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lAw And gospel (with some help From st. John)

Law and gospel—more precisely, the distinction between 
law and gospel—is one of  the nearest and dearest char-

acteristics of  Lutheran theology. It’s not one piece of  the 
puzzle among others but the hermeneutical expression 
of  justification by faith. However, being so pervasive in 
Lutheran thought, the distinction between law and gospel 
tends to get distorted with use. This is not automatically a 
disaster: a living, meaningful piece of  tradition is always 
being handled, weighed, and sifted, and some wrong turns 
are part of  the process of  getting to the right destination. 
Better to be used, abused, and then corrected than to sit 
primly on the shelf  with no attention paid to it at all.

There are five typical misreadings of  law and gospel 
across Lutheran history. The distinction between law and 
gospel is not the distinction between:

the old Testament and the New Testament1. 
what makes me feel bad (guilty, inadequate) and 2. 
what makes me feel good (righteous, loved)
the natural and the supernatural3. 
the pre-Christian life and the Christian life4. 
God’s wrath and God’s love5. 

Falsehoods are compelling only because they have some 
grain of  truth in them, and so it is with these. They are a 
little bit right but not right enough.

To get the right read on law and gospel, it’s best to let 
Luther do the talking; herewith three selections from early 
in his career. First, at some length, he expounds the matter 
in his “Brief  Instruction on What to Look for and Expect 
in the Gospels” of  1521.

[Y]ou should grasp Christ, his words, works, and suf-
ferings, in a twofold manner. First as an example that 
is presented to you, which you should follow and imi-
tate. As St. Peter says in i Peter 4, “Christ suffered for 
us, thereby leaving us an example.” Thus when you 

see how he prays, fasts, helps people, and shows them 
love, so also you should do, both for yourself  and for 
your neighbor. However this is the smallest part of  
the gospel, on the basis of  which it cannot yet even 
be called gospel. For on this level Christ is of  no more 
help to you than some other saint. His life remains 
his own and does not as yet contribute anything to 
you. In short this mode [of  understanding Christ as 
an example] does not make Christians but only hypo-
crites. You must grasp Christ at a much higher level. 
Even though this higher level has for a long time been 
the very best, the preaching of  its has been something 
rare. The chief  article and foundation of  the gospel is 
that before you take Christ as an example, you accept 
and recognize him as a gift, as a present that God 
has given you and that is your own. This means that 
when you see or hear of  Christ doing or suffering 
something, you do not doubt that Christ himself, with 
his deeds and suffering, belongs to you. on this you 
may depend as surely as if  you had done it yourself; 
indeed as if  you were Christ himself. See, this is what 
it means to have a proper grasp of  the gospel, that is, 
of  the overwhelming goodness of  God, which neither 
prophet, nor apostle, nor angel was ever able fully to 
express, and which no heart could adequately fathom 
or marvel at. This is the great fire of  the love of  God 
for us, whereby the heart and conscience become 
happy, secure, and content…1

Now when you have Christ as the foundation and 
chief  blessing of  your salvation, then the other part 
follows: that you take him as your example, giving 
yourself  in service to your neighbor just as you see 
that Christ has given himself  for you. See, there faith 
and love move forward, God’s commandment is ful-
filled, and a person is happy and fearless to do and 
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suffer all things. Therefore make 
note of  this, that Christ as a gift 
nourishes your faith and makes 
you a Christian. But Christ 
as an example exercises your 
works. These do not make you 
a Christian. Actually they come 
forth from you because you have 
already been made a Christian. 
As widely as a gift differs from 
an example, so widely does faith 
differ from works, for faith pos-
sesses nothing of  its own, only 
the deeds and life of  Christ. 
Works have something of  your 
own in them, yet they should not 
belong to you but to your neigh-
bor. So you see that the gospel 
is really not a book of  laws and 
commandments which requires 
deeds of  us, but a book of  divine 
promises in which God promises, 
offers, and gives us all his posses-
sions and benefits in Christ. The 
fact that Christ and the apostles 
provide much good teaching and 
explain the law is to be counted 
a benefit just like any other work 
of  Christ. For to teach aright is 
not the least sort of  benefit… He 
simply tells us what we are to do 
and what to avoid, what will hap-
pen to those who do evil and to 
those who do well. Christ drives 
and compels no one. Indeed he 
teaches so gently that he entices 
rather than commands.2

