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Fortress, 2000), by article and paragraph.
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Ap The Apology of the Augsburg Confession (1531), cited by article and paragraph
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FC Ep / FC SD The Formula of Concord, Epitome and Solid Declaration (1577), cited by
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Volume One — The Righteousness of
God (Romans 1-8)

The revealing of a righteousness from God, received by faith — the gate to heaven Luther found at
Romans1:17.
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Introduction: A Gate to Heaven

The Monk and the Hateful Word

There is a single sentence in this letter that once stood between a frightened monk and
the peace of God, and the whole of what follows in these two volumes is, in a sense, only
an attempt to stand where he finally stood.

The monk was Martin Luther, an Augustinian friar and a newly minted doctor of theology,
lecturing on the Psalms and then on Romans at the young university in Wittenberg in the
years just before the Reformation broke open. By his own account, written near the end of
his life as a preface to the first volume of his collected Latin works, he had been seized
with a burning desire to understand Paul’s letter to the Romans. One phrase blocked the
gate. It stood in the very thesis of the epistle, at 1:17: the righteousness of God.

He had been taught to read those words philosophically — to hear in them the active right-
eousness by which a just God is just, the justice by which God punishes the unrighteous
sinner. And he was an unrighteous sinner. However blameless his life as a monk, however
scrupulous his confessions, his conscience would not let him believe he had satisfied that
righteousness. So when he came upon the phrase he did not rejoice. He recoiled. He con-
fessed later, with a candor that still startles, that he did not love the righteous God who
punishes sinners — that he was angry with God, and beat upon Paul, longing to know
what the apostle could possibly mean.

The breakthrough, when it came, came from the grammar. Luther noticed what the verse
actually says — that in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed, and then,
immediately, the proof: the righteous by faith will live. He saw at last that the righteousness
Paul names here is not the righteousness by which God is righteous in himself and con-
demns us, but the righteousness by which God makes the sinner righteous as a gift — a
passive righteousness, received and not achieved, the righteousness with which a merciful
God clothes the one who believes. The God of that sentence was not standing over him
with a measuring rod. He was holding out a garment.

“Here,” Luther wrote, “I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered paradise
itself through open gates.” The phrase he had hated above every phrase in Scripture he
now loved with as great a love. The whole face of the Bible changed for him. And of this
one passage of Paul he said the simplest and largest thing a man can say of a text: it be-
came to me a gate to heaven.

It is worth being honest about the story even as we are moved by it. Luther tells it as a
single dawn, one morning in the tower, light flooding a dark room. The historians remind



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

us, rightly, that the breakthrough almost certainly broke more slowly than that, gathering
over years of lecturing and prayer before it crystallized into the account he later gave.
That does not weaken the story; it deepens it. The discovery that the gospel is gift is not
usually a lightning strike. It is the slow turning of a frightened heart, worked by the Word,
until one day the thing that terrified you is the thing you cannot live without. That turning
is what this letter is for. Romans was written to do to its readers what 1:17 did to Luther. It
still does it.

So we begin where he began, and we read this letter the way he learned to read it — listen-
ing for the difference between the word that accuses and the word that gives, between the
righteousness we owe and the righteousness we receive. Everything else in these pages
follows from that single distinction.

What This Book Is — and Is Not

This is not a study guide, and it does not pretend to be. There are good ones, and the au-
thor has written some. This is something else: a sustained theological exposition, an at-
tempt to walk through the argument of Romans slowly enough to feel its weight, to let
each movement of Paul’s thought have the room it needs to breathe. The aim is depth
without obscurity. Greek words are transliterated and explained wherever they bear
weight; no reader is expected to have sat in a seminary classroom. But no reader is con-
descended to, either. The letter is for the whole Church, and the whole Church can follow
it.

Neither is this a commentary in the technical sense — a verse-by-verse march through
every grammatical option with the apparatus stacked in the margins. The technical work
has been done, and done superbly, by others. Where the modern confessional standard is
wanted, the reader should reach for Michael Middendorf’s two-volume Romans in the
Concordia Commentary series?, to which these pages are indebted and with which they
are in constant, grateful conversation. This work attempts something complementary
and, I hope, distinct: to read Romans as a confessional Lutheran pastor reads it — argu-
ment by argument, crux by crux, and then, at the end of every unit, preached. For the
goal of reading Romans is finally not to understand Romans. It is to be put to death and
raised again by the God who speaks in it.

That last sentence names the one thing this book most wants to do differently. There is a
tendency in our best confessional writing to keep the forensic doctrine of justification at
arm’s length from the living, awakened heart — as though to speak of experience were

1. Martin Luther, “Preface to the Complete Edition of Luther’s Latin Writings” (1545), LW 34:336-37.
2. Michael P. Middendorf, Romans 1-8 (2013) and Romans 9-16 (2016), Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Con-
cordia).
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already to have wandered toward the revivalist’s altar. The instinct is understandable; the
altar call has done real damage, and we will name that damage in its place. But the correc-
tion overcorrects. The tradition from which this book is written — the heritage of the free
and living congregation, of Hauge and the awakened Norwegian laity who gathered
around the open Word, carried in this country by the Lutheran Free Church and today by
the Association of Free Lutheran Congregations (AFLC) — never let go of the truth that the
gospel is not only reckoned to us but received, that the Spirit who justifies us also makes us
alive, that the cry “Abba, Father” in Romans 8 is not a doctrine to be filed but a thing the
believer actually says, from the heart, because the Spirit himself bears witness to our
spirit. This book will hold those two together without apology: the strictly forensic,
imputed righteousness of justification, and the living faith that lays hold of it — the one
never collapsing into the other, the law never softened, the gospel never made a condi-
tion, but neither ever held so far apart that the doctrine becomes a cold thing that no ter-
rified conscience could ever warm itself beside. That conjunction is, more than anything
else, what this exposition has to offer.

Reading with the Church’s Confession

A word, then, about method — about why a book on Romans should keep the Book of
Concord open on the desk beside the Greek text.

It is not in order to impose a grid on Paul. Scripture is the norma normans, the norming
norm, the source and judge of all doctrine; the Confessions are norma normata, the
normed norm, true and binding precisely because and insofar as they say back to the
Church what Scripture first said to them. We subscribe them quia — because they agree
with the Word — and not quatenus, insofar as they happen to. The order of authority is
never in doubt. Exegesis leads. The confession follows, to confirm and to guard.

But here is the particular reason the Confessions belong at the side of this letter and not
merely in the background of the project: the chief confessional treatment of justification,
the Fourth Article of the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, is itself very nearly a com-
mentary on Romans. When Melanchthon set out to defend the article on which the
Church stands or falls, he did not reach for a novel argument. He reached for Paul, and
above all for Romans, and walked through the apostle’s logic — sin, law, faith, the imputed
righteousness of Christ — with a care and a force that have rarely been equaled. To read
Romans with the Apology in hand is therefore not to consult an external authority. It is to
read Romans alongside one of its most careful and most loving early readers, a man who
had felt the same terror Luther felt and found the same gate. Where this book cites the
Confessions, it does so in that spirit — not to settle a question Paul left open, but to hear
how the Church, slain and raised by this very text, has confessed what it found there.
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The Distinction on Which Everything Turns

If the founding story gives us the content of our reading — righteousness as gift — the
founding art gives us the method, and to that art we must now give a few pages, because
nothing else in this book will make sense without it. It is the proper distinction between
Law and Gospel.

Both Law and Gospel are the Word of God. Both are holy, both are true, and the Church
cannot do without either. They are not two stages of God’s mind, the harsh Old and the
kind New; they run together from Genesis to Revelation, and they run together through
every chapter of Romans. But they do two entirely different things, and the whole skill of
the theologian — Walther called it the supreme and most difficult art there is® — lies in
telling them apart, and then in letting each do its own work without interference from the
other.

The Law is every word of God that commands, demands, threatens, and accuses. It tells us
what we must be and do. It shows us the holiness of God and, against that brightness, the
truth about ourselves. The Law can be kept after a fashion in the outward, civil sense — a
thief can refrain from stealing — but before God, in the conscience, it does something it
can never stop doing: it accuses. Lex semper accusat, the Law always accuses. It does so not
because it is cruel but because it is honest, and because it demands a perfection of the
heart that the sinner cannot render and, left to himself, cannot even will. The Law says do,
and in saying do to those who cannot, it kills.

The Gospel is every word of God that promises, gives, forgives, and consoles. It is the
announcement of what God has done in Christ — not advice, not exhortation, not a better
and gentler law, but news. The Gospel does not say do; it says done. It does not ask the sin-
ner to climb; it comes down. And — this is the marvel that undid Luther — the Gospel
gives the very thing the Law demanded and could not produce. The Law commanded
righteousness and could only expose its absence; the Gospel hands righteousness over as
a gift, the alien righteousness of Another, reckoned to faith. The Law Kkills; the Gospel
makes alive. In that exact order, and never the reverse, Romans does its work on the read-
er.

Now the art is this: to let each word be fully itself. The two great failures in handling
Scripture are both failures of this distinction, and between them they account for very
nearly every pastoral disaster in the Church’s history. The first is to soften the Law into
Gospel — to file down its demand until it becomes achievable advice, a manageable pro-
gram of improvement — with the result that the secure sinner is comforted before he has

3. C. F. W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel, trans. W. H. T. Dau (St. Louis: Concordia,
1929), Thesis III: rightly distinguishing Law and Gospel is “the most difficult and the highest art” of Christians
in general and of theologians in particular.



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

ever been slain, and the gate that should have terrified him into Christ is propped open
with reassurances. The second, and for serious Christians the more common and more
cruel, is to turn the Gospel back into Law — to take the free promise and quietly attach a
condition to it, a now you must, a measuring of the assurance against the warmth of one’s
feelings or the progress of one’s sanctification — with the result that the terrified con-
science, having heard the good news, is sent back out under a burden heavier than before.
This second error is the one this book will watch for most vigilantly, because it is the one
that haunts the devout. The whole of Romans 12 through 15 — the renewed life, the living
sacrifice, the very real ethical summons of the Christian — must be read so that it never,
not once, becomes a new ladder. The fruit of justification is not a fresh demand. It is fruit.

A brief word on the uses of the Law, because the reader will meet them again. The Luther-
an Confessions speak of the Law functioning in distinct ways: a civil use, restraining gross
wickedness so that society may stand; a theological or “second” use, the great mirror that
shows us our sin, accuses, and drives us to Christ; and a third use, the Law as guide and
instruction for the regenerate. The Formula of Concord affirms all three. But it matters
which one stands at the center. In Romans, and supremely in the long indictment of 1:18-
3:20, the Law’s work is overwhelmingly the second use — the mirror, the accusation, the
stopping of every mouth — and a reading that hurries past that work to get to the Law as a
friendly guide for Christian living has misread the letter at its hinge. We part company
here, gently but really, with much of the Reformed tradition, which tends to make the
third use the chief and most positive function of the Law. The Formula’s own insistence is
sharper and more sober: even the third use remains the Law, and as long as the Christian
is also flesh — simul iustus et peccator, at once righteous and a sinner — that same Law still
accuses him, too. The believer never graduates from needing the Gospel. He needs it most
on his best days.

Hold that distinction in your hand as you read, the way Luther finally learned to hold it,
and Romans will open. Lose it, and the greatest letter ever written becomes a confusing
alternation of comfort and threat. Keep it, and you will hear, beneath the alternation, a
single and intelligible voice: I will kill you, and I will make you alive; I will strip you, and I will
clothe you; the righteousness you owe and cannot pay, I give.

Where We Stand

No serious book on Romans written in our century can pretend the last fifty years did not
happen, and honesty requires me to say plainly, here at the outset, where this exposition
stands amid the great debates — and then to promise that the debates themselves will be
kept where they belong, in the excursuses, so that they do not drown the pastoral line.

10
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The largest of them is the New Perspective on Paul. Beginning with E. P. Sanders’s portrait
of Second Temple Judaism as a religion not of cold merit-keeping but of grateful covenant-
keeping — “covenantal nomism,” in his phrase — and developed in different directions by
James Dunn and N. T. Wright, the New Perspective has pressed a set of claims that strike at
the heart of the reading this book defends. It argues that “justification” in Paul is
fundamentally about covenant membership, about who belongs to the people of God, rather
than about how a guilty sinner stands before a holy Judge; that “the works of the law” Paul
opposes are not moral achievements in general but the boundary-markers — circum-
cision, food laws, Sabbath — that fenced Jew off from Gentile; and, most pointedly, that
the Reformers read their own late-medieval anxieties about merit back into a text that
was really about the inclusion of the nations. On this telling, the “Lutheran Paul” is a pro-
jection, and Luther in the tower was wrestling with a problem Paul never had.

This book takes those claims seriously and answers them. It stands, without embarrass-
ment, with the so-called Lutheran Paul — not because the label is dear but because the
reading is true to the text. With Stephen Westerholm’s patient and irenic defense, and with
the lexical and exegetical work of scholars like Mark Seifrid, Simon Gathercole, and
Charles Lee Irons, this exposition will argue that the Reformation did not project an alien
anxiety onto Romans but heard, with unusual clarity, what is actually there: that the hu-
man problem Paul diagnoses in 1:18-3:20 is not first of all Jewish exclusivism but sin and
the bondage of the will; that “the works of the law,” whatever boundary-marking they also
do, cannot be narrowed to badges without gutting Paul’s argument that no one — no flesh
— is justified by the law’s deeds; and that the righteousness of God revealed in the gospel
is, just as Luther found, a gift reckoned to faith. The New Perspective has taught us real
things about the social world of Paul’s churches, and we will gladly receive them. But it
has not overturned the gate to heaven. Where it presses hardest — on “works of the law”
(Excursus A), on the meaning of the righteousness of God (Excursus B), and on the grammar
of the faith of Christ (Excursus C) — the argument is made in full, in its place.

There is a second modern reading, quieter and far friendlier to ours, that this book gladly
receives: the so-called apocalyptic interpretation associated above all with Ernst
Kasemann. On this reading, the righteousness of God is not merely a status conferred but
God’s own invasive, saving power — his cosmic act of rescue breaking into a world held
captive by the tyrant-powers of Sin and Death, setting the prisoner free by sheer divine
initiative. Kdsemann stood in a Lutheran stream, and it shows; this emphasis, far from
threatening the Reformation reading, guards it. It names the very thing the Confessions
always insisted on — that salvation is God’s deed and not ours, that grace is invasion and
not invitation, that the dead do not cooperate in their own raising. We will let that note
ring through these volumes. The righteousness of God is a gift, yes — and the giving of it is
the most powerful thing that has ever happened.

11
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A Note on Texts

The New English Translation (NET) serves throughout as the base text. It is quoted here
because this study is offered freely: the NET’s publisher permits its text to be quoted
without charge and without written permission in non-commercial work, which is what
allows a study of this length to be given away rather than sold. The translation earns its
place on its own merits as well — it is careful, readable, and unusually candid about the
decisions behind it. Where the author offers his own rendering of a phrase — because a
translation decision is itself part of the exposition, as it so often is at the cruxes of Romans
— that rendering is flagged and the reasons given. One feature of the NET should be
named at the outset, since it touches the central word of this book. Where older English
versions say justified, the NET usually says declared righteous — at 3:20, 3:28, 5:1, 5:9 and
elsewhere — keeping the older word only in places like 3:24 and 8:33. Nothing doctrinal
turns on the variation. Declared righteous is precisely what the Confessions mean by justi-
fication, and if anything the NET states the forensic sense more plainly than the tradi-
tion’s own shorthand does. This exposition uses both, and treats them as the same act.
Greek is transliterated and glossed in every case; the argument never hides behind an
alphabet the reader cannot sound out.

The Lutheran Confessions are cited from the Kolb-Wengert edition of the Book of Con-
cord (2000), by symbol, article, and paragraph: Ap IV for the Apology’s fourth article on
justification, FC SD for the Solid Declaration of the Formula of Concord, and so on. Luther
is cited from the American Edition of his works (LW) by volume and page. Where the Con-
fessions or Luther are quoted, they are quoted to be heard, not to settle by authority what
the text has not first established on its own.

And now to the letter — and to the God who, in the gospel of his Son, reveals a righteous-
ness not our own, from faith to faith, that the dead might live.

12
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Movement [ — The Thesis (Romans 1:1-17)

The first exposition unit, and the one that states the theme the rest of the letter will prove. It is
built, as every unit will be, on six movements of its own: the text, the argument, the cruxes read
closely, the confessional payoff, the contested ground, and finally the Word preached — Law and
then Gospel — to the reader.

The Text

From Paul, a slave of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God.
This gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures, con-
cerning his Son who was a descendant of David with reference to the flesh, who was ap-
pointed the Son-of-God-in-power according to the Holy Spirit by the resurrection from
the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord. Through him we have received grace and our apostle-
ship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles on behalf of his name.
You also are among them, called to belong to Jesus Christ.

To all those loved by God in Rome, called to be saints:
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ!

First of all, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is pro-
claimed throughout the whole world. ... Thus I am eager also to preach the gospel to you
who are in Rome. For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is God’s power for salvation
to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For the righteousness of
God is revealed in the gospel from faith to faith, just as it is written, “The righteous by
faith will live.” (1:1-8, 15-17, NET)

A note on the rendering before we begin. At two points in this passage the English makes
a decision the Greek leaves more open, and both decisions are ours to weigh rather than
the translator’s to make for us: “declared to be the Son of God” in verse 4, where the verb
may equally mean appointed or installed; and “from faith to faith” in verse 17, where four
centuries of interpreters have not agreed on what the little phrase means. We will come to
both.

The Argument

Paul writes to a church he did not found and has never visited, and he knows it. He can-
not presume on the authority of a father over his own children; he must instead lay his
gospel out in full, so that the Roman Christians may know exactly what manner of mes-

13
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sage it is they will be receiving when at last he comes. That is why this letter is what it is —
not an occasional note dashed off to put out a fire, but the most complete and ordered
statement of the gospel Paul ever set down. And it is why the letter opens with the longest
salutation he ever wrote.

For the salutation is not throat-clearing. It is the gospel in miniature, the whole letter
compressed into a single breathless sentence before the formal thesis is ever stated.
Watch what is already here. The gospel is God’s gospel (verse 1) — not Paul’s invention but
God’s own announcement, and Paul merely its slave and herald. It is not new but ancient,
promised beforehand through the prophets in the Holy Scriptures (verse 2) — so that the
gospel and the Old Testament are not two religions but one promise and its fulfillment. Its
content is a person, his Son (verses 3-4), true man of David’s line and declared Son of God
in power by the resurrection. Its reach is all the nations (verse 5), and the response it seeks
is the obedience of faith. Its recipients are loved by God, called to be saints (verse 7) — loved
first, made holy by calling, not by achievement. And its opening word to them is grace,
and only then peace — grace the source, peace the result. The entire epistle is folded inside
those seven verses like a tree inside its seed.

Then, after a warm and disarmingly humble thanksgiving — Paul longs to come, longs to
give them some spiritual gift, and adds at once that he longs equally to be encouraged by
their faith, the great apostle confessing he has something to receive from this congrega-
tion of strangers (verse 12) — he reaches the formal statement of his theme. Verses 16 and
17 are the thesis of Romans, the proposition the remaining fifteen chapters exist to
demonstrate. Everything before has been approach; everything after is proof. Here is the
seed cracked open.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“Set apart for the gospel” (verse 1). The word is aphorismenos, set apart, marked off — and it
is hard not to hear in it the very word Pharisee, the “separated ones.” Paul had once been
set apart by the Law, separated unto a righteousness of his own; the same man is now set
apart for the gospel of a righteousness that is not his own at all. The whole of his life, and
in a sense the whole of this letter, lies in the distance between those two separations.

“Descended from David ... declared to be the Son-of-God-in-power ... by the
resurrection from the dead” (verses 3-4). This is very likely an early Christian confes-
sion that Paul takes up and makes his own, and it carries a christological weight the
careless reader can drop. The verb horisthentos — “declared,” but as naturally “appointed”
or “installed” — has tempted some toward the heresy that Jesus became the Son of God at
his resurrection, as though Sonship were a status he was promoted into. That is adoption-
ism, and it is not what the text says. The eternal Son did not become the Son at Easter; he

14
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was, at Easter, declared and installed as “the Son of God in power.” The phrase to attend to is
in power — en dynamei. It does not modify the declaring; it modifies the Son. The one who
was always the Son entered, at the resurrection, upon the open exercise of his Sonship in
power and glory. Read this way, verses 3 and 4 lay out the two great states of the one
Christ that Lutheran theology has always confessed: the state of humiliation — descended
from David according to the flesh, the Son veiled in our weakness — and the state of
exaltation — Son-of-God-in-power ... by the resurrection from the dead, the same Son now un-
veiled in majesty. The resurrection is not the making of the Son; it is the public
declaration of who the humbled man on the cross had been all along.

