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Rachel and Marcus came to worship and Bible class every Sunday.  They were both members of an 

LCMS congregation.  They came to worship and study with us because they said, “We get law and gospel 

here.”  After worship one Sunday Rachel made a comment about my preaching and in general the preaching in 

our Synod.  She said, “You don’t really use the third use of the law in your sermons.  I think that’s one thing 

that’s different between Missouri Synod pastors and WELS pastors.  They (the Missouri Synod pastors) preach 

more third use of the law than WELS pastors.”  Rachel encouraged me to include more third use of the law in 

my preaching.   



  

 

I don’t know how much third use of the law you use in your preaching and teaching.  I pray that you are 

faithfully using the law to convict people of their sins and faithfully applying the soothing gospel of forgiveness 

through Christ in your preaching and teaching.  Are we faithfully using the third use of the law in our 

ministries?  Is there a place for the third use of the law in lives of God’s children to whom we minister whether 

they are in the church or in the classroom?   

 

Does the Christian even need God’s law?  That was the question that came up during Luther’s day.  

Luther went through many ink wells writing to those who were confused about the use of the law and how it 

applies to Christians.  There are still Christian churches that confuse and misapply the law.  What about in our 

Synod?  Is there confusion about how the law should be used in our church body or how we use it as ministers 

of the gospel?  Faithfully dividing law and gospel is not easy, and yet faithfully applying the law is vital to the 

gospel.  Failure to understand the uses of the law and how to apply it correctly can have devastating affects on 

the people to whom we minister.  If the law is not used, people will see no need for the gospel.  As Luther put it, 

“If we cast the law aside, we shall not long retain Christ.”  Yet that’s exactly what some wanted to do in 

Luther’s day and want to do today.  They saw no use for the law.  Those who oppose the law and its uses are 

called antinomians.   

 

History of Antinomianism 

 

Article V and Article VI of the Formula of Concord address the antinomian controversies.  “Anti” is a 

Greek word that means “against.”  Nomian comes from the Greek “nomos” which means “law.”  Both articles 

speak to those who were against God’s law.  Antinomianism, however, didn’t find its beginning in Luther’s 

day.   

 

The Lord spoke through the prophet Jeremiah to those who didn’t preach the law but proclaimed peace 

when there was none.  The false prophets failed to proclaim God’s law:
 

 

16 
This is what the Lord Almighty says: 

“Do not listen to what the prophets are prophesying to you; 

they fill you with false hopes. 

They speak visions from their own minds, 

not from the mouth of the Lord. 
17 
They keep saying to those who despise me, 

‘The Lord says: You will have peace.’ 

And to all who follow the stubbornness of their hearts 

they say, ‘No harm will come to you.’
1
 

 

Jeremiah was called to preach repentance, to call people out on their sins by using the club of God’s law.  

This passage is about those who failed to proclaim the law, who simply told everyone that they were okay even 

though they were in spiritual danger.  The Lord says, “Do not listen to what the prophets are prophesying to 

you.”  Those who despise the Lord will not find peace.  Those who follow the stubbornness of their hearts will 

not find comfort.  The false prophets failed to preach the law and in doing so were deceiving the people and 

letting them continue in their sins. 

 

The Apostle Paul also dealt with an antinomian attitude.  In his letter to the Romans, Paul clearly 

presents justification by grace through faith.  Paul’s line of thought follows a basic law and gospel presentation: 
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Natural man’s lack of righteousness (1:18-3:20) is offset by the righteousness that comes from 

God, the righteousness earned by Christ and received by the sinner through faith (3:21-5:21).  

Having received Christ’s righteousness through faith, the justified sinner is now moved to live a 

life of righteousness that conforms in ever greater degree to God’s will (6:1-8:39).
2
 

 

After Paul instructed his readers that they were saved by grace through faith he anticipated some questions.  