How this relates to the old Testa-
ment is a matter on which Lutherans 
have fallen down too many times to 
count. But Luther didn’t have a dispen-
sationalist first-law-then-gospel divi- 
sion of  the ages. All people at all time 
live under the law of  God and by the 
gift of  God. His “Preface to the old 
Testament” from 1523 explains:

Know, then, that the old Testa-
ment is a book of  laws, which 
teaches what [people] are to do 
and not to do—and in addi-
tion gives examples and stories 
of  how these laws are kept or 
broken—just as the New Testa-

ment is gospel or book of  grace, 
and teaches where one is to get 
the power to fulfill the law. Now 
in the New Testament there are 
also given, along with the teach-
ing about grace, many other 
teachings that are laws and com-
mandments for the control of  
the flesh—since in this life the 
Spirit is not perfected and grace 
alone cannot rule. Similarly in 
the old Testament too there are, 
beside the laws, certain promises 
and words of  grace, by which the 
holy fathers and prophets under 
the law were kept, like us, in the 
faith of  Christ.3

The old Testament saints lived by the 
promise, just as we do today. And just 
as they needed the law to regulate their 
bodies, souls, and societies back then, 
so we need it now, not having achieved 
the perfection of  the life to come.

Luther takes up the question of  
“How Christians Should regard 
Moses” in 1525, in part because of  
certain repristinating movements 
that wanted to impose levitical law 
on Christians. Luther quite often 
liked levitical law, but only when it 
was a sensible way of  implementing 
the principles of  natural law—which 
itself  is the divine law written on every 
human heart, as in romans 1. The 
law is good, after all. The only problem 
with the law is that it can’t give what 
it demands. Luther captures the dis-
tinction very nicely in his discussion of  
God’s two public sermons, the one on 
Mt. Sinai and the other at Pentecost.

Now the first sermon, and doc-
trine, is the law of  God. The 
second is the gospel. These 
two sermons are not the same. 
Therefore we must have a good 
grasp of  the matter in order 
to know how to differentiate 
between them. We must know 
what the law is, and what the 
gospel is. The law commands 
and requires us to do certain 
things. The law is thus directed 
solely to our behavior and con-

sists in making requirements. 
For God speaks through the law, 
saying, “Do this, avoid that, this 
is what I expect of  you.” The 
gospel, however, does not preach 
what we are to do or to avoid. 
It sets up no requirements but 
reverses the approach of  the law, 
does the very opposite, and says, 
“This is what God has done for 
you; he has let his Son be made 
flesh for you, has let him be put 
to death for your sake.” So, then, 
there are two kinds of  doctrine 
and two kinds of  works, those of  
God and those of  men. Just as 
we and God are separated from 
one another, so also these two 
doctrines are widely separated 
from one another. For the gos-
pel teaches exclusively what has 
been given us by God, and not—
as in the case of  the law—what 
we are to do and give to God.4

To say pithily what Luther explains at 
length: the law is what God requires, 
while the gospel is what God gives.

The difficulty for Lutherans (as for 
pretty much everyone else) is keep-

ing in mind that law and gospel are 
both words of  God. They are equally 
eternal; neither is to be eliminated by 
the other. The antinomian tendency 
wants to see the law overcome, as if  
the law were not “holy and righteous 
and good” (romans 7:12), as if  it were 
not the very expression of  God’s unas-
sailable goodness and trustworthiness. 
The legalist tendency wants to see the 
gospel overcome, as if  we got grace 
to vault us over our initial resistance 
to the law but then could carry on, 
by our own powers, the eminently 
achievable task of  being holy. But 
both law and gospel persist now and 
always, and neither can be defined 
without reference to God. The law 
is what God demands. The gospel is 
what God gives. God is the subject 
in each case, law and gospel are the 
direct objects, and we are simply the 
indirect objects.

