ligkeit], and  whoever is found therein, is a living sain t on 
earth-

Likewise also prince or sovereign, judge, civil servant, 
chancellor, notary, laborers, m aids, and all such ser- 
van ts—all obedient subjects—everything is sheer “holy 
place” and a holy h£e before God. For these three institu- 
tions or orders are included in G od’s word and com m and. 
But w hat is included in  G od’s word, tha t m ust be a holy 
th ing  [heilig ding], for G od’s w ord is holy and sanctifies ev־ 
ery th ing  tha t is connected w ith it and is in  it.

Above these th ree institu tions and orders is the com m on 
order of C hristian  love.8

Luther here defines the various places where sanctification 
and the C hristian  life are pursued as places where C hristian  
love for the neighbor can be put into practice. The holy life takes 
place in the household, where parents carefully raise their chil- 
dren  to serve G od according to his word. The holy life takes 
place in  the civil realm , th rough  wise governance and obedi- 
ence to civil laws. In  short, for Luther the holy life does not take 
place in  the m yriad of religious activities tha t hum an  beings 
create and pass dow n as trad itions of the church, but rather in 
the activities tha t G od has prescribed in the created order itself. 
A nd love is w hat binds these orders together—not just any love 
but Christian  love, which is the fulfillm ent of G od’s law (Rom 
13:10). The C hristian  lives a holy life w hen in  his or her voca- 
tio n —com prised of church, household and work, and activities 
in the civil rea lm —G od’s w ord is upheld and  honored, all un- 
der the overarching practice of C hristian  love.

Churchly servicefor Luther is every- 
thing thatpersons do in the name of 
Christ through churchly institutions.

W hat is rem arkable about th is description of C hristian  holi- 
ness or sanctification is tha t these activities o f the C hristian  all 
take place in  bo th  realm s of G od’s rule at the same tim e. It is 
not true, at least in  a sim plistic way, tha t the order of ecclesia 
is under the right-hand governance of G od but tha t the oeco- 
nomia  and politia  are under G od’s left-hand governance, and 
therefore tha t the basic division is between church and state, 
or even between church and  secular society. No, the question is 
rather w hether the individual serving in  these orders is doing 
so by faith, and therefore is living out C hristian  righteousness, 
or is doing so only under the realm  of hum an  righteousness.

8. St.A. 4:250.7-19; see LW  37:364-65.

serve God by faith, and such service is a holy w ork o f God w hen 
ft is done in conform ity w ith  the word of God, in particu lar 
when ft is done by faith.

In  the next paragraphs as Luther develops th is point, he uses 
vocabulary tha t specifically calls to m ind  the concepts o f rel- 
ics and holy places tha t were so central to ancient and m edi- 
eval Catholic concepts o f holiness. N ot Heiligkeit— the abstract 
word for “holiness”—but H eiligthum  is the w ord Luther uses 
as he defines the place where C hristians are to pursue the holy 
life o f faith and service. H eiligthum  m eans “holy place”—it is 
the G erm an word used to refer to a shrine or sanctuary  for 
holy relics, w here  and how  is the holy life of the justified sin- 
ner to be lived out? N ot in a m onastery  or th rough  pilgrim - 
ages to shrines, not th rough  acts of devotion or penance before 
holy relics or icons, but in  the orders tha t G od has created and 
governs according to his Holy W ord—these are the holy places 
w here the C hristian  lives out a life of holiness and thus partici- 
pates in the holiness of God.

Luther shows first of all how the pastoral office and m in istry  
o fth e  w ord together w ith diaconal service (described as the SU- 

pervision of the “com m on chest” or local welfare systems ere- 
ated under Luther’s recom m endation؟  are “works which are 
altogether holy in  G od’s sight.” The holy w ork of such churchly 
service is not surprising, although ft is im portan t to note tha t 
churchly service for Luther is m uch broader than  the divine- 
ly institu ted  office of preaching. C hurchly service for Luther 
is everything tha t pastors, supervisors of the com m on chest, 
and sextons—yes, even the “m essengers or servants who serve 
such persons”—do in the nam e of C hrist th rough  churchly 
institutions. C hristians serving in  these institutions, w hether 
ordained pastors, other fu ll-tim e church workers, or lay volun- 
teers, are accountable to the church and are living out the ir VO- 

cation w ith in  the divine order o f ecclesia, or churchly service.7 
^ e y  all have churchly vocations, a term  tha t traditionally  had 
been reserved for secular priests and religious clergy, tha t is, 
m onks and nuns. Service in  any and all o fthese  churchly voca- 
tions is the holy work of G od for the benefit o f th e  world.

