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Abstract

How can one know God? This question has persisted throughout history, as knowing God
is not only a lifelong pursuit for all Christians, but, according to Romans 1:19-20, a question that all
people are inherently asking. Consequently, this inherent inquiry, as Luther suggested in his
sermons on the Gospel of John, inevitably gives rise to controversies and disputes.!

Nevertheless, in these sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther notably posits that the
precondition of knowing God is God’s promise that Christians can indeed come to know Him.2
Since this knowledge is a promise God gave to Christians, the core issue revolves around
understanding God’s appointed means for this knowledge and how Christians may come to know
Him through it. Therefore, this thesis will delve into Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John,
aiming to elucidate his perspective on how one can know God.

In his sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther uses the distinction between the Law and the
Gospel to distinguish the knowledge of God possessed by Christians from that of non-Christians.
This difference in knowledge not only highlights the uniqueness of Christian epistemology but also
affirms that knowing the true God is entirely a result of divine salvation. By examining the nature of
these two kinds of knowledge, the different means by which they are obtained, the process through
which one comes to know God, and the transformative impact on the lives of Christians, this article
seeks to demonstrate how Luther applied the distinction between the Law and the Gospel to

epistemology, thus constructing a framework for Christian knowledge.

Key Words: Epistemology, Two Kinds of Knowledge of God, Law and Gospel, Luther

LW 22:150.

2 LW 22:120.
ii
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1. Introduction

Luther posits that the knowledge of God, accessible to humankind, can be categorized into
two distinct kinds, because God gave the Law and the Gospel so that He could be known.5 In his
sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther distinguishes the content and nature of these two kinds of
knowledge, aiming to address how humans can come to know God. By revisiting earlier discussions
regarding the distinction between Law and Gospel and then examining how Luther applies it to his
epistemology in his sermons on the Gospel of John, this thesis seeks to elucidate and demonstrate

that this distinction provides the grammar for Luther’s epistemology.

1.1 Research Background

According to Hans-Martin Barth, “the distinction between Law and Gospel was not
regarded throughout Christian history as constitutive of a serious theology. It came to the fore
whenever faith appeared to be threatened either by lax or libertine practices or, on the other hand,
by legalism.”¢ This tension was evident in the Pauline Epistles and the Epistle of James within
Scripture, re-emerging in the conflict between Augustine and Pelagius. Later, as Luther confronted
the medieval piety dominated by semi-Pelagianism, he formulated his theology by distinguishing
between the Law and the Gospel.” Most scholars agree that this distinction arose from Luther’s
doctrine of justification, as “[this] doctrine can be developed only on the basis of that distinction.”8
In Lohse’s view, though Luther “developed his new doctrine of justification prior to his distinction

between law and gospel,...some initial forms of that distinction appear as early as in the lecture

5 LW 22:150.

6 Hans-Martin Barth, The Theology of Martin Luther : A Critical Assessment, trans. Linda M. Maloney (Lanham:
Fortress Press, 2012), 137.

7 Barth, The Theology of Martin Luther, 137.

8 Bernhard Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology: Its Historical and Systematic Development, ed. and trans. Roy A.
Harrisville (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 267.
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after 1513.” Later, this distinction between Law and Gospel became a crucial factor in his theology
for “this pairing contains a summary of all Christian doctrine.”10

From Luther’s perspective, “nearly all of Holy Scripture and all theological knowledge
depends on a right understanding of the Law and the Gospel.”!/(LW 26:117) This distinction not
only positions the salvific work of Christ as “the front and center of all theology’!2 but also “affords
believers the abundant consolation that they need in the face of doubts and struggles about where
they stand with God.”!3 Therefore, as Barth suggests, “the expression ‘Law and Gospel’ is a basic
formula in Lutheran theology that needs to be broken open and unlocked.”!* Moreover, it “has
remained one of the most distinctive features of his theology, along with that of his followers, for
the past five hundred years.”!5

In previous research concerning this subject, the most common approach to distinguishing
between Law and Gospel is to consider “both in terms of their grammar and content and in terms of
their function or power, namely, what God accomplishes by means of them.”1¢ The distinction
between the contents of the law and the gospel, as presented in numerous discussions, can vary
based on different perspectives. Just as stated by Kolb, “the many extensive examinations of

Luther’s distinction of law and gospel often tell more about their authors than the object of their

9 Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 267.
10 Barth, The Theology of Martin Luther, 135.
11 Barth according to LW 26:117. Barth, The Theology of Martin Luther, 137.

12 Charles P. Arand, "Law and Gospel," in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Martin Luther, ed. Derek R. Nelson and Paul
R. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 92.

13 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 92.
14 Barth, The Theology of Martin Luther, 135.
15 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 92.

16 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 94.



research, for this distinction is always an exercise in the practical application of the biblical text to
contemporaries’ lives.”!7

For instance, as Arand differentiates between law and gospel based on the mood
(imperative and indicative), the content of the law becomes God’s will for humans, and the gospel is
God’s salvation work in Christ.!$ But when viewed as two kinds of words “uttered for proclamation
to sinners,”!® the content of law to Paulson is a “revealing of human sin and God’s wrath,”20
whereas “the gospel is a proclamation that points to and gives nothing but forgiveness in Christ.”2!
Nevertheless, the functional distinctions between the two are more pronounced than their content
differences, as Luther has defined the function of law in his Smalcald Articles. According to him,
“as God’s design for living, the law functions in two ways.”22 First, the law functions to curb sin,
“brings the blessing of social order through threat of punishment or promise of reward.”?3 Second,
and perhaps most importantly, the law reveals sin, illustrating humans’ incapacity to meet its
demands.24 Conversely, “the gospel brings comfort and consolation”?5 to the sinners since Christ
has fulfilled everything on their behalf. Ultimately, despite the diversity in defining the contents of

law and gospel, the functions of the two are relatively consistent across different research.

17 Robert Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two
Realms, Freedom and Bondage," in The Oxford Handbook Of Martin Luther's Theology, ed. Irene Dingel and L’Ubomir
Batka Robert Kolb (UK: Oxford university Press, 2014), 175.

18 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 94.

19 Steven D. Paulson, "Law and Gospel," in Dictionary of Luther and the Lutheran Traditions, ed. Timothy J.
Wengert (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 414.

20 Paulson, "Law and Gospel," 415.
21 Paulson, "Law and Gospel," 415.

22 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 173.

23 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 173.

24 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 173.

25 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 95.



However, as much as “Luther’s distinction of law and gospel has provoked a number of
significant debates in the past two centuries,” Kolb observes that the discussions concerning this
subject has mainly “focused on Luther’s views of ‘natural law’ and of the third use of the law” after
Karl Barth’s rejection to the distinction between law and gospel.2¢ If the gospel has resolved the
problem of sin, is the law still effective, or ended? From Kolb’s viewpoint, “God’s expectations” for
human beings remain after their salvation, whether it is “called ‘law’,’command’, or ‘gospel
imperative’.”?7 In fact, while “without ever adopting Melanchthon’s term ‘third use of the law’,
Luther frequently used God’s commands for instructing his hearers in godly, upright living.”28 Even
from the natural law standpoint, Kolb argues that the law retains its validity for Christians in
Luther’s understanding because it “agrees with the New Testament and natural law.”2°

Contrary to this view, in considering the dialect feature of Law and Gospel and the concept
of Christian life as daily repentance, Arand states that it is almost impossible to find “any kind of
positive use of the law such as that which later became known as the third use of the law.”30 In his
opinion, the core issue in resolving this controversy about the third use of the law arises from the
law’s dual nature, encompassing both commands and threats.3! Hence, to address this dilemma,
Paul Althaus proposed a different approach through categorizing the content of law into two kinds
(Gesetz/Gebot). The law, as Gesetz, which combines the threats, is ended by the gospel as the

humans are redeemed; but the law as Gebot “existed before the Fall and remains God’s will after

26 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 174.

27 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 175.

28 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 173.

29 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 175.

30 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 97.

31 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 98.



the gospel has brought us to faith.”32 In this respect, as Arand suggests, “much of the debate about
the third use of the law comes down to terminology. Both those who advocate for it and those who
reject it advocate Christian instruction in ethics and Christian life.”33

From a different perspective, Paulson posits that the debate surrounding the third use of the
law ultimately reflects “an old debate between Jerome and Augustine,”3* raising the question:
“What kind of God would demand impossible law?”’35 This indicates that in considering the law’s
function in a state devoid of sin, the nature of law before Adam’s Fall must not be excluded.
Consequently, the discussion regarding the third use of the law will also involve the knowledge of
God and the existence of natural law, as suggested by Kolb.3¢ In Haga’s opinion, though the term
“natural theology” may “hardly have a role”37 in Luther’s theology due to his critiques of Scholastic
teaching that posit the human intellect as “more closely related to the divine than the body,” Luther
used natural knowledge about God constructively.38 As Kolb suggests,

While he [Luther] could defend his ethical statements by applying to Scripture, later works

continued to echo his position laid down in his How Christians Should Regard Moses

(1525): Moses was the intermediary who delivered the law written also in Gentiles’ heart

to Israel; therefore, his expression of this law retains validity only insofar as it agrees with
the New Testament and natural law.3°

Luther agrees that “all humans are born with a fundamental knowledge of God.”40 But

unlike Thomists, he does not consider “spirit” and “flesh™ as different human capacities, but rather

32 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 98.
33 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 98.
34 Paulson, "Law and Gospel," 416.
35 Paulson, "Law and Gospel," 416.

36 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 175.

37 Joar Haga, "Natural Theology," in Dictionary of Luther and the Lutheran Traditions, ed. Timothy J. Wengert
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 534.

38 Haga, "Natural Theology," 534-35.

39 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 175.

40 Haga, "Natural Theology," 534.



whether a person is God’s Spirit-guided.#! From this perspective, as Althaus notes, “the general or
natural knowledge of God so][...] remains within the limits of the law that the gospel is hidden from
it and unknown to it.”42 Haga further clarifies that “the problem with this natural knowledge is that
it guarantees no certainty about one’s relation to God, a problem that can be resolved only through
proclamation that properly distinguishes law from gospel.”#3 Thus, “in this perspective, natural
knowledge about God is situated within the complex relationship between law and gospel.”#4

In terms of the knowledge of God, Lohse highlights the uniqueness of Luther’s thought in
that he “distances himself from attempts at boarding the question of the knowledge of God on the
basis of reason alone.”#5 As Luther divides the clarity of Holy Scripture into external and internal to
oppose Erasmus’ claim “that scripture contains obscure parts,” he separates the understanding that
comes via human reason from the internal clarity that “would convince the human heart to trust in
the message of the text.”#6 From there, Grosshans concludes that “the main limit of reason for
Luther was that reason cannot call forth trust and that questions of the heart cannot be clarified and
decided by reason.”#” Natural theology and philosophy of religion lack the capacity to reveal “the
specific relationship of God to the world and to every single human being.”#8 This feature of
Luther’s theology is evident in his sermons on the Gospel of John, where he applies the distinction
between Law and Gospel to explore two different kinds of knowledge of God arising from distinct

epistemological processes.4?

41 Haga, "Natural Theology," 534-35.

42 Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, trans. R. C. Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), 18.
43 Haga, "Natural Theology," 535.

44 Haga, "Natural Theology," 535.

45 Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 41.

46 Hans-Peter Grosshans, "Reason and Philosophy," in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Martin Luther, ed. Derek R.
Nelson and Paul R. Hinlicky (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 233.

47 Grosshans, "Reason and Philosophy," 234.
48 Grosshans, "Reason and Philosophy," 234-35.

49 LW 22:150.



1.2 Research Statement

As stated by Dragseth, “while many Luther scholars have addressed his appropriation of
medieval resources for the articulation of doctrine, they have been less interested in how Luther
came to make his claims to theological knowledge and even less so to his view of secular
knowledge.”s0 Furthermore, despite “the nature of Luther’s view of natural law and the extent to
which he held to such a view has occasioned discussion,”>! Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John
are rarely considered in discussing the relation between Law and Gospel and Knowledge of God. In
reviewing discussions of these subjects, most scholars focus primarily on Luther’s disputation
works and his lectures on the Pauline Epistles. However, “although he is usually regarded as
primarily an expositor of St. Paul’s epistles, Luther valued the Fourth Gospel most highly and
devoted himself to the interpretation of it throughout his career.”>2 As Ngien points out, John’s
Gospel holds equal significance with Paul’s Epistles and 1 Peter in Luther’s view, particularly
regarding its teachings on justification by faith.53 Among the four Gospels, he expresses a
preference for this one because he believes “John’s Gospel reports much more of Christ’s preaching
and less of his deeds, whereas the other evangelists report more of Christ’s deeds and less of his

words.”>* For this reason, Luther asserts that when considering the accounts of the other three

50 Jennifer Hockenbery Dragseth, "Friendly Grace. The Augustinian Roots of Luther’s Epistemology," in The
Medieval Luther, ed. Christine Helmer, Spatmittelalter, Humanismus, Reformation / Studies in the Late Middle Ages,
Humanism, and the Reformation 117. (Tiibingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 143.

51 Kent J. Burreson, "Law and Gospel," in Dictionary of Luther and the Lutheran Traditions, ed. Timothy J. Wengert
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2017), 175.

52 Jaroslav Pelikan, "Introduction to Volume 22." in Sermons on the Gospel of John: Chapters 1-4, ed. Jaroslav
Pelikan, Luther’s Works (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1957), ix.

53 Dennis Ngien, Luther's Theology of the Cross: Christ in Luther's Sermons on John (Eugene, Orgeon: Cascade
Books, 2018), 9.

54 Roy A. Harrisville, "Gospels," in Dictionary of Luther and the Lutheran Traditions, ed. Timothy J. Wengert
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 302.

7



evangelists, the Gospel of John must serve as “the floor” and “the background”.55 In his opinion,
John’s Gospel “most powerfully bore the chief article of faith and was thus the chief Gospel.”’56
According to Pelikan, the earliest sermon by Luther that “we possess” on John’s Gospel is
“a Christmas sermon in Latin, preached to his fellow Augustinians in 1514.”57 However, Luther
composed the majority of his sermons on the Gospel of John between 1528 and 1540, when he
occasionally substituted for Johannes Bugenhagen (1485-1558) in the pulpit at Wittenberg.58
Therefore, Luther’s mature theology presented in these sermons. Considering the knowledge of
God, Luther, in this series of sermons, accentuates that
to know the Father means not only to know him as the Creator of heaven and earth but as
the One who sent the Son into the world for our redemption. [For this reason,] the sum of
Christianity consists in learning to know the Father, the true name of God, whom Christ
reveals and continues to make known to the world through faith and confession, the action
of the Holy Spirit.>
This implies that, in Luther’s mind, the epistemological process of Christians is not merely a
reorientation of human cognitive ability; rather, it is a journey of salvation and sanctification. As
pointed out by Thompson and agreed by Ngien, “in the order of knowing, redemption precedes
creation. Only when we are seized by Christ the redeemer do we apprehend God as our Creator.”60
In his sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther positions Christ at the center of knowing
God. To achieve this, he first applies the distinction between Law and Gospel to define the nature of
the knowledge revealed by Christ and the natural knowledge of God. Building on this distinction

between these two kinds of knowledge of God, he further identifies the core question all humanity

faces: how to know who God really is. Consequently, in his sermons, this distinction is interwoven

55 LW 23:108.

56 Harrisville, "Gospels," 302.

57 Pelikan, "Introduction to Volume 22," ix.
58 Ngien, Luther's Theology of the Cross, 2.
59 Ngien, Luther's Theology of the Cross, 13.

60 Ngien, Luther's Theology of the Cross, T1.



into various theological doctrines, including the Trinity, the incarnation of Christ, and justification
by faith. Moreover, this distinction sheds light on how these doctrines, as forms of knowledge,
impact and are reflected in the Christian life. It creates a dialectical relationship between two kinds
of experiences in Christians’ lives, teaching them to trust God’s Word over themselves. In essence,
this distinction in his sermons on the Gospel of John not only discloses Luther’s view of the
definition of theology but also explains the dynamic of Christian epistemology. Therefore, by
examining Luther’s distinction between two kinds of knowledge of God in his sermons on the
Gospel of John, the goal of this thesis is to demonstrate that this distinction between the knowledge
of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel in his sermons on the Gospel of John provides the

grammar for the epistemology of Luther.

1.3 Research Method and Limitation

It is widely accepted that “Luther regarded the distinction between the Law and the Gospel
as the key hermeneutical principle for reading the scripture. But it is critical to note what Luther
meant by this.”’¢! As Kolb states, “Luther did not know that he was devising hermeneutical
principles for generations to come, so he was not always careful or consistent in his use of
terminology that became critical for his practice of theology. He also admitted that ‘law’ and
‘gospel” have various meanings in Scripture; his own usage of the terms reflects this variety.”62 For
this reason, in discussing how Luther applies the distinction between Law and Gospel to elucidate
how humanity comes to know God, this thesis will develop its theory based on the definitions
Luther applied in his sermons on the Gospel of John. Given the potential language barriers, the
primary resources for this thesis will be the English translations of Luther’s sermons found in

volumes 22-24 and 69 of the Luther’s Works Series, published by Concordia Publishing House in

61 Arand, "Law and Gospel," 92.

62 Kolb, "Luther’s Hermeneutics Of Distinctions: Law and Gospel, Two Kinds of Righteousness, Two Realms,
Freedom and Bondage," 169.
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Saint Louis. In addition to focusing on the Sermons on the Gospel of John as the primary material
for discussion, this thesis will also reference Luther’s other works to gain a deeper understanding of

Luther’s epistemology regarding the knowledge of God.

1.4 Key Terms Explanation

In his sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther applies the distinction between Law and Gospel
to characterize the knowledge of God.®3 Though the distinction between Law and Gospel is often
framed in terms of their respective impacts on humanity and the transformative changes they induce
in individuals, in this context, Luther aims to highlight the difference between God as perceived by
human reason and God as He is. Therefore, what he wants to distinguish here certainly includes, but
is not limited to, what individuals can learn from the Law and the Gospel, or the changes
individuals experience through them. Rather, he emphasizes two distinct kinds of knowledge that
must be obtained differently, in order to show how finite people come to know God.®* To maintain
such contrast between them as two kinds of knowledge of God and to avoid confusion with the
distinction between Law and Gospel presented in Luther’s other writings, this thesis will adopt the
terminology found in the American translation, referring to them as the knowledge of the Law and
the knowledge of the Gospel when examining how Luther constructs his epistemology based on
the Gospel of John. The knowledge of the Law refers to the knowledge of God that human natural
reason can derive from the Law, including the Law of Moses and natural law. Conversely, the
knowledge of the Gospel represents the knowledge of God that human reason cannot acquire. Its
core lies in knowing Christ, thus encompassing all the work He accomplished through His
incarnation on earth.

Moreover, although Luther did not use the term “epistemology” in his works, this thesis will

utilize it to conduct the discussion. Epistemology, by definition, is the theory that explains how

63 LW 22:151 note 117.

04 LW 22:153-154.
10



human beings acquire knowledge. It “concerns what counts as knowledge and how we acquire it.”65
In terms of religious knowledge, since Christian theology is “an effort to give a methodologically
controlled account of Christian faith, ...[which] offers a description and critical analysis of
Christian talk about God and the possibility of knowledge of God that comes to expression in it,”6¢
the term “epistemology” is also applicable in theological discussions regarding the knowledge of
God. Given the purpose of this thesis is to explore Luther’s view on how humans come to know the
God acknowledged in Christian faith, to maintain and emphasize such a focus in discussion, the
term Christian epistemology will be employed here to describe the process through which

individuals obtain knowledge of God.

65 Robert F. Brown, Wenrner Schwartz, and Bruce R. Reichenbach, "Epistemology," in The encyclopedia of
Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans. Brill, 1998), 112.

66 Brown, Schwartz, and Reichenbach, "Epistemology," 113.
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2. Two Kinds of Knowledge of God

The distinction between the Law and the Gospel holds a significant place in Luther’s
theology and is addressed in many of his works. However, this thesis will focus particularly on his
views regarding the knowledge of God presented in his Sermons on the Gospel of John. In his
sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther employs the distinction between Law and Gospel especially
to illustrate the difference presented in humans’ understanding of God. By distinguishing two kinds
of knowledge of God based on the limits of human reason, he characterizes the knowledge of the
Law as the knowledge of God attainable through human reason, in contrast to the knowledge of the
Gospel, which is beyond human capacity. Following that, he further defines the content and
function of these two kinds of knowledge of God. To clarify their nature, this chapter will comb
through Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John, organizing his ideas about these two kinds of

knowledge of God as the foundation for the core chapters of the thesis.

2.1 The Knowledge of the Existence of God

Concerning the knowledge of God, in Luther’s sermon on John 1:17-18, he first explains
“the Law was given by Moses, but that grace and truth came through Jesus Christ”¢7 stated in John
1:17, and then goes on to use this distinction to construct his epistemological theory to explain John
1:18. Based on the phrase “no one has ever seen God except the Son”(John 1:18), Luther raises a
question: If “St. John informed us earlier that Law was given by Moses, and he also defined the
truth which emanated from Christ,”68 then “since no one has ever seen God, is it possible for one to

know God or to arrive at a certainty for the existence of God with one’s own innate powers?’®® The

67 LW 22:148.
68 LW 22:149.

09 LW 22:149.
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answer provided by Luther to this question is affirmative because St. Paul’s words in Rom. 1:19-20
present such a fact to us that human beings indeed have this kind of ability “to know God.”70
2.1.1 “What can be known about God is plain to them.” (Rom. 1:19)

According to Luther’s interpretation of Rom. 1:19, “the existence of a God is evident to the
Gentiles, perceived by them from the works of the creation.””! He believes this passage implies that
all human beings are born with a sense of morality and the ability to study nature, and as a result,
“they are all acquainted with the law of nature. The Gentiles are all aware that murder, adultery,
theft, cursing, lying, deceit and blasphemy are wrong. They are not so stupid that they do not know
very well that there is a God who punishes such vices. Furthermore, their reason tells them that the
heavenly bodies cannot run their definite course without a ruler.”72 In short, humans can recognize
the existence of God through their conscience and their observation of the world.

Moreover, as Bayer points out, since in discussing the natural knowledge of God (or the
knowledge of God in human nature), Luther is basically “one with Paul”7? by building his theory
based on Paul’s passages in the Book of Romans, the existence of God for Luther is also not merely
a kind of knowledge that humans have the ability to obtain. According to Bayer’s observation from
Luther’s lectures on the Book of Jonah,

just as Paul makes use of Stoic thinking in his argumentation that this means that no

human being can be excused, thus Luther also makes his argument—note carefully: not

unsubstantiated, but by using the text from Paul—by using a type of evidence for God that

is affirmed by common human consensus, as it is known to human from Ciceros’ De natura
deorum: by pointing to evidence for God that is held in agreement by all peoples.™

In this sense, this awareness of God’s existence, as pointed out by Althaus, actually proves that

“men have this idea of god...from God himself. God has thus given men knowledge of himself.

70 LW 22:149.
TTLW 22:149.
72LW 22:149.

73 Oswald Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology: A Contemporary Interpretation, trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 128.

74 Bayer according to LW 19:53. Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology, 128.
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And this knowledge cannot be eradicated from the human heart.”7> It exists in every human being,
and the apparent example, for Luther, is the prayer of the mariners in the Book of Jonah. In his
opinion, “here you find St. Paul’s statement in Rom. 1:19 concerning the universal knowledge of
God among all the heathen, that is, that the whole world talks about the Godhead and natural reason
is aware that this Godhead is something superior to all other things.”’¢ Every human being by
nature knows the existence of God, and their prayers are the best proof of that.

Prayer, especially during times of crisis, not only reflects people’s awareness of God’s
existence but also reveals what kind of God they believe in. As stated by Bayer, “prayer even from
one who is not a Christian shows that ‘natural reason’ has some type of knowledge that some sort of
god exists.””7 According to Jonah 1:5, the mariners call out their gods in the storm. This action, in
Luther’s mind, proves that all mankind not only acknowledge the existence of a God who is above
all things, but also have some understanding of the nature of God. “These people[mariners] regard
God as a being who is able to deliver from every evil. It follows from this that natural reason must
concede that all that is good comes from God; for He who can save from every need and misfortune
is also able to grant all that is good and that makes for happiness.”’8 The mariners are expecting
salvation from Him because they not only know He exists but also know He is capable of rescuing
them from the storm, which proves, as pointed out by Althaus, that “all men have been given a
general knowledge not only of God’s metaphysical attributes, such as his omnipotence and
omniscience, but also of his ethical attributes.””® They know they can bring such a request to God,

for “this knowledge includes the awareness that God is the giver of all good, that he is kind and

75 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 15.
76 LW 19:53.

77 Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology, 129.

78 LW 19:54.

79 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 15-16.
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gracious, and that he is willing to help a man who calls on him in time of need.”$0 For Luther,
everyone would not only know God’s existence but also seek His help in times of crisis.

This means that everyone must possess this kind of knowledge, even if they themselves do
not acknowledge it. Throughout Luther’s argumentation, as pointed out by Bayer, “Luther certainly
takes into account that the consensus gentium concerning the existence of God or concerning the
existence of a variety of gods that are to be honored is not without its detractors.”8! Luther is aware
there are people like Epicureans and Pliny “who deny this with their lips.”82 He describes them “are
like people who purposely stop their ears or pinch their eyes shut to close out sound and sight.
However, they do not succeed in this; their conscience tells them otherwise. For Paul is not lying
when he asserts that they know something about God, ‘because God has shown it to them’(Rom.
1:19).”83 This is also proved by the prayer of the mariners in the Book of Jonah. “When the
mariners were afraid, and each cried out to his god”(Jonah 1:5), their genuine reaction in crisis
presented that “such a light and such a perception is innate in the hearts of all men; and this light
cannot be subdued or extinguished.”$4

Indeed, these mariners do not know the true God, but in certain aspects, “Luther maintains
that such false faith does not know any differently about God than does the true faith.”85 Besides the
existence of the God who created heaven and earth and “makes life contingent on our observation
of His commandments and prohibitions,”’8¢ as pointed out by Bayer, “Luther’s treatment of the first

commandment in the Large Catechism also states that all human beings expect from God good

80 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 16.
81 Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology, 128.

82 LW 19:53-54.

83 LW 19:54.

84 LW 19:53.

85 Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology, 130.

86 LW 22:153.
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things, happiness, and at the same time deliverance from all misfortune, rescue when in need.”$’
This universal expectation is recognized by all human beings and thus presented in every religion.
Therefore, in Luther’s point of view, concerning the knowledge of God, there is no need to ask
“whether man, of himself, can discover that there is a God.”’88

2.1.2 “No one has ever seen God.” (John 1:18)

According to Romans 1:19-20, everyone is aware of God’s existence and expects goodness
from Him. But “Luther, of course, recognizes that such cosmological and teleological syllogizing is
sickly and weak,”89 for it is based on the observation of human reason. As described by Luther,
“men see that the heavens and the earth are so wisely governed and then, on the basis of this
external government and the nature of creation, they draw the weak conclusion that there is one
God....Such knowledge of God, which is based merely on the fact that the earth remains and the
heaven does not fall down, is weak and superficial.” 0 In other words, this “superficial knowledge is
gained when reason—on the basis of what it observes of the reality of the world, its continued
existence, and the apparently wise way in which it is governed—deduces the existence of one God
who rules the world with retributive righteousness.”®! People know that the existence of a God, who
can punish evil and govern the workings of nature, is protecting this world, but having this kind of
knowledge is not equivalent to knowing God.”2 As much as human reason “is indeed a bright

light,”93 for Luther, the knowledge it produces about God has “two big defects.”%4

87 Bayer according to LC I, 2-3, in BC, 386. Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology, 129.
88 LW 22:154.

89 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 18.

90 WA 45,90 translation cited from Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 17.

91 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 18.

92 LW 22:149.

93 LW 19:54.
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“First, reason does admittedly believe that God is able and competent to help and to
bestow; but reason does not know whether He is willing to do this also for us.”5 In other words,
what reason knows about God “cannot produce the certainty that God really wants to help me.”9
This is also very apparent in Jonah 1:5-6. According to Luther, “these people[mariners] indeed call
upon God and thereby acknowledge that He can help if He is thus inclined; they even believe that
He may help others. But that is as far as they can go; they cannot transcend that.”7 They pray, but
they do not know whether their prayers will come true because their knowledge of God is based on
their rational observation of their own experience, and “through deduction of this kind[,] however][,]
one still does not know what God intends with men.”8 Luther thus states that “reason believes in
God’s might and is aware of it, but it is uncertain whether God is willing to employ this in our
behalf, because in adversity it so often experiences the opposite to be true.”?®

Human reason cannot transcend human perception, and “that renders the position of reason
unstable.”100 People must change their beliefs according to their circumstances. For this reason, the
mariners panic when the storm continues because their knowledge of God does not produce trust
toward the god they know. Their salvation is not assured because “the experiences of life repeatedly
speak against this possibility; and since the mere thought of God cannot assert itself against this
experience, a man’s actual situation is always one of doubt. A man may really believe that God is

ready to help others—but the same man does not dare to believe that God will help him.”101 As a

95 LW 19:54.
96 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 16.
97 LW 19:54.
98 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 18.
9 LW 19:54.
100 LW 19:54.

101 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 16.
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result, their knowledge and prayer cannot remove their fear, so “they exhaust every means at their
command; they try their utmost.”102 Ultimately, they seek other gods to help them.

Secondly, as presented in the first defect of human reason, humans’ knowledge of God is
constantly challenged, because “although reason has the idea of God, it lacks practical experience of
him.”103 The same point also proves that humans have no definite god for themselves, because
human reason, based on their life experience, “always applies the idea of God to something that
isn’t God at all.”’104 Hence, the second defect, in Luther’s view, is that human

reason is unable to identify God properly, it cannot ascribe the Godhead to the One who is

entitled to it exclusively. It knows that there is a God, but it does not know who or which is

the true God. It shares the experience of the Jews during Christ’s sojourn on earth. When

John the Baptist bore witness of His presence in their midst, they were aware that Christ

was among them and that He was moving about among them, but they did not know which
person it was. It was incredible to them that Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ.105

Therefore, though by citing Rom. 1:19-20, Luther proves that everyone possesses a kind of
knowledge of God in both his lectures on the Book of Jonah and sermons on the Gospel of John, he
also highlights that Rom. 1:20 simultaneously suggests this kind of knowledge does not lead
humans to recognize who God is. Similarly, in John 8:54-55, Christ disputes with the Jews, stating
that though they were “concerned about and were seeking Him,”106 they cannot know who God is.
From this standpoint, Luther comes to state that “the words ‘no one has ever seen God’ [in John
1:18] actually excludes all those who seek God and try to find Him with their reason.”!07 For him,

knowing that God exists and knowing who He is are two different kinds of knowledge.

