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If	you	were	to	do	some	initial	searching	of	the	word	“zombie”	you	will	come	

across	a	definition	like	this:	the	reanimation	of	a	corpse,	sometimes,	but	not	always	

from	a	grave,	perhaps	by	the	necromancy.	Hollywood	has	inundated	our	culture	

with	fairytales	of	zombies,	also	known	as	“walkers,”	who	proceed	to	“haunt”	the	

living	with	their	stinking	and	rotting	flesh,	pursuing	civilization	to	feast	on	the	

brains	of	the	living	in	order	to	maintain	their	undead	state.	Now	we	have	plethora	of	

movies,	shows,	games	or	texts	in	the	“walker”	genre:	beginning	with	the	2100	B.C.	

Epic	of	Gilgamesh,	to	The	Night	of	the	Living	Dead,	Frankenstein,	The	Body	Snatchers,	

The	Invasion	of	the	Body	Snatchers,	to	the	modern	cult	classic	that	I	have	not	been	

able	to	get	into,	The	Walking	Dead,	not	to	mention	if	you	are	a	gen-X-er	like	me	then	

you	grew	up	with	Michael	Jackson’s	Thriller.	Nowadays,	we	even	have	the	bizarre	

phenomenon	of	the	“zombie	apocalypse,”	these	large	groups	of	people	dolled	up	in	

zombie	make-up	who	walk	through	cities	apparently	as	a	display	of	a	form	of	live	

art.	These	Zombie	Apocalypse	walks	are,	in	small	part,	for	some,	a	confession	of	the	

fear	of	the	demise	of	civilization	and	death	itself.		

Not	surprisingly,	something	was	missed	by	Hollywood	and	the	human	
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culture	itself	in	this	genre	in	at	least	a	threefold	way.	First,	the	Walkers	remain	only	

undead,	with	no	resurrection	from	death.	Second,	the	Walkers,	sadly,	have	

absolutely	no	vocation.	And	third,	their	apocalypse	of	civilization	is	an	

uneschatological	apocalypse,	that	is,	it	results	in	the	end	of	all	things	with	no	new	

beginning;	death	with	no	hope,	no	resurrection	to	eternal	life.	But	then,	we	should	

not	be	surprised	by	these	missed	opportunities	for	Netflix,	games,	and	books	were	

never	instituted	by	God	to	give	you	hope,	but	rather,	that	is	where	Deus	absconditus,	

unpreached.		

What	we	need,	what	all	the	world	and	Hollywood	cannot	give	is	Deus	

revelatus,	God	preached	in	mercy	in	His	Son,	Jesus	Christ.	And	for	this	reason	God	

“Instituted	the	office	of	preaching,	giving	the	gospel	and	the	sacraments.	Through	

these	as	through	means,	he	gives	the	Holy	Spirit	who	produces	faith,	where	and	

when	he	wills,	in	those	who	hear	the	gospel.”	(CA	V)	For	this	preaching,	I	will	take	

up	the	story	of	Jesus’	raising	of	Lazarus,	the	vivens	mortua	est	(the	living	dead)	and	

Martha,	the	maxime	vivens,	vivus	et	mortuus	(The	most	living	of	the	living	dead).		

First,	this	text	will	show	that	when	Jesus	Christ,	Resurrection,	Life,	is	“the	

operans,	the	one	doing	the	operating,	and	the	believers	who	receive	his	work	

sacramentally	as	sheer	gift,	are	operatum,	worked	upon.”	(Forde,	104)	What	once	

was	an	eternal	uneschatological	apocalyptic	“No”	to	faith,	bodily	life,	and	vocation,	

in	Christ	Jesus	becomes	an	eschatological	“Yes”	that	interrupts	our	normal	way	of	

thinking,	doing,	feeling,	and	believing	with	something	entirely	new.		

Second,	this	text	will	also	show	that	when	Jesus	Christ	is	the	one	working	and	

operating,	what	once	was	only	fear	of	death,	even	walking	death,	now	becomes	a	
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resurrection	of	a	new	LIVING	CREATURE	of	faith	who	is	not	simply	a	walker	in	this	

life	with	no	vocation,	but	set	free	in	various	WALKS	of	LIFE	we	call	vocation	to	be	of	

good	use	in	this	world.		

In	this	old	life,	if	we	are	not	given	a	preacher	we	remain	in	bondage	to	sin,	

death,	and	the	devil.	We	remain	poor	walking	dead:	with	no	justification	(faith	in	

Christ)	and	no	vocation	(love	toward	neighbor).	The	most	familiar	“walker”	story	

found	in	scripture	is	the	resurrection	of	Lazarus	(John	11:38-45).	In	this	most	

familiar	walker	story	Lazarus	gets	a	preacher	who’s	word	raises	him,	dirt,	worms,	

grave	clothes	and	all	from	the	grave.	But	Christ	doesn’t	stop	there.	We	shall	hear	a	

second	and	greater	word	from	Jesus	than,	“Lazarus,	Come	forth!”		What	we	find	here	

is	that	there,	is	not	one	but	two	resurrections	in	this	story:	a	little	resurrection	from	

the	grave	to	bodily	life	in	this	world	and	a	bigger	resurrection	from	unbelief	to	belief	

in	Christ.		

From	John	11:	Now	a	certain	man	was	sick,	Lazarus	of	Bethany,	the	town	of	

Mary	and	her	sister	Martha.	2	It	was	that	Mary	who	anointed	the	Lord	with	fragrant	

oil	and	wiped	His	feet	with	her	hair,	whose	brother	Lazarus	was	sick.	3	Therefore	

the	sisters	sent	to	Him,	saying,	“Lord,	behold,	he	whom	You	love	is	sick.”4	When	

Jesus	heard	that,	He	said,	“This	sickness	is	not	unto	death,	but	for	the	glory	of	

God,	that	the	Son	of	God	may	be	glorified	through	it.”5	Now	Jesus	loved	Martha	

and	her	sister	and	Lazarus.	6	So,	when	He	heard	that	he	was	sick,	He	stayed	two	

more	days	in	the	place	where	He	was.	7	Then	after	this	He	said	to	the	disciples,	“Let	

us	go	to	Judea	again.”	8	The	disciples	said	to	Him,	“Rabbi,	lately	the	Jews	sought	to	

stone	You,	and	are	You	going	there	again?”	9	Jesus	answered,	“Are	there	not	twelve	
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hours	in	the	day?	If	anyone	walks	in	the	day,	he	does	not	stumble,	because	he	sees	

the	light	of	this	world.	10	But	if	one	walks	in	the	night,	he	stumbles,	because	the	

light	is	not	in	him.”	11	These	things	He	said,	and	after	that	He	said	to	them,	“Our	

friend	Lazarus	sleeps,	but	I	go	that	I	may	wake	him	up.”12	Then	His	disciples	said,	

“Lord,	if	he	sleeps	he	will	get	well.”	13	However,	Jesus	spoke	of	his	death,	but	they	

thought	that	He	was	speaking	about	taking	rest	in	sleep.	14	Then	Jesus	said	to	them	

plainly,	“Lazarus	is	dead.	15	And	I	am	glad	for	your	sakes	that	I	was	not	there,	that	

you	may	believe.	Nevertheless	let	us	go	to	him.”	16	Then	Thomas,	who	is	called	the	

Twin,	said	to	his	fellow	disciples,	“Let	us	also	go,	that	we	may	die	with	Him.”	17	So	

when	Jesus	came,	He	found	that	he	had	already	been	in	the	tomb	four	days.	18	Now	

Bethany	was	near	Jerusalem,	about	two	miles[a]	away.	19	And	many	of	the	Jews	had	

joined	the	women	around	Martha	and	Mary,	to	comfort	them	concerning	their	

brother.	20	Now	Martha,	as	soon	as	she	heard	that	Jesus	was	coming,	went	and	met	

Him,	but	Mary	was	sitting	in	the	house.	21	Now	Martha	said	to	Jesus,	“Lord,	if	You	

had	been	here,	my	brother	would	not	have	died.	22	But	even	now	I	know	that	

whatever	You	ask	of	God,	God	will	give	You.”	23	Jesus	said	to	her,	“Your	brother	will	

rise	again.”	24	Martha	said	to	Him,	“I	know	that	he	will	rise	again	in	the	resurrection	

at	the	last	day.”	25	Jesus	said	to	her,	“I	am	the	resurrection	and	the	life.	He	who	

believes	in	Me,	though	he	may	die,	he	shall	live.	26	And	whoever	lives	and	believes	

in	Me	shall	never	die.	Do	you	believe	this?”	27	She	said	to	Him,	“Yes,	Lord,	I	believe	

that	You	are	the	Christ,	the	Son	of	God,	who	is	to	come	into	the	world.”	28	And	

when	she	had	said	these	things,	she	went	her	way	and	secretly	called	Mary	her	

sister,	saying,	“The	Teacher	has	come	and	is	calling	for	you.”	29	As	soon	as	she	heard	
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that,	she	arose	quickly	and	came	to	Him.	30	Now	Jesus	had	not	yet	come	into	the	

town,	but	was[b]	in	the	place	where	Martha	met	Him.	31	Then	the	Jews	who	were	

with	her	in	the	house,	and	comforting	her,	when	they	saw	that	Mary	rose	up	quickly	

and	went	out,	followed	her,	saying,	“She	is	going	to	the	tomb	to	weep	there.”[c]	

32	Then,	when	Mary	came	where	Jesus	was,	and	saw	Him,	she	fell	down	at	His	feet,	

saying	to	Him,	“Lord,	if	You	had	been	here,	my	brother	would	not	have	died.”	

