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“Indeed if the faithful and elect children of God were perfectly renewed through the indwelling Spirit in this life, 
so that in their nature and all their powers they were completely free from sin, they would need no law and 
therefore no prodding.  Instead, they would do in and of themselves, completely voluntarily, without any teaching, 
admonition, exhortation, or prodding of the law, what they are obligated to do according to God’s will......Since, 
however, believers in this life are not perfectly, wholly, completely or entirely renewed – even though their sin is 
completely covered by the perfect obedience of Christ so that this sin is not reckoned to them as damning, and 
even though the killing of the old creature and the renewal of their minds in the Spirit has begun – nonetheless, 
the old creature still continues to hang on in their nature and all of its inward and outward powers.   Therefore, in 
this life, because of these desires of this flesh, the faithful, elect, reborn children of God need not only the law’s 
daily instruction and admonition, its warning and threatening.   Often they also need its punishments, so that they 
may be incited by them and follow God’s Spirit.” 
   – Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, Article VI, 6, 7, & 9 
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 Burden, and Blessing 
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One of the most vexing problems for the Christian is how to live a truly sanctified life.    Writers, preachers, 

teachers, parents, critics.....they (we) often make sanctified living sound much easier than it is – in a few cases, as 

though it ought to be almost “automatic”.....that the Christian will always love what God loves and do what God 

wants all the time.    

 

Yeah.  Right.  That IS the way it should be, and which it will be – in heaven.   But here on earth, it isn’t that easy, is 

it?    Nigh unto impossible is how it often looks and feels to us.....and we’re “leaders” in the church and – I would 

expect – “devoted, Scripture-grounded servants of the Lord.”    All of that being true, however, you and I know by 

hard, sometimes bitter, often painful and too frequently guilt-laden experience that living the sanctified life is a 

challenge.    In fact, what Paul wrote to the Romans about himself, at least for me – and probably for you, too – is a 

daily commentary on the Christian’s life of sanctification on this side of heaven:  “The good that I would I do not; 

but the evil that I would not, that I do......O wretched man that I am!   Who shall deliver me from this body of 

death?”  (Romans 7:19,24) 

 

“Who shall deliver me?”   How can you and I (and others) live the life of total righteousness that God wants (and 

expects) us to live....and that the Christian in us wants to live too?    Well, it’s never going to happen if we’re only 

driven purely by some sense of self-discipline or self-centered determination to be better a man.   And, no, moral 

virtuosity – being better for the sake and betterment of others – doesn’t really work either.   Certainly that all-

too-common-yet-always-fatally-flawed motivation of “feeling guilty” doesn’t get it done.    Nor is it worked through 

a variety of manipulative, controlling methods – whether that’s behavioral modification to better manage our own 

defects, or those heavy doses of guilt – often forced by us down the throat of someone whose sanctified living we 

want to “improve.”   Oh, and one last – and perhaps, in our society, the most common and worst – approach people 

take to living a “satisfying, spiritual life”  (...it also happens to be a real threat to our faithful teaching, preaching 

and living – but more on that later in this paper)  is the approach that says:   “I don’t want anyone or anything to 

tell me what to do, or not do.  I’ll decide – by my feelings, opinions, interpretation of Scripture, etc. – what’s truly 
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good and right for me.  I’ll be my guide and you be yours.”     

What does work?   How can I really live a life that pleases and honors God?    Paul has a ready, and the only right, 

answer to the question “Who shall deliver me?”   Simply, wonderfully, gratefully.....“I thank God through Jesus 

Christ our Lord”   (Romans 7:25).    In other words, the “how” is the Means of Grace – the Gospel in Word and the 

Sacraments.  The inspired, inerrant and infallible Word of God is where the Holy Spirit lives, and its through the 

Word and Sacraments  – alone – that the Spirit works in men like us to bring about genuine repentance and faith, 

and the fruits of faith....that is, sanctified living.   And the only“motivation” for sanctified living that really works 

is that which is found at the very center of that pure Gospel:   “Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced 

that One died for all, and therefore all died.   And He died for all that those who live should no longer live for 

themselves but for Him Who died for them and was raised again” (II Corinthians 5:14-15). 

 

That’s the essence of what I want to present to you in this paper.   So conference adjourns early, right?   No.   You 

expect and deserve (and I’m required to give you, and I’m willing...) at least a little more than a few paragraphs on 

one page.   So let’s turn to more of the Scriptures – as well as our Confessions, and the counsel and instruction of 

some of our Lutheran Church’s most profound theologians (in whose number I am surely not counted)  – to study in 

greater detail......... 

 

 Sanctified Living:   The Christian’s Continuing Challenge, 

 Burden, and Blessing 
 

Some of Scripture’s most dramatic and significant words regarding Sanctification are those which Jesus spoke 

during Holy Week (and which the Apostle later recorded under inspiration in Matthew 25:31-46) when He explained 

how the Final Judgment would take place.    Our Savior said that those who feed, clothe, visit Him in prison, and 

befriend Him are the ones who will “inherit the kingdom” of God.   “But when did we feed, clothe and visit You?” the 

righteous will ask.   “Whatever you did for the least of these brothers of Mine, you did for Me” will be Christ’s 

reply.    And these believers will go away into eternal life in heaven, while the unbelievers will go into everlasting 

punishment.      

 

Some view Christ’s vivid portrayal of the Last Judgement as nothing more than a frightening portrait of the Law in 

all its terror and wrath.   Others see these clear words of Christ as evidences of what faith – living, active and 

Spirit-given  – in the justified and sanctified believer produces as he strives to serve his neighbor and – especially 

– as he lives to gratefully glorify the God of his (and our) salvation. 

 

SANCTIFICATION ALWAYS BEGINS WITH JUSTIFICATION 

While Sanctification – a process which continues until the day the Christian dies – has to do with the godly changes 

that God the Holy Spirit establishes and continually works in a believing sinner’s heart and life insofar as his 

relationship with the Lord and his fellow man is concerned, Justification is centered on what God, in Christ, has 

already done for us damnation-deserving, but heaven-guaranteed sinners.    He changed our status before Him 

from that of being arch-enemies who are separated from Him, condemned and damned, to that of being His 

beloved children who are fully forgiven, absolutely reconciled to Him, and eternally saved for heaven. 

 

What grace!   He did for us – and we know this from what we’ve learned in Scripture as well as from our own, often 

guilty consciences – what we could never do.   He was perfect for us and He paid, fully and personally, the eternal-

death-penalty price that we deserve for our sins. 

 

You and I both know that, by nature, every one of us was once an object of God’s wrath (Ephesians 2:3)  and 

deservedly so (Galatians 3:10)!    Even before we were born we were already sinners – “sinful,” so the Psalmist David 
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writes “from the time my mother conceived me” (Psalm 51:5).    Our hearts -- by virtue of the sinful nature that we 

inherited from our parents and that traces itself all the way back to our first parents in fallen Eden –  were 

unconsciously hostile to our Lord and His Will (Romans 8:7).    Not only were we incapable of loving Him, or wanting 

to serve Him, we couldn’t understand His Word or His will......and we didn’t care (I Corinthians 2:14).   As far as our 

approach to God was concerned, we were altogether worthless and wicked – and the sinner in us [the Old Man] 

loved every bit of it! 

 

Would you have blamed God if He had eternally written off me, you, the whole sinful human race?   Yet solely due 

to His love for us, before the world was even formed your God and mine had decided – unconditionally – to redeem 

sinful humanity from the eternal guilt and curse of our rebellion against Him.    Nothing in us merited that mercy.   

It was pure grace – undeserved love – on God’s part for His fallen, failed creation! 

 

In eternity He had worked out a plan of salvation for us that demanded nothing from us – because He had 

determined that He was going to give and do everything necessary to rescue us from His wrath and reconcile us to 

Himself for time and forever.    Our Lord carried out His plan in the fullness of time (Galatians 4:4-5) by coming to 

earth and becoming fully human, yet also retaining His full deity (see Colossians 2:9), in the person of Jesus Christ.   