Paul anticipated that someone would raise an issue with his statement, “For sin shall not be your master, 

because you are not under law, but under grace.”
3
  The question that Paul expected is, “What then? Shall we sin 

because we are not under law but under grace?”
4
  Some reasoned that if they were not under the law and if they 

have no restrictions then why not continue to sin.  If a Christian is under grace then he doesn’t need the law.  He 

can do as he wants.  Paul answered the anticipated question of those who would throw the law out the window 

and continue in their sins.  Emphatically he says, “By no means!  Don’t you know that when you offer 

yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey—whether you are 

slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness?”
5
 Paul then says, “You have 

been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”
6
 Paul’s thought is this that just because you 

are not under the law doesn’t mean that you can just do what you want and ignore the law.  In fact, you have 

been freed from sin and you are no longer under the law, but now you are slaves to obedience, which leads to 

righteousness.  Being a slave means surrendering your own will and following the will of your master.  The 

Christian is no longer a slave to sin but a slave to God.  “It means submerging our own will and letting God’s 

will guide and direct us.”
7
  Paul anticipated the antinomian thought that because we are not under law but under 

grace the law could be ignored and done away with.  

 

1500 years after Paul Luther was forced to address antinomianism.  John Agricola, a good friend of 

Luther, came to the conclusion that the law was not to be preached.  Agricola believed that the gospel of Jesus 

was so important he didn’t want it to be overshadowed by the law.  But Agricola wrongly believed it was the 

gospel of Jesus that brought repentance rather than the law, “True knowledge of sin as genuine contrition is 

produced, not by the Law, but by the Gospel only, and that hence there is in the Church no use whatever for the 

Law of God.”
8
  In other words, there is no use for the law either in conversion or in the Christian’s life after 

conversion, in his life of sanctification.  People only need to hear that Jesus died for them, and that their sins are 

removed by God’s mercy.  No law is needed.  Although Agricola’s anti-law belief was directed at the second 

use of the law, his ideas forced Luther and others to clarify the role of the law in salvation and sanctification. 

 

Agricola was publicly and privately opposed and several disputations were held to clarify his positions.  

At times he recanted.  Other times he became argumentative.  Finally in 1540 Agricola was set to go to formal 

trial, but he escaped and took a preaching position in Berlin.  This didn’t kill the antinomian heartbeat that 

reemerged through men like Andrew Poach, Anton Otto, Andrew Musculus, and Michael Neander, who to a 

greater or lesser degree questioned “whether the Law is, and is intended to be, of service to Christians after 

regeneration, in particular, whether the regenerate still need the Law with respect to their new obedience.”
9
     

 

The antinomian controversy was finally settled to some degree with the adoption of the sixth article of 

the Formula of Concord in 1580.  But the antinomian heartbeat never went away and is still alive today.  

Articles V and VI of the Formula of Concord both addressed misuses of God’s law.  Our focus will be on 

Article VI, “Of the Third Use of the Law.”  Although adopted 430 years ago, this Article is still relevant to 
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those who hold to the truth of God’s Word and want to apply it faithfully.  As we study Article VI we’ll see that 

in today’s world, just as in the late 1500s, Christians need the law.   

 

The Three Uses of the Law 

 

The Solid Declaration of Article VI begins with an explanation of the three uses of the law:   

 

“Since the law of God is useful 1. not only to the end that external discipline and decency are 

maintained by it against wild, disobedient men; 2. likewise, that through it men are brought to a 

knowledge of their sins; 3. but also that, when they have been born anew by the Spirit of God, 

converted to the Lord, and thus the veil of Moses has been lifted from them, they live and walk 

in the Law.
10
 

 

We use the terms curb, mirror, and guide to describe these three uses of God’s law.  

 

The first use is the CURB.  A curb on the side of the road keeps you from going off the road and 

endangering yourself or others.  God’s law curbs wild, disobedient men from doing whatever they want.  It 

keeps people in line.  Paul writes in his letter to the Romans, “When Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by 

nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves.”
11
  Paul says to young Timothy, “We also 

know that law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy 

and irreligious.”
12
  The law with its threat of punishment restrains, holds back, and checks outburst of crude sin.  

The law serves as a curb when a person says, “I don’t dare do that, or else.”   

 

The second use is the MIRROR.  The law, as a mirror, brings people to a knowledge of their sins.  The 

apostle Paul says that through the law we become conscious of sin.
13
  He says, “I would not have known what 

sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, 

“Do not covet.”
14
  The law works as a mirror when it shows us how we fail to do what God says we should do 

and do what God says we shouldn’t do.  Just as a mirror shows imperfections—bags under our eyes, wrinkles in 

our foreheads, and scars on our chins—the law shows us our imperfections, blemishes, and defects when we 

look in the mirror of God’s righteous and perfect demands.  God says to be holy and the mirror says, “You’re 

far from it.”   