“The obedience of faith” (verse 5). Hypakoen pisteos — and the genitive is a genuine crux.
Does Paul mean obedience that flows from faith, or obedience that consists in faith, or
obedience to “the faith” as a body of doctrine? We take the second, the reading the
Reformation always took: the obedience which is faith itself. For the obedience God re-
quires in the gospel is not first a list of deeds but the surrender of believing — “this is the
work of God,” said our Lord, “that you believe in him whom he has sent” (John 6:29). The
gospel does not come demanding works and grudgingly accepting faith as a down
payment; it comes demanding faith, and faith is the whole of the obedience it seeks, be-
cause faith is the creature finally letting God be God — letting him give what he insists on
giving. We will meet this phrase once more, in the letter’s very last sentence (16:26),
where it frames the whole epistle like a clasp. Between these two clasps, the obedience of
faith is the only obedience Romans knows how to command.

“I am not ashamed of the gospel” (verse 16). It is worth asking why shame should even
come up. One does not announce that one is not ashamed of something obviously admir-
able. Paul raises it because the gospel was, by every standard the world then honored, a
shameful thing: a crucified Jewish criminal proclaimed as the world’s true Lord — folly to
the Greek who prized wisdom, scandal to the Jew who awaited a conqueror, sedition to
the Roman who already had a lord named Caesar. To stand in the imperial capital and an-
nounce this as the power of God took something other than good taste. Paul’s “I am not
ashamed” is litotes, the understatement that means its opposite with force: not merely un-
embarrassed but glorying, boasting, staking everything. And the reason follows.

“It is God’s power for salvation” (verse 16). Mark the precision. Paul does not say the
gospel is a message about the power of God, a report of a saving power located somewhere
else. He says the gospel is the power of God — dynamis theou — for salvation. The word is
not a dead pointer to a living power; it is the living power, carried in the proclamation,
delivering what it announces. This is the whole Lutheran doctrine of the means of grace
in a single clause. God’s saving power does not float free of the Word, to be reached by
some inner experience around or behind the preaching; it comes in the Word, so that when
the gospel is spoken, the power of God is doing its work right there, in the ear and on the
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heart of everyone who believes. And note the instrument named: not everyone who strives,
not everyone who is worthy, but everyone who believes. The sola fide is already standing in
the thesis, before a single argument has been mounted to defend it.

“The righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith” (verse 17). And now the
phrase that made and unmade a monk. Dikaiosyne theou — the righteousness of God. The
full weight of this falls in Excursus B, where the genitive is weighed in all its options, and
the reader who wants the whole argument should turn there; but the thesis of that ex-
cursus must be stated here, because it is the thesis of the letter. The “righteousness of
God” Paul announces is not, in the first place, God’s own attribute of justice by which he
judges — the reading that drove Luther to hatred — nor is it merely, as some now urge,
God’s covenant faithfulness or his saving activity considered in the abstract. It is, above
all, the righteousness that comes from God and is given to the believer, the right standing
God himself confers as a gift, reckoned to faith. Paul’s own commentary on the phrase is
written elsewhere in his hand, at Philippians 3:9, where he sets a righteousness of my own
that comes from the law over against the righteousness from God that depends on faith — ten ek
theou dikaiosynen, the from-God righteousness. That is the righteousness revealed in the
gospel: not ours, not earned, not a quality worked up in us, but Christ’s own, handed over
and credited to the one who believes. Kdsemann was not wrong to hear in it the note of
power — it is indeed God’s mighty saving act — but the act and the gift are one: the power
of God is precisely the power by which he makes the ungodly righteous as a present from
his own hand.

And it is revealed ek pisteos eis pistin — “from faith to faith,” or “from faith to faith.” Of the
proposed meanings, the one that fits Paul’s argument is the simplest and most sweeping:
faith from first to last, faith through and through, the whole transaction by faith from
beginning to end with works shut out at every door. The phrase is not a formula to be
cracked but a drumbeat to be felt — faith, and faith, and only faith.

“The righteous by faith will live” (verse 17, citing Habakkuk 2:4). Paul seals the thesis
with the prophet, and the prophet’s words contain one final crux that turns out to be a
gift. The Greek, ho dikaios ek pisteos zesetai, can be construed two ways, depending on where
the phrase “by faith” is heard to land. It can be joined to the righteous — the one who is right-
eous by faith shall live — and so foreground justification: it is the person who has been
declared righteous through faith who has life. Or it can be joined to the verb — the righteous
shall live by faith — and so foreground the manner of the Christian life: the righteous one
goes on living, daily, by faith. Our base text has already chosen between them. The NET
prints The righteous by faith will live, binding the phrase to the righteous, which is the con-
strual Luther’s whole breakthrough turns on and is very likely the right one. It is worth
pausing over how much that word order gives away: a translator has quietly handed us
the reading it took Luther years in a tower to reach. Still, the interpreters divide, and the
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division need not be forced, for in Paul both are true and the second flows from the first.
But here is the gift hidden in the ambiguity: the two readings together are nothing less
than the table of contents of this entire first volume. The righteous by faith — that is Ro-
mans 1 through 4, the long argument that no flesh is justified by works and that
righteousness is reckoned to faith apart from the law. Will live — that is Romans 5 through
8, the unfolding of the life the justified now possess: peace with God, freedom from sin’s
dominion, the indwelling Spirit, the unbreakable love of God in Christ. Habakkuk, quoted
in the first paragraph, has handed Paul the outline of everything that follows. The thesis is
the seed; the volume is the tree; and we have just read the rings.

The Confessional Payoft

There is a reason the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, when it came to defend the one
article on which the Church stands or falls, turned at once and at length to this letter. For
what Paul states as thesis here, the Confessions state as confession, in words so close to
Paul’s that to read them side by side is to hear an echo. The Augsburg Confession’s fourth
article teaches that we cannot be justified before God by our own powers, merits, or
works, but are justified freely, for Christ’s sake, through faith, when we believe that we are
received into grace and our sins forgiven for Christ’s sake — and this faith God imputes for
righteousness (AC IV). That last clause is simply Romans 1:17 confessed: the righteousness
of God, revealed from faith to faith. The Formula of Concord, taking the matter up again a
generation later under fresh assault, defines the righteousness of faith with the same
forensic precision — that it is not any quality or renewal worked in us, but the obedience,
suffering, and resurrection of Christ himself, reckoned to us and received by faith alone
(FC SD III). When Paul says the righteousness of God is revealed and received by faith, the
Confessions answer: yes, an alien righteousness, Christ’s and not ours, imputed and not
infused, grasped by faith and not by works.

And the thesis’s other half — God’s power for salvation, lodged in the spoken gospel — the
Confessions guard with equal care. For the Augsburg Confession’s fifth article teaches that
to obtain this faith God instituted the office of preaching, giving the gospel and the sacra-
ments, through which, as through instruments, the Holy Spirit is given, working faith where
and when it pleases God in those who hear (AC V). The power of God that Romans 1:16 loc-
ates in the gospel is exactly the power AC V locates in the means of grace: not a force to be
sought behind the Word in some unmediated experience of the Spirit, but the Spirit’s own
power delivered in the Word and sacraments. Already in the thesis, then, the gospel is
announced as both the content the Confessions call justification and the instrument the
Confessions call the means of grace — the righteousness that is given, and the Word that
gives it.
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Contested Ground

Two of this passage’s cruxes are live battlegrounds, and both are handled in full else-
where; here it is enough to mark where we stand and where the longer argument waits.

The meaning of the righteousness of God is the great contested phrase of the whole letter,
and the New Perspective on Paul has pressed hard to read it as God’s covenant faithful-
ness or his saving action rather than as the gift-righteousness imputed to faith. The full
weighing of the genitive, with the lexical and exegetical case for the Reformation reading,
is the burden of Excursus B; the thesis we defend there, and assume here, is the one Phil-
ippians 3:9 hands us — a righteousness that comes from God, depending on faith.

The “obedience of faith” has likewise become contested, with some recent readers —
Wright most prominently — hearing in it the allegiance owed to Jesus as Lord, obedience
as covenant loyalty rather than as believing trust. There is something true in the instinct:
faith is indeed no mere opinion but a clinging of the whole person to Christ as Lord. But to
shift the weight from believing to allegiance is, in the end, to begin smuggling the works
back in by the side door, making the obedience that is faith into an obedience that faith
merely produces and proves. We hold the line the Reformation held: the obedience God
seeks in the gospel is the surrender of faith itself, the empty hand opened to receive.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

Hear, then, the thesis preached — for Paul did not write it to be admired but to be be-
lieved, and it has a word of Law for you and a word of Gospel, in that order, as the whole
letter does.

The Law first, and it is sharper than it looks, for it hides inside that strange word shame.
Paul says he is not ashamed of the gospel, and the reason he must say it is that shame is
the natural response of the human heart to a gift it cannot control. We are not, if we are
honest, so unlike the Greeks and the Jews and the Romans who found this message folly
and scandal and sedition. We too would prefer a gospel with a little more dignity — a gos-
pel that left us something to do, some contribution to point to, some respectable share in
our own rescue. A righteousness that is wholly given, received by the empty hand of faith
with nothing of ours mixed in, is an offense to the proud heart precisely because it leaves
the proud heart nothing. And so we are ashamed of it in a thousand quiet ways: ashamed
to need it so completely, ashamed to preach it so nakedly, forever tempted to dress it up
with conditions and qualifications until it becomes a gospel we are no longer embar-
rassed to be seen with — which is to say, no gospel at all. The Law’s word to you in this text
is the exposure of that shame: you have wanted a righteousness you could be proud of,
and there is none.
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And then the Gospel, which is the thesis itself, spoken now not about the Romans but to
you. I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is God’s power for salvation to everyone who believes.
To everyone — there is no qualification you must first meet, no worthiness you must first
reach; the door is faith, and faith is the empty hand, and your hand is as empty as any-
one’s. The power that saves is not waiting somewhere behind the message for you to find
by some effort or feeling; it is in the message, doing its work in you as you hear it now, be-
cause the gospel is the very power of God and not a rumor of it. And what it reveals and
gives is a righteousness — not yours, never yours, but God’s own, Christ’s own, reckoned
to you the moment you believe and held fast by faith from first to last. The frightened
monk in the tower found that the most hateful phrase in Scripture was in fact the gate to
heaven, because the righteousness of God turned out to be not the sword raised against
him but the robe held out to him. It is held out to you. The righteous by faith will live — and
the one who is righteous by faith is the one who simply takes what is offered and lives.
Take it, and live.
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Movement I — The Reign of Sin and the
Accusing Law (Romans 1:18-3:20)

This is the longest sustained argument in the first half of the letter, and the darkest. It is the Law’s
mirror held up to the whole human race, and it ends with every mouth stopped. Its home excursus
is A, on the meaning of “the works of the law”; its great confessional theme is the second and
proper use of the Law, by which God slays before he makes alive.

The Text

The movement is too long to set down whole; the reader should have the full passage
open. But it has a skeleton of load-bearing verses, and these are worth fixing in the mind
before we begin, for the whole argument runs from the first to the last of them like a cur-
rent:

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteous-
ness of people who suppress the truth by their unrighteousness. (1:18, NET)

Therefore God gave them over ... (1:24, and again 1:26, 1:28, NET)

Therefore you are without excuse, whoever you are, when you judge someone else. For
on whatever grounds you judge another, you condemn yourself, because you who judge
practice the same things. (2:1, NET)

What then? Are we better off? Certainly not, for we have already charged that Jews and
Greeks alike are all under sin, ... (3:9, NET)

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that
every mouth may be silenced and the whole world may be held accountable to God. For
no one is declared righteous before him by the works of the law, for through the law
comes the knowledge of sin. (3:19-20, NET)

From “the wrath of God is revealed” to “every mouth may be stopped” — that is the arc.
Everything in between is the building of an indictment so complete that, when it is
finished, no one in the dock has a word left to say.

The Argument

Notice first what binds this movement to the thesis that preceded it, for Paul has placed
two sentences side by side and used the same verb in both, and the parallel is the key to
the whole. In verse 17, the righteousness of God is revealed — apokalyptetai. In verse 18, the
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wrath of God is revealed — apokalyptetai again. Two revelations, two unveilings, two words
spoken from heaven over the same human race: a word of righteousness offered in the
gospel, and a word of wrath disclosed against sin. They are not two moods of God to be av-
eraged into a temperate middle; they are the Law and the Gospel themselves, and the en-
tire letter will be an exercise in hearing each of them in its full force without letting either
drown the other. Here, in this movement, we hear the first of the two at its loudest. The
gospel will have its turn — but not until the wrath has finished its work, because a hand
that is not yet empty cannot receive a gift.

And so Paul builds, with the care of a prosecutor who means to leave no escape. He begins
where the self-respecting religious reader most wants him to begin: with the pagan world
(1:18-32), the idolaters who knew God from his creation and would not honor him, whom
God therefore gave up to the ruin of their own desires. Any pious reader of the first cen-
tury — and most of the twenty-first — will have read those verses nodding, perhaps
sharpening the indictment a little, certainly placing himself on the right side of it. That
nod is the trap, and Paul springs it in a single word at the head of chapter 2: Therefore —
therefore you have no excuse, whoever you are, you who judge, for you do the same
things. The man who stood to condemn the pagans has condemned himself, because the
measure he took up to judge them is the measure that now falls on him. The judge is in
the dock. From there the argument tightens: the moralist (2:1-16), then the Jew who rests
in the law and the covenant sign (2:17-29), then the objections that rise from a cornered
conscience, each silenced in turn (3:1-8) — until Paul can spring the verdict the whole
edifice was built to deliver. Jews and Greeks alike are all under sin (3:9). The Scriptures them-
selves are summoned as witnesses for the prosecution, a chain of Israel’s own texts testi-
fying that there is no one righteous, not even one (3:10-18). And the gavel falls: every
mouth stopped, the whole world guilty before God, no flesh justified by works of the law,
the law itself given that sin might be known (3:19-20).

The destination of the movement, then, is not despair for its own sake. It is silence — the
stopped mouth, the emptied hand, the end of every defense — because only the silenced
sinner can hear the But now that opens the next movement, and only the emptied hand
can be filled.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“The wrath of God is revealed” (1:18). The wrath is not a primitive notion to be apolo-
gized for, nor a temporary divine bad temper. It is the settled and holy response of God’s
righteousness to all that sets itself against him — and Paul’s striking claim is that it is being
revealed, in the present, from heaven. How? The verses that follow answer: chiefly through
the threefold God gave them over. The wrath of God in this passage operates not first by
lightning from the sky but by handing the sinner over to his own sin — by withdrawing the
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restraint of grace and letting idolatry run to its natural end. This is the same dynamic we
will meet in Excursus F, where God’s hardening of Pharaoh proves to be his judicial aban-
donment of a man who had first hardened himself; here it is the engine of the whole in-
dictment. Sin, given room, becomes its own punishment. The wrath is real, and it is ter-
rible, and much of the time it looks exactly like God simply leaving people to have what
they insisted on wanting.

“People are without excuse” (1:19-20). Paul grants a real knowledge of God available to
all: his eternal power and divine nature, perceived in the things he has made, so that the
pagan world is anapologetous — without excuse, without a defense to offer. We must say pre-
cisely what this natural knowledge can and cannot do, for the Confessions are careful
here and so must we be. It is real: there is a knowledge of God’s existence, power, and
majesty written into the creation and a knowledge of his law written into the conscience
(we will reach the latter in a moment). But it is not saving. It tells a man that God is and
that God is to be feared; it cannot tell him that God is gracious, for that is hidden in the gos-
pel and nowhere else. Natural knowledge of God, left to itself, does precisely one thing: it
removes the excuse. It is enough light to convict, never enough to save. The man who
would build a religion on it builds a courtroom, not a church.

“God gave them over ... to dishonorable passions” (1:24-28). Three times the dreadful
refrain — paredoken, he handed them over — and the structure of the passage is an
unmasking of inversion. Humanity exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images
(1:23), exchanged the truth of God for a lie and worshiped the creature rather than the Cre-
ator (1:25); and so God gave them over to a desire that itself exchanges the Creator’s design
for its inversion (1:26-27). Paul’s point in naming the disordering of desire is not to single
out one sin as uniquely abhorrent — that misreading walks straight into the trap he is
about to spring — but to exhibit, in the most visible possible form, the one motion that
runs through the whole human fall: the creature turning against the grain of its Creator,
the created order bent back against itself. It is the vertical exchange (Creator for creature)
made horizontal and legible. And the catalog that follows (1:29-31) — envy, strife, deceit,
gossip, faithlessness, heartlessness — sweeps the respectable sins into the same net as the
scandalous ones, precisely so that no reader can stand outside it. By verse 32 the indict-
ment is total, and the reader who has enjoyed it too much is about to learn why.

“You are without excuse, whoever you are, when you judge someone else” (2:1). Here is
the hinge of the whole movement, the literary trap that is also a theological one. The form
is the diatribe, the imagined interlocutor; the substance is the exposure of the moralist.
The one who condemns the sins of chapter 1 proves, in the very act of condemning, that
he knows the law that condemns him too — and he does the same things. This is not the
cheap observation that everyone is a hypocrite. It is the far deeper claim that moral seri-
ousness is no refuge from the wrath of God — that the better a man’s knowledge of right and
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wrong, the more comprehensively the Law accuses him, because he sins against more
light. The pagan had enough knowledge to be without excuse; the moralist has more, and
is more without excuse, not less. There is no altitude of virtue high enough to climb out
from under this verdict; the higher you climb, the more of you the Law can see.

“God will render to each one according to his works ... the doers of the law will be
justified” (2:6, 2:13). This is the crux that has tangled many readers, for Paul appears to
say, in the middle of an argument against justification by works, that God judges accord-
ing to works and that the doers of the law will be justified. Does Paul contradict in two
chapters what he will build the whole letter to deny? He does not — and the resolution is
one of the most important things to grasp in all of Romans. Paul is here stating the stand-
ard of the Law in its full and unbroken truth. It is entirely true that God judges according to
works; it is entirely true that the doer of the law would be justified by it. The Law
promises life to the one who keeps it — perfectly, inwardly, always. Paul states this true and
terrible standard not to open a second road to salvation by works but to close every road,
for the conclusion he is driving toward is that there are no doers, that no flesh will be
justified by the law’s deeds (3:20), that the standard which would justify a doer falls as
pure condemnation on a race that contains none. The “doers of the law will be justified” is
the Law’s honest word, and it is honest precisely as a death sentence, because the doers
do not exist. To read 2:13 as describing an actual class of people saved by their law-keep-
ing is to miss that Paul has set the bar exactly where no human foot can reach it, on pur-
pose. (A minority of interpreters take the righteous Gentiles of 2:7 and 2:14 to be actual
believers doing good by the Spirit; the argument as a whole, which ends with every
mouth stopped, tells against it. The Law here is setting the standard that convicts, not
describing the saved.)

“The work of the law is written in their hearts” (2:14-15). The Gentiles who do not have
the written law nevertheless show its work written on their hearts, their conscience bear-
ing witness, their thoughts accusing or excusing them. This is the natural law, the second
face of natural revelation: as the creation testifies to God’s existence, the conscience
testifies to his commands. It is a real knowledge, and it does real work — but again, the
work it does is accusation. The conscience is a courtroom, not a sanctuary; left to natural
law, every man already carries within him a witness for the prosecution he cannot si-
lence. This too only deepens the indictment: even those without Moses are not without
law, and so not without judgment.

“Circumcision is of the heart by the Spirit and not by the letter” (2:28-29). Paul relativ-
izes the great boundary marker. The outward sign profits nothing without the keeping of
the law it signified; the true Jew is the one whose circumcision is of the heart, worked by
the Spirit and not by the letter. This does two things at once. It dismantles the last refuge
of the man who would rest in covenant membership as such — having the sign is not be-
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ing righteous — and it quietly introduces the Spirit/letter distinction that will flower in
chapters 7 and 8. The external badge cannot save; only a heart God himself has cut can
stand. We are very near here to the question of what Paul means by “works of the law,”
and the full treatment waits in its place.

“Jews and Greeks alike are all under sin” (3:9). The verdict’s first form. Not all have sinned
merely — that comes at 3:23 — but all are under sin, hyph’ hamartian, under it as under a
power, a dominion, a tyrant. This is the deepest note of the whole movement and the one
most often missed: sin in Romans is not finally a tally of bad deeds but a reign, a captivity,
a master who holds the whole race in bondage. Jew and Greek alike are not merely guilty
of sins; they are slaves of Sin. The catena that follows (3:10-18), stitched from Israel’s own
Psalms and Prophets, is the indictment in Scripture’s own voice — there is no one righteous,
not even one ... there is no one who seeks God — so that the Law condemns the very people
who possessed it, out of their own holy books.