102 LW 19:54.

103 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 16.
104 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 16.
105 LW 19:54.
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2.2 Different Kinds of Knowledge of God

In discussing the knowledge of God, what Paul presents proves that “God can be known to
a certain extent even where the biblical revelation, the word, and faith are not known.”19¢ According
to Althaus, “for Luther, the witness of the Holy Spirit established this beyond all doubt. And his
observation of the religions confirmed it. Luther also cited the religious views of classical authors,
especially Cicero, in support of this view.”10 But, in Luther’s mind, due to two major defectors,
having this kind of knowledge is not identical with knowing who God is. Hence, he employs the
difference between the Law and the Gospel to distinguish them, particularly in his sermons on the
Gospel of John, to discuss the knowledge of God.
2.2.1 The Knowledge of the Law and the Knowledge of the Gospel

For Luther, humans indeed have the knowledge of God as presented by Paul, but they also
do not know who God is. In his opinion, “to know the Father means not only to know that He has
created heaven and earth, that He intends to help the righteous and punish the wicked, but that He
has sent the Son into the world and given to us in order to take away sin and death, to gain and grant
us the Father’s favor and grace.”!10 From this perspective, in his sermons on the Gospel of John, in
seeking the harmony between the passages of Paul (Rom. 1:19-20) and John (John 1:17-18), he
concludes that the proper answer to the question about whether humans can know God with their
innate ability is that “there are two kinds of knowledge of God: the one is the knowledge of the
Law; the other is the knowledge of the Gospel. For God issued the Law and the Gospel that He
might be known through them.”111

In discussing two different kinds of knowledge of God, in correlation with Rom. 1:20 and

2:15, Luther begins by defining the knowledge of the Law based on the ability of human reason in

108 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 15.
109 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 15.
110 W 69:118.

1TLW 22:150.
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his sermon on John 1:18.112 He argues that “reason is familiar with the knowledge of God which is
based on the Law,” because both Moses and the Book of Romans suggest human beings “have the
content of the Law of God and the Ten Commandments written in their hearts by nature.”!!3 More
specifically, he asserts that everyone knows God because, through human reason, humans can
discern “the difference between right and wrong”114 as Paul testifies in Rom. 2:15. According to
Luther, “all rational beings can of themselves determine that it is wrong to disobey father and
mother and the government, to murder, commit adultery, steal, curse, and blaspheme.”!!5 The
transgressors of these laws are punished in every country because all human beings can “recognize
wrong both in themselves and in others.”!1¢ This ability proves that both the natural law and the law
of Moses are installed in the human heart and understood by human reason,!!? whence they can
distinguish right from wrong and conclude that everyone must be rewarded accordingly. For Luther,
this implies “reason can arrive at a ‘legal knowledge’ of God,”!!® and “one might speak of this as
sniffing the existence of God without tasting it.”’!119 In his view, “the heathen, the philosophers, and
all wise people have progressed to a point where they recognize God through Law.”’120

“The other sort of knowledge of God emerges from the Gospel.”12! Luther refers to it as
the “evangelical knowledge” of God, for it is “the knowledge of grace and truth”122. Different from

the knowledge of the Law, “this knowledge does not grow up in our garden, and nature knows

2T W 22:150-51.
13 LW 22:150.
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nothing at all about it.”123 According to him, the knowledge of the Gospel is to know “that all the
world is by nature an abomination before God, subject to God’s wrath and the devils’ power, and is
eternally damned. From this the world could not extricate itself except through God’s Son, who lies
in the bosom of the Father. He became man, died, and rose again from the dead, extinguishing sin,
death, and devil.”124 In contrast to what Luther presents in his lectures on the Book of Jonah, this is
the precise kind of knowledge that humans, by nature, do not have: the identification of God and
His salvation for us. Hence, Luther believes that, ever since Adam and Eve fell into sin, God has
given humans the knowledge of the Gospel through the promised Seed who would crush the
serpent’s head (Gen. 3:15),125 and “from the days of Adam, Christ has always revealed God to
mankind. He never ceased proclaiming such knowledge of God: that through Him we derive grace
and truth, that is, life eternal.”126 In his opinion, only people who have the knowledge of the Gospel
can know the true God and be saved.

However, as much as “this is the true and thorough knowledge and way of thinking about
God,”127 this is a kind of knowledge that human reason has no “inkling of 128, Either within their
conscience or through observation of the creation, the knowledge of the Gospel is untraceable
because “this knowledge must be proclaimed from above and take form in the heart; that is, one
must learn that God confers grace through His beloved Son.”12% In other words, to know the true
God, humans “must come creeping to Christ and be found protected by the Son, attaining

everything through His grace and truth.”130 From Luther’s perspective, “this is God’s will and
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intent. This is knowing God aright. Thus after the Fall Adam knew God through the Son, as did all
the patriarchs and prophets.”13! But by distinguishing the knowledge of the Gospel from knowing
God by any human intellectual ability, Luther also claims that “even today the papists and all the
others are ignorant of it.”132 The knowledge of the Gospel can only be found in Christ, for Luther,
indicating that “this knowledge is concealed from reason.”!33

In sum, concerning these two kinds of knowledge of God, “the first mode of knowing God
is natural and universal and was reinforced by the Law of Moses. But the Law must not stand in
isolation; grace and truth must accompany it. And the knowledge of God in His grace is the skill
and the wisdom which the Son alone has revealed to us. All the saints since the beginning of time
either had learned this, or they were lost.”134 For Luther, the knowledge of the Law is what human
reason can understand, for God has implanted the Law in human nature. But the knowledge of the
Gospel, which identifies the true God and His salvation plan for us, is beyond the reach of human
reason. Luther distinguishes these two kinds of knowledge of God on the basis of the limitations of
human reason.
2.2.2 Not Contradicted but Different

As Barth points out, since the “voice of the law is heard in human consciences,”!35 the
distinction between Law and Gospel also lies in “the distinction between general knowledge of God
and revelation in Christ.”13¢ The distinction between the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel,
in Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John, also implies two different ways to know God. In his

sermon on John 1:17-18, as he considers the knowledge of the Law as a kind of knowledge of God
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based on the ability of human reason to distinguish right and wrong, he is also suggesting that the
God to whom human reason can understand is a God who punishes the evil and rewards the good.
In terms of human nature in the moral aspect, as long as the conscience exists, humans would be
able to develop or deduce such attributes about God with their reason. In this respect, Luther also
agrees that the idea “one should do good and shun evil” indeed “reflect[s] at least a degree of
understanding.”137 However, he does not consider this idea to be “the true knowledge of Him.”138
As stated by Barth,

people do have a feeling that they are responsible to not only to one another but to an

ultimate authority. But they do not know how they should imagine that ultimate authority.

Therefore they compose for themselves—to speak within the horizon of the sixteenth

century—a God who from the outset is gentle and can be pleased by good works, or else a
wrathful God to whom no one can bring enough sacrifices.13°

Regardless of whether they envision a gentle or a wrathful God, they are not finding a God
in grace but a god whose actions depend entirely on human performance. According to Althaus,

This means then that the general or natural knowledge of God so remains with the limits of

the law that the gospel is hidden from it and unknown to it. Even a legalistic piety can

speak of God's goodness, but that is not the same as knowing that God is merciful and

accepts sinners. “The heathen can only reach the point saying: God will hear the good, but
not the godless—they cannot go beyond this. 140

Thus, Luther argues that “if the glory and knowledge of God could have been revealed
through the Law, then Christ would not have had to come, preach, suffer, and die in order to glorify
the Father.”14! For Luther, human reason can conclude some attributes about God based on the
moral sense, but “to glorify the Father is nothing else than that we acknowledge Him and know who
He is, what His intentions are, and how we stand with Him. No man can arrive at such knowledge

except through Christ. For He has willed to reveal Himself and to make His heart and will visible
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nowhere else, but only in and through Him.”142 This distinction between the knowledge of the Law
and of the Gospel in the sermons on the Gospel of John hence proves that, in terms of the
knowledge of God, “for Luther, ratio always remains within the confines of the law and can never
make its way to the gospel on its own,”143 whether it has its sources from human senses or their
inner conscience. For this reason, Luther’s epistemology is neither simply empirical nor rational-
based but built upon the limitations of human beings and God’s revealed mercy through Christ.
But, as pointed out by Bayer, “it is only in this respect—in soteriological realm, in regard
to salvation—that Luther denies that reason and philosophy are competent.”!44 According to Lohse,
No doubt, he could speak very harshly of the arbitrariness of human reason over against
revelation. He often spoke in ‘opposed totalities.” Nevertheless, all his theological work
reflects an established as well as extensively developed view of reason and its application,
so that it will not do simply to emphasize the contrast between reason and revelation.
Further, on the basis of Luthers statement, it is necessary to distinguish reason’s tasks

within the scientific sphere and the sphere of temporal authority, and reason in view of the
relation to God.45

The knowledge of God that Luther presents in the setting of the Law and the Gospel in his sermons
on the Gospel of John should not be considered in a contradictory or opposite position. For Luther,
both the knowledge of the Gospel and the knowledge of the Law are the knowledge of God
accessible to human beings. However, it is crucial to distinguish the two, because, as Bayer points
out, the knowledge that human reason can grasp is entirely different from that which can be
obtained only through faith.146 For Luther, “reason recognizes God from the Law of Moses, as we
find stated in Rom. 1:19, 32. But in the sense of the Gospel reason knows nothing of God.”147

Hence, though both kinds are the knowledge of God, their contents and functions must be different.
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2.3 The Use of Two Kinds of Knowledge of God

According to Lohse, for Luther, the distinction between Law and Gospel is not confined to
specific biblical passages, as many passages can be interpreted in relation to either concept.!48 In his
view, “Luther’s distinction is clearly related to the context of proclamation,” but in the meantime,
“theology has the task of maintaining the distinction between law and gospel.”14 Hence, the proper
way to differentiate them lies in their theological definitions, which indicates that an examination of
their functions and purposes is necessary. As presented in Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John,
indeed, both Law and Gospel can enlighten people about things concerning God. But, in
considering Law as the first light (moon) and the Gospel of Christ as the second light (sun), Luther
is also seeking to emphasize the difference between what is taught by Law and Gospel.!150 He says:
“To be sure, the moon shines at night, but still it does not turn night into day. Christ, however, is the
true Sun. He ushers in the morning and the day.”!5! Thus, by correctly distinguishing between these
two lights with the limitations of human reason, Luther further clarifies the uses of these two kinds
of knowledge.

2.3.1 Temporal Life and Eternal Life

In Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John, from an epistemological perspective, “reason
and Moses are teachers instructing us in matters serving the interests of our temporal life,”152 for
God gave such knowledge “to enable mankind to live in peace on earth.”!53 According to Bayer, the

secular realm, as “Luther speaks of in the Small Catechism in his explanation of the petition for

148 Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 269.
149 [ ohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 269.
150 LW 23:324.
151 LW 23:324.
1521 W 22:155.

153 LW 22:155.
25



bread in the Lord’s Prayer,”154 belongs to “the domain of theological ethics.”!55 With this definition,
“philosophy and science, and that includes theology as a scholarly pursuit and an academic
discipline, belong to this life-preserving realm of the law, this secular realm that God preserves
through the gift of reason which he gives all people.”!56 Luther believes that, based on the Law
implanted by God, human reason can generate knowledge regarding the temporal and physical life
because, from the very beginning, human beings are created by God to rule the physical world with
their innate ability.157 From this perspective, by employing our intellectual ability, our
understanding of God based on the Law is connected to our temporal life. In other words, the
knowledge of the Law is related to the preservation of the order of our temporal life.

In contrast, Luther states that Christ’s teaching does not concern the secular realm, which
“must end with this life.”158 According to Luther,

1t is not necessary for Christ to give instructions about this[physical or worldly life], for it

was implanted in nature and written in their hearts. Furthermore, all books, with the

exception of holy writ, are derived from that source and spring. Therefore, Christ’s words

and doctrine must not be interpreted as though He had wanted to teach and ordain
anything in addition to this or to institute anything better.15°

What Christ reveals has “nothing in common with transitory matters but assure[s] us that
everlasting life and resurrection from the dead are ours after this temporal life.”160 For Luther, the
passage in John 1:17 “draw([s] a line of demarcation between Christ and Moses” based on their
works.10! In accordance with this view, the fact that “the grace and truth comes through Jesus

Christ”’(John 1:17) presents to us not only God’s mercy but also His plan for us. The coming of
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Christ, according to John 1:17, indicates that human life is meant for something much more
precious than an earthly life.162 In addition, as Luther notes in his Lectures on Genesis, this
awareness and longing for eternal things are also implanted in the human heart, which makes
human beings different from other creatures.
A pig, a cow, and a dog are unable to measure the water they drink; but man measures the
heaven and all the heavenly bodies. And so here there gleams a spark of eternal life, in that
the human being busies himself by nature with this knowledge of nature. This concern
indicates that men were not created to live permanently in this lowest part of the universe

but to take possession of heaven, because in this life they admire, and busy themselves
with, the study of, and the concern about, heavenly things.!63

From Luther’s perspective, the coming of Christ confirms that this awareness indeed i1s God’s will
for us. He suggests that Christ, in John 6:27, also aims to teach Jews “that the possession of
physical food is not enough. They are to direct their thought also to another food, the spiritual food
which is the teaching of the holy Gospel of Christ.”164 They should not only be “interested in this
life but also to be concerned about life eternal, for which He promised His help and the proper
food.”165 According to Luther, “for since He Himself is sent by God, it cannot be an insignificant,
useless thing, but it is accompanied by such as significant mandate and task, so necessary and great,
that no angel or saint was able to carry it out, but solely the only Son.”166 The phrase “whom You
have sent” in John 17:3 in Luther’s sermon not only identifies Christ as the true God but also
reveals the knowledge from which alone can eternal life be found.!67

However, this kind of knowledge, in Luther’s mind, is not the knowledge that human

reason can acquire.!%8 As pointed out by Bayer, “though Luther is willing to give pride of place to
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reason in ‘this life,” and though he praises it in this regard as ‘almost something divine,” he is
ruthless in his sharp critique of the capacity of reason to comprehend ‘eternal’ life and thus to arrive
at knowledge of God and the self. His judgment in this regard is absolutely negative.”169 The
knowledge that brings us eternal life must be isolated from knowledge that can be found and sought
by human reason, for doctrines acquired by human reason “have worked their way up no higher and
have taught nothing more than that you are to live in such a way and be pious in order to obtain
eternal life. Thus they caused us to rely on our own efforts and works, whereby we have completely
lost Christ and missed the way to eternal life.”170 In Luther’s view, while humans in nature will be
seeking eternal things, human reason can deal with things relevant only to this temporal life, which
“is perishable and transitory.”17!

For this reason, in his sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther, with the limitations of
human reason, distinguishes worldly affairs from the salvation work that brings eternal life as two
different kinds of knowledge of God. According to him, alone the knowledge of the Gospel brought
by Christ is “the spiritual and Christian knowledge of God. The other is carnal and earthly and
issues from reason, for it is written in our hearts.”172 Yet, such a distinction does not imply that the
knowledge of the Gospel as God’s salvific plan for us is unknowable to us. Based on Luther’s
explanation of John 15:15, this passage indicates that the information about salvation—God’s will
and His plan—has been revealed to us. According to him, “Christ is not saying here that we are to
have an answer to every question—for instance, how many pebbles there are in the ocean or how

many stars here are in the heavens—but that we are to be informed with regard to God’s whole plan
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and counsel for us.”173 As much as the knowledge of the Gospel brought by Christ cannot be known
by human reason, “whoever believes in Him shall live eternally.”174

Nevertheless, for Luther, the knowledge of the Gospel is also crucial to our temporary life.
With such significance that he keeps emphasizing that, one should not misinterpret John 17:3 in
considering “the eternal life” as “the next life,” “the life to come,” or “the future life”.175 According
to Luther, “this passage does not speak of the life to come, since to know Christ as the one sent by
the Father means nothing else than to believe and know how He came to earth, died for our sins,
rose from the dead, won and granted us the forgiveness of sins.”17¢ The knowledge of the Gospel to
him is not merely an instruction related to life after death, because this is the knowledge that can
“awaken and strengthen faith.”177 If we “set it aside or lay it under the bench for a time,”!78 we
cannot have faith in Christ. For this reason, the knowledge of the Gospel is not only “the knowledge
wherein eternal life consists,” but also the knowledge that “pertain[s] to us here on earth.”!7 Luther
asserts that, “we ought to keep it with us [down] here below...[, f]or truly everything that we shall
there inherit and possess must begin and be recognized and comprehended here by faith.”180
Moreover, this is also the knowledge that enables believers to face all the challenges in this earthly
life.181 As Luther states, “This is truly where all our salvation and consolation in every need is to be
found, so that we may know that there is no other help in heaven or on earth against sin and every

temptation than this knowledge of faith.”182 From this perspective, the difference between the
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knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel also denotes the differences in their functions in our
earthly lives.
2.3.2 Direct Life and Give Life

Based on Luther’s sermon on John 6:38-39, Law and Gospel represent different wills of
God and “each has its own province and place in a discussion.”183 Epistemologically, the knowledge
of the Law and of the Gospel also functions differently in human life. In his sermon on John
1:17-18, Luther suggests that, since human reason can grasp the Law, everyone can base their lives
on knowing a God who punishes evil and rewards the good. However, the knowledge of the Gospel
informs us “that the entire human race is so deeply steeped in sin that no one can or will keep God’s
commandments, and that we would have had to condemn ourselves before the judgment seat of God
if the Son of God had not come” to save us.184 Hence, the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel
must function differently in human life.

Here, in defining the knowledge of the Law, Luther, as suggested by Lohse, first sharply
distinguishes the Law that every human being is required to obey and the laws that “do not apply
not only to Christians but not even to Gentiles in the Old Covenant period.”!85 According to Lohse,
“even the Decalogue is binding only as a summary of natural laws which in essence consists of the
two commandments to worship God and to care for one’s fellow human beings in terms of love for
neighbor. Whatever in Moses exceeds this natural law applies only to Jews, not to Christians.”186
From this perspective, the knowledge of the Law in Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John, as
defined as what human natural ability can comprehend, excludes all the ceremonial law of the Jews

and the pope.!87 In fact, Luther frequently criticizes the ritual laws of monks and the pope for
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adding unnecessary requirements to God’s Law.188 He asserts, “Moses and his Commandments are
better and older than the cushion of wearing a friar’s cowl. But in spite of this, monasticism was
drubbed and drummed into the people; and they insisted on calling a monastic order holy. This,
however, did not reflect a knowledge of God; it is blindness.”18% In terms of the knowledge of the
Law, Luther focuses solely on the Law that is universally acknowledged because “Moses and our
reason are better informed”190 than those ritual laws created by human beings.

Furthermore, even though “God gave the Decalogue through Moses” to be “an official
office for teaching the law,”19! in Luther’s opinion, Moses’ mission is not to teach us how to keep
the Law, “but to instruct me[us] in the correct comprehension of the Law and of its demands upon
mefus].”192 According to Luther, “it is proper that the Law and God’s Commandments provide
mefus] with the correct directives for life; they supply me[us] with abundant information about
righteousness and eternal life.”193 However, since life can only be possessed by fulfilling the
requirements of the Law, the Law, as sermons, can only inform us of God’s will for life, but not to
give such life to humans.!%4 Hence, “the Law serves to indicate the will of God, and it leads us to a
realization that we cannot keep it. It also acquaints us with the nature of man, with his capabilities
and with his limitations.”195

For Luther, while humans can avoid outward sin in the world, attempting to eliminate sin

before God through the Law is ultimately futile.!%¢ By presenting God’s will for a perfect life, the
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Law of Moses discloses the sinful nature of humans and burdens them with their sins, so that they
would seek salvation.!7 However, due to sin, human reason has become incapable of recognizing
the true purpose of God’s Law, which leads people to create various laws in an attempt to establish
a relationship with God. In this context, as the knowledge of the Law enables individuals to strive
for a better earthly life by recognizing the existence of God, it actually serves as evidence that
humanity, in fact, does not have the knowledge of the Gospel.!98

As pointed out by Ngien, “the knowledge of sin is a predicate of God’s revelation, not
human reason.”1%® Compared to the knowledge of the Law, Luther believes the incapability of
human beings to meet the requirements of the Law is elaborated even more clearly in the
knowledge of the Gospel. For Luther, the word “truth” in John 1:17 indicates perfectly “righteous
and in order,” which only Christ can accomplish.200 “The ideas expressed in the terms ‘ability to do’
and ‘perfectly,” therefore, pertain solely to Christ and not to Moses or to us and to our strength.”20!
From this perspective, the knowledge of the Gospel rightly declares that the entire world is sinful in
God’s eyes and needs the salvation of Christ. By proving the incapability of human beings, the
fatherly will of God is thus also present.202

For Luther, “God is truly known not when we are aware of his power or his wisdom which
are terrible, but only when we know his goodness and his love.””203 This concept, as presented in his
sermon on John 17:3, explains the coming of Christ. In his words, “if I know that Christ was sent by
the Father for my sake and given to me, then I may freely and joyfully conclude that He is my

gracious and kind Father, who has put His wrath entirely out of mind. For by this work—sending
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His Son—He has opened up all His heart and will, so that nothing is seen but boundless,
inexhaustible love and mercy.”204 For this reason, as much as both Moses and Christ are ways God
speaks to humans,295 Luther believes that with the passage of John 8:12, “Christ abolished all other
doctrines.”20 In his view, “there are many doctrines in this world. The most exalted among them,
when properly taught, is Moses’s Law, the Ten Commandments. Yet these do not lead man from
darkness into light. The Law does not inform man how to live eternally and how to be saved.”207 In
contrast, “following Christ,” for Luther, means “to see a light that gives life” because “by means of
this light we shall live; it will not let us die; through it we shall live forever.”208 In other words, the
knowledge of the Gospel gives us life by knowing the true God.

From this perspective, the knowledge of the Gospel, though solely revealed in the Son of
God, is not confined to the New Testament. Even Adam, along with all the patriarchs and prophets,
knew God by hoping and believing in the coming Messiah. They believed that they would receive
grace from God through this Savior.20° Hence, “they did not linger with the Law, but through faith
they looked to Christ.”210 This also implies the core of the knowledge of the Gospel, for Luther, is
not concerning other doctrinal details but the true identity of Christ and His work, because

although the people in the Old Testament neither knew nor understood what the Messiah

would proclaim—for instance, they knew nothing of Baptism, of the Lord’s Supper, of the

Office of the Keys, or of absolution—they nevertheless believed in the Christ who was to

come, and they expected that the Messiah would come and teach them everything. They

took hold of Him in faith[,] even though they did not yet see Him. Similarly, we take hold of

eternal life by faith today, although we do not really understand what it is. We believe that
one day we shall partake of it.2!1
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In Luther’s view, without Christ, no one will be saved, because “only he who remains in Him
knows God.”2!12 Hence, he asserts the knowledge of the Gospel is “the sum total of the entire

Christian faith and doctrine,”213 for no one can live without knowing the true God.

2.4 How Can Humans Know the True God?

“Certainty assumes clarity,”214 as stated by Bayer, which emphasizes the importance of
clearly distinguishing between Law and Gospel.2!5 In terms of the knowledge of God, for Luther,
“to know God from the Law [is] with His back turned to us.”21¢ But “through the only-begotten Son
and through the Gospel one learns to look directly into God’s face.”2!7 Luther makes this distinction
because, while both the knowledge of the Gospel and the knowledge of the Law are the knowledge
of God, without being correctly distinguished, one cannot know the true God.

2.4.1 The Limitations of Human Beings

As much as Luther distinguishes two kinds of knowledge of God based on the limitations
of human reason, it is necessary, as pointed out by Lohse, to know that “a peculiar accent attaches
to Luther’s language about God. The traditional doctrine of the divine attributes, recognizable partly
through natural reason and partly through revelation, did not appear in him in such form.”2!8
According to Bayer, “what he[Luther] thinks can be learned from nature and reason is to be found
in the Scripture.”2!% In essence, Luther builds his epistemology by using the Scripture to limit

human reason’s ability to find the true God. For this reason, as Lohse suggests, in discussing the
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knowledge of God, Luther diverges from the traditional approach that takes discerning God’s
various attributes as the main task of this subject. Instead, he focuses more on “the divine
omnipotence”, “the will of God”, and “freedom”220 because God’s attributes, for Luther, are not
something added to God.22! For example, “God is the Creator. According to Luther this does not
mean that God is in addition the Creator. To be God and to be Creator are ultimately one and the
same. God is God.”222 Therefore, though the knowledge of the Gospel and the knowledge of the
Law differ in function and content, they are not distinguished to discuss different attributes of God
as if the two could be combined to denote the one true God.

Concerning the knowledge of God, in Luther’s opinion, “reason is confined to the first type
of knowledge, which proceeds from the Law; and it speaks a vague language.”?23 Human reason is
subject to the Law, which indicates that the way humans understand things lies in grasping the
causal relationships between all things.224 Consequently, from the knowledge of the Law, human
reason would come to only two conclusions about God. One is from the people who do not obey the
Law. They do not follow the Law because they see that the real world does not necessarily work
according to the Law, “especially when they observe that the greater the rogue, the greater his
fortune. They infer that there is no God who punishes sin,”225 because a conflict exists in their
observation of earthly life. Through their observation of God’s creation and the natural law installed
in their heart, they expect a God who will judge the wrongdoers during their earthly life. But their
experience in this temporary life often contradicts this understanding because people who do evil

may prosper, thereby they overture their notion about God and saying that there is no such God in
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this world. In Luther’s words, “as you can see, God so orders this corporal world in its external
affairs that if you respect and follow the judgment of human reason, you are bound to say either that
there is no God or that God is unjust.””226 The other is from people who believe that they can achieve
salvation by strictly adhering to the Law. From this viewpoint,
the Jews tried to keep it by a meticulous observation of an abundance of prescriptions. The
‘papists’ thought they had to augment God's commandments with recommendations for
how one could respond to the will of God through special ascetic achievements. For Luther
both are examples of the fact that the law is simply in close affinity with human reason,

which ‘does not know anything except the law’. The natural human being tries, if possible,
to ‘do everything right’ and expects to be rewarded for it.227

But this kind of people is “not nearly as good as the aforementioned” because what they do is no
better than worshiping “oxen and calves”.228 For Luther, “even the heathen are superior to this
group” in understanding God’s commandments and demands.229
Ultimately, whether humanity forms its conception of God from its own experience or
adheres to its own idea of God, human reason cannot find the true God. The fundamental issue of
their epistemological process, as presented by Barth, is that
it[reason] adjusts God to its own ideas—as the God who rewards good with good and evil
with evil and therefore is to be feared. Human anxiety about the self then shapes what
reason says about God. But reason can also inflate itself to the point of saying that there is
no God; then the presumptuousness of fallen humankind takes full control. Whatever the

outcome, reason must be content with speculari and hence deserves no trust;, one cannot
rely on it.230

Neither of them can uphold their conclusions about God when confronted with adversity, because
they based them solely on the knowledge of the Law. As Luther explains in his lectures on the Book
of Jonah, the action of the mariners in facing the storm indicates

the people in the ship all know of God, but they have no definite God. For Jonah relates
that each one calls on his own god, that is, his concept of God, whatever he conceives of
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God in his mind. And in that way they all fail to encounter the one true God and have
nothing but idols whom they call God and honor as God. Therefore their faith, too, was
false; it was superstition and idolatry and of no avail. For their god lets them down in the
hour of need; he lets them call in vain, so that they despair and find themselves at a loss to
know where to find a god who might help them. They run down to Jonah, arouse him, and
command him to call on his God. They are curious to see whether there might be another
god beside their own to aid them. There you can see that a false faith will not stand the test
of adversity, but that both god and faith, idol and superstition, become engulfed and
vanish, and that nothing but despair remains.?3!

Luther thus concludes that “the knowledge of God derived from the Law is not true knowledge of
Him, whether it be the Law of Moses or the Law instilled into our hearts.”232 Eventually, with only
the knowledge of the Law, human reason would have no choice but to keep missing the true God
and continue in changing their gods.
From this perspective, in Luther’s view,
reason also plays blindman's buff with God; it consistently gropes in the dark and misses
the mark. It calls that God which is not God and fails to call Him God who really is God.
Reason would do neither the one nor the other if it were not conscious of the existence of
God or if it really knew who and what God is. Therefore it rushes in clumsily and assigns
the name God and ascribes divine honor to its own idea of God. Thus reason never finds
the true God, but it finds the devil or its own concept of God, ruled by the devil. So there is
a vast difference between knowing that there is a God and knowing who or what God is.
Nature knows the former—it is inscribed in everybody's heart; the latter is taught only by
the Holy Spirit.233
The knowledge of the Gospel and the knowledge of the Law thus must be separated in Luther’s
mind. Without the knowledge of the Gospel, human beings would never know the true God. In this
respect, it shows that they are incapable of finding the true God on their own, and for Luther, such
acknowledgement is essential to his epistemology.
2.4.2 The Distance Between God and Humans

In considering God, “Luther, like Augustine before him, accepts Paul’s rejection of man’s

murmuring against God (Rom. 9:20).”7234 In Luther’s view, the sermons of the Lord Christ is “a
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message not comprehended by reason. But the reason must give ear and be informed.”235 In this
respect, as pointed out by Althaus, “Luther reminds us that we may not judge God’s activity by the
law and the human standards that determine what is right for us. We must consider the distance
between God and man.”236 God, in His nature, should not be grasped by human reason, and this is
the reality that people should acknowledge when seeking to know Him. In his sermons on the
Gospel of John, Luther firmly opposed people making their own judgment concerning God’s
word. He states, “there you must hold your reason in check and say: I do not know; I will not try to
figure it out or measure it with my understanding. But I will keep still and listen; for this is
immeasurable and incomprehensible to reason.”?37 To know the true God, the role and the
limitations of human reason must first be acknowledged.

Epistemologically, Luther insists reason must be the judge of external and worldly matters,
for that is its intended purpose. However, “in heavenly matters and in matters of faith, when a
question of salvation is involved, bid reason observe silence and hold still,”238 because “if this had
fallen within the range of our comprehension, it would have been unnecessary for Christ to come
down from heaven with His revelation to us.”23 For Luther, Christ’s coming includes teaching
humans the knowledge of the Gospel, because “reason is blind”240 concerning these matters. In his
opinion, “man must hold his ears to Christ’s mouth and listen to His Word. And what will Christ
preach? He will tell us how to believe. Thus He who is above all does nothing but bear witness.””24!
In short, Christ, as the Lord, would not only reveal the true God but also inform us how to possess

this knowledge. The knowledge of the Gospel indeed transcends human comprehension and cannot
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be reached by human ability, but we, as human beings, can have this knowledge through Christ.
Therefore, the distinction between the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel, in Luther’s
sermons on the Gospel of John, suggests
his interest is not in proclaiming ontological theses about the hidden God; it is, rather, to
draw attention away from God'’s mystery and impenetrability and steer it to Jesus Christ, in
whom is shown God’s true face, the one that is obligatory for us. Luthers tortured

statements about the hidden God are made in service of his message about the God who is
revealed in Jesus Christ and who is enflamed with love for sinful human beings.?*?