33	Therefore,	when	Jesus	saw	her	weeping,	and	the	Jews	who	came	with	her	

weeping,	He	groaned	in	the	spirit	and	was	troubled.	34	And	He	said,	“Where	have	

you	laid	him?”	They	said	to	Him,	“Lord,	come	and	see.”	35	Jesus	wept.	36	Then	the	

Jews	said,	“See	how	He	loved	him!”	37	And	some	of	them	said,	“Could	not	this	Man,	

who	opened	the	eyes	of	the	blind,	also	have	kept	this	man	from	dying?”	38	Then	

Jesus,	again	groaning	in	Himself,	came	to	the	tomb.	It	was	a	cave,	and	a	stone	lay	

against	it.	39	Jesus	said,	“Take	away	the	stone.”	Martha,	the	sister	of	him	who	was	

dead,	said	to	Him,	“Lord,	by	this	time	he	stinketh,	for	he	has	been	dead	four	days.”	

40	Jesus	said	to	her,	“Did	I	not	say	to	you	that	if	you	would	believe	you	would	see	

the	glory	of	God?”	41	Then	they	took	away	the	stone	from	the	place	where	the	

dead	man	was	lying.[d]	And	Jesus	lifted	up	His	eyes	and	said,	“Father,	I	thank	You	

that	You	have	heard	Me.	42	And	I	know	that	You	always	hear	Me,	but	because	of	the	

people	who	are	standing	by	I	said	this,	that	they	may	believe	that	You	sent	Me.”	

43	Now	when	He	had	said	these	things,	He	cried	with	a	loud	voice,	“Lazarus,	come	

forth!”	44	And	he	who	had	died	came	out	bound	hand	and	foot	with	grave	

clothes,	and	his	face	was	wrapped	with	a	cloth.	Jesus	said	to	them,	“Loose	him,	

and	let	him	go.”45	Then	many	of	the	Jews	who	had	come	to	Mary,	and	had	seen	the	
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things	Jesus	did,	believed	in	Him.	

	

What	this	text	reveals,	along	with	all	of	God’s	word,	which	is	both	Law	and	

Gospel,	is	that	what	Christ	is	doing	is	this	world	is	putting	to	death	sinners	who	do	

not	believe	him	when	he	comes	and	raises	the	dead	in	faith.	He	is	dealing	with	glory	

theologians	who	are	looking	for	the	loophole	to	avoid	the	cross,	suffering	and	death,	

believing	Jesus	is	that	loophole.	What	Christ	is	dealing	with	in	this	old	world	are	

sinners	who	believe	this	life	is	moving	in	the	direction	from	life	to	death.	To	use	the	

term	my	doctoral	advisor	coined,	we	are	all	Life-Deathers.	Mary,	Martha,	the	Jews	

at	the	beginning	are	a	reflection	of	us,	“Lord	if	you	had	been	here,	my	brother	would	

not	have	died,”	or,	“Could	not	this	man,	who	opened	the	eyes	of	the	blind,	kept	this	

man	from	dying?”	

Luther’s	own	famous	way	of	putting	our	bondage	to	being	life-deather	

theologians	of	glory	comes	from	The	Bondage	of	the	Will:	

“Scripture,	however,	represents	man	as	one	who	is	not	only	bound,	wretched,	

captive,	sick,	and	dead,	but	in	addition	to	his	other	miseries	is	afflicted,	through	the	

agency	of	Satan	his	prince,	with	this	misery	of	blindness,	so	that	he	believes	himself	

to	be	free,	happy,	unfettered,	well,	and	alive.”	(LW	33:130)	

Sinners	are	“Life-Deathers.”	As	life-deathers,	we	believe	that	from	the	time	

we	are	born	until	they	put	us	in	the	ground	time	is	winding	down.	There	is	a	sense	

of,	“but	there	is	still	time	for	conversion,	amendment	of	life,	to	lead	the	good	and	

pleasing	life	before	the	last	judgment,”	or	to	simply	keep	from	dying.	
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Life-Deathers	are	theologians	of	glory	because	we	are	fixated	on	progress	in	

this	life.	“As	theologians	of	glory	we	have	this	simple	rule:	if	Christ’s	kingdom	has	

come	there	will	be	visible,	experiential	glory;	if	it	has	not	come	then	there	will	be	

suffering.”	(Paulson,	p.142)	Life	is	seen	as	life	getting	better	and	better,	becoming	

upwardly	mobile,	richer,	actualizing	my	full	potential,	living	where	it	is	greener,	

where	the	earth	is	flatter,	living	cleaner,	skinnier	and	cleaning	up	the	potty	mouth.	

Then	you	will	have	time	and	energy	to	start	knocking	things	off	of	your	bucket	list	

before	you	kick	the	bucket.	

Life-Deathers	are	bound	striving	heavenward.	In	this	vision,	the	life-deather	

has	two	treasured	components:	the	free-	will	and	the	law	that	guides.	If	the	will	

chooses	rightly	according	to	the	law,	then	the	old	sinner	may	ascend	heavenward.	

As	Dr.	Forde	has	taught	us,	law	is	seen	as	a	ladder	that	the	person	climbs	to	heaven	

as	they	fulfill	the	law	in	their	own	lives.		(Jacob’s	dream—Gen.	28:10ff—	it	was	

angels	ascending	and	descending	on	the	ladder	not	human	beings	who	had	gotten	

the	law	right.)	The	scheme	of	the	ladder	relies	on	the	myth	of	the	free	will	and	the	

law.	There	is	no	gospel:	No	Christ	is	needed,	and	a	cross	is	overkill,	or	just	an	

accident;	Christ	is	not	for	salvation,	but	only	as	example	of	the	godly	life	to	imitate.	

In	contrast,	the	Christian	(or	the	New	Martha	Life)	is	made	to	be	a	“Death-

Lifer.”	“How	can	we	who	DIED	to	sin	go	on	living	in	it?	Do	you	not	know	that	all	of	

us	have	been	baptized	into	Christ	Jesus	were	baptized	into	his	death?	Therefore	we	

have	been	buried	with	him	by	baptism	into	his	death,	so	that,	just	as	Christ	was	

raised	from	the	dead	by	the	glory	of	the	father,	so	we	too	might	live	in	newness	of	

life.”	(Rom	6:3ff)	
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Baptism	is	both	the	beginning	and	end	of	the	Christian	life.	The	sinner’s	

revulsion	of	such	an	assertion	is	what	Luther	calls	the	death	rattle	of	the	Bigger	

Death.	It	is	to	be	made	as	good	as	the	Cave	Man	Lazarus:	stinking,	food	for	worms,	

judged	as	unrighteous	in	yourself	because	Christ	was	hanged	upon	a	tree.	Being	

united	in	Christ’s	death	means	he	must	put	the	unbelieving	heart	that	cries,	“Lord,	if	

only	you	had	been	here,”	to	death…and	then	create	a	new	heart,	“I	believe	you	are	

the	Christ.”	The	first	resurrection	in	this	story	is	Lazarus’	resurrection	from	the	

tomb;	the	bodily	resurrection	into	this	life	is	a	smaller	resurrection	(minor	

resurrectionem).	Martha’s	confession,	and	what	later	is	written	in	vs.	45,	that	Mary	

and	some	of	the	Jews	believed	in	Christ,	is	the	second,	though	primary,	Big	

Resurrection	(maior	resurrectionem).		

Jesus	says,	“Lazarus,	come	out,”	and	Lazarus	is	made	to	come	out.	Jesus’	word	

does	what	it	says:	minor	resurrectionem.	Jesus	says,	“Martha,	do	you	you	believe,”	to	

which	Martha	responds,	“Yes	I	believe!”	Jesus	preaches	to	her	that	he	is	

Resurrection	that	he	is	ZOE,	and	his	word	accomplishes	what	it	says	for	her:	maior	

resurrectionem.	“To	destroy	Adam’s	heart	and	receive	the	new	heart	in	Christ,	God	

uses	nothing	else	but	the	instruments	of	his	words	preached	to	a	sinner	that	are	first	

given	you	in	baptism.”	(Paulson,	160)		

In	contrast	to	the	life-deathers,	the	death-lifers	have	heard	God’s	word:	that	

the	last	judgment	has	already	occurred	in	the	crucifixion	of	Christ.	It	is	too	late	for	

any	bucket	lists.	There	is	no	more	time	for	amendment	of	life,	much	less	hope	that	

Jesus	will	keep	us	from	dying.	Just	as	Lazarus	walked	out	of	the	cave,	bound	in	grave	

clothes,	which	Jesus	Commands,	“Unbind	him	and	let	him	go,”	so,	too,	sinners	like	



	 9	

Mary,	Martha,	the	Jews,	and	the	lot	of	us	are	born	in	death’s	strong	bands:	bound	to	

sin,	death	and	the	and	the	prince	of	this	world.	Job	14:1,	“Man	who	is	born	of	a	

woman	is	few	of	days	and	full	of	trouble.”	