 

Both the first and second use of the law apply to all people.  The third use, the GUIDE, applies only to 

Christians.  The Solid Declaration says, “When they have been born anew by the Spirit of God, converted to the 

Lord, and thus the veil of Moses has been lifted from them, they live and walk in the Law.”
15
  If I am hiking in 

an unfamiliar area I need a guide.  The guide will show me what path to take and what path not to take.  The 

guide does this so I don’t get hurt or lost.  The law serves as a guide in a similar way.  It shows me the path that 

God wants me to walk in my life.  This doesn’t mean that the Christian seeks salvation by the law or that his life 

driven by the law.  The Christian is saved by grace alone through faith.  It is out of love and thankfulness for 

God’s grace that the Christian lives and follows the guide of God’s law for his life.   

 

The guide use of the law is pictured by the Psalmist as a light and lamp to shine on our Christian path, 

“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.”
16
  In his letter to the Romans Paul says, “I urge you, 

brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is 
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your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and 

perfect will.”
17
  A Christian goes back to the law to renew his mind, to test and approve if what he is doing is 

God’s will.  He checks God’s guidebook.  The guidebook will shine the light on the path God wants the 

Christian to live as he grows in faith as God’s child. 

 

Pastor Jared Oldenburg, in a Bible Class he wrote while at the Seminary, suggests this activity to 

illustrate the three uses of the law: 
 

Draw a curvy “path” on a white board or chalk board with two lines.  Tell everyone that the path 

will represent God’s will for us.  When we go outside the lines, that is sin.  When we stay in the 

lines, we are following God’s will for us. 

 

Get three volunteers.  Show volunteer #1 the path and then blindfold her.  Have her attempt to 

follow the path as best as she remembers.  When she is done show her how she did by holding up 

a mirror.   

 

Have volunteer #2 do the same thing, but when he starts to go outside the lines, gently pull or 

push him back on path.  When he is done, explain that the law as a curb keeps our sinful nature 

in check.   

 

Finally, have volunteer #3 do the same thing with this exception—have #1 and #2 tell her where 

to go.  #1 will tell her the right way, and #2 will tell her the incorrect way.  Make sure they speak 

quietly, but convincingly.  When she is half way through, remove the blindfold and let her 

continue while #1 and #2 continue to tell her the right and wrong way.   

 

The point?  The law shows us our sins.  The law keeps our sinning in check.  The law for the 

Christian lets us see clearly what God wants.  With the Holy Spirit, the law “removes the 

blindfold” and guides us on God’s path. 

 

The law serves as a curb, mirror, and guide.  While the law as a guide is only for the Christian, it doesn’t 

mean that the Christian will only serve as guide.  As we study Article VI, which was written against those who 

said that the third use, the guide, was not needed once a person came to faith, we’ll see that the Christian, 

although free from the law, isn’t without the law  

 

The Christian is Free from the Law but Not Without the Law 

 

The question whether the Christian needs the law came from a misunderstanding of what God says 

through his inspired authors.  The antinomians misunderstood what Paul said to Timothy, “We also know that 

(the) law
 
is made not for the righteous.”

18
  The antinomians believed that, according to Paul’s words, the 

Christian should have nothing to do with the law. Article VI declares the truth that “the truly believing and truly 

converted to God and justified Christians are liberated and made free from the curse of the Law.”
19
  The 

Formula of Concord based that truth on Paul’s words to Timothy, which the antinomians misinterpreted, to 

show that the regenerate is free from the law, but they go on to explain, “The meaning of St. Paul is that the 

Law cannot burden with its curse those who have been reconciled to God through Christ; nor must it vex the 

regenerate with its coercion, because they have pleasure in God’s Law after the inner man.”
20
  The Christian 

cannot be guilted by the law because in Christ he is perfect.  John Braun summarizes this freedom: 
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Because of Christ, we have freedom.  Believers are free from sin, death, and hell.  As believers we 

are also free from the regulations of the Old Testament ceremonial law.  The new freedom we 

have in Christ extends even to the moral law.  I am free from the coercion of the law and free from 

all the consequences of disobedience to the precepts of the law.  I am, as Luther put it, “perfectly 

free lord of all, subject to none (LW 31:344).
21
   

 