“Every mouth may be stopped ... by works of the law no flesh will be justified ...
through the law comes the knowledge of sin” (3:19-20). And here is the gavel. Three
clauses, and each one is a pillar of the whole theology that follows. First, every mouth
stopped — phrage pan stoma — the courtroom fallen silent, every defense exhausted, the
whole world held accountable to God, hypodikos to theo, guilty as charged with no plea left.
Second, by works of the law no flesh — pasa sarx, no human creature whatever — will be
justified in his sight. This is the negative thesis the whole movement existed to establish,
and its decisive phrase, “works of the law,” is the burden of Excursus A. Third, and most
luminous of all for the doctrine of the Law: through the law comes the knowledge of sin — dia
nomou epignosis hamartias. Here Paul tells us what the Law has been doing through this en-
tire dark movement. It has not been showing us how to be saved; it has been showing us
that we are lost. Its work is epignosis hamartias, the knowledge — the felt, convicting,
mouth-stopping knowledge — of sin. This single clause is the charter of what the Lutheran
tradition calls the second and chief theological use of the Law, and it is the doctrinal heart
of everything we have read.

The Confessional Payoft

The Confessions did not invent the doctrine of this movement; they read it off the face of
these chapters. Three of their great themes are simply Romans 1:18-3:20 confessed.

The first is original sin. The Augsburg Confession teaches that since the fall all who are
naturally born are born with sin — without the fear of God, without trust in God, and with
disordered desire (AC II), and the Apology and the Formula’s first article press it to its
depth: this is no surface blemish but a corruption of the whole nature, so that the human
being is not basically sound with a few faults but is, in the matter of standing before God,
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wholly captive (FC SD I). Paul’s all are under sin, his there is no one righteous, not even one, his
there is no one who seeks God, is that doctrine in the apostle’s own words. The race Paul in-
dicts is not a healthy race that has stumbled; it is a fallen race that cannot rise.

The second is the bondage of the will. When Paul cites the Psalm that there is no one who
seeks God (3:11), he has pronounced the death of free will in the things of God, for a will
that cannot so much as seek God surely cannot turn to him, choose him, or cooperate in
its own conversion. The Formula confesses exactly this: in spiritual matters the unregen-
erate will is not merely weakened but bound, able of itself neither to begin nor to assist its
own rescue (FC SD II) — which is only Luther’s Bondage of the Will (LW 33) drawn from this
very soil. The hand that 3:20 leaves empty cannot fill itself.

The third, and the hinge of the whole, is the accusing office of the Law. The Apology says it
in four of the most important words in the Lutheran vocabulary: the law always accuses —
lex semper accusat (Ap IV). That is what we have watched the Law do for sixty verses. It has
not guided, it has not enabled, it has not improved; it has accused, relentlessly and impar-
tially, until every mouth was stopped. And the Confessions, following Isaiah, name this
God’s alien work — his strange and opposite work of wrath and condemnation (Isa 28:21) —
undertaken always for the sake of his proper work of grace. The wrath revealed in 1:18 is
the alien work; the righteousness revealed in 1:17 and 3:21 is the proper work; and the
alien serves the proper, for God wounds only to heal, kills only to make alive, accuses
only to drive the accused to the one place a verdict of guilty can be answered. This is why
the darkness of this movement is not cruelty but mercy in its strange first form. The Law
is doing the only thing that can make a sinner want the gospel.

Contested Ground

The decisive phrase of the movement, by works of the law (3:20), is now heavily contested,
and the contest matters for everything. The New Perspective on Paul has urged that “the
works of the law” Paul excludes are not human moral achievement in general but the spe-
cific identity-markers — circumcision, food laws, Sabbath — that distinguished Jew from
Gentile, so that Paul’s target is not works-righteousness but Jewish exclusivism, and so
that Luther in the tower was answering a question Paul never asked. The full reply is the
burden of Excursus A, and the reader who wants the argument in its strength should turn
there. But the thesis of that excursus can be seen already from where we stand, simply by
reading what the indictment actually indicted. Paul did not spend sixty verses convicting
the world of circumcision and dietary scruple. He convicted it of idolatry, of murder and
malice and deceit, of hearts that would not honor God and consciences that accuse — of
sin, in the full and moral sense. When he therefore concludes that no flesh will be justified
by works of the law, the works he excludes must be as broad as the sins he exposed. To
shrink “works of the law” to boundary markers at verse 20 is to leave the entire preceding
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argument hanging in the air. The phrase means what the indictment requires it to mean:
the whole of what the law demands and the whole of what fallen flesh attempts — every
deed by which any human being has ever hoped to stand before God on his own account.
None of it justifies. That is the point, and it is the gospel’s necessary precondition.

A second contest, and for many contemporary readers the sharper one, gathers around
the catalog of 1:26-27. Some interpreters hold that Paul has in view only particular an-
cient practices — pederasty, cultic prostitution, the excesses of a Nero — rather than any-
thing a modern reader would recognize; others that the passage rests on a first-century
convention about what is “natural” that no longer binds; others still that Paul means what
the Church has always heard him to mean. This exposition reads the verses as the Church
has read them, and does not conceal it. But it has treated them above in general terms,
and deliberately, for two reasons that belong to Paul’s argument rather than to the temper
of the times. The first is that his emphasis falls not on the catalog but on the exchange it il-
lustrates — the creature trading the truth of God for a lie and being handed over to the
consequence — which is why the same handing-over language governs the far longer list
of verses 29-31, where every reader finds himself. The second is that the trap of chapter 2
has not yet sprung. Paul builds this indictment precisely so that the reader who nods
along at 1:27 will be caught at 2:1: you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges. To
make this catalog the hinge of the chapter is to be caught by the very device the apostle
set. The use of the text here is the second use of the Law, and the second use of the Law
has one target, which is every reader without exception.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This movement is the Law’s, and the great temptation in preaching it is to hurry — to rush
past the wound to the balm, to soften the verdict because we cannot bear to leave the
hearer under it. We must not. The kindest thing this text can do to you is to let the Law
finish its work, and so we will let it.

Hear it, then, and do not look for the exit. The wrath of God is revealed. Not against the pa-
gans only, not against the scandalous sinners of the catalog whose vices are conveniently
not yours — against all ungodliness, against the suppression of the truth that every human
heart performs, against you. And notice, before you protest, that your protest is the trap.
The very impulse to read these chapters with someone else in mind — the idolaters, the
dissolute, the people whose sins are not your sins — is the impulse Paul named at 2:1: you
who judge practice the same things. There is no balcony to read this from. The more care-
fully you distinguish yourself from the sinners in the dock, the more surely you take your
place beside them, because self-righteousness is not the absence of sin but its most reli-
gious form. Your moral seriousness will not save you; it only means the Law sees more of
you. And so the mouth that wanted to explain, to qualify, to point elsewhere — that mouth
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is stopped. You are hypodikos (o thed, accountable to God, with no plea to enter. By the works
of the law — by anything you have done or could do — you will not be justified in his sight.
Stay there a moment. Do not reach yet for the comfort. Let your mouth be stopped.

For this is the strange mercy of the Law: it empties the hand. It takes away every defense,
every merit, every distinction you hoped to stand on, until you have nothing left to bring
and nothing left to say — and that nothing is the only thing the gospel can use. The Law
has not brought you here to abandon you in the silence. It has brought you here because
the silence is where the next word can finally be heard, and the next word is But now. But
now apart from the law the righteousness of God ... has been disclosed (3:21). You are not yet
ready for the whole of it; that is the next movement, and the gospel deserves its own room
and will have it. But hear this much across the threshold, you whose mouth is stopped:
the God whose wrath was revealed against your sin has revealed, in the very same letter
and from the very same heaven, a righteousness that is not your own and asks nothing of
your stopped and empty mouth but to be opened, at last, to receive. The Law has done its
alien work. Wait now for the proper one.
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Excursus A — The Works of the Law: Badges,
Deeds, and the New Perspective

Belongs to Volume One, Movement II (Romans 1:18-3:20), and bears on Movement III. The intro-
duction to Volume One promised that the New Perspective on Paul would be engaged in the ex-
cursuses, so that the pastoral line of the exposition need not be interrupted by it. Here is the first
and most basic of those engagements, for on the meaning of one phrase — “the works of the law”
— a great deal of the doctrine of justification turns.

What Hangs on a Phrase

At the hinge of the letter Paul writes that by works of the law no flesh will be justified in his
sight (3:20), and again, we hold that one is justified by faith apart from the works of the law
(3:28). The phrase is erga nomou, works of the law, and for most of the Church’s history its
meaning seemed plain: the deeds the law commands, human obedience, anything a per-
son might do to be accepted by God. Justification, then, is by faith and not by doing — the
sinner acquitted as a gift, not on the strength of his works. This is the reading on which
Luther stood in the tower, and on which the Reformation built.

In the last half-century that reading has been challenged at its foundation by the move-
ment called the New Perspective on Paul, and the challenge fastens precisely on this
phrase. If “works of the law” does not mean human obedience in general but something
narrower — the specifically Jewish ceremonial badges that fenced Israel off from the na-
tions — then Paul’s polemic is not against works-righteousness at all, but against ethnic
exclusivism; justification is not the acquittal of a guilty sinner but the declaration of who
belongs to God’s covenant people; and Luther, on this telling, misheard Paul, projecting a
late-medieval anxiety about personal merit onto a text that was really about the inclusion
of the Gentiles. The stakes could hardly be higher. So the phrase must be weighed with
care, and the New Perspective must be heard at its strongest before it is answered.

The New Perspective’s Case

The movement began with E. P. Sanders and his study of Second Temple Judaism, which
argued that the Judaism of Paul’s day was not the works-righteous, merit-counting legal-
ism that Christian polemic had long assumed. Sanders called its pattern covenantal nom-
ism: Israel got into the covenant by God’s gracious election, not by earning, and kept its
place by obedience to the law — obedience offered as the grateful response of an already-
chosen people, not as a currency to purchase standing. Judaism, on this account, was a
religion of grace. And if so, then Paul cannot have been attacking Jewish legalism, because
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there was no such legalism to attack; his quarrel with “works of the law” must have been
about something else.

James Dunn, who named the New Perspective, supplied the something else. The “works of
the law,” he argued, are not deeds in general but the particular observances that
functioned as identity markers or boundary markers — circumcision, the food laws, the Sab-
bath and the calendar — the badges by which Jews were visibly distinguished from Gen-
tiles. When Paul denies justification “by works of the law,” he is denying that these ethnic
badges are required for membership in the people of God; he is insisting that Gentiles
need not become Jews to belong. Dunn found support in a document from Qumran, some-
times rendered “some of the works of the Torah,” which uses a comparable phrase for a
set of specific halakhic rulings — evidence, he urged, that “works of the law” named
particular observances rather than law-keeping as such.

N. T. Wright drew the threads into a fuller account. Justification, for Wright, is God’s
declaration of covenant membership — the verdict that a person belongs to the one family
of Abraham — rather than the courtroom acquittal of an individual sinner; “the
righteousness of God” is God’s covenant faithfulness; and the gospel’s great announcement
is that the one family now includes Gentiles by faith, without the badges of Jewish iden-
tity. Behind all of this lay a still earlier and broader claim, made by Krister Stendahl: that
the entire Western reading of Paul, from Augustine through Luther, had projected onto
the apostle a brooding, introspective conscience that Paul himself did not possess — that
Paul had a “robust” conscience and was concerned not with personal guilt but with the
place of the Gentiles in God’s plan. On this view the “Lutheran Paul” is a mirror in which
the West saw its own anxieties, and the recovery of the real Paul requires setting those
anxieties aside.

What Must Be Granted

A fair hearing requires conceding, at the outset, that the New Perspective has taught the
Church real things, and that the older reading was sometimes carried on with a caricature
that deserved correction.

Sanders was right that Second Temple Judaism cannot be flattened into a cartoon of joy-
less merit-mongering, every Pharisee a Pelagian counting his good deeds against his bad.
The Judaism of Paul’s day had a genuine theology of grace and election; it knew that Is-
rael’s standing rested first on God’s choosing and not on Israel’s earning. A Reformation
reading that depends on portraying all of ancient Judaism as crude works-righteousness is
depending on a falsehood, and it does not need to. Dunn and Wright are right, too, that
the social and ecclesial dimension of justification is genuinely present in Romans and was
sometimes underplayed in the older Protestant treatments. Paul really is concerned with
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Jew and Gentile in one people; he asks, in the very paragraph that contains 3:28, Or is God
the God of the Jews only? Is he not the God of the Gentiles too? (3:29), and answers that God will
justify the circumcised and the uncircumcised alike by faith. The boundary markers
really are prominent in Paul’s controversies — circumcision above all dominates the Gala-
tian crisis — and the Jew-Gentile question is unquestionably in view. To read Romans as if
it had no horizontal, communal dimension, as if justification produced only isolated
saved souls and not a reconciled people, is to read it poorly. The New Perspective has
pressed these points, and they are worth keeping.

The question is not whether these things are true. The question is whether they require us
to narrow “works of the law” to ethnic badges, and so to empty Paul’s polemic of its
quarrel with human doing as the ground of acceptance. They do not.

Why the Narrowing Fails

The decisive objection is contextual, and it is simple enough to feel its force without any
technical apparatus. Paul concludes that by works of the law no flesh will be justified (3:20) as
the verdict of an argument that ran from 1:18, and that argument indicted the human race
not for failing to bear Jewish badges but for sin in the fullest moral sense — idolatry and the
suppression of truth, murder and malice and envy and deceit, the whole catalog of 1:29-
31, and the universal failure summed up from Israel’s own Scriptures, none is righteous, no
one does good, not even one (3:10-12). If the works that fail to justify were merely circum-
cision and food laws and Sabbath, then Paul’s conclusion would be a startling non sequit-
ur: three chapters proving that everyone, Jew and Gentile, is morally guilty before God,
capped by the announcement that — ethnic ceremonies don’t justify. The conclusion must be
as wide as the indictment that produced it. Paul has proved universal moral failure; he
therefore concludes that no doing whatever can justify, because all human doing falls un-
der the failure he has exposed. The works excluded must be coextensive with the sins
indicted, and the sins indicted were moral, not ceremonial.

The same verse seals it from the other side: through the law comes the knowledge of sin
(3:20b). The law whose works do not justify is the law that gives knowledge of sin — and
when Paul later gives his single example of what that law exposes, it is not a boundary
marker but the tenth commandment: I would not have known what it means to desire some-
thing belonging to someone else if the law had not said, “Do not covet” (7:7). Coveting is no eth-
nic badge; it is the most inward and universal of moral failures. The law that accuses and
cannot justify reaches the heart’s desire, not merely the body’s circumcision.

The argument from Abraham (chapter 4) drives the point home, for there Paul defines the
“works” he excludes in terms that have nothing to do with ethnicity and everything to do
with earning. To the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due (4:4). The
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category is wages against gift, debt against grace — the language of merit and reward, not of
identity markers. And Abraham was justified (Gen 15) before he was circumcised (Gen 17)
and centuries before the Mosaic law with its ceremonies existed at all; so the “works” that
could not have justified him cannot be the Mosaic badges specifically. Paul is opposing the
principle of justification by what one does — by deeds that would put God in one’s debt —
and circumcision is, for him, simply the most visible instance of that principle at work.

So too with boasting. Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded! (3:27). Dunn would have this be
merely the exclusion of ethnic boasting, the Jew’s pride in his badges. But the boasting
Paul excludes is the boasting that justification by works would permit — and the evidence
of the Second Temple sources, gathered against the New Perspective by scholars such as
Simon Gathercole, is that Jewish piety did entertain a real confidence in obedience as the
ground of vindication at the final judgment. This is where Sanders’s correction, true as far
as it goes, does not go far enough. It is one thing to say that Israel believed it got into the
covenant by grace; it is another to say that obedience played no decisive role in final sal-
vation. The sources show that it did — that a real soteriological weight rested on the deeds
of the law for the verdict of the last day. “Get in by grace, stay in by works” still makes
works decisive for the final outcome, and it is exactly that — works as the ground of the
final verdict — that Paul denies. The caricature was overdrawn; the substance Paul
opposed was nonetheless there.

Lexically, finally, there is no warrant for the narrowing. Erga nomou means the works the
law requires, the deeds the law commands — and the law commands the whole moral law,
not merely its ceremonial subset. The genitive specifies whose works (the law’s, the works
the law prescribes); it does not silently restrict them to the badges. The Qumran phrase
Dunn appealed to shows, if anything, that “works of the law” could denote law-observ-
ance broadly construed (a body of halakhic practice), not a fixed shortlist of ethnic mark-
ers; and Paul’s usage is broader still. The phrase means law-deeds, and the law’s deeds
include “you shall not covet.”

As for Stendahl’s larger claim — that the introspective, guilt-burdened reading of Paul is a
Western projection — it overcorrects a real insight into a falsehood. Stendahl rightly saw
that Paul’s letters are not a diary of morbid self-examination, and that the Jew-Gentile
question looms large. But the individual’s standing before a holy God is not a Western in-
vention smuggled into Paul; it is written across these very chapters — in the stopped
mouth and the universal guilt of 3:19-20, in the wretched man of chapter 7, in the bound
will that does not submit to the law of God, nor is it able (8:7), in the ungodly whom God justi-
fies (4:5). Paul does have a doctrine of the guilty individual and his rescue; the Reforma-
tion did not invent it but heard it. Stendahl saw the horizontal and concluded the vertical
was absent; both are there, and the vertical is the deeper.
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The Deeper Issue, and the Synthesis

Beneath the lexical dispute lies a difference about the human plight, and it is here that
everything is finally decided. The New Perspective tends to locate the problem Paul
addresses in Jewish exclusivism — the wall between Jew and Gentile — so that the gospel
becomes mainly the tearing down of that wall, the making of one family. But Paul’'s own
diagnosis in 1:18-3:20 is deeper and darker: the problem is not first that Jews excluded
Gentiles but that all, Jew and Gentile alike, are under sin (3:9); that there is no one who seeks
God; that the human will is bound and cannot of itself turn to God or please him. The wall
between Jew and Gentile is real, and the gospel does tear it down — but it tears it down
because it has dealt with the deeper wall, the one between every sinner and God. The ec-
clesial truth (one people, Jew and Gentile) is genuine and precious, and the Lutheran
should gladly own it; but it flows from the soteriological truth (all are guilty sinners justi-
fied by grace through faith, so that the ground of membership is faith and not works or
ethnicity), rather than replacing it. The New Perspective makes the horizontal the main
thing and lets the vertical recede; the Reformation reading keeps the vertical primary and
derives the horizontal from it. It is not a choice between the two — both stand in Romans
— but an order, and the order matters.

And so “works of the law” means what the Church long took it to mean: the deeds the law
requires, human obedience as a potential ground of standing before God — all of it, not
merely the ethnic badges. The badges are included, and they are prominent in Paul’s con-
troversies because they were the presenting symptom in his churches; but they are
instances of the deeper disease, the opinio legis, the inborn conviction of the human heart
that it is justified by what it does and what it is. Circumcision is simply that conviction
wearing its Jewish dress. Paul’s gospel cuts beneath the dress to the heart, and what it says
to the heart is the only word that can finally free it.

For this is the pastoral and confessional payoff, and it is why the dispute is no mere schol-
ar’s quarrel. If “works of the law” meant only the ethnic badges, then the good news of
Romans would be, at bottom, you do not have to become a Jew — a true word, but a thin one,
and no balm at all for the conscience crushed by its own moral failure. But because
“works of the law” means all human doing offered as a ground of acceptance, the good
news of Romans is the word the terrified conscience actually needs: you cannot save your-
self by anything you do — and, blessed be God, you do not have to, for Christ has done it, and his
righteousness is reckoned to your faith as a gift. That is the gospel Luther found in the tower,
and it is the gospel still. The frightened monk was not projecting a Western neurosis onto
an apostle who only cared about Gentile inclusion. He was hearing, with unusual clarity,
the apostle’s actual word to the actual human plight — that no flesh is justified by the
works of the law, and that the righteousness of God comes, apart from the law, to every-

32



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

one who believes. The recovery of that word is the burden of the next excursus, on the
righteousness of God itself.
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Movement IIT — The Justification of the
Ungodly (Romans 3:21-4:25)

This is the dogmatic heart of the letter and the brightest room in the volume — the gospel proper,
toward which the stopped mouth of 3:20 has been waiting. It is the home of two excursuses, B on
the righteousness of God and C on the faith of Christ, and of the one article on which, the
Confessions say, the Church itself stands or falls.

The Text

The center of the movement, and arguably of the whole of Scripture, deserves to stand
here in full:

But now apart from the law the righteousness of God (although it is attested by the law
and the prophets) has been disclosed—namely, the righteousness of God through the
faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction, for all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God. But they are justified freely by his grace
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. God publicly displayed him at his death
as the mercy seat accessible through faith. This was to demonstrate his righteousness,
because God in his forbearance had passed over the sins previously committed. This was
also to demonstrate his righteousness in the present time, so that he would be just and
the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness. (3:21-26, NET)

The argument is then pressed home and proved from Scripture, and these verses carry its
weight:

For we consider that a person is declared righteous by faith apart from the works of the
law. (3:28, NET)

But to the one who does not work, but believes in the one who declares the ungodly
righteous, his faith is credited as righteousness. (4:5, NET)

He was given over because of our transgressions and was raised for the sake of our
justification. (4:25, NET)
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The Argument

Two words open this movement, and the whole gospel is folded inside them: But now.
Nyni de. For three chapters the wrath of God has been revealing itself, the indictment
building, the mouths stopping, until the entire world stood guilty and silent before the
bar with nothing to plead. And into that silence Paul speaks the two greatest words a
condemned race has ever heard — but now — and the direction of everything reverses. But
now ... the righteousness of God ... has been disclosed. The wrath was real; the silence was de-
served; the verdict of guilty stood. And then, from the same God and the same heaven, a
righteousness that the Law could never produce is unveiled — not earned, not achieved,
not demanded, but manifested, brought to light and held out, apart from the law.