Jesus’	words	to	Lazarus	here	are	reflected	in	Luther’s	Baptismal	Booklet	

where	he	retains	the	exorcism	in	the	baptismal	rite:	“Depart,	you	unclean	spirit,	and	

make	room	for	the	Holy	Spirit.”	(BOC	p.373,	par.	11)	For	baptism	is	unity	with	

Christ’s	death	and	newness	of	life	in	Him	alone,	“through	which	we,	being	freed	from	

the	devil’s	tyranny	and	loosed	from	sin,	death,	and	hell,	become	children	of	life,	heirs	

of	all	God’s	possessions,	God’s	own	children,	and	brothers	and	sisters	of	Christ.”	

(Ibid.	par.	8)	

Since	baptism	is	the	beginning	and	end	of	the	Christian	life,	death-lifers,	also	

known	as	theologians	of	the	cross…	or	Evangelicals	for	short,	have	all	the	time	in	the	

world,	in	eternity	actually,	because	the	life	they	have	been	given	comes	out	of	first	

being	put	to	death	in	baptism.		This	means	that	your	life	in	this	old	world,	as	Luther	

pointedly	asserts	in	The	Freedom	of	a	Christian,	is	surplus!	To	the	life-deather	and	all	

theologians	of	glory,	death	is	the	loss	of	potential,	but	to	Paul	and	to	the	baptized	it	is	

freedom:	Romans	6:7,	“For	the	one	who	has	died	has	been	set	free	from	sin.”		

The	vision	of	the	death-lifer	does	not	begin	with	the	free	will	with	the	law	to	

it	in	hopes	that	the	person	will	amend	their	life	or	keep	from	dying	before	time	runs	

out.	Even	Augustine	had	to	finally	admit	in	his	De	Libero	Arbitrio:	no	one	has	ever	

been	able	to	do	this.	The	beginning	point	of	faith	is	not	the	will	but	the	cross	of	

Christ	and	the	cross	first	brings	death,	then	life.		
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Beginning	with	the	cross,	there	is	a	long	shadow	of	judgment	caste	across	the	

whole	world	that	no	will	has	ever	escaped.	“For	God	has	imprisoned	ALL	in	

disobedience	SO	THAT	he	may	be	merciful	to	ALL.”	(Rom.	11:32;	Gal.	3:22)	

Now,	so	that	you	do	not	think	I	am	describing	two	separate	classes	of	people	

when	speaking	of	life-deathers	and	death-lifers,	the	baptized	person	stands	in	both	

the	old	creation	and	new	creation	as	long	as	the	flesh	of	the	old	Adam	hangs	around	

our	necks.	What	the	life-deather	imagines	is	that	if	the	will	of	the	sinner	can	apply	

the	bible	(the	law)	to	their	lives,	and	strive	to	imitate	Christ	as	perfect	example,	then	

one	may	be	able	to	straddle	the	grave,	or	perhaps	even	leap	over	it!	However,	when	

Christ	makes	us	death-lifers,	you	don’t	straddle	the	grave,	nor	do	you	go	around	the	

cross.	The	Evangelical	goes	through	the	cross	and	the	grave,	where	Christ	has	gone	

before	and	has	already	over	come	it.	Luther	preaches	1	Corinthians	15	this	way:	

When	you	are	born	you	already	have	one	foot	in	the	grave;	when	you	are	baptized,	

you	have	only	one	foot	left	in	the	grave.	

Vocation	

So	what	does	being	translated	from	being	a	life-deather	to	a	death-lifer	have	

to	do	with	vocation?		After	all,	Luther	makes	one	of	the	freest	assertions,	in	his	The	

Freedom	of	the	Christian	when	he	states,	“One	thing	and	one	thing	alone	is	necessary	

for	the	Christian	life,	righteousness,	and	freedom.	That	one	thing	is	the	holy	word	of	

God	the	gospel	of	Christ.”	(Lull,	2005	ed.	p	386).	This	is	the	sort	of	claim	that	makes	

the	old	world	truly	fearful	of	real	living	free	creatures.	“Doesn’t	that	open	up	a	den	

of	iniquity	of	immorality	and	licentiousness?	“	Luther’s	response	to	such	a	question	

in	The	Bondage	of	the	Will	is	simply	that	that	is	what	results	from	the	old	adam	that	
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hangs	around	your	neck,	not	the	new	creature	who	is	bound	in	Christ.	Moreover,	if	it	

is	no	longer	I,	but	Christ	who	lives	in	me,	it	might	be	better	not	to	blame	the	gospel	

for	sin	and	rather	trust	that	he	works	both	faith	and	it’s	fruit.		

The	law	remains,	temporarily	on	earth	to	restrain	the	old	adam,	even	to	put	

him	to	death.	But	the	new	creature,	the	Evangelical,	has	no	need	of	the	law	for	Christ	

is	the	end	of	the	law	for	all	who	have	faith.	One	can	and	must	distinguish	between	

the	old	creation	and	the	new	creation	and	the	“two	yous”—simul	iustis	et	peccator—

who	reside	in	both	the	old	kingdom	and	the	new	kingdom.	Furthermore,	it	is	how	

we	hear	how	our	justification	is	distinguished	from	our	vocation,	never	to	be	

confused.	Vocation	is	the	fruit	of	justification,	but	not	a	part	of	it.	In	this	way,	then	

there	is	real	freedom	in	two	ways,	for	as	Luther	says,	“as	Christians,	we	do	not	live	in	

ourselves	but	in	Christ	(faith)	and	in	the	neighbor	(vocation).”	(423)	

Now,	it	is	part	of	the	vocation	of	pastor	to	beware	that	the	devil	is	at	work	

because	his	modus	operando	is	to	confuse	the	two	kingdoms	by	synthesizing	them	

into	one	world,	one	kingdom,	one	creation,	and	especially	one	ever	improving	old	

adam.	An	example	of	this	sort	of	confusion	is	when	the	devil	says,	“You	know	pastor,	

your	parishioners	have	already	heard	they	are	forgiven.	They	already	know	the	

story	of	Jesus.	Its	time	for	you	to	tell	them	what	they	need	to	do.	What	they	really	

need	to	hear	is	for	you	to	tell	them	how	to	apply	the	gospel	to	their	lives.”	This	is	the	

temptation	you	face	as	pastors	and	leaders	in	the	church	and	it	is	a	confusion	the	

law	and	the	gospel.	Either	the	gospel	is	put	under	the	litmus	test	of	the	law	such	that	

we	become	so	religious	in	our	seeking	after	the	righteousness	of	the	law	that	we	

become	too	pious	even	for	God,	or	else	the	law	is	made	to	become	the	gospel	in	our	
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religious	effort	to	ascend	to	heaven.	.	.	as	long	as	we	make	it	all	the	way	up	the	

ladder	to	heaven’s	gate.	

Since	Jesus	Christ	cannot	give	vocation	to	navel	gazing	religiously	pious	

theologians	of	glory,	life-deathers,	sinners,	or	walkers	of	any	sort,	he	first	makes	

them	into	theologians	of	the	cross,	death-lifers,	and	saints	who,	in	this	old	world	are	

finally	used	by	Christ	the	operans	to	be	of	benefit	to	the	neighbor	in	various	walks	of	

life.	In	short,	Christ	first	and	repeatedly,	justifies	by	faith	alone	without	works	of	the	

law.	Then	and	only	then,	where	faith	is	made,	and	that	continually,	does	he	produce	

truly	good	works	of	love.	Otherwise,	Romans	14:23	“…	whatever	does	not	proceed	

from	faith	is	sin.”		

The	various	walks	of	life	of	preaching	and	hearing	God’s	word	(Church),	the	

family,	work,	and	government	are	the	active	life	that	spring	from	faith,	who	is	the	

new	creature.	Luther	recognized	in	his	Large	Catechism,	that	even	though	faith	is	

present	and	makes	a	Christian,	the	old	life	still	hangs	around	the	neck.	This	means	

that	Christians	in	the	world	are	simul	iustice	et	peccator,	or	from	our	text	in	John	in	

your	old	life	is	your	“Lazarus	Life”	and	your	new	life	is	your	“Martha	Life.”	That	is,	

you	are	above	the	ground,	stinking	and	rotting	as	in	Psalm	38:	"There	is	no	

soundness	in	my	flesh...there	is	no	health	in	my	bones…	my	wounds	stink	and	

fester!"	Or	Job	the	great	OT	walker,	"my	flesh	is	clothed	in	worms	and	dirt."	(7:5)	

But	you	also	have	a	“Martha	Life,”	as	you	believe	that	he	is	the	Christ,	the	one	who	is	

to	come	into	the	world.	In	yourself,	you	are	stinking	of	your	own	sin	and	your	own	

death;	in	Christ,	you	are	the	aroma	of	Christ,	of	his	death	and	resurrection.		