This includes freedom from the Ten Commandments.  Luther says with Christ “the Ten 

Commandments, which deal with holy life and conduct toward God and man, cease.”
22
  We are no longer under 

the law.  We are no longer under the Ten Commandments.  But to “not to be under the law” means that the law 

cannot accuse and terrify us.  The law cannot threaten us.  It cannot damn us.  Because of Christ, his forgiveness 

and his imputed righteousness, we are free from the law.  

 

Does a Christian, then, really need the law if, in fact, he is free from the law?  The Solid Declaration 

says, “yes.”  “Although the truly believing and truly converted to God and justified Christians are liberated and 

made free from the curse of the Law, yet they should daily exercise themselves in the Law of the Lord, as it is 

written, Ps. 1:2; 119:1:  Blessed is the man whose delight is in the Law of the Lord, and in his Law doth he 

meditate day and night.’”
23
  While Christians are free from the law, that is, the curse of the law, they take 

pleasure in and find joy in God’s law.  It no longer drives them to fear.  It no longer damns.  The law is now a 

delight and a joy to the Christian.   

 

The Psalms record for us countless descriptions of the believer taking delight in and loving God’s law.  

Psalm one says, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of 

sinners or sit in the seat of mockers. 
 
But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day 

and night.” 
24
  Psalm 119 speaks of rejoicing and delighting in God’s laws, “Praise be to you, O Lord; teach me 

your decrees. 
 
With my lips I recount all the laws that come from your mouth. 

 
I rejoice in following your 

statutes as one rejoices in great riches.  I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways.  I delight in your 

decrees; I will not neglect your word.”
25
   In verse 32 of that same Psalm the author says, “I run in the path of 

your commands, for you have set my heart free.”
26
   The Christian is free and it’s that freedom in Christ that 

makes him run to, love and take delight in God’s law.   

 

The Christian also longs to learn the law so that he can use it as a guide to learn God’s will for his life, 

“Teach me, O Lord, to follow your decrees; then I will keep them to the end.  Give me understanding, and I will 

keep your law and obey it with all my heart. Direct me in the path of your commands, for there I find delight.  

Turn my heart toward your statutes and not toward selfish gain.”
27
    

 

Throughout Psalm 119 the author holds tightly to God’s promises of forgiveness and salvation.  He also 

paints a beautiful picture of the Christian and his relationship to the law.  More than twenty-five times the 

author says he delights or loves the Lord’s decrees or statutes or law.  More than forty times the author speaks 

of meditating on God’s law or asking God to teach him his laws.  Read all 176 verses of this Psalm and marvel 

at just how the author felt about God’s laws, his statutes, and his decrees.  He loved, cherished, and ached for 

God’s law.  Although the Christian, through Christ, is free from the law he doesn’t give that law up.  In his new 

found freedom the Christian delights, loves, and desires to learn and apply God’s will for his life. 
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John Braun speaks of the freedom we have to live with the law, “My Christian freedom is simply the 

practical application of justification by faith in Christ.  God has declared me free and righteous.  I am no longer 

condemned.  God is for me. (Romans 8:1)  I am his child free to live, breathe, think, act, and speak as his 

child.
28
 

 

The Christian’s Dual Nature 

 

But I don’t always delight in God’s law.  I don’t always feel “free to live, breath, think, act, and speak as 

God’s child.”  “Something within me tells me that this is not perfectly so.  ‘It can’t be,’ the voice within 

challenges.  ‘If you are so free, then why do you feel so much like a captive?  Why do you continue to struggle 

to do the right thing?  Why do you anguish so over your failures?  Perfect?  No, you are not perfectly free.’”
29
  

Do you ever hear that voice?  Do those questions ever enter your mind?  We find this struggle within ourselves, 

within our members and students.  We find it in every Christian.   

 

Are we really free?  God says so, and it is so.  Yet we know this voice within is too true.  We are 

free children of God by faith in Christ.  Yet we know another reality:  we are also slaves of sin.  