His purpose as the God-Man was to fully and finally atone for all the world’s sins through His living a 

substitutionary, perfect life and dying a vicarious, sacrificial death on our behalf – a death that, because God was 

dying for us, was sufficient to erase the guilt and damnation-debt racked up by all sinners for all time.   He would 

then give proof of the success of His redemptive work by gloriously rising from the dead three days later (Romans 

1:4).   In condemning His Son as the sinner’s Substitute, the Father has already acquitted the whole world (II 

Corinthians 5:19-21).   Nothing more needs to be done by any of us to appease God’s wrath, acquire forgiveness, or 

attain a place in heaven.   Christ’s righteousness has been credited to everyone, and it personally becomes the 

Christian’s comfort and confidence through Spirit-generated faith in Jesus (Romans 3:28). 

 

We are justified, then, not because of any change in our will (Romans 9:16) or inherent  character-potential or 

stellar conduct that might transform us from ungodly into godly people, but only because of God’s relentless, 

reconciling love for us in His Son (John 3:16) and through His gracious declaration that we are righteous in His 

sight by virtue of Christ’s saving accomplishments for us (Romans 5:19). 

 

SANCTIFICATION:   GOD WORKING IN US AND THROUGH US 

Justification is what God has already done for us.   Sanctification, on the other hand, is what God works in us and 

through us.    And it always involves a noticeable (some might say “radical”) change in a person’s will, character and 

conduct – a godly change that has been worked (or created) in the Christian by God the Holy Spirit.   

 

Practically-speaking, it all started with our conversion, when the Holy Spirit miraculously took us out of the 

darkness and damnation of unbelief, and brought us into the light of faith (II Corinthians 4:6;   Ephesians 5:8; I 

Peter 2:9) in the one, true, forgiving Triune God.    At that moment of our enlightenment (whether that occurred at 

the time of our Baptism as infants, or – for others – at another stage in life through the power of the Word) the 

Spirit created in each of us a new heart toward God – a heart of love and of faith – by establishing in us a new 

nature (or “New Man”; II Corinthians 5:17) who is absolutely eager to carry out all of God’s will (Romans 7:22;  I 

John 3:9), and who wants nothing else but to produce works that are good and pleasing in our Lord’s sight (John 

15:5;   Galatians 5:22-23). 

 

Before moving any farther ahead, though, let’s make one thing perfectly clear:   Whenever we talk about our 

justification and salvation, we dare never attribute it to any sanctified living – any good works – that we’ve done, 

but totally to the redemptive work which Christ Jesus accomplished on our behalf.    In fact, because we are still 

sinful by nature and by conduct – even though the New Man is living and working in us –  any good works which we 
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produce on this side of heaven are, regrettably, tarnished by our sinfulness so that even the best of our good 

deeds are really little more than “filthy rags” (Isaiah 64:6).    As a result, any and all good deeds that we do, and 

any improvements in our character can never begin to earn our justification before God.     

The next point that’s important to keep in mind is that, while our justification is a completed, perfect act through 

Christ, our lives of sanctification in this world are ongoing, imperfect and incomplete.   In fact, every Christian’s 

life of sanctification can be described as a continuing struggle between his inherent sinful desires (fostered by the 

Old Man in us) and the righteous desires which the Holy Spirit instilled in us (the New Man) when we were brought 

to faith in Christ and into membership in His Church.   

 

Now, the fact – that we already have been justified through Christ – provides us with all the assurance we need for 

our salvation and all the motivation that we need for living sanctified lives.   As far as our assurance of salvation is 

concerned, Scripture speaks in places like Romans 5:1, where the Apostle Paul writes:   “Since we have been 

justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”   That’s why he could also confidently 

and comfortably say “Now there is in store for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, 

will award to me on that day, and not only to me, but to all who have longed for His appearing”   (II Timothy 4:12).   

Grateful for that peace with God and for the sure promise of heaven that is ours through faith in Christ, every 

Christian will gratefully want to live a sanctified life devoted to serving and honoring the God of our salvation.     

That was Paul’s desire, expressed in these words: “I have been crucified with Christ, and I no longer live, but 

Christ lives in me.   The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, Who loved me and gave Himself for 

me” (Galatians 2:20).   Again, in II Corinthians 5:14-15 he says: “Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced 

that One died for all, and therefore all died.   And He died for all that those who live should no longer live for 

themselves but for Him Who died for them and was raised again.”  

 

SAVED BY FAITH TO SERVE THROUGH FAITH 

Surely we know that faith alone (and not our works) saves – faith, that is, in Christ as Savior and Lord.    Christian 

theologians have routinely described faith as that hand by which we receive the benefits of all that Jesus 

accomplished for us through His vicarious life, death and resurrection.   The writers of the Formula of Concord 

(SD, III, 13-14) put it this way:   

 

“Faith justifies, not because it is such a good work or because it is so beautiful a virtue.  It justifies 

because it lays hold of and accepts Christ’s merit in the promise of the Holy Gospel.  For this merit must be 

applied and become ours through faith, if we are to be justified by it.   Therefore the righteousness that is 

credited to faith or to the believer out of pure grace is Christ’s obedience, suffering, and resurrection, 

since He has made satisfaction for us to the Law, and paid for [expiated] our sins.”  

 

Only through faith is the Christian enabled to live a loving, grateful, God-pleasing life.   Without this faith, morally 

“good” works mean nothing to God.  This is precisely what the writer to the Hebrews so succinctly says in 11:6, 

“Without faith it is impossible to please God.”   So, when God creates faith in a man’s heart, a love for God 

concurrently arises that wants to serve and in every way please Him Who has both redeemed and, subsequently, 

enlightened us (I Thessalonians 1:3).    In simple terms, one of the effects or results of justification by grace 

through faith is that the once-lost-now-saved Christian is moved, in gratitude to God, to live a sanctified life for 

our Lord’s glory, as well as for the good of his fellow man.   The Formula says (SD, III. 41):   “Good works do not 

come before faith, neither does sanctification come before justification.   First, in conversion faith is kindled in us 

by the Holy Spirit from the hearing of the Gospel.    Faith lays hold of God’s grace in Christ, by which the person is 

justified.  Then, when the person is justified, he is also renewed and sanctified by the Holy Spirit.  From this 

renewal and sanctification the fruit of good works then follow.” 

 

So, while justification always precedes sanctification (never the other way around), the two are actually 
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inseparably connected.   Where justification occurs, sanctification is sure to follow.   Having been saved by faith, 

the Christian naturally serves through faith.   It can’t be otherwise, for “as the body without the spirit is dead, so 

faith without deeds is dead” (James 2:26).     Faith, then, doesn’t ask what good works have to be done;   it does 

them gladly, spontaneously, and continuously. 

Through faith the New Man (the Christian in us), without any compulsion whatsoever, is ready and eager before 

God to do good for everyone – even his enemies, to humbly serve others, to gladly sacrifice, to willingly suffer ..... 

all out of love, praise, and gratitude to God in Christ for the saving grace he (the believer) has already received 

from the Lord. 

 

Consequently, even though in our theological textbooks, confirmation lessons, and conference papers, we often try 

to compartmentalize them, in real, daily living it is impossible to separate justification (and the faith which lays 

hold of it) from the faith-driven sanctified work that we do as Christians.    The two simply go “hand-in-glove” in 

every Christian’s life....and they always will. 

 

There’s something else we should keep in mind in connection with our discussion of faith and its fruits:   Even 

though none of us can read another person’s heart (I Samuel 16:7) to see whether or not faith exists there, we 

nevertheless have a dual duty before God and to each other to encourage each other in our lives of faith on the 

one hand (Hebrews 10:23;  I Corinthians 14:3) and, on the other hand, to lovingly yet firmly warn anyone in whose 

life the fruits of faith appear to be absent, that he/she might well be in grave spiritual danger, and that the time 

to repent is now!  (II Timothy 4:2-5;  Jude 22-23) 

 

Of course, there’s another important connection between justification and sanctification, in that the former 

serves as the motivating power to live a sanctified life.   Dr. Franz Pieper wrote about this in his Christian 

Dogmatics, Volume III, p. 9-10:   

 

“God loves man with a wondrously great love......Convince a man of this wondrously great love of God for him, 

and he cannot help loving God in return and avoiding sin for the sake of His love to God.    And God knows 

how to convince and assure man of His great love.   He does not appeal to the natural powers of man, for 

the natural man will not believe in this love, but regards it as foolishness (I Corinthians 2:14; 1:23).   Nor 

does He try to demonstrate His love by the persuasive words of man’s wisdom (I Corinthians 2:4).   But He 

simply presents this great love as a fact, and by this preaching of the Gospel the Holy Ghost creates faith 

in the love of God......And when this faith in the Gospel, faith in the love of God in Christ, has been kindled 

in man’s heart, he will as a matter of course, love God and hate sin.   Thus there is a psychological 

connection between justification and sanctification.  They no longer form two heterogeneous strata of 

dogmatic construction.” 