The structure of the movement is simple and it is a single sustained answer to the ques-
tion 3:20 left hanging in the air. If by works of the law no flesh will be justified, then how is
anyone justified at all? First (3:21-26), Paul states the answer in its dense, glittering core: a
righteousness from God, apart from law, through faith, by grace, as a sheer gift, grounded
in the redemption and propitiation accomplished at the cross — where, as we shall see,
the deepest problem of the universe is solved. Then (3:27-31) he draws out two con-
sequences: that all human boasting is thereby excluded, and that this gospel does not ab-
olish the Law but upholds it. And finally (4:1-25), he proves from Scripture itself that this
is no novelty but the ancient way of God, by walking us through the case of Abraham —
the father of the faithful, justified by faith reckoned as righteousness, apart from works
and before he was ever circumcised. The “But now” is new in its manifestation; it is older
than Moses in its substance. The Law and the Prophets bore witness to it all along.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“The righteousness of God ... through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ” (3:21-22). The
two great phrases of the thesis return, and both are battlegrounds whose full treatment
waits in their excursuses. That the righteousness of God here is the gift-righteousness from
God, reckoned to faith — and not merely his covenant faithfulness or his saving activity as
such — is argued in Excursus B; we assume it here. And whether pistis lesou Christou means
our faith in Christ (the objective genitive) or Christ’s own faithfulness (the subjective genit-
ive) is weighed in Excursus C. Here our base text has taken a side, and openly: the NET
renders the phrase through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ, and at 3:26 speaks of the one who
lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness. That is the subjective genitive, and it is a defensible read-
ing of a genuinely ambiguous construction. This exposition reads it the other way. We
take it, with the Reformation and the mainstream of the tradition, as faith in Christ — the
answering trust by which the believer receives what God gives — while granting that the
faithfulness of Christ is gloriously true and stands behind it, and that the translators who
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read it the other way have hold of something real. But notice that whichever way that
grammar finally falls, Paul immediately glosses it himself with a phrase that admits no
ambiguity: this righteousness is for all who believe. The instrument is believing. The argu-
ment does not hang on the genitive.

“Are justified” (3:24). Here is the lexical hinge of the entire Reformation, and everything
turns on hearing the verb correctly. Dikaioumenoi — “being justified,” from dikaioo. The
word is forensic. It belongs to the courtroom, not the operating theater. To justify is to de-
clare righteous, to pronounce a verdict of acquittal, to reckon a person to be in the right —
not to make a person inwardly good. We know this from the word’s own behavior: its
opposite is “to condemn” (katakrino), and to condemn a man does not make him wicked; it
declares him guilty. Just so, to justify does not make a man holy; it declares him righteous.
This is not a Protestant imposition on the Greek; it is the Greek. And it is the watershed.
For if “justify” means to make righteous — to infuse a holiness into us by degrees, as Rome
has taught — then our acceptance before God rests, however graciously begun, on a
righteousness being worked in us, and the terrified conscience is thrown back upon itself
to ask whether enough has yet been worked. But if “justify” means to declare righteous on
the ground of a righteousness reckoned to us from outside, then our acceptance rests
wholly on Christ, complete and entire in the instant of faith, and the conscience may rest.
We do not yet stop to litigate the divide; that waits below. But fix the word now: to be justi-
fied is to be declared righteous. The whole comfort of the gospel hangs on it.

“Justified freely by his grace through the redemption” (3:24). Paul piles up the language
of pure gratuity until no room for merit remains. Dorean — freely, gratis, for nothing. Te
autou chariti — by his grace. And the mechanism by which the gift reaches us is apolytrosis,
redemption — the word of the slave market and the ransom, the buying-back of a captive
at a price. We who were under sin (3:9), held as slaves to a power we could not break, are
redeemed — purchased out of bondage and set free. The freedom is a gift to us; it was not
free to obtain. Someone paid.

“God publicly displayed him at his death as the mercy seat” (3:25). And now we reach
the price, and the deepest crux of the movement. Hilasterion. The word has been the object
of a long and consequential dispute: does it mean expiation — the covering or wiping away
of sin — or propitiation — the turning aside of wrath? Our base text answers from a third
direction, and the reader has just seen it: the NET has God publicly displaying his Son at
his death as the mercy seat. That is not an evasion of the question but a way into it, and we
will take it as our starting point in a moment. First the dispute itself. Some have urged
expiation alone, embarrassed by the notion that the cross should have anything to do
with God’s anger. But the whole argument forbids the softening. Paul opened this entire
section of the letter with the wrath of God is revealed (1:18); a propitiation that did not ad-
dress that wrath would leave the letter’s central problem untouched. The hilastérion is the
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place and the means by which the wrath rightly revealed against sin is righteously turned
aside — not by God’s anger being talked down, but by its being borne. And here the NET’s
rendering earns its keep, for hilastérion is the term the Greek Old Testament uses for the
mercy seat, the golden lid of the ark where, once a year, the blood of atonement was
sprinkled and God met his people in mercy over the very law they had broken. Paul may
be saying: Christ crucified is the true mercy seat, the place where the blood is now offered
and God and sinners meet — and meet, let it be said, over the very law that condemned
them, the wrath borne in the meeting and not evaded by it. The cross is propitiation.
God’s own wrath against our sin fell, and was satisfied, on God’s own Son, set forth by God
himself. The Father did not extract the price from a reluctant Son; the triune God
provided in himself what the triune God required.

“So that he would be just and the justifier” (3:26). This is the summit — the verse toward
which the whole letter has been climbing, the solution to the problem the indictment cre-
ated. The problem was this: a righteous God is confronted with a guilty race. If he simply
condemns them, he is just, but there is no gospel. If he simply forgives them, waving the
guilt aside, there is a kind of gospel, but he is no longer just — he has become a judge who
acquits the guilty, the very thing his own law calls an abomination. How can God be both?
How can he remain perfectly just — not winking at a single sin, not lowering the law’s de-
mand by a hair — and yet justify the ungodly? The answer is the cross, and it is the only
possible answer. At the propitiation, the sin was not waved aside; it was punished, fully, in
the substitute. Justice was not suspended; it was satisfied. And therefore God can now de-
clare the believing sinner righteous without ceasing for one moment to be the righteous
God, because the debt the sinner owed has been paid to the last coin by Another. Just —
because sin was judged. And the justifier — because it was judged in Christ and not in us.
Here the wrath of 1:18 and the righteousness of 1:17 meet and embrace at a single bloody
point, and the gospel is shown to be not a relaxation of God’s justice but its most awful and
most beautiful vindication.

“A person is declared righteous by faith apart from the works of the law” (3:28). Paul
states the thesis in its barest form, and it is worth pausing on a single word that is not in
the Greek but belongs to the sense. When Luther rendered this verse into German, he
wrote allein durch den Glauben — by faith alone — and was at once accused of corrupting
the text, for allein has no separate word behind it in Paul. Luther’s defense, in his open
letter on translating, was exactly right: the “alone” adds nothing to Paul’s meaning; it
merely says in good German what Paul already says in Greek. For if a man is justified by
faith apart from the works of the law, then he is justified by faith and by nothing else —
which is to say, by faith alone. The sola is not an addition to the apostle but an explication
of him. (Rome would later anathematize the phrase; but the anathema falls on Paul’s own
logic, not on Luther’s German.) And the apparent quarrel with James — who says a man is
justified not by faith alone (James 2:24) — dissolves once we see that the two apostles fight
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different errors with the same words turned to different uses. James battles a dead and
barren “faith” that is mere assent and produces nothing, and rightly says such a faith,
alone in the sense of fruitless, justifies no one. Paul battles works-righteousness, and
rightly says living faith justifies apart from any work. The Reformation held both in a
single sentence: we are justified by faith alone, but the faith that justifies is never alone.
The instrument is faith only; the faith is never solitary.

“His faith is credited as righteousness” (4:3-8). With Abraham, Paul moves from doc-
trine to proof, and the proof rests on a single accounting word that tolls through the
chapter like a bell: logizomai — to reckon, to count, to credit, to impute. Genesis says Abra-
ham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness (4:3, citing Gen 15:6) — counted,
entered in the ledger, credited to an account that did not otherwise contain it. Paul
presses the commercial metaphor: to one who works, the wage is not counted as a gift but
as a debt owed (4:4); but to the one who does not work but believes in him who declares the
ungodly righteous — there is the scandalous phrase, declares the ungodly righteous, ton asebe,
the very thing the law called abomination — to that one, faith is counted as righteousness
as a sheer gift (4:5). And lest we think this is Abraham’s private privilege, Paul summons
David, who pronounced the blessedness of the man to whom God counts righteousness
apart from works, whose lawless deeds are forgiven and whose sin the Lord will not count
against him (4:6-8, citing Ps 32). Imputation runs in both directions at once: our sin not
counted against us because it was counted against Christ; Christ’s righteousness counted to
us because it was credited to our empty account by faith. This is the wonderful exchange
— what Luther loved to call the frohliche Wechsel, the joyful exchange, and what Paul states
most starkly elsewhere: God made the sinless one to be sin for us, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God (2 Cor 5:21). Our sin to him; his righteousness to us; and the
whole transaction recorded in the one verb logizomai.

“Before he was circumcised” (4:9-12), and faith that raises the dead (4:13-25). Paul
drives the proof home with the order of events: Abraham was reckoned righteous in Gen-
esis 15, while still uncircumcised; circumcision came only in Genesis 17, as a seal of a
righteousness he already possessed by faith — and therefore Abraham is father of all who
believe, the uncircumcised Gentile no less than the circumcised Jew. The badge sealed the
faith; it did not produce the righteousness. And Paul ends by showing us the content of Ab-
raham’s faith, which turns out to be the content of ours. Abraham believed God who gives
life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist (4:17) — believed against
hope, in the face of his own dead body and Sarah’s barren womb, that God could do what
he promised. That is justifying faith: not a vague religiosity but a specific trust in the God
who creates from nothing and raises from death. And this, Paul says, was written not for
Abraham’s sake alone but for ours, who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our
Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification (4:24-25). The God
Abraham trusted to raise life from his dead body is the God we trust to have raised Christ
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from the tomb — and that resurrection is the public receipt, God’s own signature, that the
propitiation was accepted and our justification secured. Christ was delivered up for our tres-
passes: there is the cross, bearing our guilt. He was raised for our justification: there is the
empty tomb, proving the debt paid and the verdict of “righteous” already pronounced
over all who are in him.

The Confessional Payoft

There is a reason the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, defending the article on which
the Church stands or falls, turned to these verses and would not leave them — for the
Lutheran doctrine of justification is, almost line for line, an exposition of Romans 3:21-
4:25. The Augsburg Confession states the thesis of 3:28 as its own: that we are justified not
by our merits, works, or satisfactions, but freely, for Christ’s sake, through faith, when we be-
lieve that we are received into grace and our sins forgiven for Christ’s sake, and that this
faith God imputes for righteousness (AC IV) — which is simply 4:3 confessed. The Apology un-
folds it at length, insisting on the forensic sense of the verb against every attempt to make
justification a process of inner improvement: to be justified is to be absolved, declared
righteous, the conscience set at peace — and the righteousness by which we are justified is
not our own renewal but the imputed righteousness of Christ, grasped by faith (Ap IV).

The Formula of Concord, taking the matter up again under pressure, guards the same
ground with even sharper definition. Its third article fixes the meaning of “justify” as
forensic — to absolve from sins and to pronounce righteous — and locates our righteousness
before God not in any quality within us but in the obedience, suffering, and resurrection of
Christ, imputed to us (FC SD III). It defends this on two fronts at once. Against Rome, which
had collapsed justification into the infusion of grace and the renewal of the sinner, the
Formula distinguishes — though it never separates — the declaration of righteousness from
the renewal that follows it, so that our acceptance rests on Christ’s finished work reckoned
to us and not on the unfinished work being wrought in us. And against the intra-Lutheran
error of Osiander, who had taught that we are righteous before God by the indwelling of
Christ’s divine nature, the Formula insists that our righteousness is the imputed obedience
of the whole Christ, God and man — his active obedience in fulfilling the law for us and
his passive obedience in bearing its penalty — credited to faith. The just and the justifier of
3:26 is confessed precisely here: God remains just because Christ’s obedience answered
the law and Christ’s blood bore its curse; God is the justifier because that obedience and
that blood are reckoned to us. This is the propitiation of 3:25 turned into a doctrine of the
atonement, and the imputation of chapter 4 turned into a doctrine of righteousness. The
Confessions add nothing to Paul. They only refuse to let him be softened.
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Contested Ground

Three contests meet in this movement, and two are sent ahead to their excursuses.
Whether the righteousness of God (3:21-22) is the gift-righteousness from God or, with the
New Perspective, his covenant faithfulness, is the burden of Excursus B. Whether pistis le-
sou Christou (3:22) is our faith in Christ or Christ’s own faithfulness is weighed in Excursus
C. We have stated our positions and shown that the doctrine of the movement does not
finally hang on either grammar, since Paul glosses both with for all who believe.

The third contest cannot be deferred, for it is the Reformation itself: the meaning of the
verb to justify. Rome, at the Council of Trent, anathematized the teaching that justification
is a forensic declaration distinct from inner renewal, and taught instead that to be
justified is to be made righteous by an infused grace that includes the sinner’s own sancti-
fication, so that one’s final acceptance depends on the righteousness God works within.
We have given the lexical reasons for rejecting this — that dikaioo is a verdict and not a
transformation, that its opposite “condemn” is plainly declarative, that the logizomai of
chapter 4 is the language of crediting and not of infusing, that God declares the ungodly
righteous (4:5), reckoning righteousness to one who is, at that moment, still without it. But
the deepest reason is pastoral, and it is the reason the Reformation would not yield an
inch here: if justification includes my own renewal as part of its ground, then I can never
be sure I am justified, for I can never be sure the renewal is sufficient, and the gospel that
was meant to give the conscience rest sends it back into the very labor the Law had
already shown to be hopeless. The distinction between justification and sanctification —
never a separation, for the faith that justifies always bears fruit — is the line on which
Christian assurance lives or dies. We will guard it the whole way through, and most jeal-
ously in the chapters on the renewed life, where the temptation to let sanctification creep
back under justification’s roof is strongest.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

If the last movement was the Law’s, this one is the Gospel’s, and there is no need this time
to hold the comfort back. The Law has done its alien work; your mouth was stopped; you
stood without excuse and without a plea. Now hear the proper work, and hear it as spoken
to you by name.

But now. Two words, and they are for you. But now — after the indictment, after the si-
lence, after the verdict you could not answer — a righteousness from God has been mani-
fested apart from the law, and it is offered to you who could never produce it. You do not
have to climb to it; it has come down. You do not have to earn it; it is dorean, free, a gift, giv-
en for nothing because there was no price you could pay. And it is not a thin and legal
pardon that leaves you cold. It cost the blood of the Son of God, set forth by the Father as
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the propitiation, the mercy seat, the place where the wrath your sin deserved fell instead
on him and was exhausted there, so that not one drop of it remains for you. Look at what
this means for the question that has haunted you — whether God can really receive you,
with your record, and still be God. He can. That is the whole marvel of 3:26. He does not
receive you by pretending you are not guilty; he receives you because your guilt was
carried, judged, and finished at the cross, so that he is just in justifying you — your for-
giveness is not a lapse in his righteousness but its very triumph. You are not forgiven
because God overlooked your sin. You are forgiven because God bore it.

And the way this becomes yours is the way it became Abraham’s: not by working but by
believing in him who declares the ungodly righteous — and that word is the sweetest in the
verse, for it tells you the kind of person this gift is for. Not the godly, who might seem to
qualify. The ungodly. The one with nothing to bring. The one whose hand the Law emp-
tied. To that one — to you — faith is counted as righteousness, the righteousness of Christ
himself credited to your empty account as a pure gift, while your sin is reckoned not to
you but to him who bore it. This is the wonderful exchange, and it is already done. Abra-
ham believed the God who raises the dead, and you believe the God who raised Jesus — de-
livered up for your trespasses, and raised for your justification — so that the empty tomb is
God’s own receipt, signed in his hand, that the debt is paid and the verdict over you is
already righteous. Stop trying to add to it; there is nothing to add, and the attempt only
insults the gift. The hand that the Law emptied, the Gospel has now filled, full to overflow-
ing, with a righteousness that is not yours and can never be taken from you because it
never depended on you in the first place. Believe it. It is for you.
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Excursus B — The Righteousness of God:
Attribute, Gift, and Saving Power

Belongs to Volume One, Movement I (Romans 1:17) and Movement III (Romans 3:21-22). This is
the contested phrase of the whole letter and the title of its first volume, and the doctrine of
justification stands or falls on how it is read. The previous excursus argued that no human doing
justifies; this one asks what righteousness does, and whose it is.

The Phrase That Made the Reformation

It was a phrase that terrified a monk before it freed him. The righteousness of God — dikaio-
syné theou — stands at the thesis of the letter (1:17) and at its dogmatic heart (3:21-22), and
Luther, lecturing on Romans before his breakthrough, read it as the righteousness by
which God is righteous in himself and judges the unrighteous, and he hated it, for he was
unrighteous and could not stand before it. Then, as Volume One’s introduction recounted,
he saw that in this verse the phrase means something else entirely: not the righteousness
with which God condemns but the righteousness with which God clothes, a passive righteous-
ness, received and not achieved, the gift God gives to faith. The phrase that had been a
sword became a robe, and the gate of heaven opened.

That whole reversal turns on a question of Greek grammar — on what the little genitive
“of God” is doing in dikaiosyne theou. And in the last century the question has been re-
opened with great force, for if the phrase means what the New Perspective and others
now say it means, then Luther read his robe into a text that was really talking about some-
thing else, and the Reformation rested on a mistranslation. So the genitive must be
weighed.

Four Ways to Read the Genitive

The phrase admits, in principle, of several construals, and the debate is a debate among
them.

It might be a subjective genitive naming an attribute — God’s own righteousness, his dis-
tributive justice, the rectitude by which he judges. This is the sense that terrified Luther,
and it is not absent from Romans: at 3:5 and again at 3:25-26, where God shows his
righteousness so as to be just and the justifier, the phrase plainly refers to God’s own
justice, vindicated at the cross. But this cannot be the primary sense at 1:17 and 3:21-22,
for reasons we will see — an attribute is not “received by faith.”
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It might be a genitive of origin naming a gift — a righteousness that comes from God and is
conferred upon the believer, the status God reckons to faith. This is the Reformation
reading, the iustitia passiva of Luther’s discovery: not God’s quality but God’s gift, the alien
righteousness of Christ credited to the one who believes.

It might name God’s covenant faithfulness — God’s fidelity to his promises, his saving action
in keeping covenant with Abraham and Israel. This is the reading favored by the New Per-
spective, and by N. T. Wright above all, who insists that the righteousness of God is God’s
own covenant loyalty, demonstrated in the gospel, and emphatically not a status
transferred to us.

Or it might name God’s saving power — his cosmic, invasive act of setting the world right,
his rightful claim asserted over a rebellious creation. This is the apocalyptic reading asso-
ciated with Ernst Kdsemann, who recovered the dynamic, active sense of the phrase
against a merely static notion of a status received.

Behind the last two stands the Old Testament, where tsedaqah, righteousness, often carries
a relational and saving sense — God’s righteousness paralleling his salvation, especially in
the later chapters of Isaiah, where God’s “righteousness” is his faithful vindication of his
people. A nineteenth-century lexical theory, associated with Hermann Cremer, made this
relational sense the master key: righteousness, on Cremer’s account, is fundamentally a
relational concept, faithfulness to a relationship or covenant, rather than conformity to a
norm. That theory became a near-consensus, and it is the lexical engine of the covenant-
faithfulness reading. It will have to be weighed too.

The Case for the Gift

The decisive evidence that dikaiosyné theou in the justification texts means the gift — the
righteousness from God, reckoned to faith — is woven through Paul’s own usage, and it is
strong.

First, the righteousness in question is revealed in the gospel and received by faith: the right-
eousness of God is revealed ... from faith to faith (1:17); the righteousness of God through faith in
Jesus Christ for all who believe (3:22). Now, an attribute of God — his justice, his covenant
faithfulness — is not “received through faith for all who believe.” A gift is. The very gram-
mar of reception tells us we are dealing with something conferred upon and taken hold of
by the believer, a righteousness that becomes his by faith, not a quality that remains God’s
own.