But such churchly service is not the only holy w ork in which 
all C hristians are called to live out their vocation. Consider now 
how Luther goes on to describe holy service th rough  the other 
two orders created by G od for life in this world:

Likewise, any fathers and  m others whose house is well- 
governed, and  children  raised to the service of God, [this] 
is also sheer “holy place” [heiligthum] and holy w ork and 
holy order. Similarly, where [wo] children  and  servants are

6. On this see Luther’s Preface and the text of the Ordinance o f a 
Common Chest for the city of Leisnig, 1523 (11^45:159-94).

7. St.A. 4:250.2-7; see LW  37:364. Luther considers these churchly VO-

cations as part of the divine order of ecclesia even though in the 
territorial church system of Luther’s day, such offices were under 
the jurisdiction and in the employment of the civil government. 
Even today in Germany, social welfare and health care institutions 
and employees are referred to under the churchly terms of dia- 
conal offices and institutions.
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is participation  in  G od’s holy work, even though  such partici- 
pation  does no t save and  those who participate w ithout faith 
are no t saved. W hile trad itional Catholic views o f holiness 
held tha t C hristian  righteousness or perfection is pursued by 
abandoning the world, and  th a t such perfection m ediates sal- 
vation to  oneself and  to  others, Luther views holiness as a righ- 
teousness th a t G od works in  the world th rough  C hristians and  
som etim es even th rough  unbelievers, but it is no t necessarily a 
righteousness tha t saves. If  such C hristian  love is extended by 
faith, it is C hristian  righteousness. Sim ilar acts done w ithout 
faith are m ere hum an  righteousness. But G od is doing a holy 
w ork th rough  them  all, out o f love for his creation and  for its 
preservation.

This confession o fth e  C hristian ’s vocation in  the th ree orders 
or h ierarchies is elaborated by Luther in  m any o fh is  works, but 
perhaps m ost notew orthy are his lectures on Genesis where the 
Reform er richly narrates the lives o f the patriarchs and  dem - 
onstrates how these holy m en and  w om en o f old lived out their 
faith in  the ir daily life in  the w orld th rough  these orders es- 
tablished by God. Also in  the Genesis narratives appear m en 
w ithout faith—m en such as Abimelech and  P haraoh—who 
nevertheless conduct themselves ethically in  the ir civil offices 
and  therefore participate in  the holy w ork o f God. I treated  
m any o f these texts from  the Genesis lectures in  m y presenta- 
tion  at the 2002 Congress on the L utheran Confessions when 
1 spoke on the vocations of women, and  also in  a book on the 
Genesis lectures.™ Presently 1 will tu rn  to investigate how Lu- 
th e r’s doctrine of vocation did no t rem ain  his own confession 
alone bu t cam e to be confessed as the doctrine o f th e  evangeli- 
cal L utheran C hurch in  the Book o f Concord.

V O C A T IO N  IN  T H E  L U TH E R A N  CO N FESSIO N S
^ e r e  is no article in  the L utheran Confessions devoted specifi- 
cally to Luther’s concept o f the C hristian ’s vocation. However, 
the Reform er’s teaching of C hristian  righteousness, founda- 
tional for the doctrine of justification, the central doctrine of 
the L utheran Reform ation, is taught th roughou t the Confes- 
sions and  therefore L uther’s doctrine o f vocation is taught in 
m any different articles. The m ost extensive trea tm en t o f VO- 

cation is w ith in  A rticle XVI o f th e  A ugsburg Confession (On 
Civil G overnm ent, one o f the th ree  orders institu ted  by God), 
^ e r e  the princes at Augsburg confessed tha t civil governm ent 
is established by G od and  tha t C hristians m ay take p art in  the 
various responsibilities o f civil governance, including the pun- 
ishing o f evildoers, w aging just wars, possessing property, and 
so forth  (AC XVI, 1-2).n  The Augsburg Confession condem ns 
the A nabaptists who were teaching tha t none of these th ings

!٥٠ John A. Maxfield, “Martin Luther on the Vocation(s) of Women,” 
in Feminism and the Church: Papers Presented at the Congress on 
the Lutheran Confessions, Bloomingdale, Illinois, April 4-6, 2002, 
ed. John A. Maxfield (St. Louis: Luther Academy, 2003), -ل2تم  and 
idem, Luthers Lectures on Genesis and the Formation ofEvangeli- 
cal Identity, Sixteenth Century Essays & Studies, 80 (Kirksville, 
MC: Truman State University Press, 2008).