You	are	dead	in	sin.	Christ	corpses	you	with	his	cross	and	he	does	so	by	first	
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accusing	you	of	being	a	sinner	unto	death,	then	he	raises	you	out	of	your	stinking	

grave	when	he	announces	to	you,	"Evangelical,	come	out	of	your	grave.	I	loose	you	

from	your	sin,	death,	and	bondage	to	the	devil."	Then,	in	his	extravagance,	he	

produces	from	your	resurrection	as	a	new	creature	of	faith	a	remarkable	thing:	you	

are	finally	a	real	human	being	and,	therefore,	have	been	made	useful	for	your	

neighbor.	When	the	new	creature	of	faith	is	raised	from	the	grave	by	the	forgiveness	

of	sins,	the	sinner	is	raised	from	being	a	walker	covered	in	worms	and	dirt	with	no	

hope,	no	salvation,	and	no	vocation,	to	various	walks	of	life:	vocation.	And	this	

freedom	in	Christ	does	not	fear	the	little	death,	the	one	when	the	breathe	of	God	is	

taken	from	you.	So	faith,	being	the	new	creature	does	not	fear	this	little	death	which	

is	why	the	Christian	is	the	most	free	creature	in	any	earthly	circumstance	and	also	

the	most	useful	for	the	neighbor	in	need.		

Luther	asserts	in	his	thesis	couplet	in	The	Freedom	of	a	Christian,	“A	Christian	

is	a	perfectly	free	Lord	of	all	subject	to	none,”	while	simultaneously,	“A	Christian	is	a	

perfectly	dutiful	servant,	subject	to	all.	(Lull,	404)	The	Christian	does	not	fear	what	

becomes	of	the	old	body	of	sin,	and	the	death	that	vocations	bring	to	it.	For,	the	

“purpose	of	the	body	is	to	be	put	to	death	in	the	most	useful	way	possible	for	the	

neighbor,”	(Paulson,	p.	235)	be	it	as	a	soldier	in	battle,	a	spouse	working	for	the	

welfare	of	the	family,	or	parent	doing	what	Luther	called	the	holiest	of	acts:	

changing	the	poopy	diaper.	.	.	or	being	called	to	be	a	preacher	of	God’s	word	to	a	

pack	of	real	live	sinners.		

Vocation	of	Preacher	(Church)		
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To	preach	both	law	and	gospel	into	the	lives	of	real	sinners	is	the	vocation	of	

a	pastor.	To	know	and	do	this	always	and	only	is	what	Luther	identifies	as	to	know	

and	to	do	“the	one	true	thing.”	Law	and	gospel	preaching	was	also	identified	by	

Luther	as	the	one	thing	most	feared	by	the	preacher	to	preach.	And	we	see,	five	

hundred	years	later	those	same	fears	remain.		

First,	the	preaching	of	God’s	two	words,	law	and	gospel,	to	real	live	yellow	

bellied	sinners,	works	the	forgiveness	of	their	sins,	and	where	there	is	the	

forgiveness	of	sins	there	is	life	and	salvation.	If	preaching	the	forgiveness	of	sins	

means	handing	over	life	and	eternal	salvation,	then	preaching	is	God’s	way	of	

predestining	or	electing	his	sinners	for	eternal	life,	“For	it	pleased	God	through	the	

folly	of	what	we	preach	to	save	those	who	believe.”	(1	Cor.	1:21)	Or,	if	we	are	

justified	and	so	saved	by	faith	alone,	and	faith	comes	through	hearing	a	sermon	

(Romans	10:17),	then	we	are	justified	and	so	saved	when	we	hear	a	sermon.	So	why	

do	some	preachers	preach	something	other	than	only	and	always	the	forgiveness	of	

sins?	Because	of	unbelief.	Because	sinners	want	to	be	righteous	in	themselves	by	

themselves,	alone.	Because	they	don’t	want	an	electing	God	who	takes	salvation	

entirely	out	of	your	hands.	Sinners	want	a	non-electing	God,	believing	that	they	have	

both	life	and	righteousness	in	themselves,	at	least	enough	to	choose	the	good	and	

choose	God.	This	means	that	an	electing	God	is	the	most	terrifying	prospect	to	life-

deather,	glory	theologians.	

Luther	doesn’t	pussy	foot	around	with	the	rebellion	of	sin	against	God’s	

promise	and	he	takes	direct	aim	at	the	sinner	who	does	not	trust	God’s	election	with	

what	he	calls	a	“bombshell”	to	the	illusion	of	the	free	will.	He	poses	the	point	to	
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Erasmus	in	The	Bondage	of	the	Will	(1525)	this	way,	This	is	why	faith	and	salvation	

rest	solely	on	the	promise	of	Christ’s	eternal	election	of	you:	“It	is,	then,	

fundamentally	necessary	and	wholesome	for	Christians	to	know	that	God	foreknows	

nothing	contingently,	but	that	He	foresees,	purposes,	and	does	all	things	according	

to	his	own	immutable,	eternal,	and	infallible	will.	This	bombshell	knocks	free	will	

flat	(p.	80)”	When	Luther	begins	to	preach	this	to	the	jugular	of	the	free	will	

argument,	the	fear	of	the	electing	God	is	put	to	death	once	the	sinner	hears	that	

Christ	has	you	in	his	sights	and	is	not	pulling	punches	with	the	law	or	the	gospel	to	

you.	This	once	feared	Electing	God,	raises	a	new	creature	a	faith,	a	theologian	of	the	

cross,	a	death–lifer	who	hears	their	election	of	God	as	the	one	true	comfort	in	all	the	

universe,	for	then	the	conscience,	the	new	Evangelical	is	the	already	in	heaven.		

Luther	closes	his	book	on	the	necessity	God’s	immutable	will,	especially	

when	it	comes	to	his	will	of	electing	you	by	his	promises,	if	we	are	to	have	salvation	

and	comfort	and	freedom.	“However	much	you	may	boggle,	yet	your	conscience,	and	

everybody’s	conscience,	is	convinced,	and	bound	to	confess,	that,	if	God	is	not	

mistaken	in	what	he	foreknows,	then	what	he	foreknows	must	necessarily	come	to	

pass.	Otherwise	who	could	believe	his	promises	.	.	.?”	(p.	213)	Luther	continues,	“I	

frankly	confess	that	for	myself,	even	if	it	could	be,	I	should	not	want	free-will	to	be	

given	me,	nor	anything	to	be	left	in	my	own	hands	to	enable	me	to	endeavor	after	

salvation;	not	merely	because	in	the	face	of	so	many	dangers,	and	adversaries,	and	

assaults	of	the	devil,	I	could	not	stand	my	ground	and	hold	fast	my	‘free-will’	(for	the	

devil	is	stronger	than	all	men,	and	on	these	terms	no	man	could	be	saved);	but	

because,	even	were	there	no	dangers,	adversaries,	or	devils,	I	should	still	be	forced	
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to	labor	with	no	guarantee	of	success,	and	to	beat	my	fists	at	the	air.	If	I	lived	and	

worked	to	all	eternity,	my	conscience	would	never	reach	comfortable	certainty	as	to	

how	much	it	must	be	to	satisfy	God.	Whatever	work	I	had	done,	there	would	still	be	

a	nagging	doubt	as	to	whether	it	pleased	God,	or	whether	He	required	something	

more.	The	experience	of	all	who	seek	righteousness	by	works	proves	that;	and	I	

learned	it	well	enough	myself	over	a	period	of	many	years,	to	my	own	great	hurt.	

BUT	NOW,	that	God	has	taken	my	salvation	out	of	the	control	of	my	own	will,	and	

put	it	under	the	control	of	His	and	promised	to	save	me,	not	according	to	my	

working	or	running,	but	according	to	His	own	grace	and	mercy.	I	have	the	

comfortable	certainty	that	He	is	faithful	and	will	not	lie	to	me,	and	that	His	is	also	

great	and	powerful,	so	that	no	devils	or	opposition	can	break	him.”	(Parker	&	

Johnston,	p.	313)	

Second,	the	fear	is	that	such	preaching	is	simply	not	enough,	that	something	

else	has	to	be	added	such	as	“my	commitment	in	discipleship,”	or	to	get	a	pastor	

who	has	a	vision	for	the	church	which	is	supposed	to	move	us	beyond	Christ’s	cross	

and	his	forgiveness	of	sins,	that	is	from	“maintenance	to	mission,”	or	a	pastor	who,	

“will	help	us	apply	the	gospel	to	our	lives,”	or	even	a	missional	community	to	ensure	

that	God’s	word	will	be	effective.	These	additions,	however,	do	not	trust	God’s	

promises	in	baptism,	and	so	completely	ignore	the	fact	baptism	is	both	the	

beginning	and	end	of	the	Christian	life	and,	therefore,	subsequently	misunderstand	

works	of	love	to	be	some	kind	of	seal	I	put	on	my	infant	baptism	to	make	it	truly	

valid.	Luther	puts	the	confusion	of	the	law	and	gospel,	of	justification	and	vocation	

this	way	in	his	Greater	Galatians	Commentary,	“The	truth	of	the	Gospel	is	this,	that	
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our	righteousness	comes	by	faith	alone,	without	works	of	the	Law.	The	falsification	

of	the	Gospel	is	this,	that	we	are	justified	by	faith	but	not	without	the	works	of	the	

law.”	(LW	26,	p.	88)	Luther	warned	and	knew	that	when	the	devil	confuses	the	law	

and	the	Gospel,	you	only	get	Jesus	as	example.	And	when	you	cling	Jesus	Christ	as	

your	example,	then	you	do	not	yet	have	him	as	gift	and	savior.	In	fact,	you	don’t	have	

Jesus	Christ	at	all.	