The knowledge of the Gospel differs from the knowledge of the Law because, to receive it, human
beings must hold their reason and admit that God is beyond their ability to understand. According to
Luther, “after all, you will have to let God be God and grant that he knows more about you than you
do yourself. So then, gaze at the heavenly picture of Christ.”243 However, as Luther also argues in
his sermons on the Gospel of John, human beings, by nature, are unable to do that.244 In his words,
“the world has always insisted on rationalizing and understanding everyone.”245

In terms of the knowledge of God, in Luther’s opinion, the First Article of the Christian
Creed concerning creation is accepted by Jew, Turk, and Tartar. But when it comes to the Second
Article concerning Christ, only Christian who believes that God is true (John 3:33) receive this
article.246 As Ps. 51:4 and Rom. 3:4 suggest, there is no difficulty for human beings to know God’s
majesty; “God is judged and convicted” only through Christ’s words and messages.247 To elaborate,
“the world does not condemn His majesty; but it condemns the message that flows from Christ’s
lips. It regards the Gospel as a lie and as heresy.”248 For this reason, “St. John always places the

eternal omnipotence of Christ in juxtaposition with His immense frailty. Faith in Christ, the Son of
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God, saves; and yet it is true, as we read here, that this same Lord Christ flees. Our Christian Creed
professes this. Now it is a matter of ‘take it or leave it’ for us, of ‘believe it or do not believe it’.
Human reason would prefer to have it otherwise.”?49 According to Luther, “this has been the trouble
since the world’s beginning and will remain so until the end of time: that the world will not concede
that God is true.”250

Christ cannot be recognized by human reason because, as Ngien points out, Christ “came
in lowliness, bearing witness solely of things not seen and heard in law books or anywhere else on
earth.”25! Additionally, as Luther suggests in his sermon on John 7:24, humans judge everything
according to their “reason, discretion and opinion, which is like looking through a painted glass that
loses the color.”252 Consequently, “Christ is proclaiming the truth and glorifying the Gospel, but in
the eyes of the world this is viewed as heresy.”253 In Luther’s perspective, “if Christ the Lord were
to appear with only half of an angel’s wing, pope, Turk and everybody would fall prostrate at His
feet. But since He lets it be known that He was born of a virgin and that He is God and man, people
sneer: ‘Why should pope and Turk humble themselves before such a Person?’”’254 In human rational
judgment, Christ’s appearance does not match the message He conveys. As Ngien explains, “reason
cannot understand how a poor person, like Jesus, could impart eternal life. The logic of Scripture is
not reason, which often leads us astray, but witness, which we must hear if we wish to be justified
before God. Thus the sermon of the Lord Christ is called ‘a testimony,” a message to be believed,

not rationalized.”2?55 The knowledge of the Gospel offends human reason,25¢ so it becomes, as
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Luther describes, “a stumbling block to the world.”257 Christ’s message becomes the reason people
reject Him.

The knowledge of the Gospel is so hard for people to accept that “everyone seizes instead
upon something that reason is able to comprehend and achieve. For it always remains something
strange and hidden to reason, so that reason is unable to regard it as important, hold it to be true, or
simply trust in it, since reason cannot feel or touch it, always wanting to possess a foundation that it
can find within itself or can claim for its own.”258 Instead of accepting the knowledge of the Gospel,
people would rather trust their own reason in searching for God. Consequently, “they go awry with
their illusion. They miss the true God, and nothing remains but their own false notion. That is their
god. To him they assign the name and honor of God.”25° Hence, the fundamental problem of human
reason in understanding God also denotes the critical issue of human salvation. According to
Luther, “here you see where all idolatry comes from and why it is rightly called idol (Abgott) and
superstition (Abglaube) and idolatry (Abgoétterei); undoubtedly because such delusion draws us
away from God (Ab-Gott) and alienates us from the true worship of God. Indeed, this is an idol and
a superstition that directs us away from God and directs us to the devil in hell.”260 It is apparent to
Luther that

no one but the devil can be behind this delusion, for he inspires and governs these

thoughts. Thus their delusion is their idol; it is the image of the devil they hold in their

hearts. For the real and the true God is He who is properly served not with works but with
the true faith and with sincerity of heart, who gives and bestows mercy and benefactions

entirely gratis and without our works and merits. That they do not believe, and therefore
they do not know God but are bound to blunder and to miss the mark.261

The knowledge of the Law indicates that people are aware of God’s existence and

understand some of God’s attributes. However, with only the knowledge of the Law inherent in
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their nature, they are bound to find a false god, which then becomes an idol to them.262 Moreover,
they reject the knowledge of the Gospel revealed by Christ because it does not agree with their
understanding of the knowledge of the Law. The distinction between the knowledge of the Law and
of the Gospel thus reveals the fundamental situation in human epistemology: they will always try to
rely on their ability to find and define God. For this reason, Luther firmly reminds: “Let the world
drift toward the pit of hell; but as we read of His preaching and of His miracles in the Gospel, we
should remember that He is a Lord invested with divine majesty.”263 In other words, to know the
true God, one must recognize the distance between God and man.

2.4.3 What is the Right Question?

Since Luther develops his epistemological theory based on the impossibility of human
beings in reaching God, as stated by Lohse, “the knowledge of God through reason as well as
through revelation cannot be linked in merely [a] supplementary fashion. Between the two there is
the question of the true God. In Luther’s terms, we must say that reason knows something of God as
well as that it knows nothing of God. It possesses no ‘neutral’ knowledge of God.””264 In his sermons
on the Gospel of John, Luther argues that human reason could only possess “a left-handed and a
partial knowledge of God, based on the law of nature and of Moses; for the law is inscribed in our
hearts.”265 But, “the proper way to acquire a knowledge of God is the right-handed one, to know for
sure what the thoughts and the will of God are.”26¢ The distinction between them, thus, is about the
search for the only proper way for humans to know the true God. More specifically, they are
separated in Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John to propose an epistemology about how human

beings, as human beings, know God as God.
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In terms of knowing God, Althaus believes that, “for Luther, there is a contrast between
man’s attempt to find and know God on his own and the knowledge and encounter which God gives
through His word, and this contrast is of decisive importance. This theme runs through Luther’s
entire theology, in all phases of its development, and Luther repeatedly discusses it.”267 As he
distinguishes the knowledge of the Law from the knowledge of the Gospel in his sermons on the
Gospel of John, this contrast in his epistemology also becomes apparent. For instance, in his sermon
on John 17:3, he asserts, “there is not a human being on earth who has been able to reach or grasp
any true conception and certain knowledge of God apart from God’s Word.”2¢8 Even Gentiles like
the learned poet Simondies had to admit “What am I to say?” because “human reason, the more it
presumes to explore and fathom God’s essence, works, and ways, goes farther and farther astray and
finally comes to consider God as nothing and to believe nothing at all.”2¢® From this perspective,
Luther’s distinction between the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel actually aims to disclose
the impossibility of human beings knowing the true God on their own.

According to Lohse, “in the course of the years Luther expressed himself more and more
critically regarding a natural knowledge of God or regarding humans’ knowledge of God. In the
Promotion Disputation of Petrus Hegemon of 1545, he rejected the view that the Gentiles know of
God’s creation of the world. He only admitted that they know something of the world’s being ruled,
but not of its creation.”2’0 Before that, in his sermons on John, Luther already asserts that human
reason can only lead people to recognize God’s existence; it cannot enable them to find the true
God. Even more, humans are not aware that they are actually worshiping their own notions.
Consequently, he believes “this is what St. John emphasizes in nearly every word of his Gospel: that

one should abandon the sublime, beautiful thoughts with which reason and clever people occupy
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themselves, seeking God in the divine Majesty apart from Christ.”27! To know the true God, in
Luther’s epistemology, the limitations of human reason are the core issue that needs to be resolved;
thus, he distinguishes the knowledge of God based on the limitations of human reason.

In Barth’s opinion, the theses Luther presented in 1539 on John 1:14 suggest that, for
Luther, “even in earthly things the appropriate categories of thought must be applied.”272 From this
perspective, Luther does not consider theology necessarily contradictory to philosophy, but “simply
transcends human ability to understand.”?73 In Sermons on the Gospel of John, he uses the
limitations of human reason to define two kinds of knowledge of God. Human reason can grasp
only the knowledge of the Law, which is implanted in human beings at creation. Conversely, the
knowledge of the Gospel, though revealed by Christ, is beyond the reach of human reason.
However, Luther’s intent in the sermons on the Gospel of John goes beyond merely contrasting the
knowledge of the Law with the knowledge of the Gospel. The restriction of human reason regarding
the knowledge of God, as delineated in the sermons on the Gospel of John, is not set to address the
difference between the revealed God and the mystery of God. Instead, both the knowledge of the
Law and the knowledge of the Gospel are knowable, but we must perceive them in different ways.

Therefore, this separation actually aims to expose the crucial question in Luther’s
epistemology: in what way can humans perceive the knowledge beyond human reason? In this
respect, for Luther, the knowledge of the Law presents the need of every human being, and the
knowledge of the Gospel provides the exact satisfaction that everyone needs. Every human being,
as pointed out by the knowledge of the Law, needs to know the true God. But how? To find the

correct answer, from Luther’s point of view, with the distinction between the knowledge of the Law
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and of the Gospel, we must rephrase the question. According to him, “the question should not be

‘how can God be known from the Law?’ but ‘How can He be known from grace and truth?’’274

274 LW 22:154.
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3. How God to Be Known from Grace and Truth?

As we have already seen, Luther defines the distinction between the knowledge of the Law
and the knowledge of the Gospel based on their accessibility to human reason. Due to the Law
implanted in human nature, human reason can perceive the existence of God through their
observation of creation and their moral sense. Consequently,

every man on earth has the innate tendency, when he hears of God, to invent his own

image and idea of Him in order to obtain a form and color for God: who He is, what He

thinks and intends, how He should be served. And yet reason, even at its best, cannot rise

any higher than to conclude that it must serve Him with works and do enough that He will

be pleased and give them in return what they desire. This is the source of all idolatry in the
world.275

In his opinion, John 1:18 rightly points out the fact that “no one has ever seen God; for it is true that
no one, of himself, can know God in the evangelical sense.”27¢ The knowledge of the Gospel is not

accessible by human reason. Hence, the question becomes: how can this God be known?

3.1 Who is the Creator?

The distinction between the knowledge of the Gospel and the knowledge of the Law
reveals that, for Luther, while human reason can know God’s existence through creation, it cannot
know who the Creator is. Thus, for humans to know this Creator, other means are needed. In
Luther’s sermon on John 1:1-18, in correlation to his interpretation of Genesis 1, he explains how
this Creator reveals Himself through the distinct roles of the Triune God, namely, how the
knowledge of the Gospel is delivered to humanity.

3.1.1 The Creator as the Triune God
Besides distinguishing the knowledge of the Law from the knowledge of the Gospel in

Sermons on the Gospel of John, according to Althaus, “Luther also describes this difference
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between the knowledge which is given to all men and that knowledge which is first disclosed
through the word of God and the Holy Spirit as the difference between ‘superficial’ and ‘inside’
knowledge of God.”277 In this distinction, the “superficial” knowledge refers to recognizing the
existence of God, while the “inside” knowledge of God is to know God’s intention toward humans
and His Triune nature.2’8 Corresponding to this distinction, it is clear that, for Luther, the knowledge
of the Gospel includes knowing the Triune nature of God, because, different from merely
recognizing the existence of God, the knowledge of the Gospel discloses who this Creator is.

God is a triune God, and, as Luther illustrates in his Lectures on Genesis, He reveals
Himself in this way when He creates the world. In Genesis 1, according to Luther, “here both
appear: ‘Let Us make’ and ‘He made’, in the plural and in the singular; thereby Moses clearly and
forcibly shows us that within and in the very Godhead and the Creating Essence there is one
inseparable and eternal plurality.”27? In his lecture, Luther refutes the Jewish interpretation of these
passages as “following the custom of princes, who, to indicate respect, speak of themselves in the
plural number.”280 He insists that “the Holy Spirit is not imitating this court mannerism (to give it
this name); nor does Holy Scripture sanction this manner of speech.”28! Hence, Genesis 1 for Luther
is “a sure indication of the Trinity, that in one divine essence there are three Persons: the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit.”282

However, this does not indicate that God operates separately. In Luther’s view, all three
Persons are in a cooperative relation.283 “The Father does not make one man and the Son another,

nor the Son one man and the Holy Spirit another; but the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, one
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and the same God, is the Author and Creator of the same work.”284 Hence, epistemologically, the
Creator cannot be known separately. In this respect, Luther asserts “the Father is not known except
in the Son and through the Holy Spirit.”285 For this reason, he believes this identity of the Creator is
taught better in the Gospel of John, where the coming Christ, as “the future teacher,” makes it much
clearer.28¢ Luther sees a strong connection between the Book of Genesis and the Gospel of John
concerning the Trinity; through this connection, he seeks to demonstrate how the Creator reveals
Himself to humanity as a Triune God.
3.1.2 The Conversation Analogy

Compared to the Book of Genesis, the expression of John 1:1, for Luther, is “far more
succinct and vivid’287 in revealing who the Creator of heaven and earth is. Since human reason
cannot discover who the Creator is, according to the definition of the knowledge of the Gospels, this
identity must necessarily be revealed by God. In his sermons, to explain “God is the Word,” Luther
presents an “inner-Trinitarian self-conversation”288 based on Genesis 1 and John 1.
The Word

Regarding the way to introduce the identity of Christ, Luther believes that “St. John got the
ideas from Moses.”28 Hence, “in the[Luther’s] sermon, a self-conversation is observed to be

exegetically linked to Genesis 1 and John’s prologue.”20 Based on his interpretation, he proposes
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that, just as humans would have a “word of the heart”2%! as presented in 1 Corinthians 2:11,
analogically, God would also have a conversation within Himself. For Luther, “a word is not merely
the utterance of the mouth; rather it is the thought of the heart.””292 This word could be one with that
person, because “when a man has a thought, a word, or a conversation within himself, he speaks to
himself incessantly and is full of words that suggest counsel as to what to do or not to do. He
continually converses and deliberates on this within himself,”23 to a point that he is unable to think
or feel other things. This thought then becomes this person because he is “insensible of himself’294.
According to Luther,

This same picture may be applied to God. God, too, in His majesty and nature, is pregnant
with a Word or a conversation in which He engages with Himself in His divine essence and
which reflects the thoughts of His heart. This is as complete and excellent and perfect as
God Himself. No one but God alone sees, hears, or comprehends this conversation. It is an
invisible and incomprehensible conversation. His Word existed before all angels and all
creatures existed, for subsequently He brought all creatures into being by means of this
Word and conversation. God is so absorbed in this Word, thought, or conversation that He
pays no attention to anything else.?95

This kind of thought is like the deepest secret in a human heart, which is unknowable to others
unless it is spoken.2%

Thus God, too, from all eternity has a Word, a speech, a thought, or a conversation with
Himself in His divine heart, unknown to angels and men. This is called His Word. From
eternity He was within Gods paternal heart, and through Him God resolved to create
heaven and earth. But no man was aware of such a resolve until the Word became flesh
and proclaimed this to us.?97
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Indeed, even human language cannot fully express the human heart. Luther also
acknowledges “the thoughts of the heart, in their full meaning, significance, and extent are not
accessible to the senses. One cannot fully and completely pour out one’s heart.”298 Nevertheless, “a
man often does express his thoughts, bare his heart, and reveal its content to others”2%° because if
we are to be known, “our word [must be] heard and understood by others.”3%0 Likewise, through the
Word, God wants us to know Him, even though “this Word in God is entirely different from my
word or yours.”30! As Ngien explains, “the Word spoken by the Father is unlike a physical, natural
word spoken by a human being, whose voice or breath does not remain in him but proceeds from
him and remains outside him.”392 From this standpoint, in his sermons on the Gospel of John,
Luther identifies the Son as a ““Word’(John 1:1) which the Father speaks with and in Himself. Thus
this Word has a true, divine nature from the Father..., [and] this Word remains in the Father
forever.””303 When people come to know God’s Word, they come to know God Himself.

The Listener

In associating the divine nature of the Son as the Word of God in John 1:1, Luther, in his
sermon on John 16:13, describes the Holy Spirit as “the One who hears both the Speaker and the
spoken Word.”304 He believes in this passage, “Christ [also] refers to a conversation carried on in
the Godhead, a conversation in which no creatures participate.”3%> According to his interpretation,

“He[Christ] sets up a pulpit both for the speaker and for the listener. He makes the Father the
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Preacher and the Holy Spirit the Listener,”30¢ which, for Luther, demonstrates the particular office
and essence of the Holy Spirit.

In stating that “preaching, speaking, and listening [are] inherent in the essence of the
Godhead,”397 this analogy aims to prevent the misconception “that the Listener is something outside
God, or that there was a time when He began to be a Listener.”308 It indicates the Holy Spirit
“exist[s] prior to all created beings™3% as evidenced in Gen. 1:2. “Just as the Father is a Speaker
from eternity, and just as the Son is spoken from eternity, so the Holy Spirit is the Listener from
eternity.”310 Moreover, since “all this speaking, being spoken, and listening takes place within the
divine nature and also remains there, where no creature is or can be,”3!! for Luther, from an
epistemological perspective, the Word the Holy Spirit enables people to accept and understand must
be identical to God’s Word. According to his interpretation, this explains why “Christ defines the
Holy Spirit’s office and points out what and about what He is to teach”as “whatever He hears He
will speak” in John 16:13.312

The Holy Spirit, as the Listener within the Trinity, serves as “a Preacher!3 to humanity,
ensuring that the Word is neither misused nor neglected. This understanding of the Holy Spirit’s

office was articulated more clearly in Luther’s 1543 treatise on 2 Samuel 23:1-7, On the Last Words
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of David. According to Helmer, in this article, “he[Luther] firmly grounded the divinity of the Spirit
in the Spirit’s role as hearer of the inner-Trinitarian conversation and, in the outer Trinity, the Spirit
speaks through the prophets what is heard in the inner Trinity.”3!4 In other words, “the Spirit reveals
on the outside, the inner thoughts of God nor accessible by sight or touch.”3!5 This aligns with
Luther’s sermons on John 16:13-14, where he suggests “Christ defines the Holy Spirit’s office” as
enabling people to accept Jesus’ message rather than relying on their own ideas to find God.31¢ As a
Preacher, “the Holy Spirit works in the preaching of the Word,”3!7 meaning He is the one “who
teaches and proclaims His Word.””318 As the Listener and the Preacher, He communicates the Word
of the Godhead to believers.
The Limitation of the Conversation Analogy

According to Helmer, this speech structure among Trinity is what “Luther uses to develop
his own Trinitarian hermeneutic. Luther understands the concept of ‘person’ in relation to an
exegetical principle found on this type of Trinitarian revelation.”31° But Luther was also aware of its
limitations, hence he repeatedly stressed that this analogy “is very inadequate and vague’320 due to
the distance between the Creator and the creatures.32! In his view, “God is not created or made as
we human beings are; He is from all eternity. No one has given Him His speech, His Word, or His

conversation. What He is, He is of Himself from eternity. But whatever we are, we received from
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Him and not from ourselves. He alone has everything from Himself.”322 As much as Luther
employs this conversation analogy to explain the triune nature of God, he acknowledges that “this
comparison, admittedly[,] has its limitation[s].”323

Nevertheless, despite the Word of God and human words differ in nature, Luther does
believe this conversation analogy “affords us a faint idea.”324 In The Gospel For The Main
Christmas Service, John 2:1-14, he mentions that although “the human word does not carry with
itself the essence or the nature of the heart” as God’s Word does, but merely a “sign,” it is “through
it the heart of man can be known.””325 From this standpoint, Luther asserts, “that is exactly as it is
with God. His Word is so much like himself,[...] that the godhead is wholly in it, and he who has
the Word has the whole godhead.””326 Only through the Word can humans know the triune God. But,
unlike human word, the Word is God Himself, so whoever knows the Word indeed knows God.
3.1.3 Only One God to Be Known: From Inner to Outer

According to Bayer, Luther’s conversation analogy suggests that “the entire being of the
triune God is a unique communication to me and to all creatures.”327 This oneness is essential as the
Word is delivered “out” to human beings, for, as demonstrated by the conversation analogy, it is
through the spoken word that the hearer knows the speaker. By connecting the creation work of God
to this conversation analogy, Luther’s exegetical work on the Book of Genesis and the Gospel of
John aims to ensure that the identity of the one Creator is adequately known rather than to create
three Deities. In Luther’s words, “all three—Speaker, Word, and Listener—must be God Himself;

all three must be coeternal and in a single undivided majesty.”328 He does not explore the doctrine
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of the Trinity to establish three different approaches to recognizing who God is. Instead, as pointed
out by Helmer,

By locating the Trinitarian relations on the inner side, Luther can resist the modalism
attached to viewing the Trinity as three ways in which the Creator encounters creation.
Luther continues to privilege the inner Trinity as the starting point for any movement
towards its outer side. When the Creator encounters creation through the unity of essence,
the revelation of the inner side becomes significant as the only way by which the Creator is
known to be constituted by three persons.329

There is only one way to know this Creator, because the inner relationship of the three Persons

assures that only one Word is conveyed to humans, thereby only one true God is known to

them. According to Mattox,
This twofold knowledge of the ‘outer’ and ‘inner’ God in turn makes possible the right
praise of God. While for Luther the knowledge of God is not to be understood in such a
strongly ontic sense as to make it dependent on a prior philosophy of being, it is
nevertheless knowledge of God as God ‘inwardly’is. And this knowledge of God introduces
one into a never-ending cycle that moves from the gracious actions of God to a graced
humanity and back to God again. Having received the grace and gifts and right knowledge

of God, the Christian returns thanks and praise to God. Thus, the knowledge of God on
Luther s account is properly doxological 330

For Luther, this oneness of the inner Trinity excludes all false notions that might be misconceived as
God’s Self-revelation, thereby ensuring the true God is outwardly known by humans. Therefore,
from the epistemological perspective, “it is also important not to separate the three Persons of the
Divine Majesty but to know that when one hears one Person, one is listening to the entire Deity.”33!
However, Luther also posits this profound truth Moses and St. John articulated in the first
chapter of Genesis and the Gospel of John is beyond human reason to understand.332 In his view,
“many and various heretics have stormed against this article and have attempted to fathom,

comprehend, and master it with their reason; but they have perished in the attempt. The Holy Spirit
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has defended this article against them all, as God’s Word continues to stand its ground against the
very gates of hell (Matt. 16:18).7333 In this respect, as pointed out by Helmer, “his[Luther’s] focus
reflects what his theological predecessors had already acknowledged. For Aquinas, Scotus,
Ockham, and Biel, the Trinity is not accessible by natural reason; it is the subject matter of
revelation.”334 It 1s unachievable by human effort, and for that reason, Bayer suggests, “the triune
nature of God is nothing other than the God who reveals himself to us in the Gospel.”335 It is God
who makes people know Him.

This implies that the knowledge of the Gospel is solely the work of the triune God, without
any involvement from creatures, and solely through this work, humans can know who the Creator
is, rather than merely being aware of His existence. It also indicates, according to Luther,

we should not consider God only from the outside, in his works, to the contrary, he also

wants to be known as he is inwardly; internally he is one essence and three Persons, the

Father, Son, Holy Spirit, and not three gods, thus we pray only to one God. How can that

be? It is ineffable; in their joy the beloved angels themselves cannot sufficiently rejoice at
this; to us however it is grasped and proclaimed in the Word.33¢

Using his conversation analogy, Luther argues that St. John “affirmed clearly and distinctly that
God is a Word and that this Word is with God,[and] yes, is God Himself.”337 No one knows who
God is “unless the Son, who is acquainted with the Father’s innermost thoughts, reveals it to
him.”338 Christ, as the Son of God, must disclose this knowledge to us as the incarnate Word. In

fact, He was sent for this very purpose, as indicated in John 1:18.33°
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3.2 Christ Opens the Heaven for Us

How can humans know who God is? According to Althaus, it is through the Son of God
“who stands on the earth—and it is here on earth,” we may have “the knowledge of God
himself.””340 The coming of Christ is always God’s plan, as prophesied in the Old Testament and
testified by John the Baptist in the New Testament. Christ’s incarnation serves not only to atone for
humanity but also to reveal God to us as the Word of God.34! Without Christ being sent to us, we do
not know the true God.
3.2.1 The Word of God is Sent from Heaven

Based on John 1:51, Luther declares, “When Christ became man and entered upon His
preaching ministry, then heaven was opened.”342 However, ever since then, His identity, as
presented in the Gospel of John, has been a question constantly raised, not only among the Jews and
Gentiles but even by His own disciples. ““Whence does Christ come?’ This is the question debated
and disputed by the whole world,”343 and it undoubtedly needs to be asked. In his sermon on John
7:27-28, Luther emphasizes this necessity by interpreting this passage as Christ saying: “You do not
know at all where I come from, but it is altogether essential for you to know Him who sent Me and
to know who I am.”344 The answer to this question is vital for people to know the true God, and
Luther believes, “this knowledge is now imparted to the people, as Christ declares: I have not come
of My own accord.”345

For Luther, it is imperative to identify the messenger to validate the message they deliver;

thus, he states, “I must know where Christ came from.”34¢ He posits, “You must learn to know him
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who sends a message and also him who is delegated to convey it. After you have learned this, then
accept the message.”347 Following this perspective, he interprets the passage of John 7:28-29 as
Christ is declaring: “Whoever fails to acknowledge that God sent Me and that I came from God will
also not acknowledge Me as a Preacher. But with him who knows this I can deal and converse, for
he will view Me with different eyes. He will accept Me and not regard Me as an ordinary
Nazarene.”348 Therefore, in Luther’s view, the message Christ brings is closely tied to His identity.

In Luther’s opinion, “the expression ‘to send’ has the very same connotation that the
expression ‘to proceed from’ has™34° relation to the Trinity. Hence, he interprets Christ’s statement,
“I know Him because I am from Him and He sent me”(John 7:29), as Christ identifying Himself by
stating: “I am of His essence from eternity, as the prophet Micah records (Micah 5:2). I am His
only-begotten Son, born of Him from eternity. He also sent Me into the flesh to become incarnate of
the Virgin Mary. He delegated Me to be a Preacher and to administer this office.”350 This
declaration connects the identity of the messenger to his sender, suggesting that the fact that Christ
“is sent by the Father” is the precondition for the validity of God’s revelation in Christ. Thus, from
an epistemological point of view, the identity of Christ in the Trinity must be fully recognized, for it
is His identity as the Son of God that underpins the entire knowledge He brings.

For this reason, the role of John the Baptist in the Gospel of John is significant in a way
distinct from the accounts of the other three evangelists. He not only “proclaimed that another

would succeed him, the thongs of whose sandal he was not worth to untie (Mark 1:7),”351 but also
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declared that “God becomes true on earth’352 by stating “For He whom God has sent utters the
Word of God.” (John 3:34) According to Luther,
John [the Baptist] continually repeats that the Father sent Him[Christ], yes, sent Him. He
emphasizes that Christ was the One truly sent, that no other has been sent in this way, and
that His Word is to be accounted valid. Our belief, our trust, our hope must conform to His

teaching. John [the Baptist] plays the role of a faithful forerunner;, he warns and
admonishes that no Word but His and no Ambassador but Him are to be recognized.353

For Luther, “it is essential that he who would be a Christian be aware that Christ came from the
Father,”354 for, as described by Ngien, it is God’s will that “we are to encounter Him where He wills
to be grasped, not in His naked majesty but in the incarnated Christ.”355 The witness of John the
Baptist is crucial, for by declaring that “whom God wanted to send and now has sent,”35¢ he affirms
Christ’s identity as the one all the prophets foretold would come.
3.2.2 “The Word became human flesh and dwelt among us.” (John 1:14)

According to Luther, while many people were sent by God as messengers, none are like
Jesus Christ.357 In his sermon on John 1:14, in correlation to the phrases “as of the Only-begotten of
the Father” and “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us,”358 Luther believes it is St. John’s
purpose to “set Christ apart from, and exalts Him above, all the patriarchs and prophets.”35° In
Luther’s opinion, St. John distinguishes “the only begotten Son of God’3¢0 because “He is not a son

of God in the sense in which Abraham and David are sons of God361 and “His death was not like
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that of Jeremiah, Isaiah, Moses, or others [as well].”362 Unlike other messengers, He is the Word
that “is called the Son.”363 In Luther’s words, “He alone is that, and no one else.””3¢4 For this reason,
His message is also different. As Nigen suggests, “intrinsic to the power of witness is a
correspondence between identity and office. The identity, that Christ is God’s Son, knows the depth
of God’s will and wisdom and of the Father’s counsel, constituting the basis of his testimony.”365
His identity signifies that His coming aims to deliver a kind of knowledge that He alone can bring.
In Luther’s opinion, “this is a new message. From it we gather the Father’s will and learn
how to do the will of God.3¢¢ Although the Law, as “outward order is admittedly also the will of
God,”3¢7 Christ does not come to deliver the knowledge of the Law. Rather, “His [message] is a
sermon that bears witness solely of things not seen and heard in law books or anywhere else in the
world. It testifies of something that no one has seen.”368 According to Luther’s sermon on John
6:38-39,
Here Christ is heard to say that He has come. Why? For the sake of works and the Law of
Moses? That you might be obedient to parents and to government? Were you not familiar
with this before? Even the heathen know this. No, Christ did not come into the world for
that purpose; He came for the sake of something far more exalted than good works. Even
before the advent of Christ good works and laws had been abundantly defined and
commanded by Moses, and it was entirely superfluous for Christ to become incarnate in
order to preach on this subject. The heathen, too, wrote books on the doctrine of good
works. Therefore Christ refers here to a different will of God the Father, a will that treats

extensively of different matters. It is a will of God other than obedience to the Ten
Commandments and the preaching of the Law.3¢9
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As Luther illustrates in his sermon on John 3:32, “His sermon is to be a testimony of the Father’s
attitude, of His plan for mankind’s salvation and redemption from sin, death, and the power of the
devil. To this He bears witness. He submits to becoming man and to dying. He rises again from the
dead and says: ‘My words bear witness to this. If you believe this testimony and these works, then
you believe the witness of God.””’370 Christ’s coming is to give us the knowledge of the Gospel.
From an epistemological perspective, Christ’s incarnation demonstrates God’s intention for
humanity. As pointed out by Althaus, “when Luther leads us to look at the man Jesus, he is not
concerned with showing us that Jesus is God but with showing us what He is, that is, with giving us
certainty about the character and the heart of God.”37! The knowledge of the Law does not contain
this because “God opens his personal being to us only in the man person of Jesus.”372 In Luther’s
opinion, without Christ, human reason would only “hear God’s fearful threats and the terrible
sentence He pronounces on sinners.”’373 They cannot “conclude that He will be gracious to me”
because humans judge solely based on their “own notions and feeling, which also have their basis in
the Law.”374 As a result, they can only regard “Him as an angry Judge and flee from Him.”375
However, as Lohse states, “in the earthly Jesus the believing observer should clearly see how God
acts. Only in Jesus is this manner of the divine activity knowable. In him, in his person work, God

reveals his whole fatherly heart.”37¢ God does not intend “to destroy and reject”377 humanity; if so,

370 LW 22:466.

371 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 185.
372 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 191.
373 LW 24:61.