Second, and most decisively, Paul glosses the phrase himself, in his own hand, at
Philippians 3:9. There he sets two righteousnesses in flat opposition: not having a right-
eousness of my own that comes from the law, but ... the righteousness from God that depends on
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faith — ten ek theou dikaiosynen, the from-God righteousness. Here the genitive is spelled out
as ek theou, from God: a righteousness whose origin is God, which the believer does not
have of his own but receives from God by faith, set over against the righteousness he
might have produced by the law. This is Paul’s own commentary on what dikaiosyne theou
means where justification is in view, and it is unambiguous. The righteousness that
justifies comes from God and is had by the believer.

Third, Romans 10:3 confirms it by the same contrast: Israel, ignoring the righteousness that
comes from God, and seeking instead to establish their own righteousness. The righteousness of
God stands opposite their own righteousness — the one received, the other self-produced;
the one from God, the other from the self. The contrast is unintelligible unless “the
righteousness of God” is a righteousness available to be received in place of the one Israel
was trying to manufacture. It is the gift the works could not produce — which is exactly
the conclusion of the previous excursus: since no works of the law justify, the justifying
righteousness must come from outside the self, from God, as gift.

Fourth, Paul can say the believer becomes this righteousness: that in him we might become
the righteousness of God (2 Cor 5:21), in the great interchange where Christ is made our sin
and we are made his righteousness. And he can speak of the many being constituted right-
eous by the obedience of the one (Rom 5:19; Movement IV) — the imputational structure
built into the very parallel of the two Adams. The righteousness of God is something the
believer comes to be and to have, on the ground of Christ’s obedience reckoned to him.

And fifth, the lexical foundation of the rival reading has been seriously shaken. In a major
study, Irons reexamined Cremer’s relational theory — the claim that tsedagah and dikaiosyne
fundamentally mean covenant-faithfulness rather than a forensic norm or status — and
found it wanting: the evidence does not support making the relational sense the master
meaning, and the forensic, normative sense (a right standing, conformity to a norm, a
status declared) is well attested and is what the justification contexts require. The coven-
ant-faithfulness reading, in other words, rests on a lexical theory that does not bear the
weight placed on it. Read on sound lexical grounds, dikaiosyne theou in Paul’s justification
texts is best taken as the genitive of origin — the righteousness from God, the gift.

Kisemann’s Gift: The Act and the Status Are One

Yet the apocalyptic reading must not be brushed aside, for it recovers something the Re-
formation always knew and a thin version of the gift-reading can lose. Kdsemann, react-
ing against a purely individualistic notion of a status quietly received, insisted that dikaio-
syné theou is God’s saving power — his mighty, invasive act of asserting his rightful claim
and rescuing a captive creation, an act of sheer divine initiative breaking into the world.
And he was right that the phrase carries this dynamic, active charge, for Paul sets it in
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parallel with exactly such language: the gospel is God’s power for salvation (1:16); for the
righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel (1:17). Power and righteousness stand side by
side; the righteousness of God is God’s saving power going forth.

The mistake would be to treat Kdsemann’s power and Bultmann’s gift — the two poles of a
famous twentieth-century debate over this phrase — as rivals, so that one must choose
God’s act or the believer’s status. The Reformation reading needs neither horn of that di-
lemma, because in the gospel the act and the gift are one and the same thing seen from
two sides. God’s righteousness is his saving act — and the content of that act, what it actu-
ally does, is to give righteousness to the unrighteous, to reckon the obedience of Christ to
the one who believes. The power going forth and the status conferred are not two events
but one: the power is the giving, and the gift is what the power accomplishes. Indeed,
Kasemann’s emphasis on divine initiative guards the gift-character rather than threaten-
ing it, for it underscores that this righteousness is God’s deed and not ours — invasive,
monergistic, grace from first to last, the dead raised and not the living assisted. The apo-
calyptic reading, received as a friend, simply reminds the Reformation reading that the
gift is no static deposit but the fruit of God’s mighty saving act. The righteousness of God
is the power of God to make the ungodly righteous as a present from his own hand.

Against the Denial of Imputation

It remains to answer the sharpest edge of the New Perspective’s reading: Wright’s denial
that any righteousness is imputed or transferred to the believer. Righteousness, Wright
argues, is the status of the party vindicated in a lawcourt — and a status is not a substance
that can be passed across the courtroom from judge to defendant, like a gas or a commod-
ity. The judge does not give the acquitted his own righteousness; he simply declares him
to be in the right. So the believer is declared righteous (a covenant member), but receives
no righteousness of Christ’s reckoned to him.

The image of righteousness as a “gas across the courtroom” is a caricature, and it carica-
tures precisely what the Reformation never said. Imputation is not the transfer of a
substance; it is a reckoning, an accounting — the very forensic-commercial category Paul
himself deploys throughout Romans 4, where logizomai, to credit or count, tolls like a bell:
faith counted as righteousness, sin not counted, righteousness counted apart from works.
God credits the believer as righteous — enters righteousness to his account — not because
the believer has it of his own, but on the ground of Christ. There is no gas; there is a
ledger. And Wright, who freely uses the lawcourt and the language of a declared status,
cannot consistently object to the accounting metaphor, which is the same forensic world.

But more must be said, for the believer’s verdict is not bare. Wright would have God de-
clare the defendant “in the right” with no righteousness underlying the verdict — an ac-
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quittal floating free of any ground. Paul will not have it so. The verdict rests on a ground,
and the ground is named: through the obedience of one man many will be constituted righteous
(5:19). The believer is reckoned righteous because Christ’s obedience is reckoned to him — the
wonderful exchange, our sin to him and his righteousness to us (2 Cor 5:21). And
Philippians 3:9 has Paul speaking of having this righteousness — found in him, having ... the
righteousness from God — a possessed standing, received from outside, not a mere declara-
tion over an empty account. The judge in this courtroom does not pretend; he provides.
He clothes the defendant in the obedience of his own Son and then, justly, declares him
righteous — just and the justifier (3:26).

This does not require denying everything the covenant-faithfulness reading saw. God is
faithful to his covenant in the gospel; the vindication of God’s own righteousness is genu-
inely at issue (3:25-26); the gathering of one people, Jew and Gentile, is genuinely the
result. The covenant-faithfulness reading errs not by seeing these things but by making
them exclude the gift — by letting God’s faithfulness terminate in a mere declaration of
membership rather than in the conferral of a righteousness. The truth holds both, in
order: God’s saving faithfulness to his covenant is enacted precisely in his giving of
Christ’s righteousness to faith, so that the faithful God shows himself faithful by justifying
the ungodly. The act vindicates God’s righteousness and confers righteousness on the be-
liever; the two are one deed at the cross.

The Synthesis and the Comfort

Gather the threads, then, and the phrase yields a meaning richer than any single one of
the contending readings and inclusive of what each rightly saw. The righteousness of God in
the gospel is God’s saving act (Kdsemann’s power), which is at the same time God’s coven-
ant faithfulness enacted (Wright’s insight, rightly ordered), and which consists in the gra-
cious giving and reckoning to faith of the righteousness of Christ (the Reformation’s gift)
— power, faithfulness, and gift held together, the saving deed that confers the saving
status. The Old Testament’s saving righteousness and the Reformation’s gift-righteousness
are not at war: God’s righteousness as his saving activity is the activity by which he makes
the unrighteous righteous, so that to say “God acts to save” and “God gives righteousness
to faith” is to say one thing twice.

This is what the Formula of Concord confesses when it defines the righteousness of faith
as the imputed obedience of Christ — neither an infused quality renovating us from within
(the error of Rome) nor the indwelling of Christ’s divine essence (the error of Osiander),
but Christ’s whole obedience, his doing and his dying, reckoned to us and received by
faith (FC SD III). The dikaiosyné theou is that imputed righteousness, and Paul’s grammar,
rightly read, delivers it.
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And here is the comfort, which is the whole reason the grammar matters. If the righteous-
ness of God were only his own attribute, it would remain his and condemn us, as it first
condemned the monk. If it were only a declaration of covenant membership, it would tell
us we belong but leave the question of our guilt strangely untouched. But because it is
God’s own saving act conferring God’s own righteousness — Christ’s obedience — upon all
who believe, it is the one thing the guilty conscience actually needs: not the verdict that
we are in the club, but the gift of a righteousness that is not our own and can never be
taken from us, because it never depended on us and never was our own to lose. This is the
discovery that opened heaven’s gate to Luther, and it stands. The righteousness of God is
not the sword raised against you. It is the robe held out — Christ’s own righteousness,
from God, reckoned to your faith, and yours forever. To find that robe in this phrase is not
to read the Reformation into Paul. It is to read Paul.
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Excursus C — Pistis Christou: Faith in Christ,
or the Faithfulness of Christ?

Belongs to Volume One, Movement I and Movement III (Romans 3:22, 26). In the exposition we
ruled this crux in passing and promised the argument here. It is a narrower dispute than the two
excursuses before it, and — as we shall see — one on which less finally hangs than its heat suggests,
because Paul guards the point with a phrase that settles the doctrine whichever way the grammar
falls.

A Genitive, and a Question

Twice in the span of a few verses Paul uses a phrase that two words of Greek leave
genuinely ambiguous. At 3:22 the righteousness of God comes dia pisteos lesou Christou; at
3:26 God justifies ton ek pisteos lesou; and the same construction, pistis Christou, recurs at the
climaxes of Galatians and Philippians. The phrase is a genitive — faith of Christ — and the
question is what the genitive does.

A word first about the text in front of us, because this study does not read over its transla-
tion’s shoulder in silence. The NET, which supplies the Scripture throughout these
volumes, takes the phrase as a subjective genitive: at 3:22 the righteousness of God comes
through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ, and at 3:26 God justifies the one who lives because of
Jesus’ faithfulness. The reader who has just read those verses in the Movement has there-
fore already been given an answer, and it is not the answer this excursus will reach. That
is not a difficulty to be hidden. It is an honest disagreement with a serious translation,
and the excursus is the place to have it out. What follows grants the subjective reading its
full strength — more strength, the reader may find, than a partisan would grant it — be-
fore setting out why the objective reading is nevertheless to be preferred, and why, in the
end, less hangs on the outcome than either side usually supposes.

If it is an objective genitive, Christ is the object of the faith, and the phrase means faith in
Christ: the believer’s trust directed toward Christ, the instrument by which the righteous-
ness of God is received. This is how the Church read it for most of its history and how the
Reformation read it. If it is a subjective genitive, Christ is the subject of the faith, and the
phrase means the faith — or, more usually, the faithfulness — of Christ: Christ’s own faithful
obedience to the Father, his fidelity unto death, understood as the ground or instrument
of justification. On the first reading, justification comes through our believing in Christ; on
the second, through Christ’s own faithfulness.

The dispute has been one of the liveliest in Pauline studies for two generations, and it cuts
across the usual party lines in a way worth noting at the outset: it is not simply the New
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Perspective against the old. N. T. Wright favors the subjective reading; James Dunn, no
less a founder of the New Perspective, has defended the objective — so this is not a front in
the same war as the previous two excursuses, but a distinct grammatical and theological
question that gathers allies from across the camps.

The Case for the Faithfulness of Christ

The subjective reading owes its modern force to Richard Hays, whose study of the faith of
Jesus Christ made it a serious contender, and its arguments deserve a fair hearing.

The first is grammatical and concerns apparent redundancy. Read 3:22 as the objective
genitive — the righteousness of God through faith in Christ for all who believe — and Paul seems
to say the same thing twice: faith in Christ and for all who believe both name the believer’s
faith, an awkward repetition. Read it as the subjective genitive — the righteousness of God
through the faithfulness of Christ for all who believe — and the redundancy vanishes: Christ’s
faithfulness is the ground, and it is received by all who believe. The two clauses now do
distinct work.

The second is grammatical and concerns parallels. When Paul speaks elsewhere of the faith
of Abraham (4:16, ek pisteos Abraam), he plainly means Abraham’s own faith — a subjective
genitive. Why then should the faith of Christ, the identical construction, not likewise mean
Christ’s own faith or faithfulness? Consistency, Hays argued, favors the subjective.

The third is theological, and it is the deepest motive of the reading. To make justification
rest on Christ’s faithfulness rather than on the human act of believing is, the argument
runs, more thoroughly Christocentric — it grounds salvation in what Christ has objectively
done, not in something the sinner contributes; and it guards against the danger of turning
faith itself into a kind of work, the one act the sinner performs to be saved. On this read-
ing, the gospel is the story of Christ’s faithful obedience, the climax of God’s own faithful-
ness, and our faith is the grateful response to it rather than the thing on which everything
hangs.

These are not trivial arguments, and the theological instinct behind the third is one the
Reformation shares. The question is whether the phrase pistis Christou actually carries the
weight, and whether the objective reading really suffers from the dangers the subjective
reading fears.

The Case for Faith in Christ

The decisive evidence is contextual, and it is strong: in every place Paul uses the phrase,
he surrounds it with the language of the believer’s believing, and at one point he glosses the
noun with a verb that admits no ambiguity.
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Consider Galatians 2:16, where the phrase appears twice in a single verse, with a verb
wedged between: we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through pistis
Iesou Christou, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus (episteusamen eis Christon), in order to
be justified by pistis Christou. The middle clause — we believed in Christ — is an unambigu-
ous expression of the believer’s faith directed toward Christ as its object; and Paul sets it
down precisely to explain the noun phrases that bracket it. The verbal expression glosses
the nominal one. When Paul wants to say what pistis Christou means, he says we believed in
Christ. That is the objective genitive in the plainest possible terms, written by Paul him-
self.

The same holds at 3:22, where the supposed redundancy is in fact Paul’s characteristic em-
phasis. The righteousness of God through faith in Christ, for all who believe — the doubling is
not awkward but deliberate, of a piece with the from faith to faith of 1:17 and the relentless
drumbeat of believe, believe, believe that runs through the whole letter. Paul is not being
clumsy; he is hammering the sola fide. The repetition that the subjective reading treats as
a problem to be solved is, on the objective reading, the very point being pressed — the
drumbeat we heard at 1:17, sounded again here and now for everyone without distinction
who believes.

And the parallel with Abraham, far from helping the subjective case, quietly undoes it.
The faith of Abraham does mean Abraham’s own faith — because Paul presents Abraham
precisely as the exemplar of believing, the man who believed God, and it was credited to him as
righteousness (4:3), the pattern every believer follows. But Paul never presents Christ this
way. Christ is not, in Paul, the model believer whose faith we imitate; Christ is the object of
faith, the one we believe in. So if the constructions are parallel, the parallel runs the other
way: Abraham is the believer whose faith we share; Christ is the One in whom that faith is
placed. The analogy confirms that pistis Christou names faith directed toward Christ.

Against all this stands the whole texture of Romans, which is saturated, from first to last,
with the believer’s believing as the way righteousness is received — God’s power for salvation
to everyone who believes (1:16); Abraham believed (4:3); us who believe (4:24); believe in your
heart (10:9); everyone who believes in him will not be put to shame (10:11). To lift the believer’s
faith out of the pistis Christou verses and relocate it in Christ’s faithfulness would set those
few verses against the current of the entire letter, whose burden is how the sinner receives
the righteousness of God — and the answer, everywhere, is by believing.

The Worry That Misfires

The theological worry that drives the subjective reading — that faith in Christ makes faith a
work, the human contribution on which salvation hangs — misfires, because it misunder-
stands the very doctrine of faith the Reformation taught. In the confessional account,
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faith justifies not as a work, not as a virtue or an achievement or a quality that earns
anything, but solely as the instrument — the empty hand that receives, the open mouth
that is fed, the organ of reception and nothing more. Faith has no merit of its own; it is the
correlate of grace, the receiving that grace requires. To say a sinner is justified through
faith in Christ is therefore the furthest thing from making faith a work: it is to say that the
sinner contributes nothing but the empty hand, and that everything received is Christ’s.
The objective reading does not import a human work into justification; it names the re-
ceiving of a gift. The worry the subjective reading means to answer was already answered,
more carefully, by the Reformation’s own doctrine of faith.

What Is True in the Subjective Reading

This does not mean the subjective reading saw nothing. It saw, and rightly insisted on, a
truth the Reformation holds with both hands: that justification rests on Christ’s own faith-
fulness — his obedient self-giving, his fidelity to the Father unto the death of the cross.
Justification has a ground, and the ground is not our faith but Christ’s accomplished work
— what the dogmaticians called his obedience, active and passive, his perfect keeping of
the law and his bearing of its curse, the obedience of the one by which the many are consti-
tuted righteous (5:19; Movements III and IV). The subjective reading is theologically correct
that Christ’s faithfulness is the foundation of the whole. Its error is exegetical — to locate
that truth in this particular phrase, where the context will not bear it, rather than where
Paul actually teaches it.

And here is the synthesis that resolves the dispute without loss. There are two distinct
things, and the gospel needs both: a ground and an instrument. The ground of justification
is Christ’s faithfulness — his obedience reckoned to us. The instrument of justification is the
believer’s faith — the empty hand that receives that reckoned righteousness. The subjective
reading rightly prizes the ground; the objective reading rightly names the instrument;
and the phrase pistis Christou, read in context, refers to the instrument, while the ground it
lays hold of is exactly the faithfulness of Christ the subjective reading wished to honor.
We need not choose between Christ’s faithfulness and our faith in him, for they are not
rivals but a ground and the hand that grasps it. Read pistis Christou as faith in Christ, and
affirm with full voice that what that faith grasps is the faithfulness of Christ. Both stand.

It is worth adding, lest the debate be made more momentous than it is, that Paul has
placed a safeguard in the text that secures the doctrine on either reading. Even if one
granted the subjective genitive at 3:22, the very same verse adds for all who believe — so the
believer’s faith is unmistakably present and instrumental no matter how the genitive is
parsed. The doctrine of justification by faith does not finally hang on the disputed phrase,
because Paul will not let the believer’s believing be edited out of the sentence. The object-
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ive reading is correct; but the gospel would survive even its defeat, because for all who be-
lieve stands guard.

The Confessional Payoff and the Comfort

The Confessions teach exactly the distinction the synthesis requires. The righteousness of
faith is grounded in the obedience of Christ, imputed to us (FC SD III) — there is the ground,
Christ’s faithfulness. And faith is the instrument by which that righteousness is received,
justifying not as a work or a quality but as the empty hand that takes hold of Christ (Ap
IV). The Reformation never made faith the ground; it made Christ the ground and faith
the instrument — which is precisely the structure Paul’s language, rightly read, delivers.

This points to the deepest thing the objective reading protects, and the source of its
comfort. Faith justifies by its object, not by its quality. The old distinction holds: it is not
the strength or the brilliance of the faith by which one believes (fides qua) that saves, but
the worth of the Christ who is believed (fides quae — and beyond the content, the living
Christ himself, grasped). Faith is the hand; Christ is the treasure; and a trembling hand
that holds a treasure is no poorer for its trembling. This is why the subjective reading’s
worry, that faith-in-Christ exalts the human act, has it backwards: faith in Christ is the
most self-effacing thing a sinner can do, for it turns wholly away from itself and rests
entirely on Another. The believer who looks at his own faith to find comfort looks in the
wrong place; he is to look at Christ, whom his faith holds.

And so the pastoral word that this grammar finally yields is one the anxious conscience
desperately needs. Your justification does not rest on the quality of your believing — on
whether your faith is strong enough, clear enough, fervent enough, free enough of doubt.
It rests on the object of your believing, on Christ and his finished faithfulness, which is
perfect though your faith is weak. Faith in Christ saves not because it is impressive but be-
cause he is sufficient; the weakest faith that truly clings to Christ is joined to all of Christ,
and a feeble grip on a strong Savior is salvation, while the firmest grip on anything else is
not. So when your faith feels small, do not turn inward to measure it and despair; turn
outward to the One it holds, whose faithfulness does not waver when yours does. That is
the comfort the little phrase guards: not the faithfulness of your faith, but the faithfulness
of your Christ — received by a hand that need only be empty, and open, and his.
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Movement IV — Peace, Hope, and the Two
Adams (Romans 5:1-21)

With this movement the volume turns. The first four chapters proved that the sinner is reckoned
righteous by faith; from here the letter unfolds what that righteousness secures — the life of the
justified. If Habakkuk’s word was the table of contents, we have finished “the righteous by faith”
and begun “shall live.” And the pulse of the whole chapter is two words Paul repeats like a refrain:
much more.

The Text

Therefore, since we have been declared righteous by faith, we have peace with God
through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have also obtained access into this
grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in the hope of God’s glory. (5:1-2, NET)

But God demonstrates his own love for us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died
for us. Much more then, because we have now been declared righteous by his blood, we
will be saved through him from God’s wrath. (5:8-9, NET)

Consequently, just as condemnation for all people came through one transgression, so
too through the one righteous act came righteousness leading to life for all people. For
just as through the disobedience of the one man many were constituted sinners, so also
through the obedience of one man many will be constituted righteous. (5:18-19, NET)

... where sin increased, grace multiplied all the more, so that just as sin reigned in death,
so also grace will reign through righteousness to eternal life through Jesus Christ our
Lord. (5:20-21, NET)

The Argument

The chapter opens with a Therefore that gathers up everything behind it. Four chapters
have established the verdict; now Paul turns to ask what the verdict gives, and the move-
ment falls into two halves bound by a single concern — assurance.