11. All references to the Book of Concord are from the Tappert edition.

N ot just any father and  m other who love the ir children but only 
those fathers and  m others who rule the ir household according 
to the w ord o f G od are practicing C hristian  righteousness: the ir 
household is a holy place before God, and they are living saints 
on earth . N ot just any prince or public official who governs 
wisely, bu t specifically when C hristians serve in  these offices 
and  do so as an  expression of faith w orking th rough  love does 
the order o f politia  becom e a place wherein the C hristian  can 
live out C hristian  righteousness and therefore be a continuing 
extension of C hrist’s person and  w ork in  the world. As Chris- 
tians serve in  any of the th ree orders G od has institu ted  in  the 
world, they participate in  bo th  realm s and are servants bo th  of 
G od’s righ t-hand  rule and  his left-hand rule.

As Christians serve in any ofthe three 
orders Cod has instituted in the world, 
they are servants both ofG od’s right- 
hand rule and his left-hand rule.

At the sam e tim e, however, these holy orders are so d irectly  
connected to G od’s w ork tha t Luther confesses G od’s holy w ork 
to be done in  them  even w hen these works are perform ed by 
the godless, and  even though  the godless are no t saved th rough  
th is participation  in  G od’s holy work. D escribing the works 
o f C hristian  love as “feeding the hungry, giving d rin k  to the 
thirsty, forgiving enemies, praying for all m en on earth , suffer- 
ing all kinds o f evil on earth , etc.,” Luther calls all these “down- 
righ t good and  holy w ork”; nevertheless no such order is a way 
to salvation [zur Seligkeit]. The Reform er explains:

For it is entirely different, to be holy and  to be saved. We 
becom e saved alone th rough  Christ, but holy bo th  th rough  
such faith and also th rough such divine institutions and  or- 
ders. Also the godless m ay indeed have m uch about them  of 
[this] “holy thing,” but they are no t on tha t account saved 
therein. For G od w ants to have such works [done] by us to 
his praise and glory. A nd all who are thus saved in  the faith 
o f C hrist do such works and retain  such o rd e rs .. . .  Now if 
these orders and  divine institutions do not save, what can 
we say about the effects o f th e  devil’s institutions and m on- 
asteries, which have sprung up entirely w ithout G od’s word, 
and fu rthe r strive and  rage against the only way of faith?*

Here Luther has tu rn ed  the trad itional Catholic concept o f ho- 
liness on its head. Participation in  the created orders o f G od

9· St.A. 4:251.1-12; see LW  37:365, which erroneously places these 
lines into a new paragraph.
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Form ula of C oncord articula ted  instead a view of civil govern- 
m ent tha t placed the L utheran territo ria l churches and their 
governance m uch too firm ly u nder the control o f civil ru lers.^  
L utheranism  was held captive under the grow ing absolutism  of 
early m odern  E uropean a n a r c h i e s  while the originally Lu- 
the ran  doctrine of political resistance to ty rann ical civil au- 
tho rity  was taken up by the Calvinists and  the later F uritan  
trad ition . From  there it was taken up in A m erica by John Ad- 
am s, am ong others.** The critical difference between Luther- 
anism  as it continued to develop under European m onarchies 
and the experience of L utheranism  in A m erica is the necessary 
background for considering the early h isto ry  of the M issouri 
Synod and o ther confessional Lutheran bodies in  the U nited 
States tha t were free from  state control. Consider, for example, 
the title o f W alther’s im portan t w ork in  congregational polity: 
The Right Form o f an Evangelical Lutheran Local Congregation 
Independent o fth e  State.14

In  the Apology, M elanchthon notes tha t the Rom an Catholic 
opponents had approved this article in the Augsburg Confes- 
sion “w ithout exception” (Ap XVI, 1). Nevertheless the Apology 
article features an  extensive treatm ent of the distinction  he- 
tween C h ris ts  kingdom  and the political kingdom , and con- 
dem ns as erroneous views regarding C hristian  perfection tha t 
stem from  the trad itional distinction  of classes am ong Chris- 
tians, for example, holding clergy and m onastics to a higher 
view of C hristian  perfection based on the so-called evangelical 
counsels outlined hy Jesus in  the Serm on on the M ount (Ap XVI,

12. Oliver K. Olson, “Gnesio-Lutheran Influence on the American 
Revolution,” in The American Book o f Concord: A  Sesquicenten- 
nial Celebration, ed. John A. Maxfield, The Fieper Lectures, vol. 
6 (St. Louis: Concordia Historical Institute and The Luther Acad- 
emy, 2003), 1-15. See also Oliver K. Olson, “Theology of Révolu- 
tion: Magdeburg, 1550-1551,” Sixteenth Century Journal 3, no. 1 
(April 1972): 56-79; David M. Whitford, Tyranny and Resistance: 
The Magdeburg Confession and the Lutheran Tradition (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 2001); and idem, (iCura Religionis 
or Two Kingdoms: The Late Luther on Religion and the State in 
the Lectures on Genesis,” Church History 73 (2004): 41-62.