374 LW 24:61.

375 LW 24:61.

376 Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 224-25.

37T LW 23:62.
60



there is no need to send the Son as the incarnate Word to provide them salvation and accurate
knowledge of Himself.378

Furthermore, this implies the message Christ conveys is closely tied not only to His
identity but also to the work He accomplished on earth. According to Luther, knowing who God is

means to know that

He is not at all inclined to enjoy anger and condemnation; nor does it please Him if we flee
from Him. He did not institute the Law—though it is intended to work knowledge of sin and
to terrify the impenitent—to perpetuate the fear of those who recognize their sins and are
frightened. No, His real purpose and will is that you be rescued from all this misery, from
sin, death, and damnation. For this purpose He sent you His Son Christ. He permits Him to
be crucified and to shed His blood, in order to proclaim and to reveal to you that though
you are a sinner and unworthy, you are not to be condemned on this account. He will erase
all anger and threats from His memory for Christ’s sake and, instead, grant a full measure

of mercy. He does not demand any more from you than that you recognize and believe
this.379

Christ’s crucifixion as the incarnate Son of God indicates that He is not only the messenger but also
the very message itself. As noted by Althaus,
Because Jesus Christ is the Son of the Father, his activities in relationship to men are
nothing else than what the Father himself wills and does. Therefore his activity is the basis
on which we know the will of the Father. Since this certainty about the Father s will is so

decisive for Luther s understanding of salvation, everything ultimately rests on the will and
the attitude toward men that is made known through Jesus’ coming and activity.380

Christ’s identity and His actions on earth are the core of the message He delivers. For this reason,
Luther asserts, “He[God] does not want us to look to Moses or John the Baptist or to others who,
indeed, were also sent, who had great commissions and did and accomplished much. But none of
them was sent to bring and give eternal life by the knowledge of himself. Only Christ did this.”38! It
is only when people recognize the identity of Christ that they can acknowledge the salvation He

brings for us.
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In this perspective, “According to Luther, this also means that the knowledge of God’s
metaphysical attributes is not ultimately decisive for a man who is seeking salvation; the ultimate
decisive factor is knowledge of God’s personal nature and activity.”382 Salvation lies in knowing
who God is as revealed through the work of Christ. As suggested by Barth, “God, as becomes
evident in Christ, is not the severe judge and executioner who must be presumed by the conscience
oppressed by the Law, but the Father who himself creates reconciliation.”383 The work of Christ
“pictures God as kindly disposed to us and banishes all lightning, thunder, hail, yes][...], all wrath
and disfavor of God. It reveals God’s gracious resolve that all who see the Son and believe in Him
shall be preserved, saved, and well supplied.”384 This is the assurance the mariners in the Book of
Jonah sought in the storm but ultimately lacked, for this kind of knowledge can only be found in the
Son of God, who is the incarnate Word.

For Luther, Christ’s work on earth is the reality of God’s salvation plan to us. For this
reason, “whoever is drawn into the realm of God’s Son is also drawn into the proximity the Son has
with the Father, and therefore really knows God in an evangelical sense.””385 According to Luther,

Behold, the fruit of the Word is that wherever it is received and kept, one gains a

knowledge of all the grace and blessings that the heavenly Father has given us through

Christ and is able to delight in and rely on them—a knowledge that neither human reason

nor wisdom, nay, not even the preaching of the Law, is able to grant. This is the true bright

light and glory, when God is seen before our very eyes, with unveiled face, without any
covering or veil, as St. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 3 [:18].386

Different from the knowledge of the Law, Christ, as the incarnate Son of God, allows people to
know who God is. Thus, Christ, as the messenger and the message of the Father, must be known;

otherwise, the true God is lost. In summary, to have the knowledge of the Gospel is to know Christ.
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3.2.3 The Son and the Father Cannot Be Separated
Luther posits that “God is seen properly only in Christ.”387 This indicates that, beyond
merely acknowledging God’s existence and His capacity to save you from the storm, you can know
God’s intention toward you and be sure of His salvation. Unlike the mariners in the Book of Jonah,
you have a definite God. According to Luther,
All this is accomplished by the Word, wherever it is received, so that people know that
Christ has come from God and was sent by Him, that is, that everything He says is God's
Word and will, and whatever He does and accomplishes is the Father s work and command
—and all of this is for our benefit. For this is the knowledge in which (as He said above)
[on John 17:3] eternal life consists. But it is a treasure hidden to the whole world, so that

it can never attain it, and a knowledge that no earthly reason or wisdom can obtain, which
indeed cannot be attained by any means save through the Word of Christ.388

For this reason, Luther believes “if you want to be certain what God in heaven thinks of you, ...give
ear solely to the words of this Christ; for everything is revealed in Him.”3%® From the
epistemological perspective, “God does not want to be recognized through reason but solely
through His Word.”3%0 Hence, we dare “not to know anything of God or to recognize Him without
first hearing this Man and accepting His message.”3%1 Knowing Christ is the only way to know who
God is.

According to Luther’s interpretation, this theme is distinctive in the Gospel of John and
appears to be the evangelist’s goal to disclose this truth. In not disputing the significance of the
incarnation as the atonement for sin in the thought of St. John,392 Luther nevertheless believes the

fact that St. John expresses much less about Mary, Christ’s mother, than other Gospels books is an
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indication that “the incarnation of the true Son of God” is his primary focus in addressing Christ’s
nature as both truly man and truly God.3%3 In correlation to Paul’s very brief expression about Mary,
Luther argues that St. John intends us to “fasten our gaze on the fruit, that is, the Son of God, who
made and created all, who is the Light of the world, and who became true man.”3% The identity of
Christ as the Son of God thus becomes the focus of discussion of Christ’s incarnation in Luther’s
sermons on the Gospel of John. In this respect, as Althaus states, “Luther is ultimately concerned
not with the relationship of the divine and the human nature but with the relationship of the person
of Jesus to the person of the Father. Luther thus takes the deity of Christ and his incarnation more
seriously than anyone since the New Testament writers themselves.”395
Without suggesting “the fact of salvation3% is not essential, Christ, as the incarnate Son of
God, clearly serves an epistemological purpose in Luther’s view. For this reason, in this regard,
Christ is inseparable from the Father. For Luther, it is clear that
everywhere in the Gospel Christ Himself relates all His words and deeds to the Father's
will and counsel. He does so in order to bring about the realization and the belief that
everything He said and did flowed from the Father’s command and from the Father
Himself. Just as His divine essence is also from the Father from eternity, so He shows that
He did not assume or devise His own office on His own authority, but that it resulted from
the Father's premeditated and firm counsel. And, as has been stated repeatedly. He does
this for the purpose of drawing us to the Father, in order that we may seek, or think of, no

other god than Christ or fear the Father as though the Father and Christ were not of one
mind.397

In his opinion, “Christ makes Himself equal with the Father in every respect and speaks as one who
is also the same true God since (as we have said) He places eternal life in the knowledge of Himself

and of the Father alike, and out of the two makes one and the same knowledge.”398
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From this perspective, Luther considers the phrase “That they may know you, who alone
are the true God” in John 17:3 as “one of the true and nobles chief passages of the New Testament,”
because here Christ “firmly attaches the Father to Himself in opposition to all who imagine some
other God or seek Him elsewhere than in the Lord Christ.””3% In this verse, “the word ‘alone’ is used
not because He sets Himself apart from the Father with respect to the divine essence, but rather
because He weaves both the Father and Himself together.”#%0 There is only one God to be known
because Christ is the incarnate Word, who is called the Son; and because of who He is, the true God
can be known. Luther believes “Christ in this passage (John 17:3) weaves and binds together the
knowledge of Himself and of the Father, so that the Father is known solely through and in
Christ.”401 Therefore, in his sermon on John 8:19, Luther states, “If you cast it[this bond] to the
winds and say with the Jews: ‘Where is Your Father?’ you can be assured that you do not know the
Father.”492 Once Christ and the Father are understood separately, the true God is lost.403

According to Luther, this explains why “the devil lends help and inspires us to draw a line
right down the middle between God and Christ so that we think in two different ways, seeking
Christ on the cross but God high above in heaven.”404 This division will compel humans to “worry,
saying, ‘Who knows what He is thinking up there or what His intention is toward me?’”405> This
question signifies a loss of the knowledge of the Gospel, because it is typically posed by those who
possess only the knowledge of the Law. For this reason, Luther believes

the devil can still stand it when a man grasps only the man Jesus and does not go beyond

this. Yes, he even permits the statement that Christ is truly God to be spoken and heard. He
struggles, however, to print the chart from joining Christ and the Father so closely and
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solidly together that it certainly concludes that Christ’s word and the Father's word are
one and the same word, heart, and will. Hearts that do not understand think, ‘Yes, 1
certainly hear the friendly and comforting words which Christ speaks to the troubled
conscience;, who knows, however, how I stand with God and in heaven?’ This means that
such a heart does not unite God and Christ but fabricates one kind of Christ and another
kind of God for itself and thus misses the true God, who does not will to be found and
grasped any place else than in this Christ.406

As Althaus suggests, the devil would “allow two things to happen”: human beings’ love for “the
man Jesus,” and that they are “convinced of the orthodox doctrine of Christ’s eternal deity.”407
For as long as Jesus does not mean more than this to a man, he has not yet found the one
true God—and that is what Satan wants to prevent. Christological orthodoxy is not yet true
faith in Christ. The knowledge of Christ begins only when the heart sees Christ and the
Father as completely one, when it takes them together and thus recognizes and grasps the
presence of the Father with his word, heart, will, in the word, heart, will, of Jesus Christ.

Such a man becomes completely certain of the heart of God through and for the sake of
Jesus. 408

Thus, for Luther, the real danger in knowing God is separating the Father and the Son as different
kinds of knowledge.

As Luther emphasizes in his sermon on John 17:3, humans who fail to recognize Christ as
the One who is sent lose the knowledge of the One who sends Christ.49 He considers ‘“‘separating
the Father and Christ or splitting and dividing the man and the Son of God (that is, the one person)”
to be “the most wicked trick of the devil.”410 For this reason, he firmly opposes those people “who
begin their teaching up in the heights of heaven and preach about God alone and apart from
Christ.”411 He asserts, “whoever does not possess Christ must also lack the right and true God, even

if he knows and believes that there is only one true God. For he does not believe in the one who sent
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Christ and through Him gives eternal life.”’412 The Father and the Son cannot be separated, for to

know Christ is to have the knowledge of the Gospel.

3.3 The Preservation of the Knowledge of the Gospel

For Luther, as presented by Barth, “What would have been the use of Christ’s coming if
reason were wise enough in and of itself [in knowing God]?”413 By nature, humans possess only the
knowledge of the Law, requiring the Son of God to become flesh and enter the world to reveal the
knowledge of the Gospel. However, humans cannot acquire this kind of knowledge on their
own. Thus, the Holy Spirit must come.
3.3.1 Christ’s Promise: The Coming of the Holy Spirit

In comparison to the knowledge of the Law, “God is newly and utterly ‘defined’ in Christ;
only in him can the true God be known.”414 For this reason, Luther interprets “I go away” in John
8:21 as “fearful words of Christ.”415 Alongside Christ’s announcement of His departure in John
7:33, Luther considers these passages as declarations of the punishment to the unbelievers,416
because Christ’s leaving indicates the disappearance of “proper understanding and knowledge.”417
More specifically, according to Luther, “We will not know what God is, or what life, righteousness,
and salvation are, or how to be redeemed from sin and death. Everything is gone with Christ, and
conditions deteriorate or remain as bad as they ever were.”#18 In short, humans will lose the

knowledge of the Gospel and thus be unable to know the true God.
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In contrast, for the believers, as presented in John 16:5-7, Christ’s return to His sender is
for their advantage. In Luther’s words, Christ’s “death and resurrection will renew everything in
heaven and on earth, and will establish a rule in which the Holy Spirit will reign everywhere
through the Gospel and your [Christians’] ministry.”#41° From this perspective, Christ’s departure not
only indicates the fulfillment of God’s salvation but is also for “the Holy Spirit [to] be given,”420
who will sustain the salvation that Christ accomplished and the knowledge He revealed. Thus,
although Christ will ascend to heaven, after His physical presence is gone, the Holy Spirit will be
sent to the believers and “will glorify Me[Christ] in the world.”#2! In other words, the knowledge of
the Gospel will be preserved by the Holy Spirit for them.

However, this does not imply that the Holy Spirit “was not in heaven according to His
nature”422 before Christ’s ascension; rather, it means “He had not revealed Himself and His
work.”423 In Luther’s opinion, the Holy Spirit’s being sent denotes that He must “be something.”’424
But “He surely is not the Father, since the Father does not come and is not sent. Nor is He the Son,
who has already come and now returns to the Father, and of whom the Holy Spirit will preach and
whom He will glorify.”425 The Holy Spirit is sent into the world just like Christ, but the work He is
to accomplish is distinct. Hence, Luther asserts,

When Christ refers to the Holy Spirit and says: ‘When the Comforter comes’ (John 15:26),

and ‘Whatever He hears He will speak’ (John 16:13), and ‘He will glorify Me, for He will
take what is Mine’ (John 16:14), etc., He proves conclusively that the Holy Spirit is a true

Being in the Godhead, that He is Himself a distinct Person who is neither the Father nor
the Son.426
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Furthermore, Luther interprets John 15:26 and 16:13 to state that “the Holy Spirit is sent
not only by the Father but that He is also sent by, and proceeds from, the Son. Therefore this
Listener must be called the Listener of both the Father and the Son, not of the Father alone or of the
Son alone.”#27 For Luther, this implies “the Holy Spirit has His divine essence not only from the
Father but also from the Son,”428 which proves “that the Holy Spirit is not a mere spirit—a creature,
for example, or something apart from God and yet given to man by Him, or merely the work of God
which He performs in our hearts—but that He is a Spirit who Himself is God in essence.”#2° The
Holy Spirit is God Himself.

In Luther’s view, Christ’s teaching in the Gospel of John clearly suggests that “the Holy
Spirit is true God together with Christ and the Father.”430 As Ngien explains, “Just as the Son comes
from within, not outside, the Godhead, as from the Father, so also the Spirit proceeds from within,
not outside, the Godhead, as from the Father through the Son’s intercession.”#3! Thus, Luther
believes “the circle is completely closed” among the Trinity as Christ declares, “All that the Father
has is Mine and the Holy Spirit will take what is Mine” in John 16:15.432 This passage proves that
the Holy Spirit cannot be “a fraction or a particle from the Godhead, for Godhead cannot be
dismembered and divided.”#33 Moreover, it indicates “where there is a part[Person], there God
Himself is; there the whole Godhead is certainly present.”434

For this reason, regarding the outer work of the Holy Spirit, as Ngien suggests, “as it is

with Christ, the same procedure applies to the Holy Spirit. Just as the Son’s operations are the
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ground of his being God, so also the Spirit’s operation are the ground of his being God, neither an
intermediary nor a creature.”35 His work, as God, from the epistemological perspective, serves a
singular purpose. According to Luther, “just as the Holy Spirit takes the divine and eternal essence
that is inherent in Him from Christ, so His office and His message cannot but glorify Christ as the
Father’s eternal Son born of Him from eternity and sent into the world that we might come to the
Father through Him and have eternal life.”43¢ The Holy Spirit “will bear witness to Christ,”437 as
Christ is the witness of the Father; namely, just as the Son is sent from heaven for us to know the
Father, the Holy Spirit is sent from heaven for us to know Christ. In short, He will enable us to have
the knowledge of the Gospel.
3.3.2 Teaching the Knowledge of the Gospel

According to Helmer, in Luther’s understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit, “Christ’s
promissio is matched with the Spirit’s work by the way in which the latter is sent by the former to
lead the community in the knowledge and truth of Christ.”438 This suggests that the knowledge the
Holy Spirit imparts is not the knowledge of the Law, but, as Helmer describes, “a mystery
transcending creaturely comprehension.”#3° For Luther, the purpose of the Holy Spirit’s coming, as
emphasized in John 16:13, is to teach the truth spoken by Christ,440 “not of things which reason
itself can understand, ordain and teach.”#4! In Luther’s view,

What knowledge or revelation from the Holy Spirit is necessary to prescribe that a cardinal

must sit above a bishop, a bishop Avon a prince, etc.? Any heathen or non-Christian can

do that. For God endowed man with reason with which to reign on earth, that is, it should

be competent to establish laws and ordinances touching man's physical life, his eating,
drinking, and clothing, and to maintain external discipline and respectable conduct. Such
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Authority is not restricted to Christians, but it pertains most of all to the heathen and the
Turks. For in our capacity as Christians we are not concerned with this, and the office of
the Holy Spirit does not deal with it at all. 44

For this reason, in his sermons on the Gospel of John, the distinction between the knowledge of the
Law and the knowledge of the Gospel is essential for discerning the work of the Holy Spirit. To
him, the Holy Spirit need not be sent to teach the knowledge of the Law because it is the kind of
knowledge “which reason itself can understand and find.”443

In contrast, as is presented in Luther’s interpretation of John 1:10-11, the world cannot
recognize the identity of their Creator because it can only be known “by power from above.”444 In
Luther’s opinion, the Holy Spirit is sent after Christ “for it is the Spirit’s peculiar function and
office to reveal and glorify Christ, to preach Him, and to testify of Him.”445 Before the advent of the
Holy Spirit, “the old message and the Law were still in effect.”#4¢ Under this condition, the best
humans could understand about salvation, according to him, is: “If you want to be pious and to be
saved, keep the Law.”#47 However, it remains unknown how humans can adhere to the Law or how
those who fail to keep it can attain salvation without good works, because “the Holy Spirit had not
yet been given, and Christ was not yet glorified.”#448 Namely, the knowledge of the Gospel is not
known. For Luther, this is why “one must distinguish between the Law and the Gospel,”#4° as the
office of the Holy Spirit is for the world to have the knowledge of the Gospel. In other words, for us

to know who Christ is.
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The sole mission of the Holy Spirit is “to glorify Christ.”430 To fulfill this mission, it is
assured that “his office and his message consist of nothing but glorification of Christ.””45! According
to Luther, “This will be the Holy Spirit’s identifying mark; all His sermons and revelations will
show that they are taken from God; they will point to Christ, but they will not be introduced by Him
Himself or derived from any other source. For if the Holy Spirit is to glorify Christ. He must
necessarily eclipse many other lights with His brilliancy.”452 In other words, the work of the Holy
Spirit is to ensure that people see only Christ. For this reason, Luther conceives “in Christ’s name”
(John 14:25) as an indication that the Holy Spirit will be present “wherever Christ is understood,
known, and believed.”453 In his words,

When the dear sun rises in the heavens, all other fires, lights, and stars are obscured by its

brightness, and we take no notice of them. Similarly, wherever Christ shines through the

message of the Holy Spirit and it becomes known that we have God's grace and eternal life

through Him, then all subsidiary lights that try to point the way to salvation in our night
and our darkness must go out of their own accord.45*

The Holy Spirit does not “teach us to do good according to the light and understanding of reason
and to be saved in this way.“455 Instead, He teaches us Christ, so that we may be saved.

In this regard, as Ngien suggests, “the Holy Spirit acquaints us with Christ’s and his
Father’s heart, which are one and the same.”#5¢ We know we have a gracious God because the Holy
Spirit does not reveal Christ and the Father separately, but to enable us to receive Christ’s message.
In Luther’s opinion, the distinctive work of the Holy Spirit is to enlighten people to recognize “that

the Father’s will is to be found in Christ, that He sent the Son to be heard.”457 Since it is the identity
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of Christ that constitutes the message He delivers, the work of the Holy Spirit is to impart who
Christ is. Therefore, Luther believes “the most important words[in John 14:25-26] are ‘in My name’
and ‘all that I have said to you.””45¢ In these words, Christ fully “describes and circumscribes the
office which the Holy Spirit is to administer.”459 According to Luther,
Christ says that it is to be the Holy Spirit’s office to teach Christendom the Word of the
Lord Christ and to bring it to mind.... It is not the Holy Spirit’s office to alter Baptism, the
Gospel, and the Sacrament, or to institute new laws and ordinances. No, it is His office to

deal solely with My[Christ’s] Word, ordinances, and commandments, to implant these in
you and to teach you what I[Christ] have said. 460

The Holy Spirit enables people to know Christ by making them understand Christ’s Words. As
stated in Luther’s sermon on John 16:13, the Holy Spirit, as the Spirit of truth, is to “teach the
disciples and show them that everything Christ told them is the truth,4¢! ensuring that they are not
disturbed by other information. In this manner, “the Spirit works to teach Christians the right
knowledge of the Father and of Jesus Christ.”462

Based on these descriptions, Luther further states that “the Holy Spirit establishes a wide
difference among teachers and gives the right rule by which the spirits are to be tested.”63 Unlike
those teachers who “evolve their message from their own reasoning or religious zeal and
judgment,” the Holy Spirit “will not speak on His own authority.”464 For this reason, “His message
will not be a human dream and thought like that of the preachers who speak on their own authority
of things which they have neither seen nor experienced,” as St. Paul says in 1 Tim. 1:7.465 As Luther

suggests in his sermon on John 16:13, “Christ sets bounds for the message of the Holy Spirit
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Himself. He is not to preach anything new or anything else than Christ and His Word. Thus, we
have a sure guide and touchstone for judging the false spirits.”#¢ The Holy Spirit, acting as the
Listener inside the Trinity and the “Preacher”4¢7 outside of it, ensures that we encounter nothing but
the true God.
3.3.3 The Spirit and the Word Cannot Be Separated

Luther insists, there is only one way to know the true God, and “it dare not be of the devil
or one’s own invention.”468 He believes, to prevent humans from knowing the true God, “the devil
also cites God’s glory as a pretext, but he does not seek it in one way.”#® The devil disrupts
individuals through various means, which cause, as Bayer suggests, “one’s own mind and reason
can lead only into error, seeking God in those places where He does not allow Himself to be
comprehended, and missing the mark in those situations where He does allow Himself to be
comprehended.”#70 Therefore, Luther argues that, for us to know God, “it must be the work and
inspiration of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of the believers.”47! In his sermons on the Gospel of
John, this is the only way for humankind to obtain the knowledge of the Gospel.472

This implies that, different from the Law, Christ’s Word is not attainable by human ability.
According to Luther’s sermon on John 7:17, “It is impossible for him[humans] who presumes to
play the schoolmaster to understand God’s Word.”473 Without the work of the Holy Spirit, humans
cannot have this kind of knowledge. For this reason, he opposes people who insist on relying their

own human reason to “interpret Christ’s Word,” claiming that they “will also experience that the

460 LW 24:363.
467 LW 24:362.
468 LW 23:233.
469 LW 23:233.
470 Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology, 33.
471 LW 23:233.
42 LW 24:174.

473 LW 23:229.
74



Holy Spirit and heaven are closed to them.”#7* To know the true God, humans need not only the
message of Christ, but also the Holy Spirit to understand it. In Luther’s view, once people attempt to
understand His Word solely through their own reason, they will create gods that align with their
own perspectives.

For this reason, Luther emphasizes in his sermons on the Gospel of John that, after Christ’s
physical departure, the Holy Spirit must come as the Teacher to preserve the Word of Christ through
teaching and reminding humanity of what Christ has said.#’> As Ngien describes, “this is the Holy
Spirit’s specific office, by which we can apprehend the content of Christ’s speech and discern all
other doctrines.”#7¢ The Holy Spirit enables humans to have the knowledge beyond their ability to
understand, thereby preserving it from corruption by human works. According to Luther,

The world has always been filled with lights which people ignite for themselves and by

which they think they will go to heaven. But these are not lights; they are only will-o’-the-

wisps and phantoms, which divert people from the right road and into perdition. And they
will surely have to remain in such a dark night forever if the Holy Spirit does not come with

His bright light, which dispels both the false lights and the night, and which brings on the

dawn of a beautiful and clear day. Then we will no longer go astray and flit hither and

thither because of delusions and doctrines of many kinds, but we will remain on the right

and sure road. Then we will know on what terms we are with God and where we are to seek
and find our salvation.47

Without the work of the Holy Spirit, humans cannot accurately understand God’s Word, leading to
the loss of the knowledge of God. Therefore, “if we are to hold to Christ’s Word,...the Holy Spirit
Himself must be present with His revelation.”#’8 For Luther, this is the only way for humans to
know the true God.

This also suggests that people cannot know God solely through the Holy Spirit. In Luther’s

opinion, “He[Christ] constantly keeps in mind the false spirits and preachers who boastfully claim
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to have the Holy Spirit as well as others do and allege that what they say has emanated from the
Holy Spirit.”479 The office of the Holy Spirit is to teach, not to produce or become the Word. For
this reason, Christ also “makes the Holy Spirit a Preacher” to “prevent one from gaping toward
heaven in search of Him,..., and from divorcing Him from the oral Word or the ministry;” but
“adhere solely to the Word and to regard it as the only truth.”480 Without the Word, humans can only
be “wandering aimlessly about™8! who God really is. As Luther testifies from his personal
experience, whenever he strayed from the Scripture to follow his own thoughts, the devil “brings
me[him] to the point of not knowing where God is or where I am[he is].”482 Thus, he
asserts, “Whenever you hear anyone boast that he has something by inspiration of the Holy Spirit
and it has no basis in God’s Word, no matter what it may be, tell him that this is the work of the
devil. Christ does not bind you to anything but His mouth and His Word.”483 The Holy Spirit would
not “inspire” or “communicate” with humans directly without the Word.484

Instead, “His message will have substance; it will be the certain and absolute truth, for He
will preach what He receives from the Father and from Me[Christ].”485 As recorded in John 16:13,
“He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak.”8¢ For Luther, this
passage suggests that “one should know and learn that He[Holy Spirit] will be in and with the
Word, that it will guide us into all truth, in order that we may believe it, use it as a weapon, be

preserved by it against all the lies and deception of the devil, and prevail in all trials and
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temptations.”#87 The knowledge of the Gospel can only be obtained through the oneness of God’s
Word and Holy Spirit, thus Luther firmly insists that Christ “does not want to see the Holy Spirit
divorced from His Word.”488

For Luther, this is also the reason that we “can observe and judge” the presence of the Holy
Spirit according to “the presence or the absence of My[Christ’s] Word.”48 The Word of Christ is
“the proper touchstone” to discern the true revelation of the Holy Spirit.4%0 “We can declare that it
surely does not indicate the presence of the Holy Spirit when a person proclaims his own thoughts
and notions and begins to teach in Christendom something apart from or in addition to what Christ
taught,”#91 because, as St. Paul says in 1 Cor. 3:11, Christ is the “foundation”#92 of Holy Spirit’s
message. This also implies humans could only “obtain the Holy Spirit493 by adhering to His Word.
Only those who accept Christ’'s Word and regard everything He said ‘“as the truth™#%4 will
experience the Holy Spirit “come through My[His] words™4%5 to them. Luther believes, wherever
Christ’s Word 1s, “the Holy Spirit is surely inherent in it, and through it illumines the heart and
keeps it in the right and certain understanding, with the result that can differentiate and judge all
other doctrines clearly and definitely, and can resolutely preserve and defend them.”4% Therefore,

this oneness is the identification of the knowledge of the Gospel.
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3.4 Where is God?

The work of the Triune God ensures a singular pathway for humans to know the one true
God. As is evident in Luther’s distinction between the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of
the Gospel, “no one should approach and communicate with our Lord by means of mere
thoughts.”497 Those who seek God apart from the Word, exist in “sheer blindness and error, for they
attempt to apprehend our Lord God with their phantasies and ideas.”#9¢ This observation reveals
humanity’s inherent inability to recognize the correct way to know God. Therefore, while the
knowledge of the Gospel has been conveyed to the world, how people obtain it remains a question.
3.4.1 Philip’s Question

In John 14:8, the apostle Philip made a request that, for Luther, highlights “the profound
question which has always troubled the greatest and wisest men, which they pondered and explored
painstakingly but no one had been able to answer, which, in fact, is impossible for human nature
and reason to answer, namely: ‘What is God? How can one know God? How can one find
Him?°749% Here, Luther posits, the Gospel of John provides an unusual answer through “an
interacting expression.”5% Instead of responding to Philip’s “show us the Father”(John 14:8) request
by presenting the Father directly, Christ “reverse the order and make it read: ‘The Father points you
to Me; He shows you Christ; He testifies of Me; You must heed Him and observe My words and
My testimony.’”50!1 Based on Luther’s interpretation of John 14:8-9, this suggests that “The Father

shows Christ to us”502 represents the only epistemological way for humans to know the true God.
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Luther contends that St. John’s intention has always been for us to learn that “when we
hear the words of this Man Christ, then we hear the Divine Majesty Itself.”’503 According to Luther,
This[The] sublime article of faith about the one divine essence and the three Persons in it
is little known. That Christ is true God and true man, that two natures dwell in the Person
of Christ, the human and the divine — this is too profound for reason to fathom. No doctor
or worldly-wise person has ever been able to explain this, but all are offended by it. And
those who have assailed this article of faith in an effort to dispossess Christ of His divinity
have been made to look foolish because of it. But the evangelist John treats this subject
differently. He does not place the Son upon the earth alone and leave the Father alone in

heaven. No, he bakes the two persons, the Father and the Son, together as solidly as
possible.504

For this reason, as Lohse points out, “If Christ is not God, then neither the Father nor the Holy
Spirit is God, because our article reads that Christ is God.”5% Since “the Trinity is comprehended in
the Son,”% the failure to recognize Him leads to an incorrect understanding of God. From this
perspective, Philip’s inquiry actually presents a critical human dilemma: despite Jesus being present
among them the entire time, they still did not know who He is.
3.4.2 Beyond Human Ability to Know

For humans to know the triune God, as suggested by Helmer, “the symmetry between the
inner and outer sides [of the Trinity] is established by the Christological center. At both locations,
the Christological center assures that the God in eternity is the same God who works life through
the death of Christ.”597 Luther believes “if you take hold of Him, you have all; you have taken hold
of the entire Godhead.”>%8 Conversely, when people fail to know Christ, “they have lost a proper
comprehension of all doctrines, which the result that they cannot teach anything about them that is

right and can no longer preserve any doctrine as unquestionable.”5 However, “acknowledging
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Christ as the Son of God, and His message as the Word of God, is the real stumbling block....
Christ, the Son of Mary on earth, is not to be recognized as the One.”510 Considering everything
Jesus encountered on earth, it is apparent that people cannot recognize Christ’s identity merely by
hearing His message.