 

By the way, without the assurance of God’s love and forgiveness for us in Christ, the Commandments are nothing 

but onerous burdens whose demands crush and condemn us all, and which reject as inadequate (Isaiah 64:6) even 

our best-intended efforts (humanly-speaking).   But moved by His love, the Christian delights (Psalm 1:2; Romans 

7:22)  in keeping God’s commands and sees nowhere in them any burden whatsoever (I John 5:3), but rather a guide 

or gauge according to which we can gladly do, say and think those things which God tells us do please Him. 

 

Before closing this section, two other points probably have to be made.    On the one hand, once the Holy Spirit has 

enlightened a person – that is, has called him to faith – the Christian is amazed and thrilled at God’s love for us.    

God’s love for us, in turn, has the effect of causing us to love Him, along with His Word and Will, and also our 

fellow man.  And so we can properly say that His love for us serves as the “primary fuel” that powers our love and 

living for Him.   Conversely, anyone who relies on his personal love for God as the primary motivator and power for 

living a sanctified life will see that living – if not quickly then certainly eventually – falter and, quite probably, fall 
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apart altogether.   Our human love for God – no matter how heart-felt – on this side of eternity is still frail and 

feeble.   God’s love for us, on the other hand, is constant and perfect.   Which love “powers” your sanctified life? 

 

Where there is justification by grace through faith, sanctification will always be found.   Where sanctification is 

evident, justification by grace through faith will always be its foundation and source of power.     

SANCTIFICATION’S CHALLENGE:    THE SINFUL (AND TOO SUCCESSFUL) HUMAN NATURE 

Created in God’s image (Genesis 1:27) which consists of righteousness, holiness and the perfect knowledge of His 

will (Colossians 3:9,10; Ephesians 4:22-23) both Adam and Eve initially enjoyed a perfect love for God and the 

ability to perfectly carry out His will.    But once they fell into sin, they (and all their descendants, us included – 

save Christ alone) lost that image of God and instead fell under the influence of a sin-corrupted nature.   Now, by 

virtue of our unvirtuous sinful nature, human beings no longer automatically understand God’s will;  we no longer love 

Him purely;  we no longer want to please God (Romans 8:7).   Our human race was so thoroughly corrupted by our 

inherited (as well as our active, practiced.....) sin that we not only lost the ability to be perfect (and thus, to save 

ourselves), we also lost any ability to come to God on our own.   And, like a saboteur, the sinful nature delights in 

thwarting and compromising our every effort to live godly, sanctified lives. 

 

Here’s an important aside.....we have to recognize that, as thoroughly as sin has corrupted our human nature 

through the Fall, the human nature itself is not essentially sinful.   Our Lutheran Confessions describe 

Original/Inherited Sin as something “accidental” (something “in addition”) to our human nature, referring to it as a 

“deep-seated corruption of our nature” (FC, SD, I. 52).   Why does this digression matter?   Well, if sin had been 

an “essential” part of our human nature, then Christ could not have become fully human (Colossians 2:9;   Philippians 

2:5-8) without being corrupted Himself.......and without His taking into Himself our full humanity (so that, as our 

Substitute, He could live perfectly under the Law and die for our sins) we could not have been saved by Him.    

However, as our perfect Substitute in holy living and in sin’s condemnation, Christ Jesus has both fully appeased 

God’s wrath against all of mankind’s sin and imputed (credited) His righteousness to us such that we can say and 

believe confidently that we are fully forgiven all our sins and are heirs of heaven through faith in our Savior-God. 

 

THE CONFLICT BETWEEN THE NEW MAN AND THE OLD MAN,  

WHO IS “SIMUL JUSTUS ET PECCATOR,” AND ITS EFFECT ON SANCTIFIED LIVING 

Even though we were once totally filled by an anti-God human nature, committed to sin with every fibre of our 

being, and spiritually dead (Ephesians 2:1; Romans 1:29-32), God the Holy Spirit has performed a “benevolent 

takeover” in us, making you and me “born again” (John 3:5,6;   I Peter 1:3-5), converting us via the Means of Grace 

from unbelievers and enemies of God, into believers and heaven’s heirs who love our Lord and who want to do His 

will in everything.   Now, we are able to see God as our loving Father (Galatians 4:6) and delight in keeping His 

commandments (Psalm 112:1;  Psalm 109:16, 35;   Romans 7:22).   Now, according to the New Man that is in us, we 

hate sin (Romans 7:15b;  I John 3:9), and we are truly troubled when we do sin (Luke 22:61-62;  II Samuel 12:13-

14,22;   Psalm 51:3,4;   Romans 7:24; I Timothy 1:13,15-16)  – knowing that we have especially wronged our Savior-

God.    

 

This change that’s taken place in us is absolutely miraculous and God-ordained.   As Paul put it in II Corinthians 

5:17-18, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.   The old has gone, the new has come!   All this is from God, 

Who reconciled us to Himself through Christ.”    Our theologians have referred to this Spirit-generated new 

creation in us, with all its wonderful effects, as “the New Man” or “the New Adam.” 

 

So, we’re a “New Creation”.....there’s a “new sheriff in town,” the “New Man” – empowered and guided by the Holy 

Spirit – is in charge inside.   So then, from the moment of our conversion everything ought to be perfect in us and 

from us, right?  Don’t we all wish for this and pray for it!   Now, that will be the case for each of us.......when the 

Lord takes us to heaven.  Then everything will be perfect, and everything we do in service to our Lord will be 
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perfect too (Revelation 7:9-19;  21:3-4; 22:1-5).     Unfortunately, on this side of heaven and so prior to the Day of 

Judgment, man’s inherited sinful nature is not eliminated; neither are life’s problems or our sinful behaviors.   Sort 

of like an inoperable tumor, that rotten sinful nature remains enmeshed within our frame, our character, and our 

soul.   St. Paul, spiritual stalwart that he was by God’s grace, nevertheless had to lament about himself in Romans 

7:18, “I know that nothing good lives in me – that is in my sinful nature.”   Paul experienced the wretched effects of 

that war between the New Man and the Old Man that goes on inside every Christian each day until the day we die.  

He knew, as we also know, that each Christian is a combination saint and sinner at the same time (our theologians 

have identified this condition, in Latin, as “simul justus et peccator”).    

 

Simply put, the New Man wants to do (and can only do) what’s right in God’s sight, but the Old Man continually 

throws wrenches at the gears of our godly behavior.  Too often his aim is excruciatingly and embarrassingly good.   

Too frequently – even though we know better and want to do better -- we end up producing sinful words, thoughts 

and actions, rather than the fruits of sanctified living, such as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness goodness, 

faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23).   Why?   Because although he’s not as strong as the 

New Man, that Old Man/sinner can be strong in us too!   And successful!     For the conscience-bound, Gospel-

motivated Christian, this back-and-forth behavior is so very, very frustrating!     It makes us miserable.    And 

penitent feelings of guilt and shame over our repeated failures to faithfully follow God and do His Will (which our 

New Man wants) are an every-day occurrence.    The Formula of Concord (SD, VI, 18) describes our problem so 

well: 

 

“Believers are not completely renewed in this world.  The Old Adam clings to them right up to the grave.  

Therefore, the struggle between the spirit and the flesh remains in them.   They delight in God’s Law 

according to the inner man [Romans 7:22], but the law in their members struggles against the Law in their 

mind.” 