13. See Olson, “Gnesio-Lutheran Influence,” 10-13, where Olson sum- 
marizes the arguments of Whitford, Tyranny and Resistance; and 
David M. Whitford, “John Adams, John Fonet, and a Lutheran 
Influence on the American Revolution,” Lutheran Quarterly 15 
(2001): 143.

14. C. F. W. Walther, The Form ofa  Christian Congregation, ?resented 
and Fublished hy Resolution ofthe Ev. Luth. Pastoral Conference 
of St. Louis, MO, Second unchanged edition, St. Louis, Mo., 1864, 
trans. John Theodore Mueller (St. Louis: Concordia Fublishing 
House, 1963; reprinted in the Concordia Heritage Series, 1987). The 
full title as given in the translator’s preface (p. v) is The Right Form 
ofan Evangelical Lutheran Local Congregation Independent ofthe  
State: A Compilation o f Witnesses from  the Confessional Writings 
ofthe Evangelical Lutheran Church and the Private Writings o flts  
Orthodox Teachers. Under ^ e s is  2, Walther notes that the gov- 
ernment (or members of the government) o fa  country in which 
the orthodox church dwells “should belong to the church, and this 
maybe beneficial for the church.” He then adds, “Nevertheless, the 
church’s independence of the state is not a defect or an abnormal 
condition, but the right and natural relation which ought always to 
obtain between church and state” (ibid., 5-6).

is C hristian. Then, in a ^ ra g ra p h  tha t shnws the cnnfessors’ 
adoption o f Luther’s view of C hristian  righteousness in its rela- 
tion to the vocation of C hristians, the article continues:

Also condem ned are those who teach tha t C hristian  per- 
fection requires the forsaking o fhouse and home, wife and 
child, and the renunciation of such activities as are m en- 
tioned above. Actually, true  perfection consists alone of 
proper fear of C od and real faith in  God, for the Gospel 
does not teach an outw ard and tem poral but an inw ard and 
eternal m ode of existence and righteousness of the heart. 
The Gospel does not overthrow  civil authority, the state, 
and m arriage but requires tha t all these be kept as true  or- 
ders of God and that everyone, each according to his own 
calling, m anifest C hristian  love and genuine good works in 
his station of life. Accordingly, C hristians are obliged to be 
subject to civil authority  and obey its com m ands and laws 
in ah tha t can be done w ithout sin. But w hen com m ands of 
the civil au thority  cannot be obeyed w ithout sin, we m ust 
obey G od rather than  m en (Acts 5:29). (AC XVI, 4-7)

Hem  we have the elem ents o f L uther’s teaching in  sum m ary  
form. First, there is the condem nation of views of C hristian  
perfection such as in m onasticism , and now also in  the Ana- 
baptist m ovem ent, which viewed C hristian  holiness as achiev- 
able only by w ithdraw al from  the world. Second, the article 
presents a view of C hristian  righteousness or perfection tha t 
is grounded  in  “proper fear of G od and real faith in G od,” for 
C hristian  righteousness is the righteousness of faith in  the 
heart. Finally, w hen those who are righteous by faith seek to 
live out their faith by living a holy life, th is is done not by aban- 
doning the world but by living as a C hristian  in  the worldly 
orders o f th e  state and m arriage. The article lacks the pow er of 
Luther’s language in the 1528 Confession, where he had talked 
so concretely about the holy life w ith in  the “holy place” of the 
household and the civil m alm . But the sam e concepts are clear- 
ly them: holiness or righteousness is som ething tha t the gospel 
bestows but is also som ething to be lived out in  the C hristian ’s 
daily life th rough  his vocation, for G od is doing a holy work 
th rough  these vocations in  the world. Also following Luther, 
the confessors at Augsburg wem careful to note tha t it is not 
just any life w ith in  these orders institu ted  by God, but it is the 
life lived in  obedience to G od in  these orders tha t is a holy life 
of C hristian  righteousness. Yes, even when obedience to God 
necessitates disobedience to civil au thority  when it canno t be 
obeyed w ithout sin, there the C hristian  pursues a life of holi- 
ness. This po in t needs em phasis in the wake of later Lutheran 
trad itions of political quietism  tha t have been accused, not al- 
ways unjustly, o f allowing a duahstic view o f th e  two kingdom s 
to prevail in w hich the civil m alm  has not always been held 
accountable to its role as an  order institu ted  by God, w ith  di- 
vinely m andated  powers and lim itations on its powers. Luther 
got it right, the A ugsburg Confession got it right; the Gnesio- 
Lutheran confessors in M agdeburg later developed th is into 
a full-blow n doctrine of political resistance, but the view of 
civil governm ent tha t prevailed am ong Lutherans adopting the
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Confession and its Apology confess Luther’s doctrine of voca- 
tion  is A rticle XXVIII, w hich deals w ith  the power of bishops 
and therefore the estate o f the church (1ecclesia). Here the chief 
abuse tha t the confessors condem n is the confusion of the two 
realm s, where the power o f bishops is confused w ith the power 
of civil governance, or the “tem poral sw ord” (AC XXVIII, 1). Af- 
ter condem ning th is confusion w ith in  the Rom an Church, the 
confessors at A ugsburg declared:

Thus our teachers distinguish the two authorities and the 
function of the two powers, directing that both be held in 
honor as the highest gifts of God on earth.

In  cases where bishops possess tem poral au thority  and 
the sword, they possess it no t as bishops by divine right, 
bu t by hum an, im perial right, bestowed by Rom an em- 
perors and  kings for the tem poral adm in istra tion  of their 
lands. Such au thority  has no th ing  at all to do w ith  the of- 
fice o f the Gospel.

A ccording to divine right, therefore, it is the office of the 
bishop to preach the Gospel, forgive sins, judge doctrine 
and  condem n false doctrine th a t is con trary  to the Gospel, 
and  exclude from  the C hristian  com m unity  the ungodly 
whose wicked conduct is m anifest. All th is is to be done not 
by hum an  pow er bu t by G od’s ١٧٠٢̂  alone. O n th is account 
parish  m inisters and  churches are bound  to be obedient 
to the bishops according to the saying o f C hrist in  Luke 
10:16, “H e who hears you hears me.” O n the o ther hand, 
if  they  teach, introduce, or institu te any th ing  con trary  to 
the Gospel, we have G od’s com m and not to be obedient 
in  such cases, for C hrist says in  M att. 7:15, “Reware o f false 
prophets.” (AC XXVIII, 18-23)

Here the confessors show the proper function of the two gov- 
ernments God has instituted in the world, that of the church 
and that of the civil realm. The authority of both these powers 
is established and limited by the word of God. Bishops have the 
power of the word and only the word.15 TCiey have no power to 
command new doctrines or to institute ceremonies; they are 
to be obeyed when they teach the word and disobeyed “if they 
teach, introduce, or institute anything contrary to the Gospel.” 
Much in this article treats the abuse ofbishops requiring obedi- 
ence to traditions not established by the Scripture. For example:

15. Here it is helpful to reeall the theme and content of C. F. w .  Wal- 
ther’s presidential address to the 1848 convention of the Missouri 
Synod, where he focused on “the thought that, according to the 
constitution under which our synodical union exists, we have 
merely the power to advise one another, that we have only the 
power of the Word, and of convincing.” The address is translated 
in Carl s. Meyer, ed., Moving Frontiers: Readings in the History ٠/  
the Lutheran Church —Missouri Synod (St. Louis: Concordia Fub- 
lishing House, 1964), 170-77. Of course it is important to note that 
Walther is speaking here of the authority of the synod and not of 
the pastors of the congregations. Yet, as a reading of the address 
makes clear, Walther applies to all ministers of the word the prin- 
ciple that the word alone holds power in the church.

6-13). Such “evangelical counsels” included holding p roperty  in 
com m on and denying to these “perfect” C hristians the righ t of 
public redress th rough  appeal to the civil governm ent. As th is 
a r t ic le  concludes, M elanchthon notes tha t m onastic th e o r ie s

put a hypocritical poverty and  hum ility  far above the state 
and  the family, even though  these have G od’s com m and 
w h ile  th e  Rlatonic com m une does not have G od’s com- 
m and  (Ap XVI, 13).