Unlike the Law, the Gospel is not implanted in human beings. No human reason would
conceive “that [the triune] God is Creator of heaven and earth; or that from eternity God begot His
only Son; or, that the Holy Spirit is the third Person of the Godhead, that God’s Son became man; or
that the Christian Church believes in the forgiveness of sins. Therefore the proclamation of Christ’s
Gospel had to convey this to us, and the apostles were commanded to proclaim it.”’>!1 However, the
sending of the Holy Spirit indicates that the absence of the knowledge of the Gospel is not merely a
result of not hearing the Gospel; rather, this knowledge cannot be derived from human reasoning,
unlike the knowledge of the Law. This implies that, to know God, human beings must obtain
knowledge in an alternative epistemological way.

Human reason can acquire the knowledge of the Law based on the Law; however, with
respect to the Gospel, according to Luther,

Any attempt to fathom and comprehend such statements with human reason and

understanding will avail nothing, for none of this has its source in the reason: that there

was a Word in God before the world’s creation, and that this Word was God; that, as John
says further on, this same Word, the Only-begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth,
rested in the Father's bosom or heart and became flesh; and that no one else had ever seen
or known God, because the Word, who is God's only-begotten Son, rested in the bosom of
the Father and revealed Him to us. Nothing but faith can comprehend this. Whoever

refuses to accept it in faith, to believe it before he understands it, but insists on exploring it
with his reason and his five senses, let him persist in this if he will.512

The knowledge of the Gospel cannot be obtained through human reason. In fact, those who attempt

to acquire it with human reason will ultimately lose it. Hence, Luther states, “reason will never
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arrive at such a doctrine.”>13 Although Christ brings the knowledge of the Gospel into the world,
human reason remains incapable of accepting it.

For the knowledge of the Gospel is not derived from human reason, it cannot be accepted
by human reason as well. As stated by Barth, “Knowledge of the existence of God, and even of the
unity of God—that is, monotheism—is rationally achievable, but not the recognition of the triune
God who turns to humanity in Law and Gospel.”514 Even more, according to Luther, human reason
“adjudges it false”5!5 for it does not consist with human understanding. The natural epistemological
process of humans cannot accept the message Christ delivers as a preacher. Hence, for humans to
have knowledge of the Gospel, the Triune God not only provides this knowledge to the world but
also transforms their ways of knowing. The Holy Spirit, as a preacher, must work differently from
Christ, because only those “who by the power of the Holy Spirit looks[look] to Christ will
recognize that he is Father as well.”’51¢ This leads to another essential question: How can humans

have this kind of knowledge?
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4. The Way to Have the Knowledge of the Gospel

As we have seen, according to Luther’s interpretation, the knowledge of the Gospel is
conveyed to human beings solely through the work of the triune God. However, as evidenced by the
experiences of Christ and John the Baptist, this knowledge exceeds human acceptance, leading to
resistance and even execution of its bearers. Thus, in his view, “just as no one reveals this and
causes it to be preached except Him, so no one is able to understand or accept this revelation except
those who have been given to Him.”5!7 The knowledge of the Gospel must be perceived in a way

different from the knowledge of the Law, but in what kind of way?

4.1 Two Different Ways to Know

The knowledge of the Gospel differs from the knowledge of the Law because the
knowledge of the Gospel does not “come from human understanding and choice.”>18 Therefore, as
Luther distinguishes these two kinds of knowledge based on the limits of human reason, it also
indicates that the ways to possess each of them are different.
4.1.1 The Role of Human Reason

In Luther’s lectures on the book of Jonah, it may seem that human reason lacks only two
major parts in its knowledge of God: God’s identity and His intention toward us. But ‘“such
appearances are deceiving.”s!19 As pointed out by Bayer, “if one examines the matter more carefully,
one can see that the issue is not that two extra aspects are needed, it is not about quantifiable
modifications, but is rather about what is qualitatively different.”520 This suggests the knowledge of

the Gospel is not simply some information that people lack, but a distinct kind of knowledge. In his
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sermon, Luther interprets John 8:24 as Christ asserting, “If you want to know who I am, then I tell
you that, in the first place, I am the one who is now speaking to you. But in your own way you will
not apprehend Me; I will not be captured.”>2! He believes Jesus clearly states here that He cannot be
understood in the same way as other knowledge is acquired. According to Luther, “God’s doctrine is
not one that can be fathomed by reason; it does not enter the human heart that way.”522 This implies
that knowing the true God requires a distinct epistemological process, thereby showing that Luther
divides the knowledge of God according to how people possess it.

In certain respects, this division exposes Luther’s appreciation for the role of human
reason, as he does not dismiss its contribution to human knowledge. In terms of epistemology, in
Lohse’s opinion, “Luther did not develop a theory of cognition comparable to the various views of
high or late scholasticism, nor, as at times has been maintained, did he dismiss reason from
theology.”523 As Bayer also suggests, at the beginning of Luther’s De homine of 1536, “Luther
makes use of the traditional definition of the human being as an animal rationale, which is
constructed on a formal level on the basis of the principles of definition set forth by Aristotle.”524
According to this principle, “the human being is that form of life that is able to reason, that has
reason,”25 which means the ability to generate and acquire knowledge is what constitutes the
definition of humans. In other words, at certain levels, Luther also agrees that the capacity to know
could be a criterion for distinguishing human beings from other animals. For him,

it is certainly true that reason is the most important and the highest rank among all things

and, in comparison with other things of this life, the best and something divine. It is the

inventor and mentor of all the arts, medicines, laws, and of whatever wisdom, power,
virtue, and glory men possess in this life. By virtue of this fact it ought to be named the
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essential difference by which man is distinguished from the animals and other things. Holy
Scripture also makes it lord over the earth.526

Furthermore, as Lohse notes, in his discourse on the creation of man found in Lectures on Genesis,
Luther considers the gift of ratio to be “the greatest and most important gift God has given to
humankind.”527 It “gives humans their peculiar position between angels and beasts. In common with
angels, humans have the capacity to reflect and understand, by virtue of which they can exist
consciously and thus historically. Their anima is distinguished from the beasts by the fact that it is
rationalis.”528 In short, Luther approves that humans are different because God created them to
know through their reason.

Indeed, Luther acknowledges the role of human reason in acquiring knowledge. For
Luther, the knowledge of the Law is the knowledge of God implanted in human beings as He
created them, because human reason is a means God designed for human beings to understand the
world. In fact, this is how humans exercise dominion over the world.>2° However, ruling the world
is not the fundamental purpose of human creation in Luther’s mind. As Bengard notes, “although
the human being differs from animals in particular by their reason, it is not reason that constitutes
the very essence of their existence.”530 Hence, human reason is not the core difference between
God’s creation of humans and animals.

According to Luther’s Lectures on Genesis, what distinguishes humans is their capacity to
understand God’s Word, which is also why they can receive God’s commands to steward the world

in the first place. Other creatures in the world cannot understand God’s Word, namely, they do not

526 LW 34:137.
527 Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 244.
528 ] ohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 197.
529 LW 34:137.

530 Beate Bengard, "Imago Dei: God's Grace and Distance," in Theological Anthropology, 500 Years after Martin
Luther: Orthodox and Protestant Perspectives, ed. Christophe Chalamet et al., Studies in Systematic Theology (Leiden;
Boston: BRILL, 2021), 21.

84



know their Creator and the purpose of their life as human beings do.53! This difference, in Luther’s
mind, shows that humans are created with a specific purpose: to know and worship God.532
However, this ability is not human rationality.533 In his opinion, human reason still exists and
functions after the fall of Adam, but human beings no longer know who they are and their
relationships with God.534 The best proof is that humans can still rule the world, but they manage
everything “not by the dominion which Adam had but through industry and skill.”335 On the one
hand, this shift suggests that a kind of knowledge of God has indeed been lost as a result of Adam’s
fall, thereby altering how humans perceive things. On the other hand, it indicates that the
knowledge humans can possess is not limited to knowledge acquired through reason.

Luther differentiates between the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel,
as he does not regard human reason as the exclusive means of acquiring understanding. Though
human reason enables human beings to know, this kind of knowledge has its own scope and specific
nature. In his sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther constantly emphasizes that the message Christ
brings us is the knowledge that “takes more than reason and free will to be able to grasp and accept
it.”’536 But he also stresses that the knowledge of the Gospel “is easy to comprehend, no one need[s
to] go far afield for it, nor does it involve great effort and hard work. All that is necessary is to
accept it in faith and to cling to it with all your heart.”’537 This suggests that Luther views human
reason and faith as different pathways to different kinds of knowledge of God. The inability of
human reason to comprehend the knowledge of the Gospel is not due to its complexity but to the

fact that the way to acquire it is different from that of the knowledge of the Law.
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4.1.2 The Position of Faith

The knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel differ in their nature and must
be perceived in different ways. These two ways of knowing are described more clearly in Luther’s
The Magnificat. In this commentary, he presents two different divisions of human beings.
According to him, “the nature of man consists of the three parts — spirit, soul and body;”538 and
“each of these three, and the whole of man” can be categorized as “good or evil” based on its
quality.53® Among the three parts of human nature, he regards “the first part, the spirit, is the highest,
deepest, and noblest part of man. By it[,] he is enabled to lay hold on things incomprehensible,
invisible, and eternal. It is, in brief, the dwelling place of faith and the Word of God.”540 The second
part, the soul, is where human reason exists.54! He posits that “it is its nature to comprehend not
incomprehensible things but such things as the reason can know and understand.”542 As for the
body, “its work is only to carry out and apply that which the soul knows and the spirit believes.”543

Luther also employs the tabernacle of Moses as a metaphor to elucidate the distinct
functions of these three parts of human nature. In his words,

In this tabernacle we have a figure of the Christian man. His spirit is the holy of holies,

where God dwells in the darkness of faith, where no light is; for he believes that which he

neither sees nor feels nor comprehends. His soul is the holy place, with its seven lamps,

that is, all manner of reason, discrimination, knowledge, and understanding of visible and

bodily things. His body is the forecourt, open to all, so that men may see his works and
manner of life.544
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In Luther’s view, spirit and soul are fundamentally similar in nature because both are concerned
with what a person knows. However, the knowledge they possess is different.545 According to him,
“indeed, reason is the light in this dwelling [of soul]; and unless the spirit, which is lighted with the
brighter light of faith, controls this light of reason, it cannot but be in error. For it is too feeble to
deal with things divine.”54¢ Namely, human beings need to have faith in their spirit to understand
what transcends human reason.

It also suggests that human beings cannot find the ultimate truth about God with their
ability. For Luther, the knowledge the spirit possesses “consists in nothing else than in faith pure
and simple, since the spirit has nothing to do with things comprehensible.”47 As Lohse elaborates,
“to some extent, reason and faith exist in humans at different levels.”548 Human reason can generate
knowledge that is understandable by its own ability; in contrast, as Luther characterizes in his
Lectures on the Romans, faith is a knowledge “of the invisible things and the things which must be
believed.”>% According to him, “it is an understanding in concealment because it deals with those
things which a man cannot know of himself.”550 In this way, Luther distinguishes between the
knowledge possessed by faith and that attained through human reason. Whether a person knows
God does not depend on his rational ability, but on whether he has faith in his spirit, that is, whether
he believes in God. Therefore, the knowledge of the Gospel is not achieved through perfected
human reason but received by faith.

This indicates that humans are fundamentally distinct from other animals, not because of

human reason but because they can worship God through having knowledge that exceeds their own
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understanding. This distinction illustrates how Luther’s epistemology diverges from Aristotelian
scholasticism. Since he does not regard human rationality as the foundational premise for defining
humanity, the certainty of the knowledge of God for him does not rest on human cognitive ability.
As Dragseth posits, Luther presents “an alternative path to Truth than what scholasticism,
nominalism, or humanism offered. The possibility of real knowledge, for Luther, is founded on faith
given by the inner teacher that is Christ, the Truth herself, the friendly, merciful, and relentless
teacher.”55! Consequently, the knowledge of the Gospel does not involve human reason, for it is not
its faculties. According to Luther,
We stated that he who desires to know anything for sure must begin by believing. In other
sciences and arts it is true that a person acquires learning by hearing and observing much.
But in theology and in godly wisdom neither hearing nor observing profits, neither
exploring nor groping about. No, we must begin by believing the Word of God. Whoever
fails to do so will miss the mark. He will accomplish nothing, nor will be preach correctly

even though he had a mastery of all the world’s wisdom. If you want to become learned in
spiritual and divine matters, here is the beginning: Believe the Word of God.>52

Luther’s perspective on knowing God highlights a fundamental distinction between faith
and human reason. He argues that if humans can know God through their reason, the Apostle “John
should have said: ‘God gives the Law, and truth proceeds from the fact that we keep it by our own
strength.”””553 However, God sent His Son to convey a new message, and John 6:44 clearly suggests
that, to receive salvation, humans cannot analyze His Word with human reason to “arrive at a
judgment and say: ‘This is surely correct; methinks this is right.””’554 The knowledge of the Gospel
is not obtained through human reason. Therefore, it is essential to properly distinguish between the
knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel. Once these two are conflated, the
distinction between faith and reason becomes obscured, making it impossible for people to

understand both God and themselves accurately.
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4.1.3 Two Different Pathways to the Knowledge of God

For Luther, a distinction must be made between knowledge accessible to human reason and
knowledge that surpasses its capabilities, because God cannot be known in the same way humans
know everything else. According to Lohse, in The Bondage of the Will, “Luther expanded the
remark so as to distinguish God and humanity in relation to creation and nature. In the last analysis,
even for humans before the fall, God is absolutely incomprehensible in omnipotence and
righteousness.”55 God is different from humans, so even as Adam was perfectly flawless, he still
needed faith to know God, that is, to understand God’s will through trusting God’s Word. As God’s
prohibition regarding the tree of the knowledge of good and evil shows, humans inherently need
divine instruction for appropriate worship and gratitude.>5¢ Neither Adam nor Eve understood why
God forbade them to eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. They could only
believe in God’s Word and be content with it.557 In Luther’s eyes, such acceptance reflects a trust in
God’s goodness, because it was not Adam’s reason that discovered anything wrong about the fruit
of this tree, but simply because this prohibition was God’s Word.558 It suggests that, from the very
beginning, the knowledge of God includes a kind of knowledge beyond human comprehension,
which God must impart to humanity through His Word, and that man must accept it by faith.

Follow this perspective, Luther interprets John 6:43-44 to state that consulting our reason
to discern what Christ has said “is not the correct way and method to follow in coming to
Me[Him].”’559 He asserts that, to know the true God,

one must rely solely on the testimony which Jesus Christ, God'’s Son, brought down from

heaven and believe it. This Christians do. They could, of course, make much of the
revelation and visions of God. But they listen only to the testimony of this Man and believe
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Him. They accord Him the honor of declaring that it is all certainly true, even though it
contradicts reason and sense. In God's name they wager everything on this testimony.560

This is how Christians come to know God. They trust God’s Word above all else, including their
own opinions and thoughts. As Zachman describes, “faith trusts in the truth of the testimony of God
even when it means that the testimony of the believer’s own heart and conscience must be a lie.”561
Only when people value God’s Word above their own judgment can they possess the knowledge of
the Gospel.

It means that human reason must be bypassed for humans to receive the knowledge of the
Gospel. According to Luther, people must accept what Christ says about Himself “with eyes
closed,” “for it is impossible for the human mind and reason to grasp even the least article of
faith.”562 As much as Luther does not deny the knowledge of the Law and the cognitive ability of
human reason, he asserts that human reason is unable to accept knowledge that is beyond its
inherent capacity. In this respect, in Luther’s view,

reason errs by not adhering to the words [of Christ] but putting them out of sight and

clearing them from consideration, meanwhile going over and around them. It refuses

simply to believe that the words are true but wants also to fathom and comprehend how it

all happens or is possible. And since it is unable to comprehend this, it falls away and

forms its own thoughts and distorts and interprets the words in accordance with its own
invention.563

Consequently, human reason opposes the knowledge of the Gospel, for it cannot process this kind
of knowledge, indicating that human reason is constrained by the knowledge of the Law in
considering who God is.

According to Luther, “reason, even at its best cannot rise and higher than to conclude that

it must serve Him with works and do enough that He will be pleased in the world.”5¢4 He argues
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that “natural reason and human wisdom cannot transcend that viewpoint. According to their process
of reasoning, we must rely on our own strength.”565 In this way, as Luther suggested in his sermon
on John 17:3, based on the knowledge of the Law, human reason could only understand “proper
righteousness of work,” but it cannot “make anyone a Christian.”566 Thus, Luther posits that, in this
passage, Christ separates the knowledge acquired by human works from the knowledge that “we
receive and take in.”’567 For Luther, as he states,

This is why I hold this passage (John 17:3) dear, because it so clearly and plainly excludes

all works and leaves them here below by speaking of knowledge alone. For what kind of a

work is knowing? It means neither tasting, vigils, mortifying the flesh, nor anything that

can be done or differed with the body; but it is something entirely internal, lying in the
deepest recesses of the heart. In sum, knowledge is not a work but precedes all works.568

This suggests the knowledge of the Gospel is inherently independent of human endeavor. It does
not come from human effort, nor can it be accepted through human effort.

Once people use their own reason to assess the knowledge of the Gospel, they will confuse
it with the knowledge of the Law, leading them to find a God based on their own views. As Luther
describes in his Lectures on Romans, those who seek God yet remain unteachable are comparable to
those who have no interest in seeking God because they seek God “by their work and their
word.”569 They cannot accept “the voice of God”570 because it “speaks contrary to their thinking
(which seems to them to be righteous and wise and completely filled with God).”57! They “picture
Him to themselves in the way they want Him to be,” ultimately leading them to deny the existence

of God as described in Psalm 14:1.572 Therefore, how the knowledge of God is acquired needs to be
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carefully defined, because the distinction between the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of
the Gospel also determines the way to acquire them.

By dividing the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel according to the
limitations of human reason, Luther also draws a line between the ways to acquire them. Since
reason and faith reside in different parts of human nature, an individual may possess the knowledge
of the Gospel, but he can only be given this kind of knowledge. According to Althaus, “Luther
asserts this in opposition not only to man’s speculation about God but also to all of man’s attempts
to take the initiative in finding God. It is thus directed also against the other religions and, beyond
that, against every attempt by Christians autonomously to construct a picture of God on the basis of
their own thoughts.”>73 For Luther, seeking to know God through human reason is a human work.
Hence, in his lecture on Psalm 110:1, he states,

Among Christians the rule is not to argue or investigate, not to be a smart aleck or a

rationalistic know-it-all; but to hear, believe, and persevere in the Word of God, through

which alone we obtain whatever knowledge we have of God and divine things. We are not
to determine out of ourselves what we must believe about Him, but to hear and learn it
from Him. No one but He Himself knows Him as He is; no one can speak as accurately and
eloquently of Him as He does Himself. For this reason it is fitting that we honor Him by

conceding the truth of what He tells us, and refrain from any attempt to have our
speculative reason make corrections in Him and in His Word.57

The knowledge of the Gospel differs from the knowledge of the Law, for it can only be received
through faith, not understood by reason. In essence, it is God who allows humans to know Him, not

humans who find God.

4.2 Trust in Yourself or Trust in God
The ways to acquire the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel are different, and Luther
believes the two should not be confused. Humans cannot acquire the knowledge of the Gospel

through their effort, because human reason and faith reside in different parts of human beings.
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Human reason is irrelevant to possessing faith. Thus, whether a person is guided by faith in God’s
Word or relies on their own reasoning becomes the key to knowing God. In other words, it depends
on whether they trust in themselves or in God.
4.2.1 The Relation Between Knowing God and Good and Evil

From Luther’s viewpoint on human nature, besides the knowledge gained through reason,
human beings should also have the knowledge gained by faith in their spirit. Humans are designed
to be guided by knowledge that transcends human reason, and whether this kind of knowledge
resides in one’s heart determines their state (quality). Luther posits, “[on the one hand], when this
spirit that possesses the whole inheritance is preserved, both soul and body are able to remain
without error and evil works. On the other hand, when the spirit is without faith, the soul together
with the whole life cannot but fall into wickedness and error, however good an intention and
opinion it may profess, and find in that its own devotion and satisfaction.”7> For Luther, “Man is
justified by faith.”57¢ Thus, from an epistemological perspective, as stated by Dragseth, “both
Augustine and Luther find Aristotle’s epistemology highly problematic. According to Aristotle, the
philosopher is on her own with only intellect to guide her as she seeks to understand the nature of
things, which both Luther and Augustine regard as a wretched state.”s77

In Luther’s sermon on John 6:45-46, he states: “To be sure, both the evil and the good hear
the Word from Christ’s lips; but the former do not learn it. If you regard it as God’s Word and accept
it, however, then you have learned it from God. The others rationalize; or, at best, they convert
Baptism, faith, and the Lord’s Supper into nothing but Law and commandment.”578 Whether people
rely on their own abilities or believe in God’s Word to make judgments, for Luther, is the difference

between good and evil. Because, as pointed out by Zachman, “faith gives glory to God by
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reckoning God to be true in the Word”579; and the righteous would give God the glory that is
rightfully His.580 In Luther’s sermon on John 17, glorifying God is synonymous with believing what
has been revealed through Christ’s Word, so that God is known and honored according to His
will.581 “Faith therefore persists God to be God’s own truthful witness concerning God’s will toward
us and refuses to determine of itself what it should think about God.”582 In Luther’s opinion, this is
the original state of human epistemology before Adam’s fall.

Human beings are created to be guided by knowledge that transcends their ability to
understand. As Luther explains in his sermon on John 6:41-42, just as servants may not understand
the reasoning behind the master’s commands and plans, they should still follow his instruction,
humans should also “give honor to Him” by acknowledging His speaking.583 However, in the
Garden of Eden, people fell by insisting God to clarify the purpose of His doctrine.584 Luther views
this as the original form of the sin committed by Adam and Eve. According to his Lectures on
Genesis, before the fall, Adam understood everything with his reason guided by faith in God’s
Word. The serpent, however, encouraged humans to assess God’s commands with their own reason
rather than trusting in His Word.585 From Luther’s perspective, the prohibition regarding the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil can be accepted only by faith, because it transcends human
understanding. Nevertheless, this is precisely why the serpent exploited this command to tempt

humanity. Eve was tempted to wonder whether this command truly reflected God’s will, and
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unbelief stems from her failure to submit her reason to God’s Word. Therefore, Luther believes that
humans’ reliance on their own reason is the root of all temptations.586

The purpose of the serpent’s temptation is to cause humans to determine what God’s will
should be based on their own reasoning rather than on God’s Word. In Luther’s opinion, this is a
tactic that Satan continues to employ even today, for it is ‘“the greatest and severest of all
temptations.”>87 Once human beings stop trusting in God’s Word, they are deciding what God
should be like and how He should be worshipped. In doing so, they lose the true God. Although
they can sense the existence of God, they cannot know Him because “they try to reason it out.”s88
Consequently, “in their madness each one seeks to find God in a different way. Today they hit upon
this idea, tomorrow on that. But it is all useless.”>8 According to Bayer, the person who has his
“faith rooted in reason’>% will not “arrive at the goal of his faith act.”>%! He “certainly seeks what is
right, but he gropes around instead and always misses the mark in his delusion.”92 In Bayer’s view,
“this missing of the mark” encapsulates Adam’s sin. Namely, “one tries to be like God.”593

For Luther, as suggested by Althaus, seeking God apart from the way God assigned is
“human self-reliance and arbitrariness which insists on dealing with God on the basis of man’s own
ideas rather than obediently meeting him at the place which he has appointed.”>%4 This is what
Adam and Eve attempted to do—seeking God’s will apart from His Word, resulting in humanity

losing the knowledge of the one true God. Then, according to Luther’s Lectures on Genesis, it is not
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surprising that humans commit various sins, because “unbelief is the source of all sins.”595 Losing
faith in God’s Word means that humans have replaced God with themselves, leading to “the
overthrow or the violation of the entire Decalog.”s9 Thus, for Luther, it is proved that the
consequence of Adam and Eve’s fall is the inability of human reason to obey God’s Word and
will.3%7 The epistemological process has changed since Adam’s Fall; although people retain the
knowledge of the Law, they no longer believe in God but in their own reason. In this way, “reason
entices people away from listening to God’s word and thus betrays them.”598

As Luther describes in The Magnificat, the qualities of human nature depend on whether
they have faith in God’s Word.59® Without such faith indicates that the whole person, “in their[his]
thinking, willing, and acting” is “prejudiced and unfree.”600 In this state, “reason works as a
seducer”®0! because the knowledge that does not lead one to Christ would lead him to look at
himself.692 This suggests that the way people perceive things determines the qualities of their
nature. As Ludwig notes, “Luther did not build theology on an anthropology that regarded the
intellect as more closely related to the divine than the body. Similar to Paul, he preferred a
theological distinction between ‘spirit’ and ‘flesh’. For Luther, ‘spirit’ meant human nature insofar
as God’s Spirit led it, and ‘flesh’ meant human nature insofar as it lacked God’s Spirit and was thus

curved in upon itself.”693 This self-reliance in their epistemological process indicates they are
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actually replacing God with themselves, which means, since Adam sinned, humans no longer have a
correct understanding of God and themselves.
4.2.2 The Consequence of Adam’s Sin: False Self-assessment

The distinction between the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel, as
seen in Luther’s work on Genesis and the Gospel of John, suggests that the way humans acquire
knowledge differed after Adam’s fall, because humans no longer possess “knowledge about what
God is, what grace is, what righteousness is, and finally what sin itself is.”’¢04 In Luther’s sermon on
the Gospel of John, there are only two outcomes when humans possess only the knowledge of the
Law. They either believe that “they can keep it by their own power and strength,” then “grow
presumptuous and proud,” or “set about attempting to fulfill the Law with their works,” then despair
for their inadequacies.®®5 However, both reactions point to the fundamental issue: human beings’
self-reliance, as they define themselves solely by their own performance. In this way, the God they
understand can only be an idol reliant on their efforts. Just as Luther describes in his Lectures on
Galatians, humans without faith “will necessarily fall into an ignorance of God and an ignorance of
the righteousness, wisdom, and proper worship of God. He will be an idolater, remaining under the
Law, sin, death, and the rule of the devil; and everything he does will be lost and condemned.”006
They will remain in the sin of Adam, which is self-reliance in thinking about God.

They are using their own abilities to determine what God requires and how to meet those
requirements. As Bayer notes, “atheism is the high point among religions, which is most clearly
seen in the religion of self-actualization, in which the human being seeks to make himself reliant

simply on himself.”¢07 In Luther’s opinion, after Adam’s fall, worshiping God without knowing God
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has become the typical situation of everyone who lacks the knowledge of the Gospel.¢%® They are
aware of the existence of God, but “they claim to be so smart as to find the truth in themselves, and
to discover the way to salvation, satisfaction for sins, and atonement with God through themselves.
They will not hear or tolerate any other doctrine or any other teacher.”’¢0 This occurs because
“human beings define themselves falsely with the aid of reason—namely as self-sufficient and free
in their thoughts, wills, and actions.”¢10 In essence, humans are ignorant and unaware of the source
of their sin.