Third,	the	fear	is	that	such	preaching—preaching	a	word	of	law	that	kills	and	

a	word	of	gospel	that	makes	alive—would	result	in	the	preacher	getting	killed.	And	

there	is	good	precedent	for	such	fear.	Jesus	was	killed	for	such	preaching.	John,	

Peter,	Paul,	and	Steven	are	few	of	the	Martyrs	who	were	killed	for	it.	Taking	up	one’s	

cross	to	follow	Jesus	is	not	the	makings	of	a	programmatic	discipleship	method	for	

church	growth.	It	simply	means	that	following	Jesus	means	you	will	suffer	and	die,	

for	his	name’s	sake.	No	one	takes	up	the	cross	willingly.	The	cross	is	laid	upon	you.	

The	cross	is	done	unto	you,	against	your	human	desires.	No	one	hangs	himself	or	

herself	on	the	cross;	you	are	hung	(passive)	on	the	cross.	And	Luther	often	observed,	

as	pastors,	you	can	certainly	expect	this	to	happen	to	you.	You	don’t	need	to	actively	

look	for	the	cross	or	try	to	make	it	into	a	form	of	discipleship.	Luther	writes,	

“Therefore,	do	not	worry	where	you	can	find	suffering.	That	is	not	necessary.	Simply	

live	as	an	earnest	Christian,	preacher,	pastor,	burger,	farmer,	noble,	lord,	and	fulfill	

your	office	faithfully	and	loyally.	Let	the	devil	worry	where	he	can	find	a	piece	of	

wood	out	of	which	to	make	a	cross	for	you	and	the	world	where	it	can	find	a	branch	

our	of	which	to	make	a	scourge	for	your	hide.”	(Wingren,	30)	The	cross	will	find	you	

soon	enough,	and	when	it	does	“discipline”	will	seem	like	an	understatement	or	
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misnomer	for	the	suffering	and	death	you	will	undergo,	are	undergoing,	or	have	

already	undergone.		

Luther	knew	first	hand,	however,	the	sinner’s	temptation	to	try	to	escape	the	

cross	which	is	laid	upon	you	in	ordinary,	God	given	vocations,	for	the	self	chosen	

cross,	as	though	you	could	actually	avoid	suffering	and	the	cross	in	this	life	by	doing	

so.	All	this	accomplishes,	however,	is	the	accusation	of	the	law,	sin	and	death,	

without	Christ	and	his	cross,	and	so	nothing	but	wrath,	without	the	comfort	only	his	

word	from	his	cross	brings.	Such	was	the	life	for	Luther	in	the	monastery.	It	was	

suffering	without	redemption.	It	was	always	trusting	his	work	of	confession,	but	

never	trusting	God’s	absolution.	Once	he	finally	got	a	real	preacher	in	Spalitan	who	

freed	his	conscience	through	the	absolution	of	sin,	Luther’s	ear	was	finally	open	to	

Paul	in	Romans	1:17,	that	the	righteousness	God	wants	is	not	Luther’s	work	

according	to	the	law	(actively),	but	God’s	gift	received	by	him	(passively)	according	

to	the	Gospel,	then	he	was	raised	from	the	dead	in	faith.	He	was	no	longer	a	work	

saint,	but	a	passive	saint,	receiving	everything:	faith	itself	and	even	the	good	works	

which	faith	produces.	In	the	monastery	through	scholastic	theological	training,	that	

faith	was	a	challis	to	be	filled	with	works	of	love,	Luther	had	made	faith	into	a	

project	that	he	was	to	complete.	But	this	brought	him	terror,	not	peace,	because	how	

would	he	ever	know	if	what	he	did	was	enough	to	merit	God’s	favor?	

He	finally	learned	from	Paul	that	faith	alone	is	complete	because	it	grasps	

Christ	alone	and	so	justifies.	He	also	learned	faith	itself	actually	produces	good	

works.	Faith	precedes	good	works	(Romans	14:23)	and	true	vocation,	not	after	and	

certainly	not	to	be	fulfilled	by	them.	A	good	tree	must	first	be	made	before	it	bears	
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good	fruit.	But	good	fruit	does	not	produce	a	good	tree.	A	good	builder	builds	good	

houses,	but	a	good	house	does	not	build	a	good	builder.	Faith	trusts	in	Christ	alone,	

not	the	law.	So	faith	in	Christ	is	the	end	of	the	law,	thus	fulfilled,	for	all	who	believe.	

Luther,	then	can	make	the	assertion	that	stuns	the	world	and	out	old	Adam,	that	

“The	commandments	must	be	fulfilled	before	any	good	works	can	be	done.”	(Lull,	

419)	Or,	Thesis	26	of	Luther’s	Heidelburg	Disputation	of	1518,	“The	Law	says,	‘Do	

this,’	and	it	is	never	done.	The	Gospel	says,	‘Believe	this,’	and	it	is	already	done.”	

(Forde,	107)	It	is	Christ	that	fulfills	the	law,	not	you.	It	is	Christ	who	has	fulfilled	the	

law	for	you	and	so	has	brought	the	law	to	an	end	for	faith.	

When	this	Christ	got	a	hold	of	Luther,	he	got	the	entire	sinner	and	a	really	big	

fish	at	that.	That	means	not	only	did	Christ	give,	sustain,	and	fulfill	all	righteousness	

in	Luther,	Christ	refused	to	be	shelved	when	it	came	to	producing	good	works	in	

him.	As	Paul	says,	“It	is	not	I	who	live,	but	Christ	who	lives	in	me	and	the	life	which	I	

now	live	in	the	flesh	I	live	by	faith	in	the	Son	of	God,	who	loved	me	and	gave	Himself	

for	me.	I	do	not	set	aside	the	grace	of	God.”	(Gal.	2:19-20)	This	means	that	even	your	

discipleship,	that	has	been	so	utterly	confused	in	our	day,	is	nothing	other	than	

receiving	the	preached	word	of	Christ	in	word	and	sacrament,	who	forgives	your	

sin,	plants	himself	square	in	the	seat	of	you	conscience	and	your	heart.	Then,	

refusing	to	be	set	aside	by	handing	the	reigns	over	to	you,	he	remains	in	you	

squeezing	out	the	fruit	of	love	to	neighbor.		

This	is	what	Luther	meant	by	Christ	as	operans,	the	one	doing	the	operating,	

and	the	believer	as	the	operatum,	the	one	worked	on.	This	is	both	for	faith	and	for	

good	works.	(Forde	112)	Dr.	Forde	shows	that	what	Luther’s	teaches	in	26th	Thesis	
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of	the	Heidelberg	Disputation	is,	on	the	one	hand,	the	heart	and	soul	of	the	

Reformation,	but	on	the	other	hand,	has	some	Lutherans	offended:	

	“Faith	obtains	what	the	law	commands.	Through	faith	Christ	is	in	us.	

We	fulfill	everything	through	him	since	he	was	made	ours	through	faith.	The	

theologian	of	the	cross	simply	will	not	back	off	from	this	and,	when	

challenged,	drives	it	home	all	the	harder.	To	the	theologian	of	glory	the	

language	seems	utterly	hyperbolic	at	best	and	at	worst	quite	dangerous.	

What	will	happen	to	moral	earnestness	if	people	get	wind	of	the	claim	that	

through	faith	all	has	been	fulfilled?	The	temptation	is	always	to	fall	back	on	

the	law,	either	in	its	original	sense	or	perhaps	in	some	new	sense,	like	a	

“third	use.”	But	the	theologian	of	the	cross	knows	that	there	is	no	way	back.	

So	Luther	here	pushes	the	language	to	the	limit	and	will	not	back	off.	He	

knows	if	there	is	a	faltering,	all	will	be	lost…	‘Wherefore,	let	this	be	your	

standard	rule:	wherever	the	holy	scriptures	command	good	works	to	be	done,	

understand	that	it	forbids	you	to	do	works	by	yourself,	because	you	cannot;	but	

to	keep	a	holy	Sabbath	unto	God,	that	is,	a	rest	from	all	your	works,	and	that	

you	become	dead	and	buried	and	permit	God	to	work	in	you.	.	.’		

The	insistence	that	only	those	works	are	truly	good	that	are	done	

spontaneously	and	joyously	out	of	faith,	hope	and	love	belongs	to	the	very	

heart	and	soul	of	Luther’s	Reformation.	That	is	why	he	can	make	the	claim	

that	faith	doesn’t	have	to	be	prompted	[or	what	has	become	the	current	

misunderstanding	today	of,	“being	discipled”]	to	do	good	works	because	in	

faith	everything	is	already	done	.	.	.	This	claim	is	based	on	the	fact	that	Christ	

has	fulfilled	all	things	.	.	.	The	believer	is	not	being	exhorted	to	do	works	on	

the	basis	of	faith	in	order	to	catch	up	with	what	was	demanded.	Rather,	the	

announcement	is	made	that	because	the	Christ	who	has	fulfilled	all	things	

dwells	within	the	person	of	faith,	everything	has	already	been	done!	There	is	

simply	nothing	left	to	do.”	(Forde,	pp.108-9)		

What	does	this	mean?	
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God	is	removing	your	commitment	in	discipleship,	which	by	the	way,	only	

ends	in	you	betraying	and	crucifying	Christ	for	your	righteousness	sake,	and	in	its	

place	God	puts	you	back	in	his	baptismal	promises.	What	are	these	promises?	In	

baptism,	God	forgives	your	sins,	delivers	you	from	sin,	death,	and	the	devil,	and	

gives	you	everlasting	life.	