This rejection o f m onasticism  and  o ther related ancient and  
m edieval Catholic conceptions o f C hristian  righteousness like- 
wise comes to the fore in  A rticle XX o fth e  Augsburg Confession 
on faith and good works. The confessors held up the ir teaching 
concerning “tru e  C hristian  estates and w orks” in  sharp  con- 
trast to the trad itional em phasis on “childish and  useless works 
like rosaries, the cult o f saints, m onasticism , pilgrim ages, ap- 
po inted  fasts, holy days, brotherhoods, eto.” (AC XX, 2). In  Ar- 
t i d e  XXVII the confessors criticize m onastic vows as idolatrous 
because o fth e  m any abuses th a t had  developed w ith in  m onastic 
institu tions since the ir in itial founding as vo luntary  com m uni- 
ties where Scripture was studied  and  taught, and  pastors and 
bishops were educated (AC XXVII, 15-16). Such abuses include 
the vow itself, w hich was m ade equal to baptism ; the teaching 
“tha t m ore m erit could be obtained th rough  the m onastic life 
th an  by all o ther states o f life institu ted  by G od”; and  the teach- 
ing tha t m en are justified by the m onastic life (AC XXVII, 2, II, 

13, 44, eto.). In  sharp  contrast is the L utheran teaching regard- 
ing C hristian  perfection:

. . .  th a t we fear G od honestly w ith  our whole hearts, and  
yet have sincere confidence, faith, and  tru s t tha t for C hrist’s 
sake we have a gracious, m erciful God; tha t we m ay and 
should ask and  pray G od for those th ings o fw hich  we have 
need, and confidently expect help from  h im  in  every afflic- 
tion  connected w ith  our particu la r calling and  station in  
life; and  tha t m eanw hile we do good w orks for others and 
diligently a ttend to our calling. (AC XXVII, 49)

O ne can see from  these texts th a t Luther’s doctrine of VO- 

cation and  its relationship to C hristian  righteousness is thor- 
oughly im bedded in  the Augsburg Confession, especially in 
its teaching about faith and good works. The Apology deals 
w ith these sam e issues in  even m ore d e ta il. At th e  heart o f t h is  

understanding  o f faith and  good works is tha t C hristian  righ- 
teousness is a gift reçeived by faith  alone and  is exercised in  
good works. But no t ju st any good works. Following Luther, the 
Confessions condem n trad itional religious practices such as 
pilgrim ages and  the Rom an Catholic em phasis on religious cer- 
em onies, replacing these hum anly  invented trad itions w ith the 
scrip tural teaching th a t good works are offered to the neighbor 
w ith in  daily life, w ith in  the orders created by G od for life in  
t h is  w o r ld .

Thus far th is teaching of the Augsburg Confession has been 
concerned w ith  vocations in  the civil realm  and  the h o u s e h o ld  

(politia  and oeconomia). A nother article in  w hich the Augsburg
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The po in t 01 th is section in  the Treatise is tha t the office of 
bishop, or even tha t of the local pastor or presbyter, is not an 
estate over the church but is a m in istry  to serve the church, 
^ e re fo re ,  w h e n  such officials use the ir office not to serve the 
church but to w ithhold  ord ination  from  candidates elected by 
th e  church, the Treatise declares tha t “the c h u r c h e s  reta in  the 
right to ordain  for themselves. For wherever the church exists, 
the right to adm inister the Gospel also exists” (Tr 66-67). All 
C hristians, in o ther words, have a vocation to uphold the m in- 
istry  of the word of God in  the church. Both in  L uthers writ- 
ings and later in the h istory  of the M issouri Synod and other 
synods of the Synodical Conference, th is principle was central 
to the conviction tha t the congregation has the right to choose 
its pastor th rough  the extension o f th e  divine call, and tha t lay- 
m en o f th e  church also have a voice in judging the doctrine of 
the ir pastors on the basis of Holy Scripture. This is p a rt o fth e ir  
vocation as C h r is t ia n s .

£ ، ٧؛ « thepractice ofobserving 
Sunday as the day ofworship 
is not a necessity.

Skipping over the Smalcald Articles and the catechism s of 
Luther, which convey in m any ways the Reform er’s teaching I 
have outlined from  his 1528 Confession, the final docum ent in 
the L utheran Confessions is the Form ula of C oncord, which 
deals p rim arily  w ith issues of controversy tha t had developed 
w ith in  L utheranism  in G erm any in the years following Lu- 
th e r’s death. But Article XII deals specifically w ith  the errors 
am ong “factions and sects w hich have no t com m itted  them - 
selves to the Augsburg Confession.” First to be treated  are the 
m any factions o f th e  A nabaptists, who in  general

profess doctrines of a k ind  tha t cannot be tolerated either 
in  the church, or in the body politic and secular adm inis- 
tration , or in  dom estic society (FC Ep XII, 2).