Because of  our awkward situation 
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as sinful images of  God, our human 
reactions to the law and the gospel 
are manifold and various. There is 
no ordo salutis in the sense of  a man-
datory set of  experiences to be passed 
through; people are much too compli-
cated for that. The human response to 
God’s law and God’s gospel is always 
secondary and derivative, which is 
why law and gospel should never be 
defined on the basis of  the human 
reaction (see error #2 above). In fact, 
the very same passage of  Scripture 
might be received as law or as gospel: 
think of  the scriptural exhortations to 
faith, which to one person might be an 
accusing demand that cannot be ful-
filled because the God-given desire to 
fill it is lacking, while to another it is 
the breakthrough from the darkness to 
dazzling light because it actually gives 
what it demands.

It might help, though, to map out 
some possible human reactions to 
law and gospel. The law, for instance, 
might provoke joy and rapture. We 
cannot make any sense of  the old 
Testament without understanding 
the joy of  the law. Psalm 1 praises 
the one whose “delight is in the law 
of  the Lord, and on His law he medi-
tates day and night.” It is good to 
know what God requires: the law both 
reveals God’s character and cultivates 
human flourishing. Especially if  a false 
god, like an abusive ruler or the soci-
ety’s Zeitgeist, demands adherence 
to its own false notions about human 
flourishing, God’s true demands are 
a joyful alternative, a liberation from 
idolatry and tyranny. But the opposite 
reaction is possible, too. The law can 
provoke hatred and revolt, especially 
when the sinner loves her sins more 
than God’s just demands, for the law 
exposes those who do not want to be 
exposed. Yet a third reaction lies some-
where between the two: repentance. It 
can be a genuine relief  to be nailed by 
God’s requirements when they expose 
our self-destructive behaviors or reveal 
how we have been living a lie.

The gospel can provoke the same 
three types of  human reaction. We 
hope, naturally, that joy will be the 

dominant one! But the New Testa-
ment gives us little reason to think it 
will be the only one. For some, the fact 
that God has already given us every-
thing that we call our own, that our 
salvation and righteousness are out of  
our hands, that we are supplicants and 
receivers rather than heroic actors—
this can be perceived as offensive and 
insulting. And the gospel can provoke 
repentance, too, for instance from 
Christian hearts grown cold or previ-
ously little moved to give in gratitude 
for how much they have been given.

A cautionary note from the history 
of  doctrine is needed at this point. 
Luther’s close attention to the doc-
trine of  justification was caused, in 
no small part, by the medieval scho-
lastic Gabriel Biel’s treatment of  the 
subject. In fact, in most of  Luther’s 
teaching on justification, his profound 
disagreement with Biel is near at hand. 
Biel had something like a distinction 
between law and gospel, but in his 
thought the two played out very dif-
ferently. Biel said, do as much as you 
can by your own powers of  what God 
requires, and then God will give you 
credit for all the rest. There you go: 
law, gospel. Doesn’t it work? It doesn’t; 
it is barely disguised Pelagianism, and 
the only way Biel could defend it as 
non-Pelagian was to stress how gra-
cious it was of  God to give all that 
we couldn’t supply on our own, not 
to mention accepting our best efforts 
that always fall short of  His expecta-
tions.