What	does	this	mean	for	daily	living?	It	means	that	your	sinful	self,	with	all	

its	evil	deeds	and	desires,	should	be	drowned	through	daily	repentance;	and	after	

that	day	a	new	self	should	arise	to	live	with	God	in	righteousness	and	purity	forever.	

It	means	that	you	are	moved	from	new	forms	of	monastic	missional	communities	

that	try	to	avoid	death	that	comes	in	God	given	vocations	of	church,	family,	and	

work	or	government,	and	placed	precisely	back	into	these	ordinary	vocations	of	life	

where	in	daily	repentance	is	worked	in	you	in	service	to	others	and	resurrection	in	

faith.	God	raises	you	squarely	back	into	creation	and	ordinary	daily	life	in	vocations	

of	hearing	the	preached	word	and	sacraments,	receiving	and	serving	a	family,	and	

receiving	and	serving	a	call	in	the	community	government	and	work.	

Gene	Edward	Veith	in	his	little	study	book	on	vocation,	Working	for	Our	

Neighbor,	remarks	our	current	problem	of	discipleship,		“Today	even	Protestant	

Christians	have	often	slipped	into	the	assumption	that	serving	God	is	a	matter	of	

‘church	work’	or	spiritual	exercises,	such	as	devotions	and	Bible	studies.	Churches	

set	up	programs	that	can	take	up	every	night	of	the	week.	Some	Christians	are	so	

busy	doing	church	activities,	making	evangelism	calls	or	going	to	Bible	Studies	that	

they	neglect	their	spouses	and	children.	Some	Christians	are	preoccupied	with	the	

‘Lord’s	work’	while	letting	their	marriages	fall	apart,	ignoring	the	needs	of	their	
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children,	and	otherwise	sinning	against	the	actual	responsibilities	to	which	God	has	

call	them.	But	according	to	the	doctrine	of	vocation,	the	church	is	the	place	where	

Christians	meet	each	week	to	find	the	forgiveness	of	Christ,	feed	on	God’s	Word,	and	

grow	in	their	faith.	Whereupon	they	are	sent	into	their	vocations—to	their	spouses,	

children,	jobs,	and	culture	where	that	faith	bears	fruit	in	acts	of	love.”	(29)		

And	so,	all	other	vocations	hang	on	whether	or	not	God	actually	sends	a	

preacher.	And	because	sinners	don’t	believe	God	will	actually	send	one	to	some	yet	

to	be	discovered	tribe	in	in	the	Amazon,	we	do	not	trust	that	he	will	send	one	to	me	

in	my	small	town	in	Minnesota	or	South	Dakota	or	Iowa	.	.	.	But	he	has	promised.	

This	was	the	fulcrum	of	faith	and	salvation:	that	if	we	are	saved	by	faith	alone	a	part	

from	works	of	the	law,	and	faith	comes	by	hearing	a	sermon,	then	by	God’s	

unthwartable	will	he	sends	you	a	preacher	so	that	he	may	work	faith	where	there	is	

none.		

Church	

In	his	Genesis	lectures,	Luther	prioritizes	the	first	vocation	(or	estate)	in	

creation	is	the	church,	which	is	the	distinction	in	this	life	between	whether	you	get	a	

preacher	or	not…including	you	preachers.	This	is	the	distinction	of	God	not	

preached	and	God	preached.	In	Luther’s	debate	over	the	will	with	Erasmus,	Luther	

makes	this	key	distinction,	“We	must	discuss	God,	or	the	will	of	God,	preached	

revealed,	offered	to	us,	and	worshipped	by	us,	in	one	way,	and	God	not	preached,	

nor	revealed,	nor	offered	to	us,	nor	worshipped	by	us	in	another	way	.	.	.	Now	God	in	

His	own	nature	and	majesty	is	to	be	left	alone;	in	this	regard,	we	have	nothing	to	do	

with	Him,	nor	does	he	wish	us	to	deal	with	him.	We	have	to	deal	with	him	as	clothed	
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and	displayed	in	His	Word,	by	which	he	presents	himself	to	us	.	.	.	God	preached,	

works	to	the	end	that	sin	and	death	may	be	taken	away	and	we	may	be	saved.	‘He	

sent	his	word	and	healed	them’	(Ps.	107:20).	(Packer	&	Johnston,	p.	170)	

Your	salvation	depends	on	whether	or	not	God	sends	us	a	preacher.	The	old	

sinner	winces	at	such	a	claim,	or	dismisses	preaching	and	the	preacher	out	of	hand	

because	that	all	sounds	a	bit	dodgy	and	tenuous,	you	know,	to	be	completely	

passive,	to	wait	for	God	to	actually	keep	his	promise	to	send	you	a	pasty,	over	

weight,	dumpy	preacher,	and	all	they	do	is	preach	the	forgiveness	of	sins	week	in	

and	week	out,		.	.	.	verses	listening	to	my	own	inner	voice,	or	upon	my	own	navel	

gazing,	feeling	that	God	should	really	acknowledge	my	progress	in	the	law	and	be	

impressed	with	my	accomplishments	in	this	life.	This	was	not	enough	even	for	the	

likes	of	the	blameless	and	upright	Job.	In	the	end	even	he	is	sent	a	preacher,	Elihu,	

after	all	his	friends	proved	to	be	miserable	preachers,	casting	him	back	on	himself	

one	way	or	another.	Surely	you	must	have	done	something	wrong	to	deserve	this!	

Maybe	it	was	your	technique,	you	didn’t	handle	it	write.	There	must	be	some	secret	

sin	you	are	not	revealing	or	are	even	aware	of!	This	is	nothing	but	Deus	absconditus,	

God	not	preached	from	within	one’s	own	navel.	But	God	will	not	be	found	in	mercy	

there.	“Why	do	you	hide	your	face	from	me	and	count	me	as	your	enemy?”	13:24	So	

God	finally	sends	in	the	short,	dumpy	preacher,	Elihu,	to	Job	who	preaches	a	law	and	

Gospel	sermon	to	Job,	“He	delivers	the	afflicted	by	their	affliction	and	opens	their	

ear	by	adversity.	He	also	allured	you	out	of	distress	into	a	broad	place	where	there	

was	no	cramping	and	what	was	set	on	your	table	was	full	of	fatness.”	Job	36:15-16	
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	This	law	gospel	preaching	which	creates	the	estate	of	the	church	is	given	not	

late	at	Pentecost,	but	as	Luther	observes	in	his	Commentary	on	Genesis	(1535),	the	

Church	first	arrives	in	the	Garden	of	Eden,	to	Adam.	Since	the	church	is	wherever	

the	word	of	God	is	preached	and	the	sacraments	are	administered,	there	is	no	better	

preacher	than	God	himself,	giving	his	very	first	Law	Gospel	sermon	to	Adam,	saying,	

“Eat	from	every	tree	of	Paradise,	but	from	the	tree	of	the	knowledge	of	good	and	

evil,	do	not	eat.”	Luther	says,	“Here	we	have	the	establishment	of	the	church	before	

there	was	any	government	of	the	home	or	of	the	state.”	(LW	1,	103)	All	of	Adam’s	

life,	preservation	and	protection	is	given	by	God	preaching	his	Word.	When	God	

preached,	“Eat	from	every	tree	of	Paradise,”	God	was	bestowing	himself	in	created	

stuff	in	the	most	abundant	garden	that	puts	all	the	community	gardens	to	shame.	

God	gives	himself	in	the	peach,	even	the	peach	stone.	God	gives	himself	in	the	

apricot,	the	fig,	the	pineapple,	the	orange	the	kiwi,	the	kumquat.	God	gave	himself	in	

cherry,	in	the	pear,	in	the	crabapple,	and	the	chokecherry.	The	trees	must	have	gone	

and	on.		

In	his	Genesis	Commentary,	Luther	writes,	“Moreover,	the	church	is	

established	without	walls	and	without	any	pomp,	in	a	very	spacious	and	delightful	

place.”	(103)	From	the	very	beginning,	God	is	giving	himself	in	a	word	of	promise,	

“Eat!”	But	he	also	gave	himself	in	a	word	of	law	to	Adam	in	such	that	he	should	

reverence	God	and	to	take	freedom	in	this	regard	away,	“Do	not	eat.”	But	ever	since	

then	sinners	read	this	sermon	from	God	as	the	first	instance	in	which	God	is	giving	

the	first	human	an	opportunity	to	exercise	his	free	will.	Sinners	believe	the	law	is	

what	will	make	them	better,	the	way	to	freedom	and	so	are	constantly	asking	the	
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preachers	to	show	them	“how	to	apply	the	gospel	to	their	lives	(by	this,	they	actually	

asking	for	a	moral	lesson	of	the	law	by	which	they	can	register	their	internal	

temperature).”	They	are	like	the	Pharisees	who	look	right	past	Jesus	Christ,	the	

Gospel	made	flesh,	and	ask	him	for	the	proper	application	of	the	law	in	all	

circumstances:	is	it	lawful	to	divorce,	what	should	we	do	if	the	ox	falls	in	the	well	on	

the	Sabbath,	why	are	you	taking	grain	from	the	fields	on	the	Sabbath?	Sinners	think	

the	law	is	the	way	to	freedom,	so	to	know	the	law	is	to	gain	freedom.	However,	when	

God	gave	the	law	to	Adam,	and	all	other	laws	to	sinners,	he	is	not	providing	an	

opportunity	to	make	good	choices.	The	law	does	not	give	freedom,	it	removes	it.	