The consequence of Adam’s fall is that humans can only understand sin based on the
knowledge of the Law. As Luther states, “the world sees these outward manifestations of evil;
yes[...], it wonders about them and laments such wickedness on the part of the people. But it does
not know the source of the trouble. It sees the rivulet, but not the fountainhead that feeds it; the
fruits and the leaves burgeoning forth everywhere from the evil tree, but not the root.”¢!! People are
aware of the existence of sin in this world, but they do not see the true nature of evil. Consequently,
they can only “rushes in to remedy the situation, to check the evil, and to make people pious by
passing laws and imposing penalties.”®!2 In human reasoning, whether in business or in court,
people must pay the price to be justified. While this perspective is not wrong, Luther argues,
referencing John 3:31, that it merely represents “speaking of the earth.”¢13 The person who has this
opinion “fails to recognize his inability to pay what he owes.”¢14 Moreover, it shows his “ignorance

of the fact that help must come from above.”615
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Erroneous self-understanding compels humans to adopt the wrong approach to their sins,
for they believe they can change themselves. For this reason, “according to Luther[,] human beings
have an invincible need to justify themselves, which only concentrates them still further on
themselves. Or else they fall victim to despair, which ultimately resents an equally radical self-
centeredness.”®1¢ They cannot free themselves from this self-focus, because their reason cannot see
their true nature from the knowledge of the Law. In Luther’s opinion, “even if reason is able to
recite the Ten Commandments and is aware that we should not have other gods, it is still not smart
enough to detect how corrupt human nature has become through its birth from Adam. Much less
does reason know how we might reconcile God.”617

This implies that unless people recognize the root of their sin, they cannot truly understand
the difference between humans and God. As Luther states in his sermon on John 16:3,

how could they have this sublime knowledge, which, as St. Paul says, exceeds all other

wisdom and knowledge (Col. 2:3), while they are in such blindness and darkness that they

do not yet know what they themselves are? They do not realize and believe that by nature

they are nothing but sinners—as are all men, beginning with Adam—born under the wrath
of God and, if it were not for Christ, condemned to hell with all their deeds and ability.618

The knowledge of the Law cannot address the source of human sin, because the beginning of sin
lies in Adam and Eve’s disbelief in God’s Word. In Luther’s view, sin had already occurred before
Eve physically ate the fruit; the act of eating the fruit was merely an outcome of the prior
disobedience.®19

For this reason, Christ does not come to deal with “man’s outward life and conduct, which
the world can judge and condemn,” but to address “the stem and the root of all other sins; it is, in

fact, the loathsome damage inherited from Adam in Paradise. If it were not for this sin, there would
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never be any theft, murder, adultery, etc.”620 Our disbelief is not like things “of the earth,”¢2! so
Christ must come to deliver the knowledge of the Gospel. According to Luther’s interpretation of
John 16:8-11, “only when this message [of Christ] is preached does the real sin manifest itself, the
sin of which it is stated here that it makes all the difference.”®22 In his opinion, “this proclamation
accomplishes two things. In the first place, it confronts all people with the fact that they are all
under sin and God’s wrath, and are condemned by the Law; and it demands that we acknowledge
this. In the second place, it shows how we can be delivered from this and can obtain mercy from
God, namely, only by accepting Christ in faith.”623 The knowledge of the Gospel is delivered to
illuminate the root of human sinfulness and outlines the path to its remediation. Thus, Luther states,
“Moses’ voice is his teaching about how we are to do good works. But Christ teaches something
higher, namely, how and by what means we are saved.”¢24 The knowledge of the Law delineates the
necessity of being good to foster a relationship with God, but the essence of good and the means to
achieve it are found exclusively within the knowledge of the Gospel. By distinguishing between the
knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel, Luther separates human works from
salvation and connects salvation with knowing the true God.
4.2.3 The Knowledge of the Gospel as God’s Salvation

The consequence of Adam’s fall is that, although people can still use human reason to
discern right and wrong, they are unable to identify the source of sin. They can recognize their
sinfulness based on their understanding of the Law, but they cannot perceive its true origin. Thus, a

person who seeks God through his own reason can only encounter God’s majesty, which is
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unbearable to sinful humans.62> They will despair because they still believe that they have to meet
the requirements of the Law based on their work, indicating a lack of awareness regarding the
distinction between themselves and God. In essence, the knowledge of the Law enables people to
strive for goodness by making them aware of God’s existence, but it does not illuminate the fact that
their sinfulness can only be addressed by God. Thus, as suggested by Ngien, “the knowledge of
who we are (that we are steeped in sin and eternally damned) and of who Christ is (that Christ, the
Son of God, is the only source of grace and salvation) comes solely through Jesus Christ, and
belongs to the domain of divine revelation, not reason.”62¢ In other words, as the knowledge of the
Gospel came to the world through the incarnate Christ, righteousness and evil were truly revealed.
In the secular world, according to human understanding of the Law, the sins committed by
each person are diverse. However, for Luther, “the only sin reproved in the same way in everybody”
is “the sin of being without Christ or without faith.”627 In his sermon on John 17:3, by citing 2 Peter
3:18 and Isaiah 53:11, Luther not only connects knowing Christ with knowing the Father, but also
considers knowing Christ as the means by which one is freed from sin and becomes righteous.628
The real sin, then, is the rejection of this message, which means the failure to believe in Christ. As
he also states in his sermon on John 16:11,
This unbelief toward Christ becomes a combination of all sins, it leads man into a
damnation from which there is no rescue. As has been said, unbelief is certainly the
principal sin of mankind. It was the first sin committed in Paradise; and, I suppose, it will
also be the last of all sins. When Adam and Eve had God’s Word, which they were

obligated to believe and in which they also had God and life as long as they clung to it,
they were tempted first of all, by unbelief toward this Word.62°

Here, Luther ties man’s rejection of Christ with Adam’s sin.
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After Adam’s fall, the knowledge of the Law still exists because it can be understood by
human reason. However, the disbelief in the Word of God has been deeply rooted in humans’ hearts
since then, causing the loss of the knowledge of the one true God of all humankind. Hence, Luther
argues that since Adam’s fall, Christ, as the promised Seed, has been informing the world about
who God 15,630 and “he who will not have the Light will walk in darkness. In this sense Christ will
also be the Judge of the wicked.”63! For Luther, the essence of true evil is the rejection of the
knowledge of the Gospel, for it means that one believes one has a better way to have a relationship
with God and refuses to accept help. Just as a child “becomes a rogue and a villain” by disobeying
his parents, leading them to judge him, Jesus will also become a judge to the sinners who reject
Him.632

Therefore both are true: In the first place, Christ is a Teacher, that is, a Savior, who was

ordained, not as a judge but as a Redeemer and Helper, ... If He does judge, it is because of

those who reject Him, and then He must judge. But you must not transform Him personally

into a judge, for He was sent to be the blessed Seed of the heathen. That He must be a

judge is not because of His Person but because of others, who despise Him and force Him

to judge.633
Whether a person believes in the words of Christ is the condition for him to become righteous and
thus the way to his salvation.

This means epistemology is the decisive factor in our salvation, because the true
knowledge of God, in Luther’s words, is not “is not an idle, empty thought or dream, as reason is
able to think... [I]t is the true and living faith, which understands the words of Gospel and, in

accordance with those words, knows Him and the Father’s will and heart.”’634 The way in which

humans acquire knowledge must be changed, for, as pointed out by Barth, “reason’s scope is
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limited. It belongs to the world of fallen creation, not to the order of salvation.”63> We must redirect
our trust from our own reasoning to the Word of Christ because, as Zachman indicates, “we have
access to the mercy of God revealed in the death and resurrection of Christ only by means of the
testimony of Christ’s Word about his own work. Such testimony both contradicts and transcends
what we can know about God of ourselves; thus faith has no other knowledge of the mercy of God
than what it obtains from the gospel of Christ.”636 Only through faith in Christ’s Word can humans
receive the knowledge of the Gospel, and thus be saved.

But according to Luther’s interpretation of John 17:25, “the world does not know
You[Christ], nor does it want to know You[Christ], even though this is openly preached and
presented so clearly that it hits the world right between the eyes, and they cannot deny it is the
truth.”637 As described in his lecture on Rom. 3:12, they “become fools” because they are too proud
to “receive the Word of God.”638 He asserts that this is the situation of “all the sons of men who
have not yet been made the sons of God through faith ‘by water and the Holy Spirit’ (John 3:5).7639
Human beings cannot turn to believing in God’s Word through their reason, for it can only make the
opposite judgments. Therefore, the correction of humans’ epistemological pathway—shifting from
reliance on their own reasoning to trusting in the Word of God—is the core of salvation. In Luther’s
view,

We are faced with the alternative either of gaining the victory over the devil and sin or of

being their captives and lost forever. For we are opposed by an enemy who is not interested

in the temporal trivia which we possess here....Such battles cannot be fought and such

victories cannot be won without the Holy Spirit. Human trumpery and laws or regulations
pertaining to things that pass away with this life do not avail 640
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For Luther, the acquisition of the knowledge of Gospel is God’s salvation, which can only be

accomplished by Him.

4.3 The Work of the Holy Spirit

The incarnate Christ brings the knowledge of the Gospel that humans lack due to Adam’s
fall. However, this fall has also made humans self-reliant in their way of knowing, resulting in
resistance to the knowledge of the Gospel. Hence, the entire process of salvation also involves an
epistemological transformation, which only the Holy Spirit can do.

4.3.1 The Way to Salvation: To Receive the Knowledge of the Gospel

In Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John, the difference between the knowledge of the
Law and of the Gospel reveals that true salvation lies in knowing the true God. Humans cannot
attain salvation by having the knowledge of the Law, because recognizing their own shortcomings
will not lead them to know God. According to Althaus,

Even when God gives his Spirit to the proclamation of the law, it does not necessarily lead

a man to true repentance. Rather, two things can result. When the law convicts a man of his

sin and reveals God's wrath, it leads him to despair. If a man has only the law, his despair

cannot be healed. Despair leads him into the new sin of hating God. This situation can be
changed only if a man not only has the law but also hears the word of the gospel. Then he
recognizes that the law is not Gods final word and that its threats, judgment, and
condemnation are not the goal but the means in Gods hand. Then man's despair becomes

a salutary despair, that is, he does not despair of God's mercy but of himself and of his own
capability so that he expects everything from Christ.641

With only the knowledge of the Law, a person may see that he has not met the requirements of the
Law. However, this understanding alone will not lead him to despair about himself. Consequently,
they either keep trying to fulfill the requirements of the Law with their ability or deny the existence

of God, because they do not know any other way.
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This indicates that true salvation involves not just identifying problems but also proposing
solutions. Luther articulates this distinction clearly in his sermons on the Gospel of John by
differentiating the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel. According to Luther,

Reason is confined to the first type of knowledge of God, which proceeds from the Law;

and it speaks a vague language. All Turks, Jews, papists, Tartars, and heathen concede the

existence of a God, the Creator of heaven and earth, who, as they say, makes life
contingent on our observation of His commandments and prohibitions. ... But the fact and
the knowledge that all men are born in sin and are damned, that Christ, the Son of God, is
the only source of grace, and that man is saved solely through Jesus Christ, who is the

grace and truth—this is not Mosaic or legal knowledge but evangelical and Christian
knowledge.%42

In Luther’s description, a distinction emerges between understanding one’s own failure to meet the
Law and recognition that one cannot save oneself from sin. Those who are discouraged by their
failures, based on the knowledge of the Law, are still focusing on their own abilities because they
still believe they must reconcile with God through their work. However, what people need to
understand is that they are inherently unable to meet the requirements of the Law, and that only
Christ can fulfill them for them. Thus, the insufficiency recognized through the knowledge of the
Law is different from the inability described by the knowledge of the Gospel.

In Luther’s view, individuals do not come to know God merely by desponding over their
inability to meet the demands of the Law. As pointed out by Gerrish, “the very concept of sin falls
outside the province of reason, which is concerned only with the personal and social dimensions of
immorality and injustice.... And since reason belongs to the flesh, it cannot possibly be the
instrument of translating man into the realm of the spirit.”®43 A compelling illustration of this is in
the story of the adulteress in John 8:6-11. In this incident, Christ’s words first compel everyone

present to realize that they all committed sin (John 6:7).644 In Luther’s opinion, here Christ’s “words
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make a deep impression as He speaks to their heart[s] and reveals their sins.”®45 The Pharisees
become so “alarmed and frightened” by their own transgressions that they “forget about this woman
entirely” and have no “courage to look at the other.”’¢46 According to Luther’s interpretation, the
first part of Christ’s message reveals the reality that everyone has sinned before God.

However, the responses of the Pharisees and the woman to this message are markedly
different. In Luther’s opinion, this discrepancy highlights the differing levels at which each party
acknowledges their own sinfulness.®4’ The Pharisees, measuring their sinfulness through their own
reasoning, “do not concede that their sins are great enough to require the help of God,”¢48 indicating
that they are not “really struck down by a sense of guilt.”¢4 Luther posits that, “in their arrogance
they hid their sin and would not await Christ’s second statement: ‘Neither do I condemn you.’”’650
Recognizing one’s incapability and acknowledging one’s own failure to meet the requirements of
the Law, as seen in Luther’s distinction between the knowledge of the Law and that of the Gospel in
his sermons on the Gospel of John, are distinct. While individuals can understand that they fall short
of the Law’s standards through reason, they cannot realize that they cannot rely on themselves to
reach that standard. In the end, only the woman stayed to receive the resolution from Christ; she did
not rely on herself to resolve herself but waited for Christ.65! In contrast, the Pharisees “dispraised

and slunk away,”652 because they still trusted themselves more. Hence, Luther asserts, “only those
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sinners belong in the kingdom of Christ who recognize their sin, feel it, and then catch hold of the
Word of Christ spoken here: ‘I do not condemn you.’”’653

This implies that it is not the human conscience that enables humans to know who Christ
is. As pointed out by Althaus, “the proclamation of the law by itself is not able to lead a man to true
repentance and to faith in the gospel. They do not feel the power of the law. Its threats and terrors
do not move them.”654 Like these Pharisees, their awareness of their sin does not diminish their self-
reliance and thus leads them away from God. This indicates that, as Zachman observes, “the
testimony that renders the conscience—and hence the person—acquitted and justified before God
cannot come from the conscience, but rather must be given to the conscience by the Word of
Gospel.”655 Therefore, the adulteress’ reaction starkly contrasts with that of the Pharisees.
According to Luther, “through the only-begotten Son and through the Gospel one learns to look
directly into God’s face. And when this happens, then everything in man dies; man must then
confess that he is a blind and ignorant sinner who must forthwith appeal to Christ.”656 The differing
reactions of the Pharisee and the woman prove that those who believe in Christ’s Word have a
different understanding of themselves and God.

The Pharisees’ leaving shows that, with only the knowledge of the Law, humans’
understanding of sin can only prevent them from believing in God’s mercy. Human reason cannot
understand why a righteous God would treat a sinner with mercy.®57 According to Luther, this
notion resembles “thorns” within our hearts, which “the conscience cannot pluck out,” indicating

that the conscience “cannot put the sinner before a gracious and forgiving God.”¢58 Then, how can
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sinners come to trust in a merciful God? For Luther, “it is the Holy Spirit, and not the conscience,
that allows us to acknowledge the truth of the gospel.”65° In Luther’s view, such recognition “is the
gift of the Holy Spirit, not of our free will or strength. When men are without the Spirit of God,
either their hearts are hardened in sin or they despair; but both are contrary to the will of God.”660
Luther asserts that no one can believe that Christ, as God, died for him, “unless his heart has been
touched and opened by the Holy Spirit. It is as impossible of comprehension by reason as it is
inaccessible to the touch of the hand.”%! To possess the knowledge of the Gospel means to
recognize oneself as a sinner who can only be saved by Christ, and only the Holy Spirit can
convince one of this. In Luther’s words, “the Holy Spirit must make you his pupil and impress on
your heart what reason fails to do.”¢62
4.3.2 To Know Ourselves

When individuals possess only the knowledge of the Law, they rely solely on their
reasoning to judge and understand everything, rendering them unable to understand who they are as
human beings and who God is. All humankind falls into this situation due to Adam’s fall. Therefore,
Christ brings the knowledge of the Gospel. According to Luther, “this is a new revelation from
heaven, which not only acquaints us with, and instructs us in, the Ten Commandments but also
informs us that we mortals are all conceived in sin and are lost, and that no one keeps the Law, but
that those who want to be saved will be saved solely through the grace and truth of Jesus Christ.
Here is the depth of His nature; here is the will of God!”’¢63 To know who God is entails recognizing
who we are as mortals, yet this truth transcends human reason. In Luther’s sermon on John 16:8-11,

it is the Holy Spirit who establishes the Kingdom of Christ by enabling humans to recognize their
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true selves. Rather than wielding a sword, the Holy Spirit employs the Word of God to attack the
behavior of the world by enlightening them that everyone is a sinner who does not know God.
Luther categorizes this rebuke, which human reason cannot understand, into three components: sin,
righteousness, and judgment.664

First, the sin referred to here, in Luther’s view, is not recognizable by human reason.
According to him, “the sin for which all men are reproved by the Holy Spirit must be different from
the sins that are public and are recognized by the world.”?¢5 Based on human understanding of the
Law, many people in the world indeed live upright lives, and the sins each person commits are
diverse. Some steal, some rob, and some envy, but not everyone is guilty of the same sin according
to human reasoning. However, there exists a fundamental sin from which “no one can exclude
himself or boast that he is better than another. All are alike before God, and all must admit that they
are guilty and deserving of eternal death and damnation. In fact, all would have to remain in this
state forever, without help from any creature, if God were to deal with us according to our deserts
and His justice.”0%6 In Luther’s view, this is a sin that the world cannot recognize without the work
of the Holy Spirit.667

Though, as the knowledge of the Law suggests, humans can recognize the existence of
God through the distinction between right and wrong in this world, the distinction, which human
reason understands, differs from the knowledge of the Gospel. As Lohse notes, for Luther, “not
even sin in its actual essence can be known by the so-called natural human, but can be recognized
only through revelation, ... Here too the Spirit is at work.”0%8 According to Luther,

No one knows the evil which is in him, unless he has been established in the good above
the evil, from where he can judge and discern his evil, just as we do not recognize shadows
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except by the light and we measure contrast by its opposite and judge the valueless by the
precious. Thus if the[human] spirit were not in the light, it would not see or lament the evil
which lies so close at hand, as is clearly evident in the case of the lost and the proud in this
world.669

Humans cannot attain a correct understanding of their sinful nature without the Holy Spirit, because
human reason cannot acquire the knowledge of the Gospel.

Second, to reveal this sin to the world, the Holy Spirit’s judgment is also not the same as
the judgment of the world. Ever since Adam relied on his own reason to assess the prohibition
regarding the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, human reason has been unable to believe in
the Word of God. “This sin continues to rest on the whole world, and this judgment is passed on the
conduct and the deeds of all men as they are born of Adam, whether these be regarded by the world
as bad or good, as right or wrong.”¢70 Therefore, the Holy Spirit’s judgment is to expose this
disbelief in God as the root of sin for every human being. In Luther’s view, “the Holy Spirit [also]
pronounces this judgment through St. Paul at the beginning of his Epistle to the Romans, where he
places both Jews and Gentiles under sin and says that the Gospel was revealed from heaven and that
all the world must now plead guilty of sin (Rom. 1:18).”¢71 The incarnate Christ proves that all are
indeed sinful, because despite they all sense God’s existence, they all “full short the glory of God”
by not knowing Him correctly.672 Thus, Luther states, “upon all their deeds and conduct the Holy
Spirit will pass the judgment that they are and must remain under God’s wrath and under His
sentence of damnation, and that they cannot be delivered from this unless they believe in Christ....
[TThis reproving embraces every one of them.”673 Without the judgment of the Holy Spirit, no one
can recognize their sinfulness stemming from not knowing the true God, for this is far beyond

human understanding and imagination.
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Third, since the world can only address sin superficially through human reason, the
righteousness Christ defines in this passage is also not the righteousness the world can achieve,
understand, or even feel. Luther asserts, “He is speaking here of a righteousness recognized by God,
a righteousness far different from that acknowledged by the world. This righteousness He exalts far
above all the works that can be done in this life and identifies it exclusively with Himself.”674 This
righteousness can only be bestowed upon human beings through faith in Christ’s Word, “which tells
us that He Himself is our Righteousness.”¢’”> No one can stand before God without this
righteousness, but this kind of righteousness cannot be understood by human reason. Hence, human
reason is unable to instill this righteousness in individuals. Only through the work of the Holy Spirit
can humans understand and actually have this kind of righteousness by believing in Christ’s Word.

In sum, the Holy Spirit must come, for the knowledge of the Gospel is beyond human
reason to reach. In Luther’s sermon on John 16:13, he asserts

as Christ says here, the Holy Spirit is to tell and teach the disciples later because they are

not able to bear it now, it is not doctrine or a knowledge which reason itself can

understand and find, as the perverters of this text would delude us into believing. For the

Holy Spirit and the Christian Church are not concerned with anything that is subject to
reason and that pertains to this temporal life and to secular government.676

Only through the Holy Spirit can individuals recognize the root of their sinfulness, a knowledge that
human reason and conscience cannot obtain. In essence, it is by the work of the Holy Spirit that
humans can come to understand the truth about themselves in the knowledge of the Gospel.
4.3.3 To Know the Savior

The knowledge of the Gospel reveals a profound truth that transcends human
understanding: every individual is equally sinful for the same fundamental sin. As Luther

articulates, “the difference between Christ’s kingdom and the kingdom of the world is this, that
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Christ reduces all men to sinners. Yet Christ does not stop there, for then He absolves them.”677 The
problem is that the salvation brought by Christ requires no effort on our part, and thus it “will not
penetrate my[our] reason.”®78 According to Luther, it is “beyond comprehension and above
judgment,”¢79 as “the world and all laws contradict this and say: He who has sinned must also bear
the sin, pay and atone for it. But the world’s order is temporal and is confined to this earth. When
this life ends and death is at hand, the rules of earthly justice also expire.”80 The salvation of God
does not conform to this rule, because human beings are not created solely for this life. Hence, just
as the sin that the Holy Spirit makes people know is incomprehensible to the world, the salvation
that the Holy Spirit makes known is also different from what the world can understand.

The knowledge of the Gospel describes not only the condition of humanity but also what
God has done for them, indicating that human beings cannot possess this knowledge without
acknowledging that God alone can save them. As Lohse suggests, “knowledge of God and the self
are to be gained only in mutual relation. It is not true that for Luther the knowledge of self, say,
would first be necessary in order from it to arrive at the knowledge of God. Rather, knowledge of
self is attained together with knowledge of God, just as true knowledge of self is at the same time
knowledge of God.”¢8! Therefore, unlike the knowledge of the Law, those who posses the
knowledge of the Gospel understand themselves as sinners who can only be saved by Christ. For
Luther, “a man should know himself, should know, feel, and experience that he is guilty of sin and
subject to death; but he should also know the opposite, that God is the Justifier and Redeemer of a

man who knows himself this way.”682 As presented in the incident found in John 8:6-11, those who

677 LW 23:316.
678 LW 23:176.
679 LW 23:177.
680 LW 23:178.
681 Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 41.

082 W 12:311-12.
112



truly recognize who they are will see God as their Savior; in contrast, those who are still relying on
themselves will fail to know God.683

Based on Luther’s sermon on John 14:20, when a person knows Christ, he not only knows
that Christ came from the Father but also that Christ is the only Savior.684 Luther’s interpretation of
John 6:45-46 highlights that, as the knowledge of the Gospel declared by Christ, “there are two
classes of listeners.”®85 One group of people “merely hear the Word from Christ’s lips. They
perceive the sounds, but they do not believe that it is surely the Father who spoke the words.” In
contrast, the other group of people “is persuaded that he is hearing the Word of God the Father.”¢86
It is apparent that the second group represents the righteous, and this division also proves the fact
that the conviction of God’s Word does not come from human judgment.

In Luther’s opinion, “God must draw a person beyond the mere hearing of the Word. When
a man hears the Word, God must put into his heart the conviction that this is surely the Father’s
Word.”687 It is not human reason that persuades an individual to believe in Christ’s words, for
“between natural reason and faith is a deep crevice that cannot be negotiated by natural reason
itself.”e88 Only when the Holy Spirit acts as the Preacher of this message and writes it in human
hearts can people believe in Christ.68 For Luther, “only the Holy Spirit from heaven above can
create listeners and pupils who accept this doctrine and believe that the Word is God, that God’s
Son is the Word, and that the Word became flesh, that He is also the Light who can illumine all men

who come into the world, and that without this Light all is darkness.”®%0 God’s salvation to a human
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being must come from the work of the Holy Spirit, for the knowledge of the Gospel cannot be
accepted without His work.

For Christians, God’s salvation does not begin with outward behavior, as righteousness is
not conferred by external actions. As Mattox suggests, believing in God, for Luther, means to be
delivered from “faulty self-assessment that results from sin.”¢®! The sin Adam first committed was
trusting his own reason over God’s Word, which led him to replace God with himself. Thus, God’s
salvation encompasses an epistemological transformation that enables humans to believe in God’s
Word rather than their own reason. According to Luther’s Lecture on Romans, “perfect knowledge
of oneself is perfect humility.”®2 When the Holy Spirit persuades a person to believe in Christ’s
words, He is essentially restoring his knowledge of God, that is, to know God is his Creator.

As Mattox suggests, “to know God as Creator means, conversely, to know the self as
creature, as one whose limits have been determined by God.”®93 For Luther, knowing who God is
essentially means returning sovereignty to God and regarding Him as one’s Lord. As explained by
Ngien,

to glorify the Father, then, means nothing else than that we acknowledge him and know

who he is, what his dispositions are and how we stand with him. And this knowledge is

found nowhere else but only in and through Christ. There abides a proper order in which
the Father cannot be glorified unless glorification happens to Christ first. Then the Holy

Spirit must come and preach the gospel, without which no one knows the Father, who is
revealed in the Son.®%4

Through this delineation of God’s work in redeeming humanity, Luther explores an epistemological
cycle to restore humanity’s original way of knowing.®%5 It is through the work of the triune God,

humans can have the knowledge of the Gospel. “The believer is not responsible for coming to faith
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since God comes to the individual and inspires faith.”6% The entire process of salvation is initiated
and completed solely by God.

To be saved means that, epistemologically, humans are turning from trusting themselves to
trusting God, and thus becoming righteous. When the Holy Spirit enables people to believe in
Christ, as described by Ngien, “the objective work Christ accomplishes on the cross becomes a
subjective reality in us through the inward witness of the Holy Spirit.”697 Consequently, instead of
defining ourselves and God based on the knowledge of the Law, we Christians know the difference
and the relationship between ourselves and God from the knowledge of the Gospel. In Luther’s
mind, this is how Christ establishes His people. “Just as faith does nothing but to allow God to be
God and to cling totally to the Word, so also it is faith that allows the truth of God to become alive
in us.”®¥8 Unlike the kingdoms of this world, His people will have a new way of understanding and
knowledge through the Holy Spirit.6%° However, this also implies that Christians are destined to
experience and understand their lives in the world in a distinct way, as they possess both the
knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel. When these two kinds of knowledge collide, how should

Christians navigate this tension within themselves?
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5. How to Live in the World?

As the previous chapter illustrates, the knowledge of the Gospel must be obtained in a way
different from the knowledge of the Law. In Luther’s view, God’s very essence is beyond human
comprehension, so humans can only know God through faith in His Word. However, due to Adam’s
fall, epistemologically, human hearts rely on their own rational judgment above all else. Therefore,
after Christ’s physical departure, the Holy Spirit must come and “confirms the truth in one’s heart
and makes one sure of it.”’700 His work enables Christians to possess knowledge that exceeds human
reason, but this knowledge also distinguishes them from the world. Then, how can Christians cope

with the conflicts arising from the knowledge of the Gospel in their days on earth?

5.1 Christian Epistemology
According to Luther’s sermon on John 1:18,
The knowledge of the Gospel is the face of God, the message that we have grace and truth
through the death of Christ.... If we are without Him, we can fast ourselves to death,
confess, observe vigils, but for all that we will never have a good and cheerful conscience.
For this reason St. John here invites us never to lose sight of the mercy of God in Christ,

for it all depends on Him....Life resides exclusively in the grace and truth of the dear Son
of God, our Lord Jesus Christ. And only he who remains in Him knows God.70!

Through the knowledge of the Gospel brought by Christ, individuals can be saved by coming to
know God. However, it also indicates that, from an epistemological perspective, Christians are
distinct from the world. As stated by Luther, “We Christians believe in God the Father, God the Son,
and God the Holy Spirit. We concede that it is a sublime article of faith beyond the grasp of reason,
but we know that nothing is too sublime or impossible for faith. For faith relies on God’s Word and

is guided by it, not by reason.”702 Faith and reason are distinct ways of knowing because they arrive
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at certainty in different ways. The knowledge of the Gospel thus implies that Christians have a
different epistemological process from the world.

5.1.1 Different Certainties

According to Lohse, the rationality that distinguishes humans from other animals in
Luther’s Lecture on Genesis refers to “the human faculty for knowing.”703 Through this faculty,
humans can establish order in the world they inhabit.704 Human beings can rule the world because
they can understand the world they perceive. This means that, from an epistemological perspective,
when human reason constructs knowledge, human senses are also involved. Luther’s Disputatio de
homine also reflects this epistemological feature. As Dalferth notes, “Luther quotes the
philosophical definition of the human being in the Aristotelian tradition, which places importance
not just on human reason but also on human sensory perception and physical nature. Human reason
is interwoven with the sensory and physical dimensions of the human animal and can only be
correctly understood in its interaction with them.”7’05 From this perspective, Luther asserts that
human reason is limited to understanding the world as experienced in earthly life, because people
must validate their knowledge through their natural experience.

Moreover, as Bayer points out, “whoever wants to understand the order of the world by
using his natural reason, the light of nature, wants to identify and establish a clear relationship
between action and consequence.”’% For Luther, this is the core crisis of humankind in knowing
God. Human reason can only perceive God as one who rewards good and punishes evil, thereby
framing the relationship between oneself and God as one established through good works. However,

the fact is that if we wish to stand before God, according to Luther, we ought “to be called righteous
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or to possess a righteousness which is really no work, no thought, in short, nothing whatever in us
but is entirely outside us in Christ and yet becomes truly ours by reason of His grace and gift, and
becomes our very own, as though we ourselves had achieved and earned it.”797 Essentially, “this is a
peculiar righteousness.”708

This kind of righteousness is fundamentally distinct from what human reason can
comprehend, not only because it is unachieved by good work, but also because “Christ placed this
outside the sphere of our senses; we cannot see and feel it.”79 In Luther’s opinion,

reason, of course, cannot comprehend this way of speaking, which says that our

righteousness is something which involves nothing active or passive on our part, yes,

something in which I do not participate with my thoughts, perception, and senses, that

nothing at all in me makes me pleasing to God and saves me; but that I leave myself and

all human thoughts and ability out of account and cling to Christ, who sits up there at the
right hand of God and whom I do not even see.’10

Human beings cannot verify the righteousness defined in the knowledge of the Gospel, and this
holds even for Christians. According to Luther, “Like other people, they feel in both body and soul
a resistance to both Tables of Moses, especially to the First Table: impatience with God and a
questioning of His acts and judgments.”’!! Christians are not immune to this feeling because of
possessing the knowledge of the Gospel. In fact, “Christians experience this as much as anyone.”712
Therefore, Christians have no other certainty but to believe in Christ’s Word, “which tells us that He
Himself is our Righteousness.”’13 Christians must trust God more than this feeling to know that

they are righteous.
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Besides righteousness, eternal life is also beyond human perception. Christians cannot be
sure of obtaining eternal life because the path towards it transcends their natural experiences.
According to Luther’s interpretation of John 14:5-6, Christ as the only way to the Father indicates
that, apart from the incarnated Christ, “no one has ever come down from heaven or ascended into
heaven by means of his own works and life. Only one who himself experienced this is able to
inform us how and by what means we may go to heaven.”’!4 For Luther, the knowledge of the Law
is intrinsically linked to human life in the world, because it stems from human observation of the
world. Therefore, what human reason understands based on the knowledge of the Law is the
appropriate way of living in the world, “such as we lead before the world outwardly, a decent,
virtuous, and moral course and conduct whereby we uphold temporal government, maintain peace,
honor, and order, and promote the acquisition of goods and honor, etc.”’!> Human reason can
develop proper ways to live in this world, but “all these ways and means are confined to this
temporal life and end with 1t.”716 The path to eternal life is unperceived in this temporal life.

As Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3, the knowledge of the Law cannot tell people how to
enter God’s kingdom, so He came to “proclaim a different doctrine, namely, how you[they] must be
reborn to become good.”’!7 In Luther’s opinion, when Nicodemus approached Jesus for guidance
regarding God, he was thinking “about worldly affairs, about this life, and about other things that
are directly contrary to the Ten Commandments.”718 Yet, the truth Jesus taught was that people must
be born again before they can see the Kingdom of God, and this rebirth is to have the knowledge of
the Gospel. According to Luther, “whoever believes in Christ, whoever believes that Christ was

born, that He died for us, was buried for us, and was raised from the dead—is born anew or reborn.
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This rebirth makes a person a new man.”71° However, “the new birth or the spiritual life cannot be
perceived by the five senses. It is invisible.”720 Christians cannot confirm their rebirth through their
senses, which means they cannot be sure about the way to eternal life, as they can to the ways that
“pertain to this life.”72!