But for Luther, both God’s demands 
and God’s gifts are absolute, total. 
God demands the total keeping of  
His law, not just our best efforts (as 
in Jesus’ dictum, “You therefore must 
be perfect, as your heavenly Father 
is perfect,” Matthew 5:48). And God 
also gives all of  His righteousness to us 
to make us righteous, quite apart from 
the demands of  His law, on account 
of  His Son (“not having a righteous-
ness of  my own that comes from the 
law, but that which comes through 
faith in Christ,” Philippians 3:9). Jus-
tification is not, as per Biel, a result 
of  us and God meeting as partners 

somewhere in the space between us 
(see error #3 above). It is by God’s 
coming all the way to us, demanding 
all and giving all. Augustine’s famous 
prayer expresses it beautifully: “Give 
what You command, and command 
what You will.” Luther would prob-
ably reverse the order of  the clauses.

So here’s the danger: there is a great 
temptation to mislabel law as gospel 
by saying that God gives the ability 
to keep the law and thus our doing so 
is, in fact, what justifies and saves us. 
under this disguise, the primacy of  
God’s mercy is lost entirely and the 
whole obligation is thrown back on us. 
Luther was no enemy of  sanctification, 
as later Lutherans have sometimes 
been, but sanctification is not the basis 
of  our relationship with God: it is a 
consequence. And it is generally modest. 
The law-gospel distinction presumes 
a heavy emphasis on the forgiveness 
of  sins and a firm grasp of  the depths 
of  sin. Optimism about sanctification, 
practically speaking, usually leads to 
lying about ourselves. Sanctified peo-
ple are not supposed to screw up—so 
instead they cover up.

Because of  the centrality of  the law-
gospel distinction, Luther insisted that 
all the practices of  the church should 
be subject to the law-gospel critique. 
Violations of  the law are those that 
require what God does not require or 
do not require what God does require. 
In the sixteenth century, typical errors 
of  the former kind were requiring fast-
ing on certain days and celibacy for 
priests, while those of  the latter denied 
the Christian obligation to lead a holy 
life and do good works. Violations of  
the gospel are usually more subtle: on 
the one hand withholding what God 
gives, on the other hand claiming to 
give what God does not in fact give. 
The former category, in Luther’s day, 
was seen in distributing only the con-
secrated bread and not the wine, or 
in making absolution conditional on 
perfect human repentance. The latter 
category included promising perfec-
tion in this life rather than the for-
giveness of  sins, or inventing church 
rituals that claimed to bestow a divine 
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blessing but carried no scripturally-
sanctioned promise. It is probably all 
too easy to think of  violations of  both 
law and gospel in our churches today.

The law-gospel distinction arose 
out of  Luther’s reading of  the 

Scriptures; in turn it became a key for 
the interpretation of  the Scriptures. 
The Gospel of  John is a good place 
to practice the law-gospel distinction 
today, since it is particularly resistant 
to the usual Lutheran misreadings. 
If  anything, it’s a corrective to them, 
reorienting us toward Luther’s origi-
nal sense. After all, John was Luther’s 
favorite Gospel.

For instance, it is very difficult to 
create a competition between the 
testaments with John (see error #1 
above): he regularly invokes Scripture, 
which of  course for him was our old 
Testament (and possibly some of  the 
Apocrypha), assuming that Jesus is the 
confirmation rather than the abroga-
tion of  Moses’ teaching. There is no 
negative contrast in the prologue’s 
statement, “For the law was given 
through Moses; grace and truth came 
through Jesus Christ” (1:17)—they are 
simply set side by side. Jesus’s resurrec-
tion from the dead makes the disciples 
believe the Scripture (2:22), and Jesus 
teaches that the eternal life promised 
in the Scriptures is found in himself  
(5:39). In fact, it is not possible to 
believe in Jesus without first believing 
Moses: “For if  you believed Moses, 
you would believe me; for he wrote of  
me. But if  you do not believe his writ-
ings, how will you believe my words?” 
(5:46–47). For “Scripture cannot be 
broken” (10:35).