 

Sanctification:   An On-Going, Back-and-Forth Process 

Our sanctification, then, is never an accomplished fact.   Perfectionism on earth is simply impossible for any saint-

sinner to attain – regardless of what the “Holiness/Perfectionism churches” maintain.   Instead, for the Christian 

sanctification remains an on-going process typically characterized by a back-and-forth, ebb-and-flow result.   Some 

days we move forward in our faith and faithfulness.   Other days we regress – sometimes significantly.    Real 

progress, or growth, in sanctified living does occur, but in this life the Christian’s sanctification will always be 

incomplete.   And for all the joy our sanctified lives provide us from serving the Lord on this side of heaven, there 

is always at least a tinge of sorrow and regret that’s also with us (often more than “tinge” -- ala Peter after he’d 

denied Christ three times and looked into the Savior’s eyes).  That’s because our sinful nature clings to and 

diminishes even our best efforts, thoughts, and words (Isaiah 64:6), and too often it dominates and delights in our 

worst actions, conversation, and attitudes. 

 

Since we are, in a sense, “spiritually schizophrenic” – daily dealing with our internal Old Man-New Man tug-of-war 

struggle and its effects – Scripture occasionally speaks about us in paradoxical statements.   In some places we are 

warned against the very real danger of falling away and losing our faith and salvation (I Corinthians 10:12;   

Hebrews 6:4-6;  Hebrews 10:26-31).    In other places, we are offered the assurance, both comforting and 

absolute, that God has guaranteed He will preserve us in our faith and His salvation – even in the face of the worst 

efforts of our souls’ adversaries (John 10:27-28;   Romans 8:31-39). 

 

Because the Christian is a composite of the New Man and the Old Man in one and the same person, we need to be 

very careful – very Biblical – in how we motivate others and instruct them in what is and what is not “Christian” 

behavior.   Absolutist or extreme statements such as “Faithful Christians are always glad to be in God’s house,” and 

“Real Christians don’t ever have sexual relations outside of marriage.....get drunk.....gossip.....fear death.....etc.”  can 
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easily cause a weak believer struggling with his/her sinful nature to become discouraged and to doubt the validity 

of his/her faith.    Making no excuses whatsoever for sinful behavior, or compromising the authority and integrity 

of God’s Word, we must nevertheless recognize that on this side of heaven the Christian who strives to live a 

sanctified life will be at the same time both saint and sinner in one person. 

 

God help us, then, to speak and think in such a Biblically-circumspect manner that we avoid making any damaging, 

legalistic, unloving, judgmental statements regarding fellow Christians, should we see them struggling in certain 

areas of their sanctified lives.   Instead, moved by love for their souls, may our Lord enable us to faithfully and 

firmly rebuke and correct (II Timothy 4:2) weak brothers and sisters (and ourselves) with His holy Law, but also – 

as a broken, contrite spirit is manifested (Psalm 51:17;   Isaiah 57:17; II Corinthians 2:7-11) – to promptly comfort 

and encourage them with the assurances of the Gospel......for the strengthening of their faith and for their growth 

in godly living.   And let’s also strive to consistently recognize and rejoice in the spiritual growth that we and 

others enjoy, and in the results of the sanctified lives that God the Holy Spirit works in them and us. 

 

THE SANCTIFIED LIFE’S DEPENDANCE ON THE LAW AND GOSPEL, PROPERLY APPLIED 

If you and I (and others) are going to live the kind of sanctified lives that glorify God and that faithfully serve 

Him and our neighbor, then both the Law and the Gospel, properly applied, are needed. 

 

Ever since the Fall, the Law has been unable to fulfill its original purpose which – according to Romans 7:10 – was to 

guide mankind for eternal life.    That’s because sin has completely changed humans from the perfect, righteous 

beings we were before Adam’s fall into defective creatures who, apart from the grace of God in Christ, could look 

forward only to a miserable, sinful life on earth and an unfathomably wretched, yet deserved, eternity in hell.   

Sin’s invasion of the world and of the human race hasn’t changed the truth or force of God’s Law, but with the 

advent of sin the effect of the Law on man is now very different.   Instead of assuring the man who lives under it 

that, by faultless living, he can secure everlasting life, the Law has a condemning effect against sin and assures its 

transgressors that “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23) – both temporal and eternal.   It produces anger in 

our Old Adam because our sinful nature resents God’s perfect demands (Romans 7:5), frustrating the Old Man in us 

because of his gross inability to keep the Law in the least little way.   Indeed, operating in a manner similar to a 

mirror, God’s perfect Law reveals all of our sinful warts and blemishes, displaying how thoroughly evil each of us is 

in our deeds, thoughts, and words (Romans 3:20;   Matthew 5:27,28;   Romans 7:7).     And, like a curb is supposed 

to restrain a vehicle from going off the road, the Law also operates on the Old Adam within us as a curb (or fence) 

to restrain the most vile types of wickedness in man (I Timothy 1:9) through its threats of punishment for all – but 

particularly the worst – transgressions. 

 

Though the Law also exposes our sin and threatens to discipline us when we transgress it, we Christians have to 

(and want to) thank God every day that through the Gospel we are free from the damnation of the Law – solely 

because Christ endured its condemnation as our Surrogate (Galatians 3:13;   II Corinthians 5:19-21).  In the light 

of His substitutionary work, you and I have been freed  from the guilt and curse of our sins, so that every day we 

can confidently serve God –  in spite of the inherent inadequacy of our efforts and the incompleteness of our 

sanctification, let alone the activities of the Old Man in us – without fear of punishment in hell.   What’s more, for 

Jesus’ sake our efforts at sanctified living – no matter how imperfect – are regarded by our Heavenly Father as 

acceptable to Him (I Peter 2:5;   Romans 8:1,2).   That’s because our Savior lived His perfect life of obedience for 

us, so that its credit could be (and has been) applied to each one of us.     

 

THE VALUE AND USE OF THE LAW IN THE CHRISTIAN’S LIFE OF SANCTIFICATION 

The Three Uses of the Law:   Curb, Mirror, and Guide 

Yes, we’ve been freed from the perfect demands of God’s Law, as well as freed from its promise of damnation for 

all who transgress it even once (James 2:10).   What’s more, we know that we’ve been saved by God’s grace, through 
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faith, apart from any works on our part (Ephesians 2:8-9).      

 

So, if we’ve been freed from the law’s curse and guilt (which we have), if we we’re saved by grace, through faith, 

without works (which we are), then what continuing value or utility does the Law have in the Christian’s life of 

Sanctification? 

 

First of all, because we do still have the Old Adam lurking around within us, you and I are always going to need the 

Law to confront us with our sin, and to curb sinful excesses, as well as to counsel us to do what is good and right in 

God’s sight.   The Law not only tells us what sin is, its threats help keep that sinful nature with its wicked lusts in 

check, as Galatians 5:19-21 shows: “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and 

debauchery, idolatry and witchcraft, hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, 

and envy;   drunkenness, orgies and the like.  I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not 

inherit the kingdom of God.” 

 

The Christian, of course, is not just Old Man.   We also have the New Man living in us, whose only aim is to please 

and honor God by living faithfully and obediently.  Now, ideally, the New Man in the Christian, animated by the Holy 

Spirit, knows God’s will perfectly such that he doesn’t need the Law of God at all.   Ideally.....  But, we live here in 

the real world, where the Old Man and the New Man don’t just live “next door” to each other – they live in the 

same house and are continually in conflict with each other over us.....specifically, over our souls. 

 

The presence of that Old Adam within the Christian assures that man’s knowledge of God’s will is not only 

incomplete but also compromised.   Our sinful flesh too often guides us down behavioral paths of sin on which we 

shouldn’t be traveling.   Consequently, we need God’s Word so that we can see clearly what God’s Will for our lives 

is – so that we can learn which are the right paths He wants us to walk (Psalm 109:105).   The Formula of Concord 

(SD, VI, 20) says it this way: 

 

 “Believers require the teaching of the Law,  so that they do not fall back on their own holiness and piety 

and under the appearance of God’s Spirit establish their own service to God on the basis of their own 

choice, without God’s Word or command.” 