According to Luther, “these are the limits of God’s revelation of Himself, and we must not
believe anything else. We must simply believe and be sure that what we are teaching truly happens.
We cannot see and understand it, just as we cannot ascertain whence the wind comes. I cannot see
or feel how I am delivered from death and sin.”722 Humans cannot find the certainty of the
knowledge of the Gospel through their senses, but only through believing it. This suggests that the
knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel must be confirmed in different ways
because of the way they are acquired. The knowledge human reason acquires relates to the world
we can experience through our physical senses, allowing for mutual verification. As Luther states in
his sermon on John 6:28-29, “whatever else I may do in my body, I can feel and see, so that I can
say: “There it lies; there it is.” But Christ is not in me. I do not perceive Him with my physical
senses as I do my fist and my mouth.”723 Therefore, though the knowledge of the Law and the
knowledge of the Gospel both are the knowledge of God, as indicated in Grosshans’ opinion, “they
are different kinds of knowledge.””724

As noted by Zachman, “human knowledge can only proceed on the basis of what we see
and feel; yet faith demands that we ignore what we see and feel and cling only to the testimony of

Christ. Faith is therefore not an ability of the person, but is rather the work and gift of the Holy
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Spirit.”725 Since the knowledge of the Gospel cannot be acquired by human abilities, it cannot be
verified by human beings as well. Hence, Luther states: “A Christian can say that he derived his
faith and message, not from the philosophers of Persia, Greece, or Rome but from the Word of God,
which came from heaven.”72¢6 Luther distinguishes between the knowledge of the Law and the
knowledge of the Gospel because the certainty of the knowledge of the Gospel lies not in human
natural experience but only in the Word of God. When Christ declared “He is the way, the truth, and
the life” in John 14:5-6, for Luther, it is an indication of “the foundational importance of faith, that
is, the recognition of the invisible things that are to be believed.”727 In his opinion, Christians must
“realize that this is a way walked and traversed with faith of the heart, which holds solely to Christ
the Lord.”728

This suggests, from an epistemological perspective, that the difference between Christians
and non-believers also lies in the way they judge. Most people assess truth and falsehood based on
their perceptions, but Christians base their judgments on the Word of God.”?° In Luther’s view,

This marks the difference between Christians and heathen. A person who is ungodly and a

heathen goes along like a cow; he sees, evaluates, and judges everything according to the

old birth, according to what he sees or feels. A Christian, however, is not guided by what

he sees or feels, he follows what he does not see or feel. He remains with the testimony of

Christ; he listens to Christ’s words and follows Him into the darkness. ... We stress this
doctrine daily, that the Christian life is a life of faith.730

This indicates that “believers must transcend the knowledge and understanding of the old birth in
their thoughts and actions. In their case it is something else; it is different work—a matter of faith,

not of reason. Therefore we must realize that the life of a Christian, or the new birth, does not
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consist in external matters which we can comprehend but in faith and the Word of God.”73!
Epistemologically, Christians will have a new way of knowing, which does not align with the world
they experience.

5.1.2 Inconsistency: the Suffering of Christians

In Luther’s view, the Christian life is incompatible with the world, because the knowledge
of the Gospel Christians possess cannot be verified by themselves or by the world in which they
live, which inevitably leads their lives to be a constant struggle with their own faith. According to
Luther, becoming Christians “requires a lofty and rare understanding, and it is very difficult to keep
such knowledge pure and to trust and hazard everything upon it.”732 Throughout their lives,
Christian’s faith will be challenged repeatedly because of the inconsistency between the knowledge
of the Gospel and the world they live in. As Bayer notes, “since God’s love cannot be demonstrated,
cannot be positioned safely beyond all doubt, whoever believes lives in the agonizing struggle.”733

Christians will suffer for their knowledge of the Gospel, because this kind of knowledge
not only diverges from worldly standards of truth but also contradicts their natural experiences. As
Luther suggests,

Every Christian, when baptized and dedicated to Christ, may and must accept and expect

encounters with terror and anxiety, which will make his heart afraid and dejected, whether

these feelings arise from one or from many enemies and adversaries. For a Christian has

an exceedingly large number of enemies if he wants to remain loyal to his Lord. The world

and the devil daily lie in wait to deprive him of life and limb. Furthermore, his own flesh,
reason, and conscience plague him constantly. As a result, his heart trembles with fear.734

This fear stems from the fact that people cannot find the certainty of the knowledge of the Gospel
within themselves or in the world. Consequently, Christians suffer even more than non-Christians.

As Luther said, the devil does not attack those who do not belong to Christ.735
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External Persecution

First, Christians will face persecution from the outside world for possessing the knowledge
that the world cannot verify. According to Luther, “if the world, at the prompting of the devil, does
not believe this and even regards this doctrine as a lie and as heresy, we must suffer this and see
ourselves reviled and persecuted on this account.”73¢ This is “the behavior of the world, namely, that
it will rave and rage against the truth in spite of its better knowledge and against its own
conscience.”’37 The best proof of this is Christ’s own experience on earth. Thus, Luther states,
“whoever wants to live in the world must keep quiet about the truth and cheat, lie, and deceive. But
if you want to bear witness to the truth, prepare yourself to be opposed by the devil with his angels,
the world with its wisdom and lofty reason, yes, you will even be opposed by your parents, father,
mother, and your best friends. There can be no other result.”738

Christians will be persecuted and judged by the world for their knowledge of the
Gospel. In Luther’s words, “all the world condemns and persecutes you as heretics and as the
devil’s own.”73% Much like Job, they will suffer to a point that they are “to blaspheme: ‘Why did He
make me a Christian? Why do I not desert Him? Then I would at least have peace!’”’740 They will
even begin to question their knowledge of the Gospel because they cannot find answers to their own
situations. In these moments, the knowledge of the Law seems to be a more reasonable explanation,
“for the knowledge from the Law suggests itself automatically and very emphatically when one is
terror-stricken or in the agony of death.”74! Those in anguish are prone to reflect on whether they

have sinned, and this tendency is common among Christians as well. It is very easy for them to
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associate their suffering with their sin, because they can clearly feel their own sins. In other words,
they can feel the knowledge of the Law more than the knowledge of the Gospel.

Inner Torment

In the lives of Christians, alongside the external persecution they face, there exists another
kind of suffering stemming from the awareness of sin inside their hearts. As suggested by Althaus,
“only the Christian is completely awakened by God’s word to an awareness of his situation before
God and thus to a full comprehension of his humanity. Only the Christian therefore is completely
awakened to the fate of death as well as to God’s wrath and the law in general.”742 Through
recognizing the power of sin and its price, Christians gain a clearer insight into their own condition
as human beings. Those who possess the knowledge of the Gospel are particularly sensitive to sin
and acutely aware of their own inability to overcome it. As Luther notes, “Christians, who, by
reason of tender hearts and consciences, are easily frightened.”743

They may doubt the effectiveness of the knowledge of the Gospel because “they know and
feel their frailty and unworthiness,”744 but are unable to confirm their identity as Christians through
what they sense and feel. In Luther’s view, this uncertainty about God’s grace outweighs physical
suffering.745> Hence, he believes that throughout a Christian’s life, whether facing death or other
difficulties, the devil’s true weapon against Christians is sin and the price of sin, which incites doubt
about their salvation. They begin to worry that they have not done enough or believe that they will
suffer terrible punishment, and these thoughts cause them to tremble.74¢ This fear of sin, for Luther,

is the most severe challenge Christians face in this world. He believes that even after they have
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become Christians, this fear will continue to plague their hearts,’47 “for the conscience is present,
which feels and knows that God is the enemy of sinners and intends to damn them; and it cannot
avoid or escape God’s wrath.”748

As suggested by Althaus, “since the Christian here on earth is both new and old man,
righteous and sinner, he lives without the law as well as under the law, and the law has both lost its
power over him and remains in force.”’49 For Christians, their sin is apparent to them, yet the new
life through the work of the Holy Spirit is invisible. Hence, Luther portrays the Christian life as a
fight in which “flesh and spirit contend against each other.”750 In his words, “I would fain believe
with all my heart and be filled with spirit, but I do not succeed. The flesh and that old Sir Adam,
who dwells in my skin, come along and frighten the spirit.”7>! The knowledge of the Law could be
used as a weapon against Christians due to its alignment with their natural experience.
Consequently, “the objective certainty of faith” is the question that believers constantly ask.752

Faith Ask Questions

From an alternative perspective, Christians doubt the knowledge of the Gospel precisely
because they possess it. It is the inconsistency between their lived experience and their beliefs that
leads people to question God’s Word. According to Bayer,

Believers never cease to question. In fact, it is only when people come to faith that they
really begin to ask questions, radical questions. For the discrepancy between the promised
life and all that contradicts it within and around us makes us cry out, complain, and ask:
“Where are you, God? Why have you forsaken me? How long will you hide your face from
us? ...” Questions of complaint such as these arise from the experience of feeling attacked
and abandoned by the very God who promised us victory.’53
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As presented in the Old Testament, in Luther’s opinion, those “who did believe in God, had more
temptation to regard Him as unjust—Jeremiah, for instance, and Job, David, Asaph, and others.”754
Only Christians can raise such questions because only those who have the knowledge of the Gospel
can experience the incompatibility of that knowledge with the world they inhabit and their inner
feelings. As suggested by Althaus, “faith is continually attacked by the temptations arising from the
contradiction between the reality it sees and the salvation that is present but hidden from the
sight.”755

Moreover, “this is true not only of the life of the individual Christian but equally of the
situation of the church in the world and of the lordship of Christ in history.”75¢ This fear and doubt
that accompany faith represent a distinctly Christian experience. Only those who have the
knowledge of the Gospel can be challenged in this way, and for Luther, such experience is essential
for Christians to know God. He even believed that God deliberately allows Christians to have such
experiences,’7 because “no one knows what faith really is. It is a great art and doctrine, which no
saint has learned and fathomed fully unless he has found himself in despair, in the anguish of death,
or in extreme peril.”’758 In his opinion, “the power and effect of faith first become manifest in times
of trial, as, for example, when faith must overcome sin, death, devil, and hell.”759

This proves that in Luther’s mind, “experience is necessary for, and even an integral part
of, understanding theology itself.”760 But since the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the

Gospel cannot be acquired in the same way, neither can they be experienced in the same way. For

754 LW 33:291.

755 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 404.
756 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 404.
757 LW 22:375.

758 LW 23:73.

759 LW 23:73.

760 Elisabeth Parmentier, "The Paradoxical Way of Experiencing Faith through Spiritual Attack (Anfechtung-
Tentatio)," in Theological Anthropology, 500 Years after Martin Luther: Orthodox and Protestant Perspectives, ed.
Christophe Chalamet et al., Studies in Systematic Theology (Leiden; Boston: BRILL, 2021), 266.

126



Luther, only through the work of God can individuals experience what faith is in trials.76! This kind
of experience differs from the experiences people get through their physical senses. “Thus it is not
an acquisition of knowledge, as we imagine it today when one easily opposes academic theology
and religious life, personal faith experience and scientific theology. Rather, it is a journey through
biblical confrontation and the resulting crisis.”762 While humans cannot derive the knowledge of the
Gospel from such experience, the knowledge of the Gospel is learned through such experience.
More specifically, this kind of experience itself does not constitute the knowledge of the Gospel, but

it is the necessary process by which Christians come to understand it.

5.2 The Holy Spirit as the Comforter

Based on John 16:33, Luther interprets Christ’s message as indicating that believers will
inevitably face suffering, whether outwardly in their bodies or inwardly in their hearts.”63 They are
bound to experience anxiety in the world due to their differing opinions.’¢* Thus, Christians need to
learn to understand God correctly in order to receive comfort from His Word.’¢5 However,
according to Luther, “there is surely no more difficult art in heaven and earth,”766 because humanity
lacks the inherent ability to rely on this comfort. Therefore, Christ bringing the knowledge of the
Gospel into this world is only the beginning; the Holy Spirit, as the Comforter, must be sent to
enable Christians to continue to have this knowledge in their lives.

5.2.1 What You See Makes You Forget

Humans can only obtain the knowledge of the Gospel through faith, but faith is

unattainable by human effort. Hence, no one is “able to boast so soon of having mastered this

761 LW 23:73-74.

762 Parmentier, "The Paradoxical Way of Experiencing Faith through Spiritual Attack (Anfechtung-Tentatio)," 266.
763 LW 24:419.

764 LW 24:420.

765 LW 24:12.

766 LW 69:119.
127



knowledge.”7¢7 In his interpretation of John 8:12, Luther underscores the impossibility for humans
to “see the light that gives life” through their own natural abilities.”¢® He argues that trusting in God
is entirely contradictory to the fallen human nature. Due to Adam’s sin, the human heart is either too
hardened, like the Egyptian Pharaoh, or too fearful to accept comfort from God’s words.76?
According to Luther, this “is what wretched people we are: when we are amid our sins, no one can
soften us. But if we are amid terrors, no one can restore us. If we are amid sins, we are like a dead
corpse; preaching against such a sinner is like preaching against this stone pillar. But if, on the other
hand, someone is terrified, then he is dead again.”770 People often fixate on their circumstances and
make judgments based on their own feelings and thoughts. Consequently, they either rely on other
humans in difficult times’’! or become “hardened beyond all description” once those troubles
subside.’72 Humans tend to rely on their perceptions, which not only explains why the knowledge of
the Law cannot transform people, but also why the knowledge of the Gospel cannot be grasped by
human power.

Humans cannot retain the knowledge of the Gospel through their own ability, because they
are accustomed to believing what is proved by their experience. As Luther describes in his sermon
on John 16:13, “reason and the human heart could never persist in such faith and confession but
would have to sink and perish under the trials that come internally from the devil and the heart and
outwardly from the world, or would begin to blaspheme with the ungodly.”?73 In his opinion, the

apostles’ reaction to Christ’s crucifixion “demonstrated adequately,|[...] how completely impossible
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—not only difficult—it is to retain faith in trials if one does not have the help of the Holy Spirit.”774
Their faith “was practically extinguished by the thoughts inspired by the devil,” so they “deserted
Him ignominiously” and “denied Him.”775 It is inherent in the human mind to base certainty on
experience, relying on feelings and senses to discern truth from falsehood. Christ’s crucifixion and
ascension meant the apostles could no longer rely on their senses to trust in Him, which means their
faith was bound to be challenged by what they experienced after His leaving. “As a good and
faithful Lord, Christ anticipates such anxiety and fear. [Thus,] He comforts His disciples and urges
them not to despair but to stand firm.”77¢ In Luther’s sermon on John 14:1, Christ foretold His
crucifixion so that they could recall His words in times of fear and panic.

However, the apostles’ reactions after His arrest proved that “this comfort did not help at
the moment, nor was it effective until the appearance of the Holy Spirit.”777 As Luther notes, “when
Christ was gone, all was lost; they had no heart or courage, and not one of them could stand his
ground against a frail maid. In that hour all Christ’s words and works fell by the wayside, and this
comfort was entirely forgotten.”?’8 In this way, the knowledge of the Gospel will disappear, leaving
people unable to know God.”” Therefore, God’s work of salvation does not end with Christ’s
accomplishments on earth. According to Luther, “He came, labored, and ascended into heaven to
banish sadness and fear from the heart and to bestow, instead, a cheerful heart, conscience, and
mind. To this end He promises to send His disciples and the Christians the Holy Spirit, whom He

calls the Comforter. Through Him Christ wants to fortify and keep His disciples after His physical
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departure from them.”780 The incarnation of Christ brought the knowledge of the Gospel to us, but
without the work of the Holy Spirit, we cannot retain the knowledge of the Gospel.

5.2.2 To Understand and Remember

According to Luther’s interpretation of John 14:25-26, although the apostles heard Jesus’
words with their own ears, those words quickly disappeared when they witnessed His crucifixion.’s!
This suggests that the knowledge of the Gospel will be forgotten due to one’s experiences in the
world. On the one hand, any Christian could forget the knowledge of the Gospel out of fear,
whether they encounter external hostile evil forces, internal temptations of the flesh, or the
accusations of conscience and reason. On the other hand, it is equally possible that in the absence of
suffering, they may forget such fear and mistakenly believe they do not need the comfort of the
knowledge of the Gospel.782 As suggested by Luther, “they will not understand;[and] they have
forgotten all His miracles and words. That is the horrible weakness of man after the fall.”783
Therefore, “the Holy Spirit must come to impress these words into your[their] heart and to instruct
you[them] in the school of experience with regard to their significance, so that you[they] can
receive and feel the consolation.”784

For Luther, people cannot understand and retain the knowledge of the Gospel because it
cannot be verified through their natural experience. According to him, “we do not feel the comfort,
strength, and savor that the words possess. Moreover, the glory of the matter is too great to enter our
heart[s]. For it is too far beyond our senses and too high above human understanding that this poor,

stinking sack of worms is to come to see such matchless, divine glory eternally and ever before its
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eyes.”785 However, this also implies that without experiencing the knowledge of the Gospel, it is
impossible for humans to truly understand it. Based on Luther’s sermon on John 14:25-26, this is
why Christ defined the work of the Holy Spirit, as the Comforter, to be teaching and bringing to
remembrance all that Christ has said.’8 Through the Holy Spirit’s work, people can truly
experience the knowledge of the Gospel by remembering it in their lives and thus truly understand
this knowledge.

The way the Holy Spirit enables people to experience the knowledge of the Gospel is by
making them remember Christ’s Word as they experience the world. According to Luther’s
interpretation of John 14:1, when Christians live in this world, whether facing persecution from the
outside world or disturbances from the devil within, only the knowledge of the Gospel can comfort
them, because it shows them who God is. He interpretes this verse as Christ’s consolation to all the
Christians in saying:

To remain cheerful in the midst of all this, and to ward off defeat, remember only that I am

the real Savior and God, and rely on Me, then you will encounter the true God and

experience My omnipotent power and might. Let the world and the pseudo saints depend

and rely on whom they will. Let them believe and do as they want. It is all vain and futile.
Against all this you need no other weapon or armor than your adherence to Me.’87

The purpose of the Holy Spirit’s coming into the world as the Comforter is to enable people to
experience the comfort of the knowledge of the Gospel by rembering who Christ is in all kinds of
life experiences. Therefore, after Jesus ascended to heaven and before the apostles began their
missionary work, “He gives them the true strong drink, the Holy Spirit, so that they are entirely
drunken with the love of God and fear the world no longer.”788

Luther also notes that “it is not the wicked and hardened sinners who are to be comforted,

but those who feel sin, death, and hell, so that they may have consolation. The apostles, too, were
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soft and weak; the Lord Himself was not able to heal them in forty days until they received the Holy
Spirit. That is the way the weak can be restored.”’8® The experience of restoration through
remembering Christ’s Word will enable Christians to realize that the knowledge of the Gospel
indeed belongs to them, thereby making that knowledge effectual in them. The knowledge of the
Gospel then becomes real to them. In opposition to that, “the false disciples never experience this.
They do not know the meaning of the word ’truth’. For truth does not consist merely in hearing
Christ or in being able to blabber about Him at length but also in believing in your heart and in
experiencing with your heart that Christ wants to set you free. This is what makes a true
Christian.”790 The Holy Spirit enables them to be certain about what they believe by allowing them
to experience the knowledge of the Gospel in their lives.

This is also why Christians can pray to God. From Luther’s point of view, without the
knowledge of the Gospel, “no real prayer is possible.”’°! In interpreting John 16:25-26, by citing
Joel 2:28 and Zach. 12:10, Luther believes the Holy Spirit, as “a spirit of compassion and
supplication,” is given to all Christians.”? The Spirit of compassion teaches the believers the
knowledge of the Gospel, so that they may have the Spirit of supplication “to call upon God from
the heart in my[Christ’s] name.”793 In Luther’s opinion, “no one can pray properly” unless the Holy
Spirit “assures the heart that it has a merciful God in Christ and that it can joyfully call Him
Father.”794 As described in Rom. 8:15-16, the Holy Spirit “is not a spirit which, by reason of the
Law, strikes terror in the heart with sin and God’s wrath; it is a Spirit who, with the comfort and

promise of eternal grace and compassion, cheers up those frightened hearts that feel their sin and
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God’s displeasure and therefore dare not and can not approach Him in supplication but only flee
farther away from Him.”795

Without the knowledge proclaimed by the Spirit of compassion, humans would be like the
blind, unaware of the Father’s will.7% The Holy Spirit enables people to be assured of the
knowledge of the Gospel rather than their own understanding of God based on the knowledge of the
Law, so that they can approach God with confidence that He will hear their prayers. As Luther
states in his sermon on John 16:26, “you are not coming to God in your own name or on the
strength of your own works or merit; you are coming to Him on the strength of the fact that God’s
will and command are proclaimed to you through the Holy Spirit—the will and the command which
He has carried out through Christ, namely, His desire to be gracious to you and to be your dear
Father.”797 Through the Holy Spirit, Christians know God’s gracious intention towards them, which
allows them to come to God to seek His help. In essence, the Holy Spirit enables them to know God
so that they solely rely on Him.

Besides that, through prayer, the Holy Spirit enables them to experience God’s response to
them. According to Luther’s interpretation of John 16:33, in prayer, “there is a twofold
conversation: the one which we carry on with God and the one which God carries on with us.”798
Through the Holy Spirit, people not only pour out their troubles to God, but also hear answers from
God. This twofold conversation defines the work of “the Spirit of compassion and supplication”799.
God “lets us converse with Him through prayer, and He also speaks with us through the Spirit of

grace, in order that we may hear Him.”’800 Only in this way can inviduals receive the help they really
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need, because “no other speech or power on earth, not even the world with all its skill, learning, and
intelligence, can do this, not even Moses himself, who, although he speaks in behalf of God, does
not put peace into the heart.”801

The knowledge of the Law cannot comfort a person because he cannot see the love of God
in it. “Only through Christ does the Holy Spirit let one see into the heart of God the Father. Only in
this way will he be experienced as love.”802 Thus, Luther asserts, “God has been gracious to us and
has given us a Comforter to counteract this spirit of terror—a Comforter, who, as God Himself, is
much stronger with His comfort than the devil is with his terror.”803 In Luther’s opinion, Christ
brought the knowledge of the Gospel so that people could know that they should “be unafraid and
look to Him for help, to come and rescue you[them].”804 But “when the devil also comes along with
God’s Law,” it is the work of the Holy Spirit to “come and whisper consolingly to your[their]
heart.”’805 Through this experience of being comforted by the knowledge of the Gospel, individuals
can truly comprehend it.

5.2.3 Experience of the Knowledge of the Gospel

According to Luther, the knowledge of the Gospel “is a treasure hidden to the whole world,
so that it can never attain it, and a knowledge that no earthly reason or wisdom can obtain, which
indeed cannot be attained by any means save through the Word of Christ. Whoever hears it obtains a
knowledge that makes him certain and will not let him go astray.”806 The Holy Spirit’s work ensures
that the Word of Christ is not forgotten by Christians and thus becomes empty, because He enables

them to recall and understand His Word in their daily experiences. Thus, as Lohse suggests, for
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Luther, “the Spirit is of fundamental significance for the Christian’s entire journey.”807 However, the
experience brought by the Holy Spirit is beyond the reach of human senses.

According to his interpretation of John 3:8, “No one sees the Holy Spirit; no one touches
Him. I[we] know not whence He comes and where He goes.”808 In his opinion, “it is nothing if you
ask your five senses about it and consult with your reason and wisdom. You must put reason and
senses aside and remember that what makes a Christian is something of which you hear no more
than the breath and the sound.”80° Likewise, we cannot see Christ with our physical eyes “as a cow
looks at a door,”810 but through spiritual eyes we see our Father indeed in heaven, and thus we can
pray to Him.811 Hence, for Luther, “there are two kinds of sight and of hearing.”812 With only the
physical senses, people cannot recognize who Christ is; only through spiritual senses can they know
who He is.813 This suggests that although Christians’ understanding of God through the work of the
Holy Spirit is experiential, it transcends mere physical or psychological sensation.

Since the knowledge of the Gospel can only be possessed by faith, in Luther’s words, “the
world will never have and experience it.”’814 However, Christians can experience the reality of this
knowledge through the work of the Holy Spirit. As pointed out by Althaus, “the same faith which
must and does believe in opposition to experience feels that in believing it gains experience of that
which it believes.”815 In Luther’s view, people experience the knowledge of the Gospel by believing

in it. According to his interpretation of John 14:23, Christ here is declaring: “He who wants to know

807 Lohse, Martin Luther's Theology, 236.
808 W 22:300.

809 LW 22:300.

810 LW 22:203.

811 LW 22:203.

812 LW 24:33.

813 LW 24:33-34.

814 LW 24:138.

815 Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 61.
135



Me must love Me, hold to Me, and not be ashamed of Me. If they do this, they will experience that I
will manifest Myself to them. Then they will notice in themselves that they have believed aright and
have not been deceived.”81¢ From this perspective, all the experiences Christians have in their lives
are not meaningless, but are essential for them to come to know God. As Parmentier suggests, the
Christian’s life is not simply about enduring suffering. “On the contrary, preaching and the
proclamation of the Word of God show the other dimension of experience: the dimension which
manifests how good the Lord is.”817

When they recall Christ’s Word in their lives through the work of the Comforter, this
experience of being comforted by His Word will strengthen their faith, so that the knowledge of the
Gospel will not be lost because of their natural experiences but will instead be preserved throughout
their earthly life. This experience of being comforted itself is not the knowledge of the Gospel, but
only the knowledge of the Gospel can bring such an experience. In this respect, the work of the
Holy Spirit is to enable us “to pay more regard to His Word than to anything else which may
confront our eyes, ears, and other senses 818 in our life experience, ultimately leading Christians to
adopt a different way of judging than the world. The comfort that the Holy Spirit brings through the
knowledge of the Gospel differs from worldly comfort because it is anchored not in human feeling
but in faith in God’s Word.

For this reason, the certainty given by the Holy Spirit cannot be assessed through natural
human experience. As Althaus suggests, “faith always struggles with the contradictions of natural
experience. But faith and experience are not simply in absolute opposition to and conflict with each
other. For there is such a thing as experience wrought by faith itself. It is different from the usual

kind of empirical experience; it is experience in a new dimension.”8!® The certainty given by the
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Holy Spirit is entirely the work of God, which means that individuals cannot rely on their senses to
determine that anything opposed to it is the work of the Holy Spirit. For Luther, Christ’s words
could also be terrifying (as seen in Matt 4:17 and Luke 13:15), because the soul must understand
and fear God’s punishment for sinners.820 He argues that Christ’s “rebukes” and “threats” must be
carefully distinguished because there are “two classes of people on earth.”82! One is the people who
disdain God’s Word. “They pay God’s Word no heed and live as they see fit—smug, unabashed, and
without fear.”’822 The other is those who strive to live a pious life and thus become targets of the
devil.823 Both types are in trouble, and the goal of the devil is to make the first type stubborn and the
second type tremble with fear, so it will comfort the first type and frighten the second type.

In Luther’s opinion, Christ’s purpose in striking fear into people’s hearts is to make them
believe God’s Word, whereas the devil’s purpose is just the opposite.824 As Zachman observes “the
devil tries to get us to believe the feeling of our own conscience instead of the Word of God, so that
we might fall from trust in God’s mercy.”825 In the Garden of Eden, the devil’s ultimate goal is not
to make people feel afraid and terrified, but to make them trust their own judgment instead of God’s
Word. Therefore, in Luther’s view, whether a person possesses the knowledge of the Gospel cannot
be detected by whether he feels threatened or secure, because “the devil always plays a role directly
opposed to that of Christ.”’826 According to him, “what the devil ruins and destroys, Christ must
build up and restore; and what the devil establishes, Christ destroys, as we read in 1 John 3:8: ‘The

reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.””’$27 Being fearless is not an
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indication of possessing the knowledge of the Gospel, because the devil can also manipulate “all
God’s Word” to make people ignorant of their own conditions.828 He notes, “the evil spirit can also
puff people up and make them bold and brave, as is evidenced by his tyrants and schismatic spirits,
who are far too rash and defiant, though not with the valor and the defiance approved by God.’829
For Luther, humanity may have false comfort by placing their “reliance only in the things
it sees, in goods, reputation, and high honor. [However,w]hen what it boasts of comes to an end—as
it all must come to an end—its courage also vanishes, and sheer despair remains.”’830 In contrast, the
comfort from the knowledge of the Gospel is “a genuine, true comfort”$3! because the faith
produced by the Holy Spirit does not involve any human ability. As pointed out by Althaus, “true
faith is characteristically distinguished from do-it-yourself faith by the fact that it is created by the
Holy Spirit through the word.”832 Only the Holy Spirit can provide such faith because only through
this Comforter can humans experience the restoration of faith from the knowledge of the Gospel.
This faith enables individuals to refrain from making judgments based solely on what they see and
feel, and even “gives the lie to everything the world praises as pure truth.”833 Just as described by
Zachman, “the Holy Spirit gives us the ability to acknowledge and trust in the truth of the Word,
even though we neither see nor feel what the Word proclaims to us.”834 Hence, as Luther’s sermon
on John 14:7 suggests, “the Holy Spirit is not only a Comforter, who makes Christians defiant and

courageous in the face of all kinds of terror; He is also a Spirit of truth, that is, He is a true and
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reliable Spirit, who does not deceive you or fail you.”835 Christians differ from the world not
because they are fearless but because their comfort comes from the knowledge of the Gospel.

From this perspective, Luther advises Christians to learn from their current experiences,
even to think in reverse according to their own feelings.83¢ He advises them to “in the day of evils][,]
remember the day of blessings,” and “in the day of good[,] be mindful of the evil.”837 But the
purpose of that is not to have them make final judgments based on their natural experience, but to
remind them to trust in the Word of God instead of themselves.838 This suggests that “the experience
presented by the reformer does not meet the expectations of contemporaries in search of
extraordinary spiritual experiences, because ultimately it is above all an experience with
Scripture.”83% Through the Holy Spirit’s work, the experience Christians have in their daily life
becomes an experience of relying on God’s Word above all else. Thus, Christians can retain the

knowledge of the Gospel amid various circumstances.