The first half (5:1-11) names the fruits of justification, but they are not a list of separate
blessings so much as a single rising current of certainty. Peace with God; access into
grace; a standing that does not shift; a hope that survives even suffering and does not put
us to shame; and beneath it all, the love of God poured into the heart by the Spirit. And
then, twice, the argument that is the spine of Christian assurance: much more. If God did
the harder thing — justifying us, reconciling us, while we were still his enemies, at the
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cost of his Son’s blood — how much more will he do the easier thing of bringing his now-re-
conciled friends safely home. The believer’s confidence does not rest on the believer. It
rests on the direction of God’s proven love, which always runs from the greater gift
already given toward the lesser gift still to come.

The second half (5:12-21) then anchors that personal certainty in a cosmic fact, lifting our
eyes from our own hearts to the structure of the human race itself. Behind every individu-
al stand two men, two acts, two destinies. By one man, Adam, sin and death and condem-
nation entered and reigned over all who are in him. By one man, Jesus Christ, grace and
righteousness and life entered and reign over all who are in him. The believer’s salvation
is therefore as secure as his ruin once was — more secure, for grace does not merely
match the trespass but superabounds it. The experiential assurance of the first half (I have
peace, I am loved) rests on the structural certainty of the second (I am no longer in Adam
but in Christ, and what is true of the Head is true of the members). Paul moves from the
heart to the cosmos in order to tell the heart it may rest.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“We have peace with God” (5:1). The first crux is a single letter, and it carries surprising
weight. The manuscripts divide between echomen, “we have peace” (indicative), and echo-
men, “let us have peace” (subjunctive) — a difference of one vowel that the ancients, pro-
nouncing both alike, easily confused. The earliest copies actually favor the subjunctive,
but the sense almost certainly intends the indicative, and the reason is theological as
much as grammatical. Paul is not here exhorting the justified to go and produce a peace
they must maintain; he is announcing the peace they already possess as the gift of the ver-
dict just rendered. To read it as “let us have peace” is to turn the first fruit of justification
into a fresh task — to set the conscience to work securing what God has declared already
secured. We read it as Paul means it: we have peace. It is an indicative, a fact, a state of
affairs God has established, not a goal we are set.

And mark what “peace” means here. It is not, in the first place, a feeling of tranquility in
the breast — though that will come. It is the objective end of hostilities, the war between
God and the sinner concluded, the relationship reconciled. Eiréne is the Hebrew shalom, a
restored standing, not a settled mood. The feeling of peace is real and precious, but it is
the effect; the peace Paul announces is the fact on which the feeling may safely rest. Many
a troubled Christian has gone looking for the feeling and despaired of finding it, never
told that the fact was true all along whether he felt it or not. The fact is this: through our
Lord Jesus Christ, the justified are at peace with God.

“The love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit” (5:5). Here,
for the first time in the letter with this force, the Spirit and the love of God come forward
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together, and here is the verse that will not let the forensic doctrine become a cold thing.
Paul has been speaking of imputation, of reckoning, of a righteousness credited in the
ledger — and lest we imagine that justification leaves the heart untouched, an arrange-
ment in heaven of no warmth on earth, he says that the love of God has been poured out in
our hearts — ekkechytai, a perfect tense, poured out and remaining poured out — through
the Holy Spirit who was given to us. The verdict declared in the courtroom is not kept at
courtroom distance; the same gospel that reckons us righteous gives us the Spirit, and the
Spirit floods the heart with the felt love of God. This is the very conjunction this com-
mentary set out to hold: a justification that is strictly forensic, reckoned and not infused,
and a love genuinely poured into the heart and known there. The peace is a fact; but the
fact is not meant to stay frozen as a fact. It thaws into the warmth of a love the believer
actually feels, because the Spirit has been given. The frightened conscience is not merely
informed that it is at peace; it is, by the Spirit, brought to taste that it is loved. We will not
let go of either truth: the ground of our standing is outside us in Christ’s imputed
righteousness, and the love of that gracious God is poured into us by the Spirit so that
hope does not put us to shame.

“While we were still sinners ... while we were enemies” (5:6-10). Paul measures the love
of God by the condition of those it was spent on. Not for the righteous, not even for the
good, but for the weak, the ungodly (asehon — the very word of 4:5, the ones God justifies),
the sinners, the enemies (echthroi) — while they were still all of these, Christ died. The tim-
ing is the whole point and the whole comfort. God’s love did not wait for us to become lov-
able; it was lavished on us at our worst, on enemies, before a single thing in us had
changed. This dismantles the most persistent fear of the serious Christian, who supposes
that God’s continued favor depends on his improvement and trembles at every relapse. If
God loved you and gave his Son for you while you were his enemy, then your present fail-
ures, real as they are, cannot put you outside a love that began when you were further
outside than you will ever be again. He did not love you because you were good; he will
not stop because you are not yet good enough.

“Much more” (5:9, 10, 15, 17). This little phrase, pollo mallon, is the engine of the chapter
and the secret of Christian assurance, and it runs as an argument from the greater to the
lesser. Reconciling enemies by the death of God’s Son was the costly, the difficult, the
seemingly impossible thing — and God has already done it. Saving the reconciled by the
risen life of that same Son is, by comparison, the lighter thing — and it is the thing still to
come. The believer’s logic of confidence, then, never runs forward from his own resolve
(“I will hold on”) but backward from God’s accomplished deed (“he has already done the
harder thing”). If the cross is behind us, the crown cannot fail to be before us; the God
who spent his Son on his enemies will not lose his friends. Assurance is not optimism
about ourselves. It is the inexorable arithmetic of a love that has already paid the higher
price.
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“Because all sinned” (5:12). Now to the hardest verse in the chapter, the foundation of the
doctrine of original sin. Death spread to all, Paul says, eph’ ho pantes hemarton — and the
phrase has been read two ways across the centuries. The old Latin rendered it in quo, “in
whom,” and Augustine built upon it the teaching that all sinned in Adam, implicated in his
act as in the act of their head. Most now take eph’ ho to mean simply “because,” so that
death spread because all sinned. But the choice is less momentous than it appears, be-
cause the verses that follow settle the substance whichever way the phrase is parsed. For
Paul at once insists (5:13-14) that death reigned even before the law was given and even
over those who did not break an explicit command as Adam did — over those, that is, who
committed no transgression of their own like his. If death fell even on them, then death is
not, at bottom, the wage each individual earns by his own copying of Adam; it is the entail
of Adam’s one trespass upon the whole race that was in him. “Because all sinned” must
therefore be heard in the key Paul himself supplies eight verses later: through the disobedi-
ence of the one man many were constituted sinners (5:19). We sinned, in the decisive sense, in
our head. The race fell when Adam fell, and we are born already on the wrong side of the
line he crossed. This is original sin — not merely that we imitate Adam, but that we are
implicated in him, born under the sin and death his trespass loosed upon all his children.

“Many were constituted sinners ... many will be constituted righteous” (5:18-19). And
here the Adam-Christ parallel yields the richest confirmation in all of Romans of the
doctrine of Movement III. Watch the symmetry. By Adam’s one disobedience the many
were made — katestathesan, were constituted, appointed, reckoned — sinners. By Christ’s one
obedience the many will be made — katastathesontai, will be constituted, reckoned — right-
eous. Now ask: in what sense were we “made sinners” by Adam’s disobedience? Plainly
not by an infusion of wickedness worked individually in each of us as we imitated him —
Paul has just denied that death waited on our personal copying of Adam. We were
constituted sinners by imputation, by being reckoned to stand in the act of our represent-
ative head. And the parallel is exact and deliberate: in precisely the same manner, by
precisely the same kind of reckoning, the many are constituted righteous by the obedience
of Christ. Just as Adam’s sin was charged to our account though we did not personally
commit it, so Christ’s righteousness is credited to our account though we did not person-
ally perform it. The forensic, imputational reading of justification is not imposed on Paul
here; it is built by Paul into the very structure of the two Adams. To deny imputed right-
eousness on the Christ side is to deny imputed guilt on the Adam side — and then original
sin and the gospel fall together. The “one man’s obedience” (hypakoe) is the whole obedi-
ence of Christ, his perfect doing of the law in our place and his obedient suffering of its
penalty, his active and passive obedience together, reckoned to faith. This is the
righteousness in which we stand.

“Grace multiplied all the more” (5:20-21). Paul ends with the law and with the super-
abundance of grace. The law, he says, came in so that the transgression may increase — slip-
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ping in alongside, not to cure sin but to make it abound, to multiply and expose it (a
thought that will detonate in chapter 7). But this is not sin’s triumph; it is grace’s setup.
where sin increased, grace multiplied all the more — and the verb is a double compound, hy-
pereperisseusen, grace super-abounded, over-flowed, out-poured sin at every point sin ad-
vanced. This is the final answer to every fear that one’s sin might be too much. Grace is
not a finite reserve that sin might exhaust; it is an ocean that rises higher than every flood
of sin, so that there is no depth of trespass it has not already overtopped. And so the
chapter closes on two reigns: sin once reigned, and its rule ended in death; now grace
reigns, and its rule runs through righteousness — the imputed righteousness we have been
tracing — unto eternal life. The question this leaves hanging (“shall we then sin, that grace
may abound?”) is exactly the question chapter 6 will seize.

The Confessional Payoft

This chapter feeds three of the Confessions’ deepest streams at once.

It is, first, a chief ground of the article on original sin. When the Augsburg Confession
teaches that since the fall all who are naturally born are born with sin, lacking the fear
and trust of God (AC II), and when the Formula clarifies that this is no slight defect but a
deep corruption of the whole nature, inherited and not merely imitated (FC SD I), it is
reading 5:12 and 5:19 — death spread to all, many were constituted sinners through the
disobedience of the one man. The race is fallen in its head; we do not become sinners only by
sinning, we sin because we are born sinners in Adam. Against every Pelagian softening
that would make Adam merely a bad example whom we are free not to follow, the Confes-
sions stand with Paul on the solidarity of the race in its first head.

It confirms, second, the article on the righteousness of faith. The Formula locates our right-
eousness before God in the imputed obedience of Christ, his active and passive obedience
reckoned to us and received by faith (FC SD III) — and 5:18-19 supplies the structure that
makes this not arbitrary but fitting. The same reckoning that made us sinners in Adam
makes us righteous in Christ; the the one righteous act, the one man’s obedience, is the
ground, and imputation is the manner. What Movement III argued lexically from lo-
gizomai, this movement establishes architecturally from the two heads.

And it undergirds, third, the Lutheran insistence on the certainty of grace. Rome at Trent
had made assurance of one’s present favor with God a species of presumption; the Re-
formation answered that faith, by its very nature, lays hold of the promise and so brings
the conscience to peace and consolation (Ap IV). Romans 5:1 is the charter of that answer
— we have peace with God, an indicative and not a wish — and the much more of 5:9-10 is its
logic. The believer may be certain, not because he has measured his own worthiness and
found it adequate, but because he reasons from the cross already behind him to the salva-
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tion surely ahead. To deny him this certainty is to deny him the peace Paul says he
already has.

Contested Ground

Two questions press here, and both can be answered briefly.

The first is the meaning of “all” in justification and life for all men (5:18). The verse sets two
universals in parallel — condemnation reaching all in Adam, justification offered to all in
Christ — and some have heard in the second a promise that all without exception will
finally be saved. But this mistakes the scope of the provision for the extent of its reception.
Paul has just said (5:17) that life belongs to those who receive the abundance of grace and
the free gift of righteousness; the gift is genuinely for all, sufficient for all, offered to all —
Lutherans hold, against every limiting of the atonement, that Christ died for all — but it is
received by faith, and where it is refused it does not justify. The parallel teaches the
universal sufficiency of the second Adam’s work over against the universal ruin wrought
by the first, not the eventual emptying of hell. Universal atonement, yes; universal
salvation, no.

The second is the doctrine of original sin itself, contested from Pelagius to the present by
those who would make Adam an influence rather than a head and sin a habit we acquire
rather than a condition we inherit. The reply is simply 5:13-14: death reigned even over
those who had no law to break and committed no transgression like Adam’s, which can
only mean that death is the entail of Adam’s sin upon the race and not the sum of each
man’s private misdeeds. We are not sinners merely because we sin; we sin because, in
Adam, we are sinners.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

There is Law in this chapter, and it is the Law that diagnoses your origin: you did not
begin neutral. You were born in Adam, on the wrong side of his trespass, an heir of his
death and, the apostle says it plainly, an enemy of God — not a well-meaning stranger who
needed a little help, but a child of the first rebel, under sin’s reign and death’s shadow
from your first breath. That is the truth about where you started, and no amount of later
improvement could change the head you were born under. But the Law’s word here is
brief, because Paul does not linger over Adam except to set Christ against him, and
neither will we.

For the rest is Gospel, and it is some of the purest comfort in all of Scripture, so hear it
now as said to you. You have peace with God. Not you might attain peace, not you must work
to keep peace — you have it, as a settled fact, a war already ended, because you have been
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justified by faith and the verdict has been rendered. Whether your feelings have caught
up to the fact this morning or not, the fact stands: God is not at war with you. And that
peace is not a cold arrangement filed away in heaven; the love of God has been poured into
your heart by the Spirit given to you, so that you are not only told you are loved but, by
that Spirit, brought to know it. Consider when this love was spent on you: not after you
cleaned yourself up, but while you were still a sinner, while you were still an enemy — Christ
died for you at your very worst, before you had done one thing to deserve it. Which
means the thing you are most afraid of — that your failures will finally exhaust God’s pa-
tience and cast you out — cannot happen, for his love began when you were further out
than your failures can ever put you, and it reasons always much more: if he loved you as an
enemy and reconciled you by his Son’s blood, how much more will he keep you, now, as
his reconciled child? Your perseverance does not hang on the strength of your grip on
him. It hangs on the strength of his grip on you, proved at the cross and reasoned out in
two unanswerable words.

And if you fear that your sin is simply too much — too deep, too repeated, too far gone —
then hear the last word of the chapter, the double-compounded word Paul reached for
when no ordinary word would do. where sin increased, grace multiplied all the more.
Wherever your sin has risen, grace has risen higher; whatever flood you have made of
your trespasses, grace has overtopped it. You are no longer in Adam, where sin reigns and
the end is death. You are in Christ, the second Adam, where grace reigns through his
righteousness, and the end is life — eternal life, through Jesus Christ our Lord. The reign
you live under has changed. Live, now, as one who is loved.
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Movement V — Baptism and the Newness of
Life (Romans 6:1-23)

Here the renewed life appears for the first time, and with it the first great danger of the second half
of the letter: that the summons to holiness will be heard as a new law, and the gospel curdle back
into a demand. Watch how Paul answers the charge that grace licenses sin — not by reaching for
the law, but by reaching deeper into grace. The full baptismal theology is the burden of Excursus
D; here the chapter’s argument carries it.

The Text

What shall we say then? Are we to remain in sin so that grace may increase? Absolutely
not! How can we who died to sin still live in it? Or do you not know that as many as were
baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore we have been buried
with him through baptism into death, in order that just as Christ was raised from the
dead through the glory of the Father, so we too may live a new life. (6:1-4, NET)

So you too consider yourselves dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus. (6:11, NET)

For sin will have no mastery over you, because you are not under law but under grace.
(6:14, NET)

For the payoff of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
(6:23, NET)

The Argument

Chapter 5 ended on a sentence that sounds, to a certain kind of ear, like an invitation to
misbehave: where sin increased, grace multiplied all the more. If grace always outpaces sin,
why not give grace more to outpace? Paul has heard the objection before — it is the stand-
ing charge against the gospel of free grace in every age, that to justify the ungodly apart
from works is to leave them free to remain ungodly. And he raises it himself, in its
sharpest form: Are we to remain in sin so that grace may increase?

What is decisive is how he answers, for the answer he gives is the one a Lutheran reading
must learn by heart. He does not answer the threat of license by reaching back for the law
— does not say, “No, you may not sin, because your continued standing depends on your
keeping the commandments after all.” That answer would surrender the whole gospel he
has just spent five chapters establishing, smuggling works back in as the real ground of
acceptance and turning grace into a probationary arrangement. Paul answers instead by
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reaching further into grace. His reply to “shall we sin that grace abound?” is, in effect: you
have not understood what grace did to you. For the same union with Christ that justified you
also joined you to his death — and a man cannot go on living in what he has died to. The
gospel does not need the law propped behind it as a fence against sin. The gospel itself, in
the union it creates, has already broken sin’s dominion. Holiness is not a second program
bolted onto justification to keep it honest; it flows from the very same root.

The chapter then unfolds in two answers to two forms of the one objection. To “shall we
continue in sin that grace may abound?” (6:1) Paul answers from baptism: you died and
were buried and raised with Christ, so reckon and present yourselves accordingly (6:1-
14). To “shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?” (6:15) he answers
from slavery: you have changed masters, freed from sin and bound to righteousness, and
the two services lead to two ends — death and life (6:15-23). Both answers say the same
thing in different images. You are not who you were. Become what you are.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“Baptized into his death ... buried with him” (6:3-4). Everything in the chapter rests on
these verses, and they are the reason this movement has an excursus of its own. Paul does
not say baptism pictures a union accomplished elsewhere; he says we were baptized into
Christ Jesus, baptized into his death, buried with him through baptism into death. The preposi-
tions are prepositions of real incorporation — eis, into — and the verbs are verbs of
genuine event: we were buried with him, synetaphemen, joined to his very burial. The
Lutheran reading takes this realism at its word. Baptism is not a sign the believer gives of
a decision already made, nor a bare emblem of a grace located somewhere behind the wa-
ter; it is the means by which God himself joins the sinner to the death and resurrection of
his Son. It does what it says. The full case — against the memorial view, for the sacrament-
al, and on the place of infants and of faith — is the burden of Excursus D, and the reader
who wants it argued should turn there. But the chapter cannot be read at all unless we
hear in verse 3 what Paul plainly says: that our death to sin is not a feat we performed but
a thing that happened to us, in the water, when God buried us with Christ.

“United with him ... our old man was crucified” (6:5-6). Paul presses the union with a
striking word: we have become symphytoi — grown together with Christ, planted into him,
organically fused — in a death like his, and therefore certainly in a resurrection like his.
And the death that united us put something to death: our old self — ho palaios anthropos, the
old man, the whole self as it stood in Adam — was crucified with him, so that the body of sin
might be rendered powerless and we no longer enslaved. The old man did not reform; he
was executed, crucified with Christ. This is the deep structure beneath the ethical sum-
mons to come: God’s strategy against the old self was not improvement but crucifixion,
and the Christian life is lived on the far side of that execution.
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“Consider yourselves dead to sin” (6:11). Now comes the first imperative of the chapter,
and the single most important word in it for keeping the gospel from becoming law. Paul
does not say make yourselves dead to sin, as though deadness to sin were an achievement
we must now strain to produce. He says consider — logizesthe — the very accounting word
that tolled through chapter 4, the verb of reckoning and crediting. Reckon yourselves dead
to sin and alive to God. The command is not to manufacture a new condition but to count
as true the condition God has already established in baptism. The indicative grounds the
imperative; the fact precedes and produces the summons. You are dead to sin — therefore
reckon it so. You are alive to God — therefore live it. This is the form every exhortation in
the renewed life will take, and it is the antidote to the whole disease of works-righteous-
ness creeping back under the door: the Christian is never told to attain a status by his
striving, only to become, in lived practice, what grace has already made him. When sin
presses hard and deadness to it feels like a lie, the answer is not to try harder to feel dead
but to reckon what God has declared — to believe, against the evidence of feeling, the truth
of one’s baptism.

“Sin will have no mastery over you ... not under law but under grace” (6:14). Mark pre-
cisely what Paul promises and what he does not. He says sin will have no dominion —
kyrieusei, will not lord it over you, will not reign as master. He does not say sin will no
longer be present, no longer tempt, no longer struggle within. The claim is about sin’s
rule, not sin’s existence. This distinction is the hinge between chapter 6 and chapter 7, and
missing it produces either of two errors. Read as a promise that sin is now absent, the
verse breeds the perfectionism that chapter 7 will shatter, and crushes every honest be-
liever who still finds sin very much at home in him. Read rightly — that sin’s throne has
been pulled down though sin’s presence remains — it is pure comfort: you are no longer
sin’s slave, even on the days you still feel its pull, because the master has changed. And
the reason is given: you are not under law but under grace. Under law, sin reigns, for the law
that commands also accuses and, as chapter 7 will show, even provokes; under grace, sin’s
dominion is broken, because grace has joined you to the One over whom death and sin
have no more claim.

“Enslaved to righteousness” (6:16-18). The second half turns to slavery, and the realism
is bracing. Paul will not flatter us with the modern fiction that freedom from sin means
autonomy, self-rule, the unowned self. There is no such thing. Every human being is a
slave — to sin, which pays in death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness. To be
set free from sin is not to belong to no one; it is to change masters, to be transferred from
the lordship of sin to the lordship of God. The Christian’s freedom is the freedom of a slave
who has been bought by a good master out of the house of a tyrant. And notice the
obedience is ek kardias, from the heart — not a grudging external conformity but a service
the redeemed heart actually wills, because the Spirit has poured the love of God into it
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(5:5). This is freedom rightly understood: not the absence of a master, but the presence of
the right one.