 

On paper the theologian and student of God’s Word can logically, even clinically, divide the different purposes and 

applications of God’s Law, establishing how each fits into a Christian’s life.   However, since the Christian cannot be 

split into two parts – one of the flesh, the other of the Spirit (Old Man vs New Man) – but is one whole person, it is 

not possible to perfectly pigeonhole the different ways that the law (curb, mirror, guide) is used in his life.   For 

example, a commandment to be followed to please God (3rd use – as a guide), can also at the same time spotlight the 

Christian’s inadequacy in perfectly carrying out the commandment (2nd use – as a mirror). 

 

While useful for living a sanctified life, because it can show us where to go and what to avoid and why, the Law 

lacks the ability to properly inspire or motivate a person to do what is good.  Only the Gospel can produce the kind 

of sanctified life that is lived for God’s glory.   Through it the love of God for us in Christ’s life, death, and 

resurrection motivates us to serve our Lord Who has given us His forgiveness, eternal salvation, and the faith to 

apprehend them.  Therefore, while the Law is necessary insofar as it reveals to us God’s perfect will, only the 

Gospel can empower us to carry that will out as we live sanctified lives for Him.    

 

So, the Law is an indispensable part of the Christian’s life of faith and faithful living.  We can’t believe in and serve 

God without it.   It should be kept “sacred” – handled by every Christian with great care and respect.  And yet....... 

as often as not, the Law is misused, abused and over-used.    Across the following pages I’d like to draw your 

attention to two familiar, extensive abuses of the Law:   Legalism and Antinomianism. 
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Now, every person by nature goes back and forth between legalism and antinomianism.   (We’ll define both in a few 

paragraphs and a few pages, respectively.)  Whether a person is a legalist or an antinomian at any given moment 

depends on which approach best justifies his own conduct at that moment.   What’s more advantageous for him?    

To excuse his conduct by erasing God’s law or to force others into his mold by harsh enforcement of the law?   

Would he be more popular if he overlooked certain sins, or would he be applauded and look stronger” if he came 

down like a ten ton press on all those sinners “out there” – beyond his congregation, classroom or circle of friends?    

By and large, it’s not “principal” that makes a person an antinomian or legalist, it’s pragmatism.......convenience and 

pure old selfishness. 

 

THE BURDEN OF LEGALISM  

Legalism is a term that’s too often misused and misunderstood.    First off, the mere use of the law is not legalism.   

Legalism, rather, is the misuse of the law.  Here are a few examples:   Legalism is using the obedience to the law as 

a way of salvation.   Legalism is elevating human tradition to the status of divine law.   Legalism is using the law to 

motivate sanctified living.   And, legalism is using the law with a self-righteous spirit.    

 

John Brug, in his paper “Scylla and Charybdis,” offered two valuable insights about what legalism is not.   He wrote:  

“Living according to the law is not legalism.   Jesus never condemned giving careful attention to doctrine and life. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and 

cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You 
should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow 
a camel” (Matthew 23:23-24). The Pharisees’ problem was two-fold: they majored in minors, and they minored in 

majors”....so, like all legalists, they misused and abused God’s law. 

 

Brug also goes on to add:   “the use of the law as a curb of evil conduct is not necessarily legalism. There are cases 

where strict rules and “a fence around the law” may be necessary. The Christian who has become addicted to 

alcohol or pornography may need to adhere to strict rules: no use of alcohol, no presence at parties where there is 

drinking going on, no hidden computer use, monitoring of all computer use by a Christian friend, etc. The purpose 

and nature of such regulations is not legalistic but evangelical, care for the weak.” 

 

However, it shouldn’t surprise us that legalism is found among unbelievers and believers alike.   Often, its advocates 

don’t even realize what they’ve embraced.  That’s because legalism is actually the natural religion of everyone, and 

it dominates the religiosity of every false religion.   In fact, one of my favorite professors back at the Seminary 

was quite used to saying – “there’s a little legalist in all of us.”   How true.    

 

Legalism is the misuse, abuse, and over-use of the Law for the purpose of trying to forcibly produce Christian living 

through the pressure and threats which the Law can make, or legalism can be found in the self-righteous pride that 

improperly motivated obedience can promote.   Most often Legalism is tied to a set of rules, or standards, which 

are loosely Biblical but which are also laced with human opinions and demands.    Legalism’s proponents assert that a 

sanctified life can be achieved – some even believe that salvation can be attained – if the Christian will simply 

follow the rules....whatever those “rules” happen to be.    Thus faith in and gratitude for Christ’s accomplishments 

are removed from the “sanctification equation” (or at least shoved onto the “back burner”), and replaced with 

threats and performance expectations.   The end results are either despair due to our human inadequacy to the 

perfectly obedient, or an arrogant, Pharisaic self-righteousness that deludes a person into believing “God owes me 

earthly favors and a place in heaven because I’ve been so good.” 

 

A popular and close cousin of Legalism is Moralizing, with its “be good for goodness’ sake” mentality and motivation.     

Its appeals are either to selfishly do what is good for yourself, or, altruistically, what is in society’s best interests.    
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While moralizing and legalism might produce an on-the surface, external righteousness, they are hopelessly 

incapable of changing the heart’s orientation from serving man/self to serving God in love and, thus, producing 

genuine “fruits of Christian faith.”    The negative spiritual effects of legalism and moralizing are not insignificant.     

The Formula (SD, V, 10) says about this:   “For.....the proclamation of the Law alone, without Christ, either makes 

presumptuous people who believe they can fulfill the lay with their outward works, or drives people into total 

despair.”    Only the Gospel of grace that’s full and free can comfort penitent sinners and inspire them to serve 

God gratefully and whole-heartedly.     

 

Paul writes in Romans 3:28, “We maintain that a man is justified by faith, apart from observing the law.”   While 

the legalist in each of us (our Old Adam) and even Satan would like us to believe that our own good works can save 

us, the preceding passage plainly shows that living a sanctified life is not required for the Christian’s justification 

(see Ephesians 2:8-9;  Titus 3:4-7).   Nor is it essential for the preservation of ones faith (Romans 10:17).   We are 

established and kept in the faith through the Holy Spirit’s power (I Peter 1:5) working in our hearts via the Means 

of Grace (John 10:27,28;   Romans 10:17).    

 

However, it is God’s will that we lead sanctified lives (Ephesians 2:10) and such godly living – regardless of the 

quality and scope of the deeds done – is an evidence, or fruit, of faith (John 15:5).   We must be aware, however, 

that repeatedly and willfully violating Gods’ Law – either by ignorance, indifference, deceit, or out-and-out 

wickedness – will eventually create an impenitent spirt and a hardening of heart which can eventually destroy faith 

(Galatians 5:21; Ephesians 4:30) and forfeit the righteousness and salvation God wants us to enjoy (Hebrews 6:4-

6).   

Unfortunately, as big a problem as legalism is, there are also those – past and present – who have claimed the name 

“Christians” and yet believe that the Law has either very little or absolutely no role or place in their lives.   I 

personally believe that their challenge to the Law, today poses a more serious threat than does legalism.   “They” 

are the antinomians. 

 

THE CHALLENGE OF ANTINOMIANISM 

The Sad History of Antinomianism 

Historically our theologians have identified this erroneous notion as “Antinomianism” (a combination of two Greek 

words that literally means “against the Law”).   Antinomianism is anything but new.    We can find examples of it 

across the pages of the Old Testament (e.g, the false prophets who preached “peace” from God to Judah even as 

God was using Jeremiah to condemn the people’s wickedness – Jeremiah 6:13-14; 14:13-14; 23:16-17) and the New 

Testament (e.g., the Corinthians who used their “all things are permitted to me” slogan to justify a number of 

ungodly behaviors – I Corinthians 6:12ff). 

 

Since then the voice of antinomianism has been heard inside the church many times, and in a variety of ways.  But 

when Lutherans use the term, our thoughts turn first to a particular controversy that erupted during the lifetime 

of Martin Luther.   This “Antinomian Controversy” involved one of Luther’s friends and coworkers, John Agricola. 