You also can’t squeeze out of  John 
the idea that obedience to the law is 
irrelevant to the Christian life (see error 
#4 above). one of  Jesus’ most inci-
sive criticisms of  his compatriots was 
their disdain for what God demands. 
“Has not Moses given you the law? 
Yet none of  you keeps the law” (7:19). 
By contrast, Jesus’ disciples should 
be recognizable to the community at 
large as those who do exactly what he 
commands, namely “that you love one 

another: just as I have loved you, you 
also are to love one another” (13:34). 
Here we see how the gospel enables the 
keeping of  the law, without collapsing 
the distinction between the two. Love 
is at the heart of  the law as much as it 
is at the heart of  the gospel (see error 
#5 above). only a false disciple could 
claim to rejoice in what God gives 
and yet have no regard for what God 
requires, for “if  you love me, you will 
keep my commandments” (14:15).

But when this Gospel is examined 
with the law-gospel lenses, John’s most 
recurrent theme becomes clear: the 
whole drama is about what God gives 
and whether we do, or do not, receive 
that gift. Already in the prologue 
there is the observation: “He came to 
his own, and his own people did not 
receive him. But to all who did receive 
him, who believed in his name, he 
gave the right to become children of  
God” (1:11–12). Throughout the Gos-
pel, Jesus and others bear witness to 
him, but again and again “you do not 
receive our testimony” (3:11). “God 
so loved the world, that He gave His 
only Son” (3:16), yet even the receiv-
ing of  this Son is a gift: “A person can-
not receive even one thing unless it is 
given him from heaven” (3:27; see also 
6:44). The divine habit of  giving is an 
extension of  the trinitarian nature: 
“For he whom God has sent utters the 
words of  God, for he gives the Spirit 
without measure. The Father loves 
the Son and has given all things into 
his hand” (3:34–35; see also 14:16-17 
on the gift of  the Spirit “Whom the 
world cannot receive”). The Samari-
tan woman at the well learns of  and 
asks for living water; she receives life-
giving faith. But those who learn of  
the bread from heaven and ask for it 
eventually find that they don’t want 
it after all: “After this many of  his 
disciples turned back and no longer 
walked with him” (6:66). What God 
gives does not inspire joy in everyone, 
and some refuse to accept it: “I have 
come in my Father’s name, and you 
do not receive me” (5:43). Even Peter 
proves to be reluctant to receive God’s 
gift, declaring, “You shall never wash 

my feet,” but Jesus answers, “If  I do 
not wash you, you have no share with 
me” (13:8). Jesus’ gifts are not worldly 
gifts with strings of  fair play attached: 
“Peace I leave with you; my peace I 
give to you. Not as the world gives do I 
give to you” (14:27). The whole inter-
play of  law and gospel, command and 
gift, are summed up in words from 
Jesus’ final discourse with his disciples: 
“You did not choose me, but I chose 
you and appointed you that you should 
go and bear fruit and that your fruit 
should abide, so that whatever you ask 
the Father in my name, He may give 
it to you” (15:16). And John’s closing 
lines suggest with whimsical charm, in 
a hopeful antidote to the severity of  
much of  the book, the sheer infinity of  
God’s gifts: “Now there are also many 
other things that Jesus did. Were every 
one of  them to be written, I suppose 
that the world itself  could not con-
tain the books that would be written” 
(21:25).

The cumulative effect of  revisiting 
the law-gospel distinction with Luther 
and John the Evangelist is to remem-
ber that we preach God. We preach 
all of  God, His righteous will and 
what He justly demands, His mighty 
deeds and what He graciously gives. 
We preach in confidence that both of  
these words of  God, law and gospel, 
are good and worthy for His people 
to hear, and the Holy Spirit (not the 
preacher!) will apply them as needed 
in each individual. We don’t need 
schemes or strategies to achieve a cal-
culated effect, because the array of  
human reaction to God’s words is so 
broad. It is our prayer that the law will 
evoke repentance and obedience, and 
that the gospel will evoke joy and gen-
erosity, but ultimately the matter is out 
of  our hands and in God’s instead. LF
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