5.3 Living in Knowing God
Since the knowledge of the Gospel is beyond human reason and senses to reach, the Holy
Spirit not only enables people to have faith, but “also gives faith the ability to cling to the truth of
the Word even when the world and the conscience oppose the Word.”340 In the life of a Christian,
the experience they have through the Holy Spirit could be inconsistent with their personal thoughts
and feelings. Therefore, people learn from this experience to trust in God rather than in themselves,
which not only enables them to face challenges from the world and from within, but also to know

God in truth.
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5.3.1 The Way to Face Suffering

In Luther’s view, Christ’s declaration in John 16:33 clearly suggests that Christians will
experience no peace in the world. However, the phrase, “I have said this that you might have peace,
not in the world but in Me” also implies that “there should be peace where actually anxiety and
dissension prevail.”’$4! Hence, according to Luther’s interpretation, “the first lesson Christ teaches
here;[is] that a Christian must look to the words of Christ for peace and rest in his heart. His heart
must cleave to them and be completely enveloped in them.”842 Because what a person trusts and
takes comfort from will rule their heart.843

According to Luther, when people possess only the knowledge of the Law, they “run hither
and thither and seek counsel, help, and comfort everywhere, except from God, from whom they are
most urgently commanded to seek it”’844 during their suffering. Without knowing God’s will and the
meaning of their suffering, they either resort to their own will or seek solace from humans, hoping
that this will solve their predicament.345 Essentially, “they want to be their own saviors and
redeemers and are unwilling to wait for God to relieve them of their cross.”s4¢6 In contrast,
Christians are courageous because the knowledge of the Gospel they possess is entirely God’s work.
They do not receive certainty through their senses, so their comfort is not based on their natural
experience.847 More specifically, their peace, joy, and hope are not rooted in the world they live in,
because the knowledge of the Gospel they received through faith grants them a transformative

understanding and perception of the world they inhabit.
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In Luther’s opinion, people in the world base their happiness or sadness on what they
sense, and in such a cognition, their feelings cannot adapt to any changes because they concentrate
solely on what is present before them. In times of prosperity, they cheer and rejoice as suffering
does not exist in the world; conversely, during difficult times, they lose their courage and despair, as
if there is no hope at all.848 As Luther states, “The world supposes that times will never change and
does not ponder how it would adapt itself to any such change.”84 This way of cognition prevents
them from seeing hope as suffering comes. “Moreover, when the weather changes, when sickness
follows after days of health, war and misfortune after peace, famine after times of plenty, then there
is no end to its lamentations, to its fear and despair. But that is not the Christian way.”850 For Luther,
the way of Christians is to “lift their thoughts far beyond™ all the dangers that would happen in this
life “in the knowledge that the battle has already been won.”851

In Luther’s view, in facing suffering, “Christians must have other thoughts; they must have
the vision which enables them to disregard the terrible spectacle and outward appearance.””852 This
sugges Christians still genuinely experience everything in their lives, but having the knowledge of
the Gospel gives them a certainty that transcends the temporal realm, allowing them to experience
God’s love amid their daily lives. As described by Luther in his Lectures on Romans, “just as joy is
a certain freedom of the heart, even in tribulation, so distress represents a certain narrowing and
constriction in tribulation.”853 Without the knowledge of the Gospel, humans can only trust and rely
on themselves; thus, their experiences lead them to different gods. In contrast, Christians will not be

determined by their natural experiences.854 As Luther states, “as Christians you must not mourn and

848 LW 24:11.
849 LW 24:12.
850 LW 24:12.
851 LW 24:415.
852 W 24:417.
853 LW 25:179.

854 LW 25:179.
141



tremble; you are different from those who lack comfort and confidence in affliction, misfortune, and
adversity. They do not believe, nor do they know God’s Word; but they place their trust in temporal
things and attach their hearts only to what is present and visible. Whenever this vanishes, courage
and trust vanish with it.”’855 The faith that Christians possess allows them to transcend their natural
experiences, but it is not a faith that is disconnected from these experiences.

As Hoffman notes, “to meet God is to know increasingly that he knows and plans
everything (even though he, in most intricate manner, has to make use of our circuitous ways so that
he can guide us to the goal that he has set for us).”85¢ Christians are not pretending everything is
fine. Rather, as Luther explains, “the righteous are wise and well aware of the purpose of the divine
will, even though it involves all kinds of adversity.”857 They still experience sadness and anxiety
due to the challenges of daily life, but the true source of their joy persists because they possess the
knowledge of the Gospel through the work of the Holy Spirit.858 In this way, their primary concern
in daily life is not their present suffering, but living in the truth of Christ every day.85° Regardless of
what a Christian encounters, according to Luther, “this should be their attitude: ‘May it last as long
as it pleases God! Today happy and cheerful; tomorrow sad. Today alive; tomorrow dead. Today
good fortune and security; tomorrow every kind of distress. And do not keep snoring away as
though no trouble were coming.’”’8¢0 Believers cannot predict the future or evade disasters.
However, as Lockwood points out, “we should not be disturbed when the earthly things we need are

lacking and God seems slow in answering our prayers, so that we have to cling to is his Word.”861
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While we can certainly hope our current suffering will be resolved in this life, our true hope is
rooted in the assurance God provides through Christ, not in our own circumstances.

This indicates that the most crucial aspect of a Christian’s life is to trust firmly in Him, to
“look to Him for all good, grace, and favor, whether in works or suffering, in life or death, in joy or
sorrow.”’862 In this way, sufferings will not make individuals forget the knowledge of the Gospel, but
will enable them to learn to know God through trusting Him, so that they can have a proper
understanding of everything that happens to them. Hence, as stated by Luther, “do not take it as a
small comfort but as a sure and certain one that if you feel that you love Christ and His Word and
with all your heart desire to abide steadfast in it, you are among the little flock that belongs to Christ
and shall not be lost.”863 Christians can be confident of God’s grace toward them in the midst of
their suffering by recognizing Him as God, which implies a different understanding of the
knowledge of the Law.

5.3.2 Different Understanding of the Knowledge of the Law

For Luther, the complete denial of oneself and absolute trust in God are two facets of the
same coin of faith.864 According to his Treatise on Good Works, absolute trust in God is no longer
trying to obtain salvation for oneself. He states,

This confidence and faith must be so high and strong that a man knows that all his life and
works are nothing but damnable sins in the judgment of God, as it says in Psalm 143 [:2],
“For no man living is found righteous before thee.” He must despair entirely of his works,
and believe that they cannot be good except through this faith which expects no judgment
but only pure grace, favor, kindness, and mercy.365

What a suffering soul needs is not to be reproached for its lack of faith, but to surrender its

weakness confidently to God. For Luther, this surrender reflects the essence of the First
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Commandment.86¢ Thus, he believes that, through the work of the Holy Spirit, Christians “may
begin to keep the Law through Christ.”867
According to Luther’s interpretation of John 15:7, as long as Christ’s Word abides in us,
we abide in Christ.868 Even though we are still sinners, we are covered by God’s grace and forgiven
by Him. Moreover, we can cry out to our heavenly Father for all our needs when we are weak and
be confident that our prayers will be answered.8¢® In this way, the knowledge of the Gospel
transforms a Christian’s perspective on the Law. As stated by Luther, “now I take delight in the
command to trust God above all things.”870 We no longer need to fear falling short of the
commandments, for when the Holy Spirit imparts the knowledge of the Gospel, it “engenders a
spirit” within the person’s heart, enabling that person to find joy in God’s works and words even
when struck or tempted by God.87! We become like “a pious child loves its father dearly and obeys
him; it knows that the father also loves it, though he may punish it.”872
Through the knowledge of the Gospel, Christians come to see the suffering they
experience as discipline from their Father. Their trust in their Father’s love enables them to
understand that everything He does is for their benefit. Previously, His Law only caused them pain,
but now they find it precious and beneficial to their lives.873 In Luther’s view, all Christians “share

29 ¢

that[this] experience.”874 Through “illumination by the Holy Spirit,” “regeneration by the Word of
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God,” and “faith in Christ,” “a new spirit” is implanted in man, making “God’s Word and Law”
delightful, as they realize they can fulfill its requirements. 875 As Althaus articulates,
the law’s content, although not the outward form which it has in relationship to sinners,
shows what man was before the fall and what he shall be in the future; it has both
proctological and eschatological meaning. Before the fall, man could fulfill it; and he did
Sfulfill it joyfully and was totally committed to it. The law made him glad. This inner

relationship to the law must now be restored to us by Christ through his Holy Spirit and
will be fully restored in the life to come.876

Having the knowledge of the Gospel, Christians begin to fulfill the commandment of loving God.877

Although Luther distinguishes between the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel, he
does not consider the two as unrelated. He believes that only those who possess the knowledge of
the Gospel through the Holy Spirit can understand the knowledge of the Law properly. As pointed
out by Althaus, “the law is to be interpreted through the gospel; and its intention is to be understood
on the basis of the gospel.”878 When individuals recognize God as a benevolent God, what they see
through the Law is not just their transgressions, but also the significance of the price Christ paid for
them.87% With both the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel, God for them is a Heavenly Father
who disciplines and forgives their transgressions. Therefore, based on John 15:5, Luther believes
that upon conversion, the Holy Spirit will “implant a new understanding” and ‘“awaken new
thoughts and impulses,” thereby enabling individuals to begin obeying His Law with a true
knowledge of God.880

In Luther’s view, “through Adam we have all become people who by nature no longer
know God; our reason is blinded, and our will is alienated from God. But through Christ we are

reborn and cleansed without the Law or any of our works; and now we are just as pure as Adam was
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when he was originally created.”s8! Even before Adam sinned, humans did not gain “innocence” by
obeying God’s commandments, but instead because they were created “sinless”.882 Nevertheless,
God gave commandments so that they could express their love and fear for God. This principle
holds true for Christians as well.883 They are no longer under the Law, but according to Luther’s
interpretation of John 15:14, having come to know God through Christ’s work, their obedience to
His commandments is “an external sign and confession” of their relationship with God.884

In contrast to people who have only the knowledge of the Law, Christians do not obey the
commandments to build a relationship with God. Instead, they obey the commandments based on
their relationship with God. Having the knowledge of the Gospel, as Althaus describes, “the
Christian becomes willing to fulfill it and is at least able to make a beginning in fulfilling it. He no
longer stands under a demand but is joyfully moved toward God’s law by the power of the Holy
Spirit. Christ leads man out of his condition under the law back to that joyous obedience of the law,
which men knew before the fall into sin.”885 With the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel
together, they can understand God in truth and thus have a relationship with Him. They are
returning to the original state of humanity before Adam sinned, with the entire process of
redemption being solely the work of God.

5.3.3 Knowing Through Believing

For Luther, the knowledge of the Law expresses what God wants humans to be, while the
knowledge of the Gospel reveals how God makes them become that.88¢ Together, they illuminate

the nature of the relationship between humanity and God. Although humans can know the existence
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of God through their observations, the Creator they know is not the Creator known by Christians.
However, this difference does not mean that the knowledge of the Law is not the knowledge of
God. Instead, Luther views this divergence as a consequence of Adam’s fall. He asserts that “we
have been so abominably corrupted by sin that we not only know nothing about our first and natural
knowledge of God any longer, but we have also defected from the righteousness of the Law and
fallen into lies. With our own fabricated works we presumed to reconcile God.”$87 As humans
replace God with themselves, they know God no more and thus use their own concepts to determine
how to establish a relationship with God.

In this respect, as indicated by Mattox, “knowing the God and Father revealed and
confessed in the creed therefore means much more than merely intellectually apprehending by
means of the created order that there is a benevolent Creator.”’$88 To view Christ’s Word merely as a
teaching about how to “live and conduct ourselves” and to regard Christ as “a good example to
follow,” would make Christ “nothing but a Moses, who confines himself to our works and conduct,
thereby directing our attention to ourselves.”’889 Then the right knowledge is lost.890 Ultimately, it is
not the knowledge of the Law itself that prevents people from knowing God. The real problem is
that, because of the flesh, people cannot judge God’s actions without using their own reason. As
long as individuals place their trust in themselves instead of in God, they cannot truly know God,
regardless of whether they are familiar with the words of Moses or Christ. This suggests that
humans cannot possess the knowledge of the Gospel through their own effort, and without this
knowledge, the words of God will only be a means to destroy rather than a means to lead.

For this reason, the salvation God brings lies in enabling people to know their Creator in

truth through faith. Christians have different understandings of God because, as Mattox suggests, in
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Christ, through the Holy Spirit, the Father not only reveals Himself to them but also enables them to
experience His love. This “perception of the ‘fatherly heart’ of the Triune God returns Christians to
God with praise and then sends them out into the world filled with love for the creation and a
determination that it, too, should reflect honor, praise, and glory to its Maker.”891 However, in his
sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther continuely emphasizes that “such understanding is difficult
to acquire.”$92 In fact, Luther believes that Christians would learn this knowledge throughout their
lifetimes, because the devil relentlessly seeks to deprive them of it.893

In Luther’s sermon on John 3:1, he uses the example of climbing a tall tower and crossing
a deep ravine to point out that just as a person must shield their eyes and trust in others for guidance
to pass safely, Christians must also rely solely on God’s Word in facing the devil’s attack.894 As
Stopa notes, “despite their freedom in Christ, Christians remain sinners in need of God’s
forgiveness. As doubled-natured creatures of sin and righteousness, humans depend on ongoing
dialogue with God in order to suppress sin, lead fruitful lives, and find comfort in tribulations.”895
This suggest that Christians will repeatedly experience both fear and comfort throughout their
earthly lives. However, this makes their time on earth significant, “for this walking is nothing but a
constant growth in faith and in an ever-stronger assurance of eternal life in Christ.”8% Christians can
thus rejoice in their lives in this world, even without knowing what they will encounter along the

way or when it will end.897
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From this standpoint, Luther believes the ultimate purpose of the devil’s disturbance to
humans is to make them unaware of where God is and where they are.898 In other words, to make
them think about themselves and God in ways apart from the Word of God. In Luther’s opinion,
since God and His ways are beyond human understanding, we “should rely directly on the Word of
God and not have reason or the old birth argue the question whether it is possible or not.”8% As
Ngien notes, Christians need a “definite place”.9% Therefore, in his sermon on John 16:13, Luther
asserts that the Holy Spirit’s work as a Preacher is to enable “our hearts to be so firmly fixed [on
Christ’s Word] that reason and all one’s own thoughts and feelings are relegated to the background.
He wants us to adhere solely to the Word and to regard it as the only truth.”%0! This is how
Christians have a true faith, because “faith is response to the Word of God which itself comes to
fruition in faith, and therefore everything that professes to be faith has to prove itself by the
standard of the original testimony of faith.”902

For Luther, this is how one can retain the knowledge of the Gospel, and also what
Christians will experience throughout their lives. According to his interpretation of John 14:25-26,
the Holy Spirit will “emphasize it[Christ’s Word] and make it clearer from day to day,”enabling
believers to grow in their understanding of Christ and to experience how they “are delivered from
sin and death.”93 As Bayer notes, “the Holy Spirit does not do his work only when he brings one to
faith, but also works by faith to make sure the believer continues in and remains in the faith; one

might say that he does not work only deistically, by merely giving the initial spark; he guides and
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preserves the Christian life at every moment.” % This indicates that the Holy Spirit is not high up in
heaven, but has been with Christians since the moment He was given.?05 As Lohse suggests, the
Spirit is not only the “author of the preaching of the gospel” but “also the gift enclosed in the
Word.”06 Therofore, according to Luther’s sermon on John 14:25-26, the Holy Spirit is “close
association with the office and order of Christendom, the Word and the sacraments...; and that
whoever receives them certainly receives also the Holy Spirit, who works through these means,
enlightens the heart, creates the knowledge of Christ or faith, and in this way makes sinners pure
and holy.”%07 When the Holy Spirit preserves the knowledge of the Gospel in the lives of Christians,
despite their sinful nature still existing in their “flesh and blood,” they “are accounted entirely pure
and holy before God.”908

In this respect, as Kleinig suggets, “Christians therefore reside in two realms; they occupy
two states of being. On the one hand, in the body they live common lives governed by God’s law
together with all other sinners in the order of creation. On the other hand, they have a pure
conscience and live holy lives by faith in Christ together with all the saints and angels in the
Father’s presence.”?% Given this dual condition of Christians, Luther contends that it is impossible
for them to fully comprehend the knowledge of the Gospel during this earthly existence. As long as
we are still in the flesh, we will inevitably rely on ourselves to live our lives.?10 As Yeago further

elaborates, “Sin and shame still cling to our flesh, against which faith must never cease to assert the
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superior reality of Christ, in repentance, self-denial, and trustful hope.”®!! Nevertheless, from
Luther’s perspective, this dynamic Christian experience in their lives, through the work of the Holy
Spirit, will ultimately serve to enhance Christians’ faith in God.

As the Holy Spirit enables a person to “remain alive in the midst of death and may be able
to keep a good conscience and God’s grace even though he is aware of his sin,”?12 the knowledge of
the Law and of the Gospel will be deepened in his life. In Luther’s words, “Then we[he] can
conclude with certainty: ‘Let the devil, death, and sin be against me! I am holy nevertheless. I
believe in Christ and have learned to know Him; I understand and use the Word and the sacraments
aright—all this I owe to the Holy Spirit, not to my own brains.”””°13 Hence, for Luther, Christian’s
life on earth is ultimately a struggle not so much between the knowledge of the Law and of the
Gospel as between reliance on self and reliance on God. He asserts that “the true Christians always
have discovered and still do, that this truth, that is, faith which should hold firmly to the articles
concerning Christ and His kingdom, cannot be retained by human reason or power, but that the
Holy Spirit Himself must accomplish this.”%14 Throughout their lives, the Holy Spirit works to
enable Christians to know the true God and the future they possess in Christ,’!5 until the time comes

when there are “no clouds and no darkness”; and then, they “shall see God differently.”916
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6. Conclusion

For Luther, it is essential to accurately distinguish between Law and Gospel to achieve a
correct understanding. Among all his works, his sermons on the Gospel of John stand out because
he applies this distinction to the realm of epistemology. Through this distinction, he illustrates how
humanity obtains knowledge beyond its own capacity to know God, highlighting the way in which
God establishes a relationship with individuals for their salvation.

In his sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther identifies two distinct ways of knowing God
by distinguishing two kinds of knowledge of God based on the limitations of human reason. He
argues that while humans can acquire the knowledge of the Law through human reason from the
Law given by God, this only enables them to know God’s existence and His justice in rewarding
good and punishing evil. Conversely, the knowledge of the Gospel identifies who God is. Only the
Gospel is not inherently implanted in humans as the Law is, which indicates that the knowledge of
the Gospel must be imparted to them—a task that can only be accomplished by God.

The best evidence of this is the Triune nature of God. Although God’s work is
demonstrated in creation, thus making His existence known to people, human reason cannot
perceive the Triune God. In Luther’s opinion, this underscores the significance of the Gospel of
John, as it not only reveals the Triune God as the Creator but also articulates how this God makes
Himself known. In this respect, by building upon his interpretations of Genesis and the Gospel of
John, Luther employs a conversation analogy to demonstrate how the Triune God enables people to
know the Creator in truth and grace. He argues that through the incarnation of the Son, the Word of
the Father is conveyed to the world, allowing humans to come to know the Father. In essence, from
an epistemological perspective, Christ’s work on earth reveals God’s true identity. Hence, when
people come to know Christ, they come to know God. In other words, knowing Christ is to possess

the knowledge of the Gospel.
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However, Christ’s earthly experience shows that people cannot recognize Him through
human reason. Their reaction indicates that, even though Christ has brought the knowledge of the
Gospel to the world, God’s work must not cease. By distinguishing the work of the Triune God in
his conversation analogy, Luther presented an epistemological circle to demonstrate how God
enables people to know Him correctly. In Luther’s opinion, just as Christ was sent by the Father to
make people know the Father, the Holy Spirit was also sent by both the Father and the Son to make
people know Christ. It is only through the work of the Holy Spirit that individuals can accept God’s
Word, which means to possess the knowledge of the Gospel.

The coming of the Holy Spirit indicates that the distinction between the knowledge of the
Gospel and the knowledge of the Law encompasses not only their content but also the means by
which individuals acquire them. Humans can obtain the knowledge of the Law through human
reason, but human reason cannot accept the knowledge of the Gospel. Based on Luther’s
anthropology, this is because the knowledge of the Gospel transcends human reason. In Luther’s
view, while human reason indeed sets humans apart from other animals by enabling them to
comprehend the world, the meaning of human creation shows that human beings are truly unique in
that they can receive God’s Word, thereby knowing and worshiping Him. As the prohibition
regarding the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil indicates, humanity cannot understand
God’s Word through reason; rather, it must believe in it.

The distinction between the knowledge of the Law and of the Gospel shows that Luther
does not oppose the function of human reason; rather, he contends that the knowledge possessed by
faith and that acquired through human reason are fundamentally different. Human reason can derive
the knowledge of the Law from the Law implanted in the human heart, but the knowledge of the
Gospel can only be received through faith. Therefore, the key to whether individuals can know God
lies in their reliance on their own reasoning as opposed to the Word of God. In essence, it comes

down to whether they place their trust in themselves or in God.
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In Luther’s view, the devil’s greatest temptation for humanity lies in making people believe
that their own rational judgments are superior to God’s Word. This conviction is why Adam and Eve
ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Believing one’s own reason more than
the Word of God is not only the beginning of sin but also the source of all evil, because it means
that man has replaced God with himself. The consequence of this way of thinking is that humanity
not only loses its knowledge of God but also the knowledge of itself. Even if human reason
continues to serve its purpose in acquiring knowledge, it becomes the ground for rejecting the
knowledge of the Gospel. In Luther’s opinion, all humans fall into this epistemological state due to
Adam’s fall.

From this perspective, God’s redemption of humanity encompasses a profound
transformation in humans’ way of knowing, a process conducted by the Holy Spirit. In Luther’s
view, when Jesus came into the world to atone for the sins of humankind, God’s identity and grace
towards humanity were thus revealed. This revelation is the content that the knowledge of the Law
cannot encompass, because human reason cannot derive from the Law that the Savior came into the
world for their own sake. Moreover, the rejection of these contents indicates that human reason
cannot identify the root of sin as humans’ self-reliance from the Law. Therefore, the work of the
Holy Spirit is to convince individuals to believe in Christ’s word, recognizing that no one can stand
before God except through Christ. In essence, His work is to engender faith in them so that they
may possess the knowledge of the Gospel.

Since one must believe in God’s Word beyond relying on one’s own reason to possess the
knowledge of the Gospel, Christians who possess this knowledge actually have an epistemology
distinct from the world. Human reason is no longer the ultimate basis for their judgments, but rather
God’s Word. Consequently, they will inevitably find themselves at odds with the world they live in,
leading their lives on earth to be marked by conflict. This is not only because this kind of

knowledge stands apart from worldly standards of truth and falsehood, but also because Christians
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are unable to attain certainty about it through their own perceptions. In Luther’s view, in the
Christian’s earthly life, both external circumstances and internal feelings will repeatedly challenge
this knowledge. Luther therefore believes that humans cannot retain this knowledge by their own
ability. Yet, he also emphasized that it is precisely this experience of being repeatedly challenged
that enables Christians to understand the knowledge of the Gospel, because the work of the Holy
Spirit extends beyond merely persuading people to accept this knowledge.

Possessing the knowledge of the Gospel does not mean Christians have fully grasped it.
For Luther, as long as they lived in this world, sin remained in their flesh. Christians are still
struggling with sin, and this is the devil’s most powerful weapon to make people lose faith in God.
In these moments, if individuals depend on their own feelings to make judgments, they will lose the
knowledge of the Gospel. Therefore, Luther emphasized that the Holy Spirit’s work as a comforter
is to remind Christians of God’s Word during trials. This comfort is true and distinct from worldly
solace because it leads individuals to believe in God’s Word, rather than their own sensory feelings.

This indicates that this experience of being comforted by the Holy Spirit, while not itself
constituting the knowledge of the Gospel, enhances one’s faith in God’s Word and deepens one’s
understanding of it. In this way, Christians retain this knowledge, and the knowledge of the Law
they have also transformed. Life’s sufferings are no longer viewed as divine punishment but rather
as discipline from the Father. Even though they know they are still sinners, they know they are holy
before God. This signifies that humanity’s way of knowing is returning to the state before Adam’s
fall—no longer relying on one’s own rational judgment but trusting God’s Word above all else, and,
indeed, this is the authentic way to know God.

How can humanity come to know God? For Luther, this question has been a subject of
debate throughout history, as humanity holds the knowledge of the Law. However, if one possesses
only the knowledge of the Law, they can only find idols that depend on themselves. Without

possessing the knowledge of the Gospel, individuals cannot know the Lord who created them.
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These two kinds of knowledge not only illustrate the necessity of transforming human epistemology
but also demonstrate that such a change can be accomplished only by the Triune God. In his
sermons on the Gospel of John, by applying the distinction between the Law and the Gospel to
distinguish between these two different kinds of knowledge of God, Luther differentiates the
epistemology of Christians and non-believers, thus disclosing that God’s salvation also involves the
transformation of human epistemology, which core lies in making people believe in God’s Word
above all else.

This suggests that, as much as human reason cannot be the foundation of human salvation,
it is not left out of it in Luther’s view. According to Grosshans, “in Luther we find on the one hand a
high praise of reason and on the other hand a clear awareness about the limit of reason, which was
the result of a theological evaluation of reason.”!7 This awareness and theological evaluation of
human reason, as presented in Luther’s distinction between the knowledge of the Law and the
knowledge of the Gospel, demonstrates that the core issue in human salvation is humans’ mistrust
of their own rational ability. For Luther, human “reason loses its way” because it is unaware of its
own limits and, as a result, is no longer able to know God in truth.°18 Yet “in faith, reason is
enlightened about its own role and limits and about its own competence and dignity.”°!® Humans
who believe in Christ rather than their own ability will thus possess a different kind of
understanding about God and themselves, even different interpretations of the knowledge they
acquire via their ability.

This proves that, from the epistemological aspect, “faith also connotes the reality which a

person places his or her trust.”20 Humanity, in Luther’s view, requires a superior knowledge that

917 Grosshans, "Reason and Philosophy," 234.
918 Grosshans, "Reason and Philosophy," 232.
919 Grosshans, "Reason and Philosophy," 232.

920 [Imari Karimies, "Human Being," in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Martin Luther, ed. Derek R. and Hinlicky
Nelson, Paul R. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 661.
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can only be obtained through faith in order to fulfill its intended purpose. According to Karimies,
“already in the Dictate, he[Luther] associates the soul and reason with each other. The human being
i1s homo rationales on account of his soul.”2! Without faith in Christ, a person is blind in knowing
reality, as human reason “has, through sin, also become desperate, forgetful, and oblivious to
celestial things.”922 Therefore, fallen individuals lead sinful lives not only due to their physical
nature but also because they are no longer capable of recognizing the truth of God. As Slenczka
illustrates, ““Spirit’ and ‘flesh’ are thus|...] not primarily designations for parts or abilities of a
human being but characterize ‘the entire person’—all his latitudes and capacities—in relationship to
God.”23 This indicates that the epistemology present in Luther’s sermons on the Gospel of John is
intricately linked to his distinctive understanding of anthropology and the concept of sin.

According to Slenczka, “the particulars of Luther’s anthropology are formed by his
reshaping the traditional categories of ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ as he wrote his great Reformational
treatises(1520).7924¢ Human being, “in terms of ‘spirit’ or ‘the inner person,”” in Luther’s thought, is
defined by “faith’s relationship with God.” 25 Having faith in God “means that human beings base
themselves and their entire life with all its aptitudes and capacities on God in utter trust in the
gospels’ promise.”2¢ In contrast, people who refuse to trust God would “hand their heart on another
factor that determines their humanity, making these factors into their own god.”®27 From this
perspective, “the real, central sin is unbelief in the sense of not trusting, for it is faith understood as

trust which ascribes to God all positive predicates, in that it expects all things from him.”928 Thus,

921 Karimies, "Human Being," 656.
922 Karimies, "Human Being," 656.

923 Notger Slenczka, "Luther’s Anthropology," in The Oxford Handbook Of Martin Luther’s Theology, ed. Irene
Dingel Robert Kolb, L’Ubomir Batka (UK: Oxford University Press, 2014), 216.

924 Slenczka, "Luther’s Anthropology," 215.
925 Slenczka, "Luther’s Anthropology," 216.
926 Slenczka, "Luther’s Anthropology," 216.
927 Slenczka, "Luther’s Anthropology," 216.

928 Slenczka, "Luther’s Anthropology," 216.
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the distinction between the Law and the Gospel, as explored in this thesis, concerns not only their
contents and functions, but also the only way to know God.

However, this transformation of epistemology is not fully realized when individuals come
to faith in God. The influence of the flesh continues to affect Christians, giving rise to “the struggle
between the spirit and the flesh” in their lives, and “this conflict concerns both the volitional and
cognitive aspects of the person.”®29 As Karimies describes, “the old man and the new man operate
almost as two distinct anthropological systems within the same person. The spirit leads the believer
to pursue things that the flesh does not grasp, and put its trust in things that the flesh does not
understand. Therefore, the act of faith itself, as well as the things that the person wishes to do in
accordance with the directives of the spirit, cause suffering for the flesh.”93 From an
epistemological standpoint, because the presence of Christ in the Christian life is beyond human
reason and sense to perceive, it is as if there are two realities at work in Christians’ lives: they can
see and feel the appearance of things, but spiritually, they experience and understand them
differently.%3!

Luther vividly illustrates this struggle in his sermons on the Gospel of John, where he
describes the Christian life as walking through a river.932 However, the dialectical situation between
Law and Gospel in his series of sermons on the Gospel of John suggests that Luther is not merely
attempting to understand God “in his opposites.”33 By considering Christ as the Word of God to be
the central theme of the Gospel of John, Luther underscores in his sermons that the foundation and
certainty of Christian faith must lie in the Word, which exists outside human beings and transcends

human ability to define. “Not inner religious experience nor the secret, immediate working of the

929 Karimies, "Human Being," 663.
930 Karimies, "Human Being," 663.
931 Karimies, "Human Being," 663.
932 LW 24:41.

933 Ngien, Luther's Theology of the Cross, 5.
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Holy Spirit but the external Word, as written, read, and preached, was the true locus of spiritual
power and the basis of Christian certainty.”?34 Consequently, rather than attempting to ascertain
what kind of experience and understanding should be the truth of God, the distinction between Law
and Gospel, from the epistemological perspective, points out that the certainty of the knowledge of
God does not simply stand in contrast to human reason or experience but is firmly rooted in the
Word of Christ. In Luther’s opinion, to cross the river safely, Christians should trust the Word of
Christ rather than themselves.935

From this perspective, this thesis discusses the distinction between the Law and the Gospel
primarily in terms of the truth or falsehood of knowledge about God, rather than focusing on the
ethical implications of the Law and its interplay with the Gospel. However, this does not imply that
the epistemological differences lead Luther to deny the validity of the knowledge recognized by the
secular realm. As Dragseth noted, “while Luther rejected the epistemology of the scholastics, he did
not oppose academic study or natural science.”®36 Although this thesis does not delve into the
influence of Scholastic anthropology and epistemology on Luther or compare their differences, the
distinction between the knowledge of the Law and the knowledge of the Gospel not only
underscores the divergence between Luther and Scholasticism but also highlights their
interconnection. The knowledge acquired through human reason holds significance for Luther to the
extent that he even considers the knowledge of the Law as a kind of knowledge of God. Therefore,
the interaction and connection between knowledge obtained by reason and by faith in Luther’s

thought warrant further exploration in the future.

934 Christopher Boyd Brown, "Introduction to Volume 69," in Sermons on the Gospel of John: Chapters 17-20, ed.
Christopher Boyd Brown, Luther’s Works (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2009), xvii.

935 LW 24:41.

936 Dragseth, "Friendly Grace. The Augustinian Roots of Luther’s Epistemology," 154.
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