 

Agricola (1492?-1566) first came to Wittenberg as a student of Luther's in 1516. Luther's evangelical theology was 

liberating for him and he heartily embraced Reformation theology. At first he was one of Luther's closest, trusted 

associates.    

 

His problems with the Law would first manifest themselves a decade earlier, although they appeared to have been 

corrected through the evangelical instruction of Luther and others.    But it was in 1537 that the antinomian 

controversy really erupted, and it would continue to prove a problem for Lutherans well after Luther’s death.   

Essentially Agricola taught that God's Law had no role to play in either the conversion or the sanctification of the 



 

 

Page 12 

Christian. He taught that the Law was no longer to be preached to Christians.  All they needed was to hear the 

message of salvation, that Christ had died for them and they were forgiven by grace.  Agricola believed that 

Christians could sufficiently see their sins in Christ’s suffering and death for them, which the Gospel clearly 

presented.   The Law, he concluded, was unnecessary and archaic for the Christian. 

 

Between 1537 and 1540 Luther and the Wittenberg theologians increasingly opposed Agricola's antinomian 

tendencies.   Several meetings and debates were held to rectify the matter.   At first privately, and later publicly, 

Agricola was rebuked and urged to repudiate his teachings.   More than once he claimed to do this, and apparent 

reconciliations were achieved.    Unfortunately, Agricola never really changed his position.    Eventually Agricola 

secretly fled Wittenberg in 1540 to live in Berlin, when it was evident that he was about to be put on trial as a 

false teacher.   

From his haven in Berlin, Agricola and his followers continued to maintain that only the Gospel can lead Christians 

to repentance, and so they were opposed to preaching the Law to anyone.....believer or unbeliever.    (This is known 

as “more extreme [or broad] antinomianism.”)     Still others during the Reformation era taught that the Law can 

and must be preached to unbelievers, but they felt that it had no place or purpose in the life of a Christian.    

(Their position is called “less extreme [or narrow] antinomianism.”)    It would be left to the writers of the Formula 

of Concord Biblically to address and correct the more extreme, broad antinomian view in Article V of the Solid 

Declaration (“Concerning Law and Gospel”), while they refuted the less extreme, narrow antinomian view in Article 

VI (“Concerning the Third Use of the Law”). 

 

The Proper Use of God's Law in Christian Living 

One of the good things that arose out of the Antinomian Controversy was that it forced Luther and others to think 

more clearly about the proper place of the Law and Gospel in the lives of Christians.   Luther emphasized – as we 

must, too – that God's Law must continue to be preached to Christians......and for several important reasons (see 

Luther's “Against the Antinomians,” Luther's Works 47:107-119;    “On the Councils and the Church,”  Luther's 

Works 41:113-114, 143,147;   the Smalcald Articles III:2-3).   

 

First, although it’s true that through Jesus Christians have been set free from the curse and punishment of the 

Law (Gal. 3:13; 4:4), we still need to have the Law preached to us simply because we continue to be sinners.   Yes, 

the Holy Spirit lives in us (I Corinthians 6:19) and guides us through the New Man.   And, yes, we already have God’s 

Law written on our hearts (Jeremiah 31:31-34; 2 Cor. 3:3).    Still, in this life we Christians remain wrapped up in 

our sinful flesh, and it powerfully tempts us to sin against God   (Romans 7:14-25; Gal. 5:16-24).   For precisely that 

reason we need the Ten Commandments and the rest of God's Law to restrain the evil within us from cascading out 

of us (Matthew 15:19-20), and to coerce, even with its threats of temporal and eternal punishment, our 

uncooperative, sinful flesh so that it follow – albeit grudgingly – the Holy Spirit's leading.     

 

Next, we also need God's Law to function like a mirror, to open our eyes to the ugly reality of our sin, to see our 

utter hopelessness to remedy this, and to drive us to Christ as the sole Source for the forgiveness of our sins.   

(Romans 3:20) 

 

We further need God's Law to serve as a guide, or yardstick, so that we know what God wants us to do and can 

measure our behavior against the standard of righteous living which He has set out for us.    Antithetically, the Law 

as a guide is also valuable for us because, as it shows us exactly what God expects of us, it helps to prevent us 

from making up our own standards for piety, good works, worship, etc. 

 

Agricola's affection for and advocacy of antinomianism, namely that the Law should not be preached at all to 

Christians, can be compared to someone arguing that it’s wrong for a doctor to diagnose the illnesses of his 

patients;   and that it is also wrong for a doctor to give his patients specific directions so that they might attain 



 

 

Page 13 

good health through exercise and diet.   The functions of the Law that Agricola rejected are what every Christian 

desperately needs, for the Law diagnoses in our lives those areas where sin exists and shows us how it is harmful to 

us.   It threatens us with the consequences that result from persistent spiritual unhealthiness.   And it gives us 

sound guidance regarding how we can become healthier – spiritually speaking – and more God-pleasing in all that we 

say, do, or think. 

 

Self-Esteem Antinomianism 

Far from being an item of mere historical interest, antinomianism is still alive and doing far too well among 

Christians, in general, and among Lutherans in specific.   In fact, it poses a significant threat to our ministry as 

Lutheran-Christians and our lives of sanctification. 

 

In the late 1980's I recall receiving a book the Reverend Robert Schuller sent to pastors and congregations across 

the country.   It was called “Self Esteem: A Second Reformation.”   In it, he repeatedly chastised those who 

preach the Law to Christians.   Schuller stated that the worst thing pastors can do is to tell their listeners that 

they are sinful, since this damages a person’s self-esteem.   Instead, he urged that  we should only tell our people 

how good and important they are to God.    Not surprisingly, Schuller’s following has grown exponentially.   Just like 

St. Paul warned 20 centuries ago in his second letter to Timothy (4:3-4), today crowds of “Christians” are flocking 

to churches, televisions, and internet sites where self-esteem/feel-good preachers are telling them “what their 

itching ears want to hear” – no matter how false and unBiblical their “teaching” is.   I doubt that either Schuller or 

his contemporary disciples realize that they’re antinomians, preaching a counterfeit Christianity, but they are.   

For a “Christianity” that refuses to preach God's Law against sin has no need for a Savior who died to take that sin  

away.   Such a counterfeit Christianity offers its listeners not truth, but lies, not life, but death. 

 

The Classic Antinomians 

Not all of today’s antinomians, of course, are as blatantly obvious as Schuller and his self-esteem apostles.  There’s 

a second antinomian element whose message is subtle and soft – and thoroughly unScriptural.  They deliberately 

refuse to preach what God’s Law says against certain behaviors and attitudes which the Bible clearly calls sin, 

things that have always been considered sin.  They do this, they tell us, because they have discovered through 

their careful (re)study of the Word, that the Law doesn't really condemn such behaviors, as Christians had 

"mistakenly" thought for well over 1900 years.  The message they proclaim is "What used to be wrong is right, and 

the Church will bless it” (even though God doesn’t!)    Theirs isn’t an antinomianism that refuses to preach any of 

God's Law.  They still preach it – some of it.   Rather, it’s the type of antinomianism that reinterprets particular 

portions of God's Law so that certain “sins” are no longer condemned, but are now permissible – perhaps even 

beneficial.    A few examples should suffice:  homosexuality, abortion, unlawful divorce, and sex outside of marriage 

(traditionally called "fornication.").     

 

The Practical Antinomians 

Probably the form of antinomianism that’s the most threatening to us, as Lutherans, is practical antinomianism. 