When	a	parent	calls	to	their	child,	“Do	not	run	out	into	the	street,”	the	parent	is	not	

giving	the	child	an	opportunity	for	their	“free	will”	to	make	a	good	choice.	The	

parent	is	actually	setting	a	boundary	where	free	will	cannot	be	exercised.	Likewise,	

in	the	Garden	of	Eden,	God’s	command	to	Adam	is	not	to	provide	an	opportunity	for	

freedom.	The	law	takes	freedom	away.		

Sinners	remain	dead	in	sin	as	long	as	we	think	of	God	according	to	the	law	

alone	and	think	that	God	thinks	of	you	according	to	his	law	alone.	But	Luther	could	

not	be	shaken	from	this	distinction	of	justification	and	vocation	such	that	the	fruit	of	

justification	is	vocation,	but	not	a	part	of	it.	And	so,	the	mother	all	vocations	is	that	

of	marriage	and	the	rearing	of	children	which	follows,	God	willing.		

	

Vocation	of	Marriage	(Genesis	1:26-29;	2:7-9,	15-24)	

Apparently,	God	loves	his	creation.	In	fact	he	loves	creation	so	much,	

especially	humans	that	he	wants	as	many	as	he	can	get.	So,	God	gives	the	
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commandment	to	go	forth	and	multiply.	And	while	many	are	worried	about	

overpopulation,	we	must	put	that	worry	aside	and	hear	God’s	word	that	has	not	

changed.		

One	of	the	main	ways	God	creates	and	preserves	is	through	the	creation	of	

more	people.	And	he	has	made	this	method	self-evident.	When	God,	the	Trinity,	

moves	out	of	himself	in	love,	he	does	not	produce	another	divinity	but	rather	a	

creation	that	is	not	divine,	so	that	there	can	be	an	other	as	the	appropriate	recipient	

of	the	love	for	that	which	is	different	from	God	himself.	Within	creation,	moreover,	

the	design	of	love	for	that	which	is	other	is	carried	out.	Human	beings	are	created	as	

male	and	female,	who	will	join	in	differentiated	unity	in	the	creation	of	families	made	

up	of	parents	and	children.		

Luther’s	own	experience	and	teaching	on	marriage	and	children	is	well	

documented	.	.	.	and	perhaps	too	much	is	written	down:	“When	one	looks	back	upon	

it,	marriage	isn’t	so	bad	as	when	one	looks	forward	to	it.	We	see	that	our	mothers	

and	fathers	were	saints	and	that	we	have	the	divine	commandment,	Honor	you	

father	and	mother.	When	I	look	beside	myself	I	see	my	brothers	and	sisters	and	

friends,	and	find	there	is	nothing	but	godliness	in	marriage.	To	be	sure,	when	I	

consider	marriage,	only	the	flesh	seems	to	be	there.	Yet	my	father	must	have	slept	

with	my	mother	and	made	love	to	her,	and	they	were	nevertheless	godly	people.	All	

the	patriarchs	and	prophets	did	likewise.		The	longing	of	a	man	for	a	woman	is	God’s	

creation—that	is	to	say,	when	nature	is	sound,	not	when	it	is	corrupted	as	it	is	

among	the	Italians	and	the	Turks.”	(Table	Talks,	1659)	So	Luther	writes,	later,	in	

opposition:	If	anybody	had	said	to	me	when	I	was	at	the	Diet	of	Worms,	‘In	a	few	
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years	you’ll	have	a	wife	and	you	own	household,’	I	wouldn’t	have	believed	it.”	(TT	

1654)	And	.	.	.	“Man	has	strange	thoughts	the	first	year	of	marriage.	When	sitting	at	

table	he	thinks,	‘Before,	I	was	alone;	now	there	are	two.’	Or	in	bed,	when	he	wakes	

up,	he	sees	a	pair	of	pigtails	lying	beside	him	which	he	hadn’t	seen	before.”		

Luther’s	wedding	day	was	June	13,	1525.	It	was	not	only	that	Luther	got	

married	which	he	and	the	world	found	strange,	but	the	timing	of	the	whole	thing.	

Luther	was	in	the	middle	of	the	three	greatest	battles	of	his	life.	The	Southern	

Germans	and	Swiss	were	being	split	off	and	opposed	Luther	with	what	came	to	be	

know	as	Zwinglianism	(later	Calvinism)	and	Anabaptism,	and	the	peasant	revolt	was	

bubbling	to	a	boil	at	this	time.	Not	to	mention	taking	up	one	of	the	most	important	

issues	of	the	faith,	the	Bondage	of	the	Will,	in	his	debate	with	Erasmus	on	1525.	In	

the	middle	of	these	controversies,	Luther	sat	down	to	consider	a	very	earthly	

matter,	whether	or	not	he	should	accept	a	deal	posed	by	Katherina	von	Bora	and	the	

suggestion	of	his	friend	George	Spalatin	that	each	of	them	should	marry	to	top	off	

their	teaching	on	the	matter.	Luther’s	concerns	were:	First,	it	would	change	his	

whole	orientation	in	life,	one	he	was	brought	up	with	and	was	comfortable	with—

monasticism.		

Second,	It	would	give	fuel	to	the	fire	of	his	critics,	who	insinuated	that	Luther	

had	begun	the	reformation	in	order	to	secure	a	wife	(They	already	thought	he	lived	

too	sensuous	a	life	because	he	drank	a	bit	of	beer	and	played	his	lute	late	into	the	

night,	according	to	one	account.)		

But,	third,	Luther	was	adamant	about	not	getting	married	because,	as	he	said,	

he	never	knew	when	he	would	be	taken	to	the	stake	and	burned,	and	he	could	not	
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bring	a	wife	into	that	kind	of	life.	But	Luther	had	gotten	himself	into	this	problem.	It	

was	he	who	had	taught	that	Monastic	vows	should	not	be	forced	on	anyone,	and	that	

the	Christian	life	did	not	aim	at	this	sort	of	ascetic	sacrifice	for	most	Christians.	And	

in	his	writing,	like	On	Monastic	Vows,	were	being	read	all	over	Germany,	most	

especially	in	the	monasteries	themselves.	On	this	particular	day	in	1523,	Luther	had	

heard	from	a	group	of	nuns	nearby	that	they	desired	to	leave	the	convent,	upon	his	

own	teaching.	Among	them	was	Katherina	von	Bora,	who	had	been	placed	in	the	

Convent	at	age	10	and	by	age	16	had	taken	the	eternal	vow	of	celibacy.	She	and	a	

group	of	nuns	requested	Luther	to	remove	them	from	the	convent.	Luther	approved	

the	plan	of	a	friend	of	his,	a	herring	delivery	man	from	Torgau,	to	go	into	the	

convent	on	Easter	Eve,	wrapping	up	nine	nuns,	including	Katherina,	to	look	like	

herring	barrels,	and	riding	out	with	them.	Luther	not	only	approved,	but	raised	the	

money	for	the	support	of	the	women	and	helped	them	by	marrying	them	to	his	

various	friends—often	pressuring	them	into	marrying	so	that	the	women	would	be	

taken	from	his	hands.	One	remained,	however,	who	was	strong	willed	and	proud,	so	

Luther	thought,	because	she	refused	one	match	and	actually	declared	she	would	

marry	only	one	of	two	people,	the	Doctor,	or	his	declared	bachelor	friend,	Amsdorf.	

Now	Luther	said	he	was	not	in	love,	and	assessed	the	situation	at	some	remove	

(though	later	he	said,	“I	would	not	exchange	Katie	for	France	or	Venice,	because	God	

has	given	her	to	me	and	other	women	have	worse	faults.”).		

But	three	things	happened.	First,	a	visit	home	allowed	his	Father	who	

pressed	the	issue	of	progeny.	Second,	Katie	had	no	other	good	opportunities.	Finally,	

Luther	thought	it	would	be	the	best	witness	to	his	own	preaching	that	he	could	give,	
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and	allow	him	to	annoy	the	pope.	Luther	wrote	to	his	friend	Wenceslaus	Link,	

“While	I	have	other	thoughts,	God	in	a	wondrous	way	threw	me	into	matrimony	

with	Katharina	von	Bora.”	But	Luther’s	close	friend,	Jerome	Schurff,	saw	it	another	

way,	“When	this	monk	marries	the	whole	world	will	laugh,	and	so	will	the	devil,	

destroying	all	that	he	has	devised.”	What	happened	to	marriage?	