Recognizable by now in th is description should be the three 
orders G od has created in  the w orld— ecclesia, politicly and 
oeconomia—and these are indeed the very term s taken up by 
the Form ula of Concord in  th is in troductory  paragraph and in 
the th ree sections tha t follow, each identifying the errors that 
cannot be tolerated w ith in  these three orders o fG o d ’s creation- 
A m ong the errors having to do w ith life in  the church, Luther’s 
doctrine of C hristian  righteousness and its connection to the 
C hristian’s vocation comes to the fore as the following error of 
the A nabaptists is rejected:

That our righteousness before G od does not consist wholly 
in the unique m erit o f Christ, but in renewal and in  our

If, then, bishops have the power to burden  the churches 
w ith countless requirem ents and thus ensnare conscienc- 
es, why does the divine Scripture so frequently forbid the 
m aking and keeping of hum an  regulations? w h y  does it 
call them  doctrines o f th e  devil? (para. 49).

The chief abuse is when c e r e m o n ie s  are in tr o d u c e d  as “nec- 
essary to propitiate G od and m erit grace” (para. 50). In  the 
context o f the Reform ation, another m ajor issue regarded the 
requirem ent of trad itional practices th a t oppose the gospel, 
such as the adm inistra tion  of the sacram ent in  one k ind  only. 
But even in the case of o ther cerem onies tha t do not contra- 
diet the gospel, the confessors appealed for lenience and to the 
principle of C hristian  liberty  (para. 61-75).16 According to the 
Lutherans, even the ancient and universal practice of observ- 
ing Sunday as the day ofw orsh ip  is not a necessity but only an 
example of a hum an  regulation institu ted  for the sake of good 
order in  the church (para. 53-64), and therefore som ething tha t 
can be changed.

W hat does all this have to do w ith the doctrine of vocation? 
Just this: not even the preaching office has the au thority  to de- 
stroy C hristian  liberty. All C hristians have a vocation in  the 
church to uphold the w ord o fG od  and to oppose the destruction  
of C hristian  liberty  th rough  the requirem ent of hum an  tradi- 
tions. In the Reform ation th is vocation was chiefly in  the hands 
oflocal pastors, but the princes and the local governm ents who 
were responsible for endow ing and caring for the churches also 
had the vocation of upholding the gospel in  church practice. In 
1520 Luther had appealed to the C hristian  nobility of the Ger- 
m an nation to attend to the reform  of C hristendom , in  the fa ce  

of the papal m agisterium ’s rejection and condem nation of Lu- 
th e r’s reform .^ In our context today, th is responsibility for the 
governance o fth e  church is shared by voting m em bers in a con- 
gregation, and by both  lay and pastoral delegates in d istric t and 
synod assemblies. The po in t is tha t not just pastors but every 
C hristian  by v irtue of Holy Baptism has a vocation w ith in  the 
ecclesia, to uphold the word o fG o d  and to defend the liberty  of 
C hristians where ecclesiastical officials, including local pastors, 
abuse the ir office by forbidding or requiring  certain  practices 
w ithout or beyond the teaching of Holy Scripture.

له $ sam e principle tha t every C hristian  has a vocation 
w ith in  the ecclesia is also at w ork in the L utheran teaching 
of the priesthood  of all believers. A lthough th is phrase is not 
used in the L utheran Confessions, the principle is at w ork in 
the Treatise on the Fower and  Frim acy o f th e  Pope where 1 Fe- 
ter 2:9 (“You are a royal p riesthood”) is applied to the “true  
church.” The true  church “alone possesses the p riesthood” and 
therefore “certain ly  has the right o f electing and ordain ing  
m inisters,” while o rd ination  by a bishop is sim ply the ratifi- 
cation of th is election by the people o f the church (Tr 69-71).

16. Note, for example, AC XXVIII, 61-64.
17. Martin Luther, To the Christian Nobility o f the German Na- 

tion Concerning the Reform o fthe  Christian Estate (1520), in LW  
44:123-217.
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were conducted so tha t the agendas o f C hristtan  and  civic hu- 
m an ism —that is, the application o f education to the reform  of 
life in  church and  so c ie ty -w ere  thoroughly  in tegrated into 
the curriculum . Civil law was reform ed so tha t m arriage and 
the household were upheld by the abolition of canon law and 
the creation of new  laws regarding im pedim ents to m arriage, 
grounds for divorce, and  settlem ent o f disputes am ong Chris- 
tians.** Indeed, the whole Reform ation era, in  all its diversity, 
has been in terpreted  by Scott H endrix  in  his book Recultivating  
the Vineyard  as a period of intense C hH stianization of a me- 
dieval C hristendom  tha t was viewed by Luther and  others as 
som ething quite less th an  Christian.^؛* We m ight say tha t Chris- 
tian  vocation was w hat the Reform ation was all about: cultivât- 
ing the C hristian  faith th a t had failed to take roo t in  medieval 
C hristendom  and applying it to all the baptized people of God, 
in  every aspect o f th e ir  daily life.