 

Here you find preachers, teachers, and Christians who claim that they still hold to all of God’s Word – His Law, 

included.  They just don’t preach, teach or live all of it.    For example, a practical antinomianist would be the pastor 

keeps silent about unscriptural divorce or living together without marriage to avoid losing members or to avoid 

offending family members of those who should be disciplined.   Similarly, a congregation might neglect to carry out 

church discipline for the same reason, ignoring the fact that if people are living impenitently in sin, they have 

already been lost to the church, and the need now is to regain them.    Practical antinomianism is present when 

teaching of the law becomes vague and non-specific, or it polemically focuses on those sins which are prevalent in 

the wicked world outside rather than those sins found within the church. 
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More often than not, I suspect, the primary motivation behind practical antinomianism is fear.....fear that 

preaching a particular expectation of the Law might offend someone by making him feel guilty, indignant, or – 

simply – by challenging him to do, think and say what God says is right in His sight.    Fear, perhaps, that the 

numbers of the church (or classroom) will decrease if people don’t like what they’re hearing from the pulpit or 

podium.     Foolish me, I thought God’s Word is supposed to offend – not that we’re supposed to go out of our way 

to purposefully offend someone, but when faithfulness gives way to not offending someone’s sinful feelings while 

we permit them to remain impenitently in their sin, then something’s dreadfully wrong!   Remember, it was Jesus, in 

Matthew 10:34-36 Who said, “Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.   I did not come to 

bring peace, but a sword.  For I have come to turn ‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a 

daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law – a man’s enemies shall be the members of his own household.”    And Paul 

wasn't kidding when he wrote that "the Law brings wrath" (Rom. 4:15).    Some people – when they’re driven by 

their sinful nature – certainly do angry when their sins are uncovered and condemned.  They do get embarrassed 

and upset when they’re shown that they’ve been wrong in God’s sight.   Yes, the Law can produces anger, 

unrighteous – sometimes violent – anger.   Stephen was murdered at the hands of angry Jews because he faithfully 

and fearlessly proclaimed God's Law to them (Acts 7).    Many of the Old Testament prophets endured a similar 

fate, as did John the Baptist.   In the face of such Law-induced, unrighteous anger, as well as in the light of our 

innate human desire to be well liked, it can be very hard to preach the Law against popular and prevalent 

sins.....which is why the temptation toward antinomian preaching and teaching and living can be so strong – yet it is 

so very, very wrong! 

 

Consider this:  if the Law in all its firmness and faithfulness isn’t brought before the eyes and hearts of those 

persons who are living in "controversial sins," what will happen to them?   With no one to warn them, they’ll likely 

remain comfortably unrepentant over against their sin, and blind to the spiritual danger in which they’ve chosen to 

place themselves.   They might even enjoy a false sense of spiritual security – perhaps thinking (wrongly) that 

everything is fine between them and God, when in reality the Lord’s anger is boiling over against their unrepentant 

sin.  All the while they’re left in danger of losing their salvation......because some shiftless shepherd or cowardly 

fellow Christian knows the truth but won’t proclaim it, because he would rather be popular than faithful.  

 

Like Luther before him, C.F.W. Walther saw this danger of antinomianism and warned his students against it: 

“When people begin to engage in all manner of sinful practices with impunity and imagine that everybody will have 

to regard them as good Christians provided they attend church and go to Communion, the pastor must say to 

himself: "It is time that I lay down the Law to my people, lest I live in careless ease while my hearers are going to 

perdition and lest they rise up to accuse me on the Last Day and say: "You are the cause why we have to suffer 

eternal torment" . . . Accordingly, we may not preach the Gospel, but must preach the Law to secure sinners. We 

must preach them into hell before we can preach them into heaven. By our preaching our hearers must be brought 

to the point of death before they can be restored to life by the Gospel. They must be made to realize that they 

are sick unto death before they can be restored to health by the Gospel. First their own righteousness must be 

laid bare to them, so that they may see of what filthy rags it consists, and them, by the preaching of the Gospel, 

they are to be robed in the garment of the righteousness of Christ (The Proper Distinction Between Law and 

Gospel, 13th Evening Lecture, p. 118). 

 

Walter’s words amplify the truth that antinomianism is, in the final analysis, lovelessness, because it puts those 

people who are living in no-longer-preached-against sins in grave spiritual danger.  It gives them the impression 

either overtly or covertly that all is well with their spiritual health even though a spiritual cancer, undetected 

inside of them, might well be destroying their souls. 

 

Legalists and Antinomians:   Just how different are they? 

On the surface legalism and antinomianism seem like they’re on opposite ends of the spiritual spectrum.    The 
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legalist adds to God’s law, while the antinomian wants to reduce or eliminate it.  The antinomian thinks he can be 

godly with no guidelines other than his shifting feelings, while the legalist is convinced you can’t get anything done 

for God (or get anything from God) if you don’t follow the rules....all of them, and then some.    The antinomian 

absolves the unrepentant man, while the legalist refuses the absolve the truly penitent.   Yes, there are contrasts, 

but they’re “surface” contrasts.  

 

The similarities between the legalist and the antinomian are much greater.    

 

First, and worst:  both of them actually destroy both the Law and the Gospel by their spiritual manipulations and 

machinations.   What’s more, every legalist is really just a selective antinomian.   To assemble a set of laws that he 

can keep – at least externally – he has to carve up the real Law of God, getting rid of the commandments he breaks 

and coming up with man-made commandments with which he’s comfortable.  In the end, the legalist mutilates the 

real law of God, and so he stands opposed to it – which is “antinomian.”   On the other hand, each and every 

antinomian is a selective legalist.   The “law” he follows is to reject all laws – or at least all the laws he doesn’t want 

to deal with.   Besides, in his open-minded desire to approve of almost every moral aberration, the antinomian 

almost becomes a zealous legalist in attacking anyone or anything (the Bible, for example) that claims to expound  

absolute truth. 

 

Ultimately, the behavior and attitudes of both the legalist as well as the antinomian are driven by their own, selfish 

desires, rather than from a true love for God and His Word.   What’s more, both the legalist and the antinomian 

are really trying to bury their guilty feelings by either rewriting God’s law or erasing it.   Both efforts are equally 

futile.   The only escape from the curse and guilt of the law is through faith in the Gospel—that gracious 

declaration, not of what we are to do, but of what Christ has done for us sinners.   But neither the passionate 

legalist nor the ardent antinomian has the true Gospel anymore.  The former has destroyed the Gospel by using the 

law as a way of salvation, while the latter has nullified the Gospel by converting it into a law.   

 

Finally, ....... But Is This Really Lutheran?  

One final point – but long – point regarding how Christians ought to use the Gospel and the Law in their sanctified 

lives.   Is it really Lutheran to preach the law so powerfully that God’s people feel guilty and terrified over their 

sins?   How can it be Lutheran when Lutherans have always been the people of the Gospel, the promoters of an 

evangelical theology?    In the antinomianism controversy this very question was put to Martin Luther by Agricola 

and his supporters (and he had quite a few supporters in his camp!)     Agricola appealed to Luther's earlier writings 

against the legalism of Roman Catholicism in which the reformer had often disparaged Rome’s emphasis on the Law 

and, instead, urged the broader use of the Gospel. To this (fortunately for us!) Luther responded in his typically 

candid way. 

 

“True it is that at the early stage of this movement we began strenuously to teach the gospel and made use of 

these words which the Antinomians now quote. But the circumstances of that time were very different from 

those of the present day. Then the world was terrorized enough when the pope or the visage of a single priest 

shook the whole of Olympus, not to mention earth and hell . . . To the consciences of men so oppressed, 

terrified, miserable, anxious, and afflicted, there was no need to inculcate the law. The clamant need then was 

to present the other part of the teaching of Christ in which he commands us to preach the remission of sin in 

his name, so that those who were already sufficiently terrified might learn not to despair, but to take refuge 

in the grace and mercy offered in Christ.  

 

“Now, however, when the times are very dissimilar from those under the pope, our Antinomians – those suave 

theologians – retain our words, our doctrine, the joyful tidings concerning Christ, and wish to preach this alone, 

not observing that men are other than they were under that hangman, the pope, and have become secure, 
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froward, wicked violators yea, Epicureans who neither fear God nor men. Such men they confirm and comfort 

by their doctrine.”  (Luther’s Works, 47:104-105) 

 

Your opinion of the foregoing might be different from mine, but I’m impressed at how eloquently Luther still 

speaks to our time.   Yes, times have changed, but sinners haven’t and neither has the truth of God’s Word!    In 

this early part of the 21st century you and I are living in an Epicurean society, among people so brazen that they 

transgress God's Law without guilt and then demand that the Church bless it!   People don’t want to be told they’re 

sinning and they surely don’t want their conscience pricked or some preacher making them feel guilty because they 

aren’t living as God expects them to.   Isn’t this a time when God’s Law needs to be completely, clearly heard and 

keenly, consistently proclaimed, along with balanced, faithful preaching of the Gospel?   