Simul justus et peccator. Because of Christ, every Christian is a “perfectly free lord of all.”  The 

Holy Spirit has created faith, a new power within the Christian, that not only receives the gift of 

God’s gracious declaration but also desires to do all that God desires.  Christians are transformed 

within so that they desire only what God desires.  “Those who live in accordance with the Spirit 

have their minds set on what the Spirit desires” (Romans 8:5)  But, as long as Christians live in 

the temporal world, this powerful faith shares its house with its arch enemy.  Faith resides in 

constant opposition to the old sinful nature.
30
 

 

The Solid Declaration states this hypothetically.  Note the key word in this section is the little word “if:” 

 

And, indeed, if the believing and elect children of God were completely renewed in this life by 

the indwelling Spirit, so that in their nature and all its powers they were entirely free from sin, 

they would need no law, and hence no one to drive them either, but they would do of themselves, 

and altogether voluntarily, without any instruction, admonition, urging or driving of the Law, 

what they are in duty bound to do according to God’s will; just as the sun, the moon, and all the 

constellations of heaven have their regular course of themselves, unobstructed, without 

admonition, urging, driving, force, or compulsion, according to the order of God which God 

once appointed for them, yea, just as the holy angels render an entirely voluntary obedience.
31
 

 

“If” there were complete renewal in this life then the Christian wouldn’t need the law.  He would simply do 

God’s will voluntarily and without thinking just as the sun, moon and stars follow their regular courses.  But I 

don’t see this complete renewal in my life.  You don’t see it in your life either.  No Christian sees it in this life.  

That’s because the sinful nature, the old Adam, is still part of the Christian.  The sinful nature will be with a 

Christian until the day he dies and joins his Savior in heaven.  “For although they are regenerate and renewed in 

the spirit of their mind, yet in the present life this regeneration and renewal is not complete, but only begun, and 

believers are, by the spirit of their mind, in a constant struggle against the flesh, that is, against the corrupt 

nature and disposition which cleaves to us unto death.
32
 

 

Perhaps the greatest description of the Christian’s inner struggle is recorded by the Apostle Paul in 

Romans,  
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“
15 
I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 

16 
And 

if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. 
17 

As it is, it is no longer I myself 

who do it, but it is sin living in me. 
18 

I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful 

nature.  For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 
19 
For what I do is not 

the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. 
20 
Now if I do what 

I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.  
21 

So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 
22 

For in my 

inner being I delight in God’s law; 
23 
but I see another law at work in the members of my body, 

waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work 

within my members. 
24 
What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 

25 
Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

33
  

 

Paul relates the struggle of the new man, who delights in doing God’s will and the sinful nature, who opposes 

God’s will.  Paul shows just how real this struggle is and how much it bothered him.  It is like a tiresome 

wrestling match between the good and the bad.  This is a struggle that every Christian faces every day.   

 

The Christian Needs the Law  

 

It is because of the Christian’s dual nature, the saint and the sinner, and because that dual nature can’t be 

torn apart, that the Christian needs the law.  The Epitome says: 

 

On account of this old Adam, which still inheres in the understanding, the will, and all the 

powers of man, it is needful that the Law of the Lord always shine before them, in order that they 

may not from human devotion institute wanton and self-elected cults [that they may frame 

nothing in a matter of religion from the desire of private devotion, and may not choose divine 

services not instituted by God’s Word]; likewise, that the old Adam also may not employ his 

own will, but may be subdued against his will, not only by the admonition and threatening of the 

Law, but also by punishments and blows, so that he may follow and surrender himself captive to 

the Spirit, 1 Cor. 9:27; Rom. 6:12; Gal. 6:14; Ps. 119:1 ff; Heb. 13:21 (Heb 12:1).
34
 

 

 

Because the Christian is both new man and old man he needs the law to guide him in his life of 

following God’s law.  The new man delights and loves God’s law but the sinful nature is right there with the 

new man.  The sinful nature lies and deceives in the attempt to confuse God’s law for the Christian.       

 

Because the Christian still has a sinful nature and the sinful nature opposes God and his will, the 

Christian needs the law to show him how he still fails to “be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.”     