“The payoff of sin ... the gift of God” (6:23). The chapter ends in an antithesis as sharp as
any Paul ever drew, and the whole asymmetry of Law and Gospel is folded into two
nouns. The first noun is opsonia — a soldier’s pay, what is earned and owed and handed
over as the just return for service rendered. Our text renders it payoff, and the older ver-
sions wages; either way the point is the same, and it is the point of the whole chapter:
death is not something sin does to you from outside. It is what sin owes you. Sin pays its
workers, and pays them in full, and the coin is death; that much is earned. But over against
the wage Paul does not set another wage. He does not say “the wages of righteousness is
life,” for life is not earned and never could be. He says the free gift — charisma, the grace-
gift, the present that is by definition unpurchased — the gift of God is eternal life in Christ
Jesus our Lord. Death is a paycheck; life is a present. You can earn the one; you can only
receive the other. And so even the chapter that most insists on the believer’s new obedi-
ence ends by refusing to let that obedience become a currency. Eternal life is not the wage
of sanctification. It is the gift of God, in Christ, from first to last.

The Confessional Payoft

This chapter is the scriptural floor beneath the Lutheran doctrine of Holy Baptism, and the
Confessions read it without flinching. The Augsburg Confession teaches that baptism is
necessary, that grace is offered through it, and that by it children too are received into
God’s favor (AC IX) — which assumes exactly the objectivity Paul assumes when he says all
who were baptized were baptized into Christ’s death. Luther’s Small Catechism draws the
chapter’s pastoral marrow in a single sentence that every Lutheran child once knew:
baptism signifies that the old Adam in us should be drowned by daily contrition and repent-
ance, and that a new man should daily emerge and arise to live before God in righteousness
forever. That is Romans 6:11 turned into a way of life — the daily reckoning of oneself
dead to sin and alive to God, the lifelong return to the death and resurrection enacted
once in the font. The full unfolding belongs to Excursus D; here it is enough to see that
when the Confessions teach baptismal regeneration, they are not adding to Paul but
confessing him.

The chapter also supplies the Confessions’ ordering of justification and sanctification, and
guards it. Good works, the Augsburg Confession teaches, are necessary — but as the fruit
of faith, not as the price of acceptance (AC VI); and the Formula insists that renewal fol-
lows justification as its consequence and never grounds it (FC SD III, IV). Romans 6 is pre-
cisely that ordering in motion: the indicative of what God has done (you died, you were
raised, you are under grace) comes first and produces the imperative of the new life (reck-
on, present, do not let sin reign). The exhortations of this chapter are the first appearance
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of what the Formula calls the third use of the law — the law as guide to the regenerate (FC
SD VI) — but they appear in their properly Lutheran form, hung entirely upon the gospel
indicative, flowing from the new being rather than constituting it. The Christian is not
exhorted in order to become God’s; he is exhorted because he already is.

And running beneath the whole is the simul — simul iustus et peccator. Sin’s dominion is
broken (6:14), yet sin’s presence remains to be reckoned dead and refused; the old man is
crucified, yet must be drowned daily. The believer is at once righteous, in the verdict and
the union, and a sinner still, in the flesh that has not yet died its last death. Chapter 6
establishes the first half of that simul; chapter 7 will make the second half unbearably
honest.

Contested Ground

The great contest of this chapter is the nature of baptism itself, and it is sent ahead, in full,
to Excursus D. The dividing line runs between the memorial or symbolic view — baptism
as a sign the believer gives of a grace received apart from it, an outward token of an in-
ward and prior event — and the sacramental realism the Lutheran tradition reads here, in
which baptism is a means of grace that effects the very union it signifies, God’s own act of
burying the sinner with Christ and raising him to newness of life. We have noted that
Paul’s language is the language of event and incorporation, not of emblem, and that his
appeal to all who were baptized assumes baptism’s objective efficacy. The strength of the
case, and the place of faith and of infants within it, belongs to the excursus.

Two lesser contests can be settled here. Against the perfectionism that reads chapter 6 as
the eradication of the sinful nature — the teaching of an entire sanctification in which
sin’s presence, not merely its reign, is removed — stands the precision of 6:14: it is sin’s
dominion that is broken, not sin’s existence that is abolished, as the very next chapter will
make agonizingly clear. And against the antinomian misreading that Paul is here refuting
— the notion that grace, being free, leaves conduct indifferent — stands the whole argu-
ment of the chapter: not that the gospel tolerates sin, but that the gospel, by union with
Christ, has slain the self that loved it. The libertine has understood grace no better than
the legalist; both have failed to see that grace does not merely pardon the old man but
crucifies him.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This is the first chapter of the renewed life, and so it is the first place a preacher can ruin
everything — by hearing its imperatives as a fresh ladder and handing them to the people
as a fresh burden: you must die to sin, you must present your members, you must stop letting sin
reign. Preach it that way and you have taken the gospel of chapters 1 through 5 and quietly

64



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

turned it back into the law of chapters 1 through 3, and the conscience that had just found
peace is sent back out to work. We will not preach it that way, because Paul does not.

Hear instead the indicative first, for it is the gospel and it is spoken to you. You died to sin.
Not you ought to; not you must manage to — you died, in the water, when God buried you
with his Son and raised you with him to newness of life. Whatever your baptism felt like,
or whether you remember it at all, God was the one acting in it, and what he did there
does not depend on your memory or your worthiness but on his deed and his promise.
This is why, when sin rises up and the old self seems anything but dead, your refuge is not
to try harder to feel dead but to reckon — to count as true what God has declared true of
you — and to return, as Luther taught, to your baptism: to let the old Adam be drowned
again in daily repentance and the new man rise again in faith. You have a place to return
to that does not move when your feelings move, because it rests on what God did and not
on what you feel. Run there.

And to the fear that haunts every honest believer in this chapter — that the persistence of
sin in you must mean you were never really dead to it, never really Christ’s — hear the
distinction that is your comfort: sin’s presence is not sin’s dominion. That sin still struggles
in you proves only that you are not yet in heaven; it does not prove that you are still its
slave. The throne has been pulled down. You are no longer under law, where sin reigns
and accuses without end, but under grace, where sin has no dominion — and that is not a
threat held over you but a promise made to you: sin will have no mastery over you. You will
fight it, and the fight is real, and chapter 7 will tell the truth about how hard it is. But you
fight as a freed slave, not a captive; you fight from victory, not for it.

So consider the two coins one last time, and choose which hand to hold open. Sin pays
wages, and it pays them in full, and the wage is death — that much you have earned and
would receive if earning were the whole story. But God does not pay wages; God gives
gifts, and the gift, the charisma, the unpurchased present held out to you in Christ Jesus
our Lord, is eternal life. You cannot earn it; that is the bad news for your pride and the
best news for your fear. It is a gift. Open your hand.
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Excursus D — The Water and the Word
(Romans 6 and the Doctrine of Holy Baptism)

Belongs to Volume One, Movement V (Romans 6:1-23). The whole argument of chapter 6 rests on
a single assumption — that in baptism something real happened to us — and that assumption is
now widely denied. This excursus makes the case that Paul means what he says, that the Confes-
sions confess what Paul means, and that the doctrine of baptism is, at the last, one of the purest
comforts the gospel has to give.

What Kind of Thing Is Baptism?

Everything in Romans 6 hangs on the answer to one question, and Paul never pauses to
argue it because he assumes his readers already know it. Do you not know, he asks — tak-
ing it for granted — that as many as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his
death? The entire case against sin’s continued reign, the whole logic of “you cannot live in
what you died to,” depends on baptism’s having actually done something: actually joined
us to Christ’s death, actually buried us, actually raised us to newness of life. Pull that
assumption out, and the chapter collapses into an exhortation hanging on nothing.

And that assumption is precisely what a large part of the Church now denies. For there
are two fundamentally different things baptism might be. It might be a sign — an outward
symbol by which the believer testifies to a grace he received elsewhere and earlier, a pub-
lic emblem of a union with Christ effected at the moment of his conversion or his decision
of faith, the water picturing a death and resurrection that already happened in the heart.
Or it might be a means — the very instrument through which God himself joins the sinner
to Christ, the water in which, by God’s Word and promise, the burial and the raising
actually occur. On the first view, baptism signifies salvation. On the second, baptism deliv-
ers it. The whole weight of Romans 6, and a great deal of Christian comfort besides, turns
on which of these Paul believed.

The Lutheran answer is the second, and this excursus will argue that it is also Paul’s.

What Paul Actually Says

Begin with the language, because the language is decisive, and it is not the language of
emblem. When a man wishes to say that a ceremony pictures something, he reaches for
the vocabulary of resemblance: this represents, this is like, this calls to mind. Paul reaches for
nothing of the kind. He reaches for the vocabulary of event and incorporation. We were
baptized into Christ — eis Christon, into him, joined to his person. We were baptized into his
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death — eis ton thanaton, made participants in the very dying. We were buried with him —
synetaphémen, a single compound verb of co-burial, laid in the tomb alongside him — and
this burial happened through baptism, dia tou baptismatos, with baptism named as the
instrument, the means by which, the channel through which the co-burial was accom-
plished. And lest the union seem a mere legal fiction, Paul calls us symphytoi (6:5) —
grown together with Christ, fused to him as a graft is fused to the stock, sharing one life
with the tree it has been joined into. None of this is the grammar of a symbol of
something done elsewhere. It is the grammar of a thing done here, in the water, by God.

Nor does Paul stand alone, for the same realism runs through his letters and the apostolic
witness like a seam. To the Galatians: as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on
Christ — enedysasthe, you clothed yourselves with him, you were robed in him (Gal 3:27).
To the Colossians, and the parallel is exact to Romans 6: buried with him in baptism, in
which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God (Col 2:12) —
buried and raised in baptism, and note, through faith, the two never torn apart. To Titus,
baptism is named outright as the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit —
loutron palingenesias (Titus 3:5), a washing that regenerates, that gives new birth. To the
Ephesians, Christ cleanses his Church by the washing of water with the word (Eph 5:26) —
the water with the word, the two together making the cleansing. And Peter says the thing
most baldly of all: baptism now saves you — baptisma sozei (1 Pet 3:21). He immediately
guards it from misunderstanding — not as a removal of bodily dirt, but as the pledge of a
good conscience toward God, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ — and the memorialist
seizes on that guarding clause to empty the sentence; but the sentence still stands and
still says baptism saves, the guarding clause only locating the saving power where it be-
longs, not in the physical washing but in the resurrection-grounded Word that the water
carries. Across the whole apostolic deposit, baptism is something God does to save, regen-
erate, cleanse, clothe, bury, and raise — not something we do to announce that he already
has.

And one grammatical observation seals it. Throughout Romans 6 the believer is the object,
not the agent, of these verbs. We were baptized, we were buried, we were united, we were
raised — passive after passive, the action coming to us from outside. This is exactly what
we should expect if baptism is God’s act upon us, and exactly what we should not expect if
baptism were our testimony to him. The memorial view makes the sinner the actor and
God the audience. Paul’s grammar makes God the actor and the sinner the one acted
upon. That is the difference between a sign we give and a means God uses, and it is
written into the voice of every verb.
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What the Confessions Confess

The Lutheran Confessions, reading exactly this, confess baptism as a means of grace, and
Luther’s Small Catechism distills it into four questions every Lutheran child once carried
in memory.

What is baptism? Not simply water, but water comprehended in God’s command and joined
to God’s Word. This is the heart of the whole doctrine and the answer to every rationalist
objection: the water alone is plain water and does nothing, but the water with the Word is
what Augustine called a verbum visibile, a visible word — the gospel made tangible, the
promise attached to an element so that it may be not only heard but received. What does
baptism give? It works the forgiveness of sins, rescues from death and the devil, and gives
eternal salvation to all who believe what God’s words and promises declare — and the
catechism grounds this on Christ’s own word, whoever believes and is baptized will be saved
(Mark 16:16). How can water do such great things? Here the catechism guards the doctrine
from magic with a precision the careless reader of Rome and of Ziirich alike miss: it is not
the water that does these things, but the Word of God in and with the water, and the faith that
trusts that Word. Without the Word, the water is only water; with the Word, it is a gracious
water of life and a washing of new birth in the Holy Spirit — and here the catechism cites
Titus 3 directly. And what does such baptizing signify? That the old Adam in us should be
drowned by daily contrition and repentance and put to death, and a new man daily arise
to live before God in righteousness forever — and for this, the catechism cites Romans 6:4
by name.

Notice what those four answers hold together, for the genius of the Lutheran doctrine is
exactly this holding-together. Against the memorialist, the catechism insists baptism gives
— forgiveness, rescue, salvation; it is no bare sign. Against Rome, it insists the giving is not
the bare water mechanically working, but the Word received by faith; it is no magic. And
it locates the saving power neither in the human will nor in the physical element but in
the promise of God lodged in the water and laid hold of by trust. The Augsburg Confession
states the doctrine in brief — that baptism is necessary, that grace is offered through it,
that children are to be baptized and by it received into God’s grace (AC IX) — and the Large
Catechism unfolds it at length, insisting throughout that baptism is God’s own work and
not ours, and that its power rests on God’s Word, so that even our unworthiness cannot
unmake it. This is simply the means-of-grace teaching of AC V applied: that the Holy Spirit
is given through the Word and the sacraments as through instruments, working faith where
and when God pleases. Baptism is one of those instruments, and the chief of the Spirit’s
instruments at the threshold of the Christian life.
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The Contested Ground

Three rival accounts press against this reading, and the Lutheran doctrine is best seen by
contrast with each.

The memorial view, descending from Zwingli, makes baptism a sign and only a sign — an
ordinance of obedience by which the believer publicly testifies to a faith and a union
already complete. Its deepest root is a philosophical axiom: that a finite, material thing
like water cannot convey an infinite, spiritual grace; signs can only point. The same ax-
iom drove Zwingli’s denial of Christ’s real presence in the Supper, and the two errors
stand or fall together. The Lutheran rejects the axiom at its source. God is not bound by
the rule that the finite cannot bear the infinite; he is free to attach his grace to whatever
means he pleases, and he has told us he has done so. To insist that water cannot convey
grace is not humility before God’s transcendence but a quiet legislating of what God is
permitted to do — and it has the effect, every time, of moving the saving event out of God’s
hand (the water) and into the human hand (the decision, the testimony), so that the most
important thing that ever happened to the Christian becomes, after all, something he did.
That is the deepest objection to the memorial view: in the name of exalting faith it ends
by exalting the believer, relocating the act of salvation from God to man.

The Reformed view, following Calvin more than Zwingli, says more — baptism is a sign and
seal, a true instrument the Spirit uses to communicate and confirm grace. But it ties that
efficacy to election and to the Spirit’s sovereign and often temporally separated working,
so that whether grace is actually conferred in the water depends on a hidden decree, and
the sign and the thing signified may come apart by years or forever. The Lutheran ties the
efficacy not to a secret decree but to the promise lodged in the water and received by faith
— which means baptism truly gives what it promises to everyone who believes it, with no
hidden asterisk. The reader will meet the same dispute again in Excursus F: there the Re-
formed scheme makes the comfort of election hang on a decree one cannot read; here it
makes the comfort of baptism hang on the same. The Lutheran will not have the comfort
hidden. It is written in the water, in a hand the believer can read.

Rome agrees with us against the memorialist that baptism regenerates and remits sin —
but understands the efficacy as ex opere operato, by the work worked, a grace conferred by
the performance of the rite as such. The Lutheran agreement with Rome here is real and
should be owned honestly: baptism does regenerate; it is not a mere sign. But the differ-
ence is the same difference that runs through the whole Reformation, the difference of
faith and the Word. Baptism is not a mechanism that dispenses grace by its operation re-
gardless of reception; it is the gospel-promise in tangible form, and a promise is laid hold
of by faith or it profits nothing. The water with the Word saves those who believe it. Where
there is no faith to receive the promise, the baptism remains valid — for its validity rests
on God’s institution, not on our response, just as the gospel preached to a scoffer is no less
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God’s Word — but it is not received to benefit, any more than a gift refused enriches the
one who spurns it.

And then the sharpest contest of all in our day: the credobaptist objection that baptism re-
quires a prior, conscious faith, so that infants, who cannot believe, must not be baptized.
The Lutheran case for infant baptism is strong, and it is worth setting out, for it is finally a
case about the nature of grace itself. First, children need what baptism gives: they are born
in sin — this is the entail of Adam we traced in Movement IV, and the Psalmist’s confes-
sion of having been sinful from conception — and if baptism gives the forgiveness and
new birth that sinners need, to withhold it from the youngest sinners is to withhold the
remedy from those least able to seek it. Second, faith is not a work the recipient performs
to qualify himself for grace; it is itself the Spirit’s gift, worked through the Word and
promise — and the Spirit who can give faith through a preached word can give it through a
baptismal one, even to an infant. Scripture is not silent that he does: the infant John
leaped in the womb at the presence of his Lord, and Jesus took up infants and declared
the kingdom theirs and rebuked those who would keep the little ones from him. Third —
and this is the argument that turns the credobaptist’s own instinct against him — the
demand that a conscious decision must precede and condition the grace is the synergist’s
premise in another dress, the inversion of the gospel order in which grace precedes and
creates faith. The credobaptist, meaning to honor faith, has made the human decision the
gatekeeper of grace. But infant baptism is the purest dramatization of the gospel there is:
a helpless child who can contribute exactly nothing — no decision, no worthiness, no
work, not even comprehension — is washed and named and claimed by God as a sheer
and unilateral gift. There is no clearer picture of sola gratia in all the Christian life than a
baby at the font. The one who can do nothing receives everything. That is the gospel,
enacted in water.

Behind all of this stands a single Lutheran conviction that the Smalcald Articles state with
characteristic bluntness against the enthusiasts of every age: God deals with us only
through his external Word and sacrament, and whatever boasts of the Spirit apart from
these is not of God (SA IIL.viii). The enthusiast — the spiritualist, the revivalist, the seeker
of an unmediated inner experience — despises the external water in favor of the inward
event. The Lutheran clings to the external water precisely because God has promised to
work there, and because an external pledge is the one thing the doubting conscience can
hold when its inward feelings have failed. This is the same anti-enthusiast nerve that will
surface again at Romans 10:17 (Excursus G), and it is the deep reason baptism matters so
much: it is grace made external, objective, and therefore holdable.
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The Place of Faith, and the Comfort of Baptism

It remains to say plainly how faith and baptism stand together, because the whole com-
fort depends on getting their relation right, and it is easy to get wrong in either direction.

Faith does not make baptism effective, as though our believing were the current that
charges the water; that would put the power back in us and undo the whole gift. God’s
Word makes baptism effective; faith receives what the Word gives. The order matters
enormously. If my baptism depended for its reality on the strength or sincerity of my be-
lieving, then on the days my faith is weak my baptism would be weak too, and I would be
thrown back, yet again, onto the quicksand of my own inner states. But because my
baptism rests on God’s deed and God’s promise — because he did the burying and the rais-
ing, and his Word does not become untrue when my feelings waver — my baptism stands
firm on the days I can barely believe it. It is an anchor outside the boat. And this is the
supreme pastoral payoff of the whole doctrine, the reason it is finally not a controversy
but a consolation. When the devil assaults the Christian with doubt — were you ever really
converted? was your faith ever real? are you truly God’s? — the Lutheran has an answer that
does not depend on the very thing being doubted. He does not search his memory for a
conversion experience of sufficient intensity; he does not measure the warmth of his
present feeling. He says four words that Luther himself flung at the devil in the dark: I am
baptized. Not I felt, not I decided, not I experienced — I am baptized, God did this to me, his
name is on me, and what he has done he will not undo. This is the same comfort as the
election of Excursus F, lodged now in a place the believer can point to: you need not climb
into heaven to read your acceptance in the hidden book; it is written on your own body, in
water and the Word.

And because baptism is this kind of thing — God’s standing pledge and not a spent
transaction — the Christian returns to it daily. This is the meaning of the catechism’s fourth
answer and of Luther’s image of baptism as the ship that does not sink, to which the one
who has fallen overboard swims back.* The baptismal life is not a single event receding
into the past but a daily rhythm: the old Adam drowned again each morning in contrition
and repentance, the new man raised again each morning in faith — Romans 6:11’s consider
yourselves dead to sin, but alive to God lived out as the shape of every day. Here the heritage
of the awakened and living congregation has its proper word to add, and it is not a word
against baptismal grace but a guard upon its use: the grace given in the font is real and
objective and complete, and it is meant to be lived, appropriated in daily faith, never pre-
sumed upon by a heart that trusts the bare rite while it runs after sin. To despise the ex-
ternal water is the enthusiast’s error; to rest in the external water while neglecting living

4. The image is Luther’s in the Large Catechism’s treatment of Baptism (LC IV.81-86), where the ship is baptism
and repentance the return to it.
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faith is the nominalist’s. Luther’s daily drowning answers both at once: the baptized
Christian neither despises his baptism nor presumes upon it, but returns to it every day to
die and rise again.