 

I would expect that all of us here are in full agreement that the Law must be preached and taught to Christians 

according to its second and third uses (as a mirror and as a curb) in order to avoid the dangers of antinomianism.   

It’s also my expectation that each of us also agrees upon the importance, when we are dealing with Christians, of 

employing the Law in its first usage – as a curb.   Unfortunately, there are many in the Christian world – some even 

in conservative Lutheran circles –  who are convinced that it is not right to instruct and motivate Christians to be 

obedient to God by way of divine threats of punishment (the curb/first use).   Being consistent, they also object to 

the use of any kind of reward to encourage believing children of God to do what is right.   Their position is that any 

motivation for godly living which doesn’t come completely from love of God in Christ is improper for any Christian 

to use or to hear.    Are they correct? 

 

Let’s begin by acknowledging that the first and best motivation for us to do anything as Christians for the Lord, or 

for each other, is because “the love of Christ compels us” (II Corinthians 5:14).    That was precisely what Jesus 

was aiming at when, in His picture of Judgement Day from Matthew 25 (40) He addressed the righteous and said 

“Whatever you did......you did FOR ME.”   Their services were rendered in faith and love for their Lord and Savior.   

May ours be also. 

 

But, does the principle that “the love of God should be the chief motivation for living sanctified Christian lives,” 

necessarily make every other type of motivation – notably the use of the law as curb -- wrong?   We can’t answer 

this on the basis of abstract, philosophical reasoning, no matter how “Christian” such reasoning might seem to 

sound.   Our answer has to come from the Holy Scriptures. And if the inerrant, infallible, inspired Word of God 

makes use of this sort of motivation in dealing with Christians, then I would have to say it’s perfectly proper and 

faithful – even necessary – for us to use it in this way.   Wouldn’t you? 

 

Now, it should be obvious to anyone who knows the Scriptures that the Bible does use threats of punishment in 

seeking to elicit obedience to the will of God from believers.   In fact, there are so many examples of this that it’s 

hard to know where to begin and what to leave out.    Let’s start with our Savior in the Garden of Gethsemane 

urging His disciples to watch and pray.   Notice that He didn’t say, “Peter, John, James.....I want you to do this only 

because you love Me and want to please Me.”   Instead, He warned them of the danger that threatened them and 

said, “Watch and pray that you do not fall into temptation” (Matthew 26:41).   That’s law – the first use – as a curb.     

And when Paul wrote to the “saints” in Rome in Romans 13, telling them to be subject to the government and pay 

their taxes, he didn’t say “Don’t obey the government and pay your taxes because you might be afraid to be 

punished;   only pay those taxes because you love your Lord Who established this government.”   No, he instructed 

them to be obedient and pay their due taxes “not only because of possible punishment, but also because of 

conscience” (Romans 13:5).  There’s the first use of the law again....and it’s directed toward Christians.    For me, 

the “clincher” comes from Matthew 10, where Jesus is talking to the Twelve about the conditions and expectations 

of their discipleship for Him.    Speaking with them about the probability of their being persecuted, He says:  “Do 

not be afraid of those who kill the body, but cannot kill the soul.   Rather, be afraid of the One Who can destroy 
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both soul and body in hell” (Matthew 10:28).     Don’t fear your earthly adversaries who can only harm your body but 

can’t touch your soul.   Be afraid of God Who can destroy your body and soul by sending you to hell.   By the way, 

the Greek  word used here for “Fear” is a present imperative meaning “to be thoroughly scared.”   This is not a 

childlike, filial fear, but the terrifying fear of God’s holy, omnipotent, burning wrath against sin and unbelief, which 

they would receive if they threw away their faith.    Again, Jesus is using the Law here as a very threatening 

curb.....and to no less than the Twelve Apostles.  

 

The Lutheran Confessions also repeat this teaching of Scripture.   I’m always a little amazed when people who’ve 

memorized (and even teach) Luther’s Small Catechism say that threats of punishment and promises of reward (e.g., 

Malachi 3:6-11;   II Corinthians 9:6-11)  have no place in Christian instruction and admonition.   In the Conclusion to 

the Commandments, Luther says that “God threatens to punish all those who transgress these commandments.  

Therefore we should fear His anger and not disobey what He commands.”   In a very simple, direct way, these 

words describe the use of the Law as a curb, even for the child of God.   The promise of divine reward in this life 

for obedience is also expressed in the words which follow the aforementioned:   “But He promises grace and every 

blessing for all who keep these commandments.  Therefore we should love and trust in Him, and gladly obey what 

He commands.” 

 

This same thought is repeated in other Confessions.   For example, in the Large Catechism Luther writes, “So God 

demands that all our works proceed from a heart that fears and regards God alone.  From such fear the heart 

avoids everything that is contrary to His will, lest it should move Him to wrath” (Part I, 323). The Formula of 

Concord says, “God’s truly believing, elect, and regenerate children need daily instruction and admonition, warning, 

and threatening of the Law in this life.  But they also need frequent punishments” (SD, VI, 9). 

 

“Why do Christians need punishments and threats to move them to do what is right, when they ought to love the 

Lord and do everything with a free spirit?”   writes Dr. Siegbert Becker, in his essay ‘The Third Use of the Law,’     

“The answer is a simple one.  If we were perfect Christians and did not need to lug this lousy old Adam around with 

us till we die, we would no longer need the threatening of the Law.    If we loved the Lord the way we ought to love 

Him, no one would need to drive us with threats of punishment to do His will, but because we still do have the old 

Adam, we need the Law as a curb.” 

 

Similarly, the Formula of Concord says, “As far as the old Adam is concerned, which still clings to them, he must be 

driven not only with the Law, but also by punishments.   Nevertheless he does everything against his will and under 

coercion, no less than the godless are driven and held in obedience by the Law’s threats. . . .The old Adam, like an 

unruly, stubborn ass, is still a part of them.   It must be forced to obey Christ.  It not only requires the teaching, 

admonition, force and threatening of the Law, but also often needs the club of punishments and troubles.  This 

goes on until the body of sin is entirely put off [Romans 6:6] and a person is perfectly renewed in the resurrection.   

Then he will need neither the preaching of the Law nor its threats and punishments, just as he will no longer need 

the Gospel”(SD, VI, 19, 24). 

 

(Again, using the thoughts of Dr. Becker, mixed with a few of mine....) 

So brothers, out of love for our Lord, His Word, and the souls we serve, let us preach the Law!   Let us preach it as 

the Old Testament prophets preached it, as John the Baptist preached it, as Christ preached it, as His apostles 

did, as the faithful Church always has preached it – fairly, firmly, fully, Biblically.   The Law that they preached 

accused.  The law that they preached corrected.  The Law that they preached offended.   The Law that they 

preached was the hammer of God that crushed complacent, comfortable consciences,  that filled those who heard 

it with genuine guilt over their sins and a holy dread of God’s wrath, making them despair of their own ability to 

remedy the problem and forcing them to turn toward Christ as their only Hope for divine mercy and heavenly glory.   

The Law that they preached condemned not the peripheral but the prevalent sins of the day.    It was specific -- 
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not vague.   It hit sinful souls hard.  It had to, and it still has to today. 

   

While all this is necessary and true, we ought never to forget that the highest motivation for Christian living can 

never come from the Law, but only from the Gospel. For children of God who know what they owe to the Father 

Who daily supplies us with all we need to support this body and life, who know what they owe to God the Son Who 

shed His precious blood on the cross for their salvation, who know what they owe to the Holy Spirit without Whose 

blessed work they would still be in the darkness of unbelief; for children of God who know all this, there will never 

be any better reason for doing what is right than that this will please Him Who is the source of every blessing that 

we enjoy, and Who loved us unto death. May God grant this spirit to us and to all we serve, for Jesus’ sake. Amen. 

 

 

 Charles Huebner, Pastor 

 Grace Lutheran Church 

 Lowell, Arkansas 

 January 20, 2009 
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