CO N C LU SIO N  
Luther and  the Reform ation he led had  at the ir center the gospel 
o f the justification o f the sinner before G od by faith in  C hrist 
alone. C hristian  righteousness consists in  th is  faith alone, a 
faith tha t works itself out in  C hristian  love for the neighbor. 
The vocation of C hristians is to live out th is faith th rough  love, 
in  the orders tha t G od has created for the preservation of his 
creation. All C hristians have a vocation to serve G od in  the 
church, w hether or not they are called to fu ll-tim e service in  
any o f the c h u r c h ly  v o c a t io n s  tha t include the pastoral m in istry  
but a re  no t lim ited to it. All C hristians l ik e w is e  h a v e  a vocation 
to serve G od in  the ir household and  in  the econom ic sphere of 
society. All C hristians have a vocation to serve G od in the civil 
rea lm —and in a free and  dem ocratic society w ith  a republican 
form  of governm ent, tha t vocation is one no t only of service 
and obedience but also of holding civicbleaders accountable to 
the ir office as institu ted  by God. Each o fthese  orders is the holy 
work o f God, th rough  w hich the C hristian  lives out the righ- 
teousness o f C hrist tha t is given by G od as a free gift o f grace, a 
gift received by faith alone. ״” ΙΗΜ

pastors, preachers, and other ministers in the church, others who 
are necessary for secular government in cities and states, and also 
well trained girls to become mothers, housekeepers, etc.

“ft they are unwilling to serve this purpose, it would be better 
to abandon them or tear them down rather than preserve them 
with their blasphemous services, invented by men, which claim 
to be superior to the ordinary Christian life and to the offices and 
callings established by God. All this, too, is in conflict with the 
first, fundamental article concerning redemption in Jesus Christ”

19. A helpful analysis is given in chapters three (“From Propaganda 
to Law: The Reformation Enacted”) and four (“From Law to Life: 
The Reformation Embraced”) in Steven Ozment, Protestants: The 
Birth ofa Revolution (New York: Doubleday, 1992).

20. Scott H. Hendrix, Recultivating the Vineyard: The Reformation 
Agendas o f Christianization (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2004).

own pious behavior. For the m ost p a rt th is  p iety is built on 
one’s own individual self-chosen spirituality, w hich in  fact 
is no th ing  else bu t a new  kind  o f m onkery. (FC Ep XII, 5)

Here the Eorm ula rejects the false understand ing  of C hristian  
righteousness th a t was being prom oted am ong the A nabap- 
tists. But not only is th is false, hum anly  devised righteousness 
o f works for life in  the ecclesia condem ned; also rejected are 
the views th a t “no C hristian  m ay serve or function  in  any civic 
office w ith  a good and  clear conscience”—obviously the error 
o f denying C hristian  vocations w ith in  the politia—and “th a t a 
C hristian  cannot w ith  a good conscience hold or possess pri- 
vate p roperty  bu t is in  conscience bound  to pu t it in to  a com- 
m on treasury,” an  error tha t underm ines the divine order o f 
oeconomia. In  short, Luther’s understand ing  ofvocation w ith in  
the th ree orders established by G od in  the world is at the heart 
o f the Form ula of C oncord’s articu la tion  and  condem nation of 
the A nabaptist error.

We might say that Christian 
vocation was what the 
Reformation was all about.

W hat th is b rief sum m ary  of the confessional teaching re- 
garding C hristian  vocation shows is tha t the L utheran Confes- 
sions thoroughly  appropriated L uther’s doctrine ه.  vocation 
of C hristians is no t simply a teaching about ethics in  the left- 
hand  realm , tha t is, in  the realm  o f hum an  righteousness, but 
is also an  expression of C hristian  righteousness. Indeed, Chris- 
tian  righteousness or perfection is a life to be pursued  no t by 
abandoning the world but by living in  the world, dem onstrat- 
ing C hristian  love in  the th ree orders G od has institu ted  in  the 
world. Every C hristian  has responsibilities in  all th ree o f these 
orders o f creation. The subject w ould require ano ther paper, but 
I should at least m ention th a t no t only in  its w ritten  Confes- 
sions but also in  its actual practice, the L utheran Reform ation 
integrated th is concern for the holy orders o f G od’s world in 
its reform  activities. M onasteries and religious foundations 
were transform ed into schools for the education of pastors 
and  civil servants, and  even young girls were to be educated so 
tha t they could serve the household well.*® U niversity reform s

18. As Luther noted in the Smalcald Articles, “^ e  chapters and 
monasteries which in former times had been founded with good 
intentions for the education of learned men and decent women 
should be restored to such purposes in order that we may have
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