To	understand	this	we	need	to	see	how	the	true	Christian	life	was	viewed	up	

to	and	including	Luther’s	young	life.	And,	I	might	add	largely	up	to	this	day,	despite	

Luther’s	efforts.	In	other	words,	Luther’s	teaching	has	escaped	our	understanding	to	

a	large	extent,	even	in	the	Lutheran	church,	and	it	is	this	reason	I	want	to	take	up	

Luther’s	decision	to	get	married.	Paul’s	advice	in	1	Cor.	7	has	been	the	basis	for	

Christian	understanding	of	marriage	and	it	teeters	on	the	edge	of	a	great	

misunderstanding.	There	are	two	things	on	Paul’s	mind	for	Christians:	one	is	their	

evangelical	freedom.	The	other	is	love	for	those	who	haven’t	heard	the	gospel.	So,	

when	the	Corinthians	write	to	Paul	asking	if	Christians	had	to	get	married,	or	if	it	

was	a	choice	Paul	gives	this	advice:	“so	that	he	who	marries	his	betrothed	does	well;	

and	he	who	refrains	from	marriage	will	do	better.”	(v.	38)	This	makes	one	sense	

when	talking	about	love	(what	we	should	do	for	our	neighbor),	it	makes	a	very	

different	sense	when	talking	about	what	will	lead	to	faith	and	salvation.	Paul	is	not	

talking	about	the	one	who	refrains	from	marriage	doing	better	for	his	own	faith	and	

salvation,	he	is	talking	about	the	most	effective	way	to	preach	Christ	when	time	is	

near	an	end.		

As	wonderful	as	marriage	has	the	potential	to	be,	it	is	not	the	gospel	and	one	

cannot	be	saved	thereby.	When	marriage	becomes	a	matter	of	salvation,	virginity	is	



	 30	

taken	out	of	its	context	as	an	evangelical	freedom	and	becomes	a	better	way	of	life	in	

regard	to	salvation	such	that	problems	develop.	The	reason	this	entered	Christian	

thought	was	that	philosophy,	at	least	since	Plato,	separated	the	world	into	body	and	

spirit,	the	body	evil	and	the	spirit	good.	One	can	find	various	influences	here,	but	

certainly	the	version	of	Platonism	called	“Stoic”	philosophy	saw	any	marriage	as	

“not	in	accord	with	reason”	or	even	“a	little	epilepsy”	or	loss	of	control.	With	this	

assumption	permeating	the	mind	all	the	way	through	the	sixteenth	century	and	

beyond,	The	Christian	then	asked,	“What	does	God	want	us	to	do,	if	he	is	waiting	

before	he	comes	a	final	time?”		

The	answer	started	to	came	in	its	pure	Christian	version	of	philosophy	called	

Gnosticism.	The	answer	through	Gnostic	teaching	started	to	become	escape	from	the	

body	and	its	desires	by	becoming	spiritual	and	rational—like	God.	This	is	just	Plato’s	

“the	body	is	the	prison	of	the	soul,”	warmed	over	with	a	little	Christian	seasoning.	

Sexuality	seemed	to	be	moving	in	the	wrong	direction	for	pilgrims	on	the	return	

flight	to	God	as	Spirit.	Virginity	came	to	be	the	highest	and	best	of	Christian	callings,	

not	because	it	stood	in	readiness	for	Christ’s	imminent	return,	but	because	it	helped	

to	move	a	person	back	into	a	waiting	God.	Here,	the	kingdom	of	God	is	no	longer,	as	

for	Paul,	something	that	is	always	coming	in	upon	us	as	our	future	hope,	but	it	is	

now	a	higher,	metaphysical	realm	toward	which	we	must	climb.	This	sort	of	

philosophy	sees	the	law	as	a	ladder	for	the	human	to	ascend	heavenward	toward	

God	in	a	sort	of	self-transcendence.	Even	the	great	Athanasius	wrote:	“For	there	are	

two	ways	in	life,	as	touching	these	matters.	The	one	more	moderate	and	ordinary,	I	

mean	marriage,	the	other	angelic	and	unsurpassed,	namely	virginity.	Now	if	a	man	
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chooses	the	way	of	the	world,	namely	marriage,	he	is	not	indeed	to	blame,	yet	he	

will	not	receive	such	great	gifts	as	the	other.”	(Athanasius	IV	557)	(BTW,	Paul	could	

not	have	said	this.	His	teaching	put	us	back	in	our	bodies,	the	bodies	which	God	

created	and	called	good.)		

The	clearest	path	to	heaven	now	was	virginity,	a	higher,	spiritual	calling,	on	

the	way	to	salvation,	rather	than	coming	out	of	the	evangelical	freedom	of	being	

saved.	And	this	choice	of	paths	puts	us	in	the	middle	of	a	dilemma,	which	only	

Augustine	could	give	us	in	this	tongue	and	cheek	prayer,	“Lord,	give	me	chastity,	but	

not	yet.”	But	eventually,	even	the	utility	of	begetting	children	is	taken	over	by	

virginity:	Jerome	on	marriage:	“Marriage	replenishes	the	earth,	virginity	fills	

Paradise.”	And	Basil:	Marriage	is	good	for	producing	more	virgins.	That	is	all.”	From	

Luther’s	point	of	view,	the	problem	with	the	spiritualizing	of	virginity	was	twofold:	

1)	It	led	a	person	down	a	wrong	direction	to	the	person	could	not	see	Christ	coming,	

while	the	person	was	rising	up	to	God	(i.e.	it	becomes	a	basis	on	which	works	can	be	

built),	and	2)	It	led	people	into	sexuality	that	was	not	ordered	by	God	in	marriage:	

concubines	for	priests	and	promiscuity	(he	pointed	to	the	bishop	of	Liege	who	was	

finally	deposed	in	1274	after	fathering	65	illegitimate	children).		

Luther’s	choice	to	get	married	was	meant	to	be	a	witness	about	our	Christian	

lives	and	faith.	God	does	not	seek	to	take	us	out	of	our	earthly	lives,	he	does	not	

want	us	to	become	more	than	human.	He	wants	us	to	be	human	in	the	way	he	

originally	intended.	He	wants	sex	to	be	used	well,	to	be	enjoyed	and	useful.	Marriage	

was	God’s	means	of	doing	this.	He	wants	us	to	be	human,	not	spirit	or	angles	or	

something.		
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Marriage	eventually	becomes	for	Luther	a	“school	for	character,”	in	which	

one	is	moved	by	God	in	the	direction	of	self-less	love,	in	the	direction	of	the	other,	to	

the	neighbor,	not	toward	God.	There	is	no	better	place,	thought	Luther,	to	have	a	

neighbor	to	whom	I	can	truly	give	myself	up	to,	to	take	up	my	cross	with,	share	the	

joy	and	share	the	sorrows	of	this	earth	with	than	a	wife	or	husband.		

Finally,	he	understood	God	wanted	him	to	get	married.	Faith	transforms	

marriage	from	being	a	human	institution	into	a	divine	calling,	“since	I	am	now	

certain	that	it	is	well-pleasing	to	God.”	“See	here,	when	natural	reason,	the	clever	

whore,	looks	at	married	life,	she	lifts	her	nose	into	the	air	and	says,	Oh	am	I	suppose	

to	put	the	baby	to	sleep,	wash	the	swaddling	clothes,	make	the	beds,	and	put	up	with	

all	those	awful	smells,	stay	awake	nights,	get	up	when	the	baby	cries,	and	take	care	

of	the	eczema	and	sickness?	.	.	.	Am	I	supposed	to	be	a	prisoner	in	marriage?	For	

when	a	man	washes	the	swaddling	clothes	or	does	some	other	menial	task	for	the	

benefit	of	the	baby,	someone	will	undoubtedly	make	fun	of	him	and	take	him	for	a	

fool,	but	if	he	does	these	tasks	out	of	faith,	who	really	has	the	last	laugh?	Certainly	

God	also	laughs	with	all	the	angles	and	creatures,	not	because	of	the	swaddling	

clothes	but	because	of	the	faith	which	produces	such	fruit.”	(WA	10	2,	295-6)		

Now	Luther,	unlike	some	others	of	his	followers,	never	turned	this	into	

another	law.	God’s	calling	comes	to	particular	persons	in	particular	ways.	Some	he	

calls	to	marriage,	others	he	calls	to	virginity,	some	to	bear	children,	some	not,	etc.	

But	back	to	Paul,	be	content	to	be	human,	simply	live	for	others,	and	not	for	self,	let	

God’s	word	accomplish	your	salvation	by	itself.	Let	God’s	kingdom	come	and	include	

you.	And	so,	in	evangelical	freedom	(an	so	to	spite	the	Pope	and	please	his	Christ),	
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Luther	married	Katharina	von	Bora.	On	that	night	he	invited	his	friends	and	Pastor	

Bugenhagen.	They	said	vows,	not	to	God,	but	to	each	other,	agreeing	to	accept	each	

other	as	a	wedded	companion.	They	joined	right	hands	and	in	the	Triune	name	were	

married.	So,	in	this	one	stroke,	Luther	put	in	place	of	the	monastery	and	convent,	the	

home	and	marriage	as	the	place	where	God	wants	us	to	work,	i.e.	in	the	world,	not	

out	of	it.	Marriage	was	no	longer	a	sacrament	(God’s	way	of	saving	us)	but	it	was	the	

human	life	as	God	wanted	it.	God	calls	us	to	be	humans,	and	not	gods.	He	will	handle	

being	God	by	himself.	
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