 

Because the Christian still has a sinful nature he also feels the first use of the law, the curb, “I better not 

do this, or else.”  How many of you drive only five or seven miles over the speed limit because you know that if 

you go much faster you will be punished?  That’s the law curbing your behavior.     

 

The Christian, with his dual nature, needs the law.  The law will serve as a guide, a curb, and a mirror. 

 

 

Relevance of Article VI in a Non-Absolute Society 
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We want to be Biblical not only in our doctrine but also in our application of doctrine to our lives and 

the lives of the people we serve.  How does our understanding of the dual nature of the Christian and the uses of 

the law relate to how we minister to people who are recent converts or new to the faith?  A new Christian may 

or may not know what God’s will is. They need the law so that they don’t make up their own laws and 

regulations and think that they are doing God’s will or out of ignorance continue to live in sin.  How could 

somebody not know what God’s will is?  At one time most of the laws of our states and country reflected God’s 

laws.  But the civil laws are drifting farther and farther from God’s law.  The sinful society we live in now 

determines the laws and regulations.
35
  Believers and unbelievers alike are bombarded with what society has 

determined to be the norm, or the rules for life.  The only way a new Christian or a mature Christian can 

determine what is good and pleasing to the Lord is to keep God’s guide in hand.  Christians go back again and 

again to the law as a guide for their lives.   

 

The following example demonstrates how the law served as both the mirror and the guide.  A pastor was 

instructing a young couple who wanted to find a church home.  As they attended worship and began studying 

the Holy Spirit worked in their hearts of the couple and they were brought to trust in their Savior.  A problem 

came up when they studied the sixth Commandment.  The couple was living together.  They were planning on 

getting married in nine months.  When they actually discovered what God says about living together and 

sharing a bed before marriage, they were appalled at what they had been doing.  “What can we do pastor?  We 

can’t go on living like this but we can’t afford to move out either.”  They realized that their situation, which 

they thought was okay, was not okay in God’s eyes.  They wanted to fix the situation.  They wanted to glorify 

and praise their Lord by doing what was right.  They did.  They got married and reaffirmed their vows nine 

months later.  Is the law, in this case, used as a guide or as a mirror?  The heart of the Christian is really what 

determines how they are going to feel God’s law.  Yes, it served as a guide to show them how God wanted them 

to live.  And yes, it served as a mirror to show them that what they had been doing was wrong.  How would 

they have known that living together was wrong unless God’s law revealed it to them?  .   

 

Another example demonstrates the struggle of the new man and old man in the Christian.  A young man, 

who thought he was pretty spiritual, struggled, as Christians do, to live his life glorifying God.  He had drifted 

away from church.  He decided to come to one of our churches.  He enrolled in Bible information class.  As the 

class studied the commandments he was troubled by the sixth Commandment.  “I didn’t know that the sixth 

commandment involved more than just not committing adultery.  I feel horrible.  I want to do what God wants 

but that’s going to be tough to follow.”  The young man wanted to do God’s will.  He wanted to follow God’s 

will for his life but he felt his sinful nature fighting against him.  What God said in his law was contrary to what 

he knew.  He had learned that there was nothing wrong with sexually indecent thoughts and actions as long as it 

wasn’t adultery.  God’s law worked to reveal his sin (mirror) and also showed him how God wanted him to live 

(guide).  And what he said is true, “That’s going to be tough.”  The Christian, living in a sinful world, struggling 

with a sinful nature, and fighting off Satan’s attacks is not going to walk down easy street.   

 

Both of these examples get to the heart of a growing problem that we deal with today.  While Luther 

dealt with believers who didn’t want to use God’s law, we are now dealing with people who simply don’t know 

God’s law and for that matter don’t care what God says to them.  We are living in a time when it’s up to me to 

determine what’s right and what’s wrong because what’s right for me may not be right for you and what’s 

wrong for me may not be wrong for you.  Barna gets to the heart of this problem in a survey conducted on 

morality among young adults (less than 25 years of age).  This is the trend is taking place in our country.  It is 

scary. 

 

We are witnessing the development and acceptance of a new moral code in America," said the 

researcher and author, who has been surveying national trends in faith and morality for more 
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than a quarter-century. "Mosaics
36
 have had little exposure to traditional moral teaching and 

limited accountability for such behavior. The moral code began to disintegrate when the 

generation before them - the Baby Busters
37
 - pushed the limits that had been challenged by their 

parents - the Baby Boomers.
38
 The result is that without much fanfare or visible leadership, the 

U.S. has created a moral system based on convenience, feelings, and selfishness. 

 

"The consistent deterioration of the Bible as the source of moral truth has led to a nation where 

people have become independent judges of right and wrong, basing their choices on feelings and 

circumstances. It is not likely that America will return to a more traditional moral code until the 

nation experiences significant pain from its moral choices.
39
 

  

Is the use of God’s law still relevant today?  The examples above, as well as the survey results, say, 

“Yes!”  We need the law more than ever.  In a society where people believe there is no absolute truth, the 

absolute truth must be proclaimed and taught.  “Christians, especially our young Christians, need the teaching 

of the law because our society is dominated by an existentialistic, humanistic philosophy that recognizes no 

absolutes. What is truth? What is right? What is sin? Our youth is becoming confused because even many 

churches no longer accept the law of God as an unchanging standard.”
40
 

 

God’s law needs to be used.  It needs to be used to expose people’s sins, to crush them under the weight 

of sin’s punishment and to bring them to the Savior’s feet pleading for his mercy.  The law needs to be used to 

instruct believers, who live in a society that chooses and picks what they want to believe, as a guide for their 

lives so they can renew their minds and test and approve what God’s will is.   

 

There are believers, however, who know God’s law, his will for their lives, and ignore or go against 

what God says to them.  To soothe their consciences they use every form of reason to justify what they are 

doing.  This is the case with the developments at the 2009 ELCA (Evangelical Lutheran Church in America) 

Assembly.  This is what was resolved: 

 

That the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America call upon its members to commit themselves 

to respect the bound consciences of those with whom they disagree regarding decisions on the 

call and rostering of individuals in publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender 

relationships, in this church and with churches ecumenically and globally. 

 

That the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America make provisions in its policies to eliminate the 

prohibition of rostered service by members who are in publicly accountable, lifelong, 

monogamous, same-gender relationships.
41
 

 

This means that, although you may not agree and approve of individuals who are in publicly 

accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships, you respect those who do agree and approve of 

it.  If Christians don’t follow God’s law for their lives but insist on changing it to fit in with the sinful world 

there are going to be divisions, although this isn’t the biggest problem.  The lack of unity is easily seen in this 

excerpt from a news release on the ELCA website about the changes: 
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Pastor Richard Mahan of the ELCA West Virginia-Western Maryland Synod was among several 

speakers contending that the proposed changes are contrary to biblical teaching. "I cannot see 

how the church that I have known for 40 years can condone what God has condemned," Mahan 

said, "Nowhere does it say in scripture that homosexuality and same sex marriage is acceptable  

of God." 

  

But others said a greater acceptance of people who are gay and lesbian in the church was 

consistent with the Bible. Bishop Gary Wollersheim of the ELCA Northern Illinois Synod said, 

"It's a matter of justice, a matter of hospitality, it's what Jesus would have us do." Wollersheim 

said he had been strongly influenced by meetings with youth at youth leadership events in his 

synod, a regional unit of the ELCA. 

 

There are still some in the ELCA that want to uphold God’s law.  Praise God for them.  But there are 

others, like Bishop Gary Wollersheim, who disobey God in the name of Jesus.  Would Jesus really allow 

someone to persistently live in sin?  Wouldn’t Jesus call the person to repentance?  Wollersheim says that 

accepting gays and lesbians in church is what Jesus would have us do.  It’s the loving thing to do right?  Prof. 

Armin Schuetze, in a paper written thirty years ago, writes something timely for this occasion: 

 

A Christian should be able to recognize homosexuality, pornography, pre-marital sex, living 

together outside marriage, abortion, shoplifting, vile four-letter language for what it is if he is 

instructed in the law of God. But Christians can become confused when they are told that the New 

Testament knows only one law and that is the law of love. If then any act is done in love it cannot 

be wrong. Lest the Christian’s flesh, influenced by the world, mislead him into false ethical 

judgments, the law needs to instruct him that only that fulfills the law of love which fulfills God’s 

immutable will for man’s conduct. To commit adultery is never an act of love, because God says it 

is sin. Lest the Christian in this confused and confusing society falsely believe that he is serving 

God when he is in fact serving sin, the law of God needs to be taught.
42
 

 

When we take God’s law and his will for our lives out of the equation then I can decide what is right for me and 

you can decide what is right for you.  Then we are left with a guidebook that has been edited and pages ripped 

out to fit what we want for our lives rather than what God wants.  When that happens the law isn’t being 

proclaimed.  It won’t serve as a curb, guide, or mirror if it is ignored.  Then what Jeremiah said will be true.  

They will proclaim peace when there is none.   

 

Unfortunately the resolution passed.  The majority won.  The resolutions go so far as to defend their 

sinful actions because the consciences of some are bound.  What bothers me most is that this resolution isn’t 

even about the issue of homosexuality.  That was resolved over twenty years ago.
 43
   This is a resolution about 

homosexuals serving as ministers in the ELCA.  How they justify it is hidden in nineteen pages of confusing 

language and never getting to the real issue.  But it really comes down to not listening to what God says.  This 

isn’t the first time this has happened.  It happened when they began allowing female ministers.  My associate 

told me that when he asked a woman minister in the ELCA what she does with Paul’s words to Timothy about 

women exercising authority over men she replied, “I don’t read that passage anymore.  If I did, I couldn’t be a 

pastor.”   

 

Why do I bring up the ELCA and its resolution to allow gay and lesbian pastors?  This church calls itself 

Lutheran.  But they are far from being Lutheran.  When anyone, including another church body, opposes God’s 

law we must stand our ground.  “We reject the view that people may decide for themselves what is right and 
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wrong apart from God's Word. We reject any misuse of the term love to condone behavior contrary to God's 

Word. We recognize these arguments as schemes of Satan to obscure the knowledge of God's holy will and to 

undermine the consciousness of sin.”
44
  We cannot and don’t condone what is happening in the ELCA.  But it is 

an encouragement for us to remain faithful in the use of God’s law, to apply it faithfully in our ministry, and to 

never compromise what God’s will is for our lives.  We need to continue proclaiming God’s will for Christian 

lives. 

 

As we study what the authors of the Formula of Concord wrote regarding the use of God’s law we see 

the desperate need for us to apply it today.  When members come from heterodox churches we must instruct 

them in God’s law.  They’ve been fed lies as truth by people who have made the truth look like a lie.  They need 

the guide book so they can see God’s will for their lives because often times they don’t know what God’s will 

is.  As Christians we need the law.  We need it to serve as a curb, as a mirror, and as a guide because we are 

sinners and saints.     

 

While the Christian needs the law, he also needs the gospel and the gospel must dominate the Christian 

life.  The gospel is the means by which the Holy Spirit empowers us and strengthens us to live God’s will.  The 

gospel reminds me that I am a holy, perfect child in God’s sight even with all my failures to keep his law.  The 

gospel fills me up with the desire to go and do what God wants.   

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

The topic of this paper was the third use of the law.  However, Article VI shows that we cannot teach the 

third use of the law in isolation. As the church teaches the Christian God’s will for his life it will also reprove 

his sin and curb his old Adam. 

 

The Christian needs God’s law.  Without continued and correct preaching and teaching of the law, there 

will be a lack of Christian living. This is not to say that the law provides the desire and strength, the motivation 

and power for Godly living. Faith born of the gospel spontaneously follows God’s will. But without the law to 

reprove, guide, and instruct in God’s will for the Christian life the old Adam will deceive the Christian and 

mislead him into thinking that liberty is license. The church must preach and teach that salvation is totally ours 

without works, by grace alone. But the church must also teach and preach that it is necessary to live a God 

pleasing life. The law has an important place here, not in replacing the gospel, but in the role God has assigned 

to it. 

 

The church needs to teach both the law and the gospel. That is what sinners need. That is what 

Christians need because they are both saint and sinner. We look forward to the day when we won’t need either. 

We will be with the Lord Jesus.  We will see him.  We will worship him perfectly in all that we think, say and 

do.  Until that day we will struggle to live as God’s children, but that is what we are.  We are holy, perfect and 

righteous in God’s sight.  Let’s live as God sees us.   
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