So the Law and the Gospel meet here as they meet everywhere. The Law: you were born in
Adam, dead in sin, unable to wash yourself, unable even to will it — and any baptism you
presume upon while your heart runs from God will not save a heart that does not return
to it in faith. But the Gospel, which is the last and louder word: God did not wait for you to
wash yourself. He came to you in water and his Word — perhaps before you could speak,
perhaps before you could believe — and he buried you with his Son and raised you to new
life, and he put his triune name upon you as a pledge that you are his. You did not give
this sign to God; God gave it to you. And on every day you doubt it, it stands where he set
it, outside your wavering heart, sure as his promise: you are baptized. Return to it, and live.
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Movement VI — The Law, Sin, and the
Wretched Man (Romans 7:1-25)

Chapter 6 said the believer is not under law but under grace; chapter 7 now asks what, then, the
law is and does. It vindicates the law as holy, exposes the law’s tragic powerlessness in fallen flesh,
and ends in the most honest self-portrait in Scripture — the divided self of the wretched man. Who
that “I” is, is the question of Excursus E; this movement states the answer and rules it, and finds
in the chapter the deepest comfort the struggling Christian has.

The Text

So, my brothers and sisters, you also died to the law through the body of Christ, so that
you could be joined to another, to the one who was raised from the dead, to bear fruit to
God. (7:4, NET)

What shall we say then? Is the law sin? Absolutely not! Certainly, I would not have known
sin except through the law. (7:7, NET)

For I do not do the good I want, but I do the very evil I do not want! ... For I delight in the
law of God in my inner being. But I see a different law in my members waging war
against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that is in my
members. (7:19, 22-23, NET)

Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God
through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but
with my flesh I serve the law of sin. (7:24-25, NET)

The Argument

Having freed the believer from sin’s dominion in chapter 6, Paul must now address the
other master under whom the believer once stood: the law. The chapter falls into three
movements, and they answer three questions in turn — what is the believer’s relation to
the law, what then is wrong with the law, and what is the believer’s actual experience in
the flesh?

First (7:1-6), the believer’s relation: we have died to the law. Paul reaches for the law of mar-
riage to make the point — a wife is bound to her husband only while he lives, and his
death frees her to belong to another without reproach. So we, having died with Christ, are
released from our old bond to the law and remarried to the risen Christ, that we might
bear fruit for God. Freedom from the law is not lawlessness; it is a new marriage.
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Second (7:7-13), the law itself: if we are freed from it, is the law then a bad thing — is the
law sin? Paul recoils: by no means. The law is holy, righteous, and good. The trouble was
never the law but sin, which seized the holy commandment as a base of operations and
used it to provoke and to kill — so that the very thing meant for life became, in fallen
flesh, an occasion of death, and sin was thereby unmasked as sin beyond measure. The
law is a clean blade; the wound is in the hand that holds it.

Third, and most famously (7:14-25), the believer’s experience: the divided self. The “I”
who delights in God’s law in his inner being and yet finds another law warring in his
members; who wills the good and does the evil; who hates the very sin he keeps commit-
ting; who cries out in wretchedness for deliverance and, in the same breath, gives thanks
for it. This is the simul iustus et peccator drawn from life, and it is the bridge to chapter 8,
for the cry “who will deliver me?” has only one answer, and chapter 8 is its name: what
the law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God has done by his Spirit.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“You also died to the law through the body of Christ” (7:4). The freedom of chapter 6 is
now extended: we died not only to sin’s dominion but to the law’s binding claim, and we
died to it through the body of Christ — that is, through our union with his crucified body, the
same union baptism effected. And the purpose is not autonomy but remarriage: that you
may belong to another, to the risen Christ, to bear fruit to God. Mark the order, for it governs
all Christian ethics. The fruit comes after the new marriage and from it; it is the offspring
of union with the living Christ, not the dowry we bring to win him. We do not bear fruit in
order to belong to Christ; we belong to Christ, and therefore bear fruit. The barren
striving of the old bond is over; the new union is fertile by nature.

“Our sinful passions, aroused by the law” (7:5, and 7:8). Here is the chapter’s most un-
comfortable and most important insight, and the one that explains why the law can no
more sanctify than it could justify. Paul says that in the flesh our sinful passions were
aroused by the law — stirred up, provoked, set to work through the very commandment that
forbade them. And he illustrates it: sin, seizing the opportunity through the commandment —
aphorme, a military word, a bridgehead, a base of operations — produced in him all kinds of
coveting; for apart from the law sin lies dormant, but the prohibition wakes it. Every par-
ent and every honest soul knows the dynamic: the forbidden thing becomes desirable be-
cause it is forbidden; the command “you shall not” is heard by the rebel flesh as a dare.
This is the law’s tragedy in fallen humanity. It is holy and good, and it tells the truth about
what God requires — but spoken to the flesh, it does not produce obedience; it provokes
rebellion. Which means the law is constitutionally incapable of making anyone holy.
Hand the law to the flesh and it inflames the very sin it names. Sanctification, therefore,
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will have to come from somewhere the law cannot reach — and that is the whole burden
of the chapter to follow.

“Is the law sin? Absolutely not ... the law is holy” (7:7, 12). Paul will not let the law’s
powerlessness be mistaken for the law’s wickedness. The law is holy, and the command-
ment is holy, righteous, and good. The fault lies entirely with sin, which perverts the good
gift into an instrument of death — and is thereby exposed for what it is, sinful beyond meas-
ure, a thing so malignant it can turn even the holy law of God into a weapon. The Lutheran
reads this with care, for it guards against a perennial temptation to treat the law as the
enemy. The law is not the enemy; sin is. The law is God’s good and holy will. The problem
is not the standard but the flesh that cannot meet it and the sin that exploits it.

“I am of the flesh, sold into slavery to sin” (7:14), and the present tense. At verse 14
something changes that the careful reader must not miss: the tense. Verses 7 through 13
spoke of sin’s awakening in the past — I was once alive, sin came alive, I died. From verse 14
the verbs shift wholly into the present — I am of the flesh; I do not do what I want; I delight in
the law of God. Paul is no longer narrating a past awakening but describing a present and
ongoing condition. And he describes it in terms that seem, at first, to contradict the
freedom of chapter 6: I am of the flesh, sold into slavery to sin — the very slavery chapter 6
said was broken. This is the great difficulty, and its resolution is the simul, prepared for at
6:14. Chapter 6 spoke of sin’s dominion, which is broken — the believer is no longer sin’s
slave in the decisive sense, no longer under its mastery, no longer defined by it. Chapter 7
speaks of sin’s presence, which remains — the flesh is still “sold into slavery to sin,” still
wars, still must be reckoned dead daily and is not yet dead in fact. Both are true of the
same believer at the same time. He is at once a freed man and a man with a traitor still
living in his own house. To pit chapter 7 against chapter 6 is to miss that they describe the
two halves of a single divided creature: righteous and a sinner, freed and still fighting,
simul.

“I delight in the law of God in my inner being” (7:22). And here is the verse that, more
than any other, settles whose voice this is — the decisive reason this commentary reads
the wretched man as the regenerate believer and not the unconverted sinner. For who can
say I delight in the law of God in my inner being? Not the natural man. Paul will declare flatly,
one chapter later, that the mind of the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to the law
of God, nor is it able to do so (8:7). The unregenerate does not delight in God’s law; he is at
enmity with it. A delight in the law of God arising from an “inner man” is therefore not the
residue of the old nature but the signature of the new creation — the mark that the Spirit
has done his work and given a renewed will that loves what God loves. The wretched
man’s agony is not the agony of a slave content in his chains; it is the agony of a freed man
who finds, to his grief, that the chains are still attached. The unconverted feel no such
war, for they are undivided — wholly in the flesh, with no inner man to delight in the law

75



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

and so nothing to make the flesh’s rebellion grievous. It is precisely the Christian, and only
the Christian, who is torn this way. The fuller case — against the reading of the “I” as the
pre-conversion Paul, or as Israel under the law, or as a rhetorical everyman — belongs to
Excursus E. But the heart of it is this verse: a man who delights in God’s law in his inmost
self has been born again, and it is that born-again man who here cries out.

“Wretched man that I am! ... Thanks be to God” (7:24-25). The chapter ends with two
cries that the world thinks contradictory and the Christian knows belong together.
Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? — the honest lament of
one who has measured the depth of his own remaining corruption and longs to be free of
it. And then, without pause, Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! — the thanksgiv-
ing of one who knows the deliverer has already come. The order is everything. The thanks
comes not after the war is over but in the middle of it; and then, astonishingly, after the
thanksgiving, Paul restates the ongoing condition — I myself serve the law of God with my
mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin — as though to forestall any notion that the
thanksgiving had ended the struggle. It has not. The deliverance is sure but not yet com-
plete: certain in Christ, who has already won it; not yet finished in the flesh, which will not
be wholly redeemed until the resurrection of the body (8:23). This is the already and the
not-yet of the Christian life in a single sentence, and it is why the believer’s mouth holds
both a groan and a doxology at once.

The Confessional Payoff

This chapter is the anthropological heart of Lutheran spirituality, and it feeds the
Confessions at three points.

It is the great scriptural ground of the simul iustus et peccator — the confession that the jus-
tified believer remains, in this life, at once wholly righteous (in Christ, in the verdict, in
the renewed inner man that delights in God’s law) and still a sinner (in the flesh that wars
and is sold into slavery to sin). This is not a contradiction the Confessions are embar-
rassed to hold; it is the truth about every Christian, the reason the believer never gradu-
ates from his need of grace, and the reason perfectionism in all its forms is a lie. The new
man delights in the law; the old man rebels against it; and the two live in one baptized
body until death.

It establishes, second, the powerlessness of the law to sanctify, which is the necessary com-
plement to its powerlessness to justify. Just as the law could not make the sinner righteous
(Movement II), it cannot make the justified holy; handed to the flesh, it only provokes the
sin it forbids (7:5, 8). Sanctification, like justification, must come as gift and by the Spirit,
not by the law’s own power — which is exactly what chapter 8 will declare. This guards the
Lutheran handling of the third use of the law with great precision. The Formula affirms
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that the regenerate are to be taught and guided by the law (FC SD VI) — and 7:22, the inner
man’s delight in God’s law, is the warrant for that affirmation. But the same chapter forbids
us to imagine that the law, even in its third use, empowers the obedience it directs, or that
the believer ever rises above the law’s accusation of his flesh. The law remains law; it
guides the new man and still accuses the old; and the power to obey comes from the Spir-
it, never from the commandment. The third use is real, and it is not a return to the law as
a source of strength.

And it underwrites the Lutheran honesty about the persistence of original sin in the regener-
ate. The Confessions teach that concupiscence, the disordered desire of the flesh, remains
in the baptized as genuine sin even though it is no longer imputed to condemnation (and
against the Roman view that what remains after baptism is not properly sin at all). Ro-
mans 7 is that doctrine in the first person. The indwelling sin is real sin, really warring,
really grievous — and really not counted against the one who is in Christ Jesus, as the next
verse, the first of chapter 8, will thunder.

Contested Ground

The contested question of this chapter is simply who is speaking, and the full treatment —
the present tense, the delight in God’s law, the patristic options, the New Perspective’s
reading of the “I” as Israel under the law in salvation-historical terms, and the various
mediating positions — is the burden of Excursus E. Here we state and defend the ruling:
the “I” of 7:14-25 is the regenerate believer, Paul as Christian, describing the ongoing war
of the divided self. The decisive evidence is internal and threefold: the deliberate shift
into the present tense at verse 14; the confession of delight in the law of God in my inner be-
ing (7:22), which the natural man by definition cannot make (8:7); and the structure of
7:24-25, where thanksgiving for an accomplished deliverance coexists with a continuing
struggle, exactly as the already/not-yet of the Christian life requires.

Two further matters can be settled briefly. The reading is to be distinguished from the per-
fectionist construal that treats Romans 7 as a sub-Christian stage — the “carnal Christian”
who has not yet entered the “victorious life” of an unbroken triumph over sin — a reading
common in the Higher Life and Keswick traditions. Against this, the Lutheran reads
chapter 7 as the normal and lifelong condition of the believer, not a valley to be climbed
out of into a sinless plateau this side of glory. There is no such plateau. And the reading
parts from Rome, which historically preferred to see the “I” as the unregenerate, the better
to preserve the possibility that the justified might, by infused grace, actually fulfill the
law — a possibility Romans 7, read of the believer, decisively forecloses.
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Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This chapter is one of the great mercies of God to the honest Christian, and the way to
preach it wrongly is to preach it as a problem to be solved rather than a comfort to be
received. So hear it, you who have despaired of yourself.

The Law’s word here is real and it is humbling, but it is not the word you fear. The Law’s
word is this: you will not win the war by the law. You have tried — every serious Christian
has tried — to overcome your sin by gritting your teeth at the commandment, by resolv-
ing harder, by taking the prohibition and turning it on the rebellion in your flesh. And it
has not worked, and chapter 7 tells you why it never will: handed to the flesh, the law
does not subdue sin but provokes it; the harder you press “you shall not” upon your fallen
nature, the more the forbidden thing inflames. Stop expecting the law, or your willpower,
or the sincerity of your resolutions, to make you holy. They cannot. That is the Law’s hard
and liberating word: the weapon you have been using was never going to win.

And now the Gospel, and it begins where you least expect comfort — in your wretched-
ness itself. You have read your own divided heart in this chapter and feared that the war
within you proves you were never really converted: that a true Christian would not still
want the wrong things, would not still do the evil he hates, would not still need to cry
“wretched man.” Hear this, and let it overturn the fear: the war is the evidence that you are
converted. The natural man feels no such war, for he is undivided, wholly at home in his
flesh; only the one in whom the Spirit has planted a new inner man that delights in the law
of God can be torn this way, can hate his own sin, can grieve that he does what he does.
Your wretchedness is not the absence of grace. It is the friction of grace against the flesh
that is not yet dead. The deeper the new life the Spirit has awakened in you, the more
keenly you will feel this war — which means the saints have always groaned loudest, not
least. Your lament is the lament of a freed man, not a slave.

So you may say both things the apostle says, and in his order. You may cry wretched man
that I am — honestly, without pretending the war is over or your flesh is tamed. And in the
very same breath you may shout thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord — not be-
cause the war has ended, but because the Deliverer has already come, and the outcome is
no longer in doubt. You are not under the law’s condemnation while you fight; you died to
the law through the body of Christ, and you belong now to another, to the risen One who
is bearing his fruit in you. The body of death will be shed; the not-yet will become the at-
last; this divided self will one day be one, wholly righteous in fact as it is now wholly
righteous in Christ. Until then you live as the wretched man who gives thanks — groaning
and grateful at once, sold into slavery to sin in your flesh and delighting in God’s law in
your inmost being, and kept, the whole way home, by the One whose grip on you does not
loosen when your grip on him does. And the next word Paul speaks, across the chapter
break, is the word that answers your every cry: there is therefore now no condemnation.
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Excursus E — Who Is the Wretched Man? The
“I” of Romans 7

Belongs to Volume One, Movement VI (Romans 7:14-25). In the exposition we ruled that the
divided “I” of these verses is the regenerate believer, and gave the heart of the case; here is the full
argument — the patristic spectrum, the objections answered, and the alternatives engaged. On the
answer hangs the whole Lutheran doctrine of the Christian life, the simul iustus et peccator, and
the rejection of every perfectionism.

The Question

In the second half of Romans 7, Paul speaks in the first person and the present tense about
a self at war with itself: I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate (7:15); I delight in
the law of God, in my inner being, but I see in my members another law waging war (7:22-23);
wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me? (7:24); and then, thanks be to God through Jesus
Christ our Lord (7:25). Who is this “I”?

The answers fall into three families. The “I” may be the regenerate believer — Paul speak-
ing as a Christian, describing the ongoing struggle of the justified with indwelling sin. It
may be the unregenerate — Paul’s pre-conversion self, or the human being under the law in
general, or (in a recent and influential form) Israel under the Torah, dramatized in the
first person. Or it may be a mediating figure — the immature or “carnal” Christian who has
not yet entered the victorious life, or the believer considered narrowly in respect of his
flesh. The question is not idle, for on it depends what the normal Christian life looks like:
whether the war Paul describes is the lifelong condition of every believer, or a defeat to be
escaped, or someone else’s story altogether.

This commentary reads the “I” as the regenerate believer, with the mature Augustine and
the whole Reformation. The case must now be made in full.

The Witness of the Church

The reading has a history worth knowing, because it includes a famous change of mind.
Many of the Greek fathers, and the early Augustine, took the “I” of Romans 7 to be the un-
regenerate — the man under the law, not yet under grace, or Paul rhetorically voicing the
plight of those outside Christ. This was for a time the more common reading, and it has
the surface attraction of fitting the “sold into slavery to sin” language to a person still en-
slaved.

79



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

But Augustine, in the heat of the Pelagian controversy, changed his mind — and the reason
for the change is itself an argument. The Pelagians, who denied original sin and affirmed
the possibility of sinless perfection by free will, found the unregenerate reading congeni-

[

al: if Romans 7’s “I cannot do the good I want” describes only the man without grace, then
the Christian with grace might, in principle, leave the struggle behind and attain perfec-
tion. Against this, the mature Augustine came to read the “I” as the regenerate Paul, still
wrestling with concupiscence even as a baptized apostle — and he said so, correcting his
earlier view in his ‘Retractations and defending the new reading in his anti-Pelagian
works. The shift was not arbitrary; it was demanded by the deeper truth that even the jus-
tified Christian remains, in this life, a sinner who must depend wholly on grace. The re-
generate reading was, for Augustine, the bulwark against perfectionism — and that is pre-
cisely what it remained for the Reformation, which followed the mature Augustine
without hesitation. Luther and Calvin alike read the wretched man as the Christian, and
made these verses the great scriptural seat of the simul iustus et peccator. The reading this
book defends is therefore not a Lutheran novelty but the considered judgment of the
Church’s greatest doctor of grace, hard-won against those who thought the gospel could

make a man sinless this side of glory.

The Case for the Regenerate Reading

Five features of the text, taken together, are decisive.

The first is the shift of tense at verse 14. Everything from 7:7 to 7:13 is in the past tense — a
narrative of how sin, seizing the commandment, sprang to life and brought death: I was
once alive apart from the law, but with the coming of the commandment sin became alive. Then,
at verse 14, the tense changes and stays changed: I am of the flesh... I do not do what I want...
I delight in the law of God. The sustained present tense most naturally describes the speak-
er’s present experience — Paul’s experience as he writes, which is to say his experience as a
Christian. A reading that makes 7:14-25 describe a past, pre-conversion condition has to
explain away the most basic feature of the grammar.

The second, and the strongest, is the delight in God’s law at verse 22: I delight in the law of
God in my inner being. This single clause is very nearly decisive by itself, because Paul tells
us, one chapter later, that the unregenerate cannot say it: the outlook of the flesh is hostile to
God, for it does not submit to the law of God, nor is it able to do so (8:7). The natural man is not
divided over God’s law; he is at enmity with it. A delight in the law of God, arising from an
inner being, is not the residue of the old nature but the signature of the new — the mark
that the Spirit has given a renewed will that loves what God loves. Only a regenerate per-

5. Augustine, Retractations 1.23 (on the Propositions from Romans) and 2.27; the mature reading is defended
at length in Against Julian and the anti-Pelagian works.
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son can delight in the law of God; therefore the one who here says he delights in it is re-
generate.

The third confirms the second: the inner being, ho eso anthropos, the inner man. Where Paul
uses this phrase elsewhere, it names the renewed self that the Spirit is renewing — the
inner man renewed day by day even as the outer wastes away (2 Cor 4:16), the inner being
strengthened by the Spirit (Eph 3:16). It is a regenerate category. The “I” who delights in
God’s law in his inner man is the new creation speaking.

The fourth is the structure of the climax, verses 24 and 25. The cry of wretchedness — who
will rescue me from this body of death? — is answered at once by thanksgiving — thanks be to
God through Jesus Christ our Lord! — and then, after the thanksgiving, Paul restates the ongo-
ing struggle: So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the
law of sin. The order is the tell. If the “I” were merely the unregenerate man awaiting de-
liverance, the thanksgiving for deliverance already received would sit strangely before a
renewed statement of bondage. But on the regenerate reading the sequence is exactly
right: the deliverance is sure (thanks be to God, it is accomplished in Christ) and yet not
complete (the divided service goes on, until the body’s redemption, 8:23). This is the
already and the not-yet of the Christian life in a single breath — and it requires the
regenerate reading.

The fifth is the moral self-division itself. The “I” hates the evil he does (7:15), wants the good
(7:18-19), agrees that the law is good (7:16). This agonized division — to will the good, to
loathe one’s own sin, and yet to do it — is the mark of the regenerate, not the
unregenerate. The unconverted, in Paul’s portrait, is not at war with himself over sin; he
is given over to it and approves it (1:32), wholly in the flesh, undivided. It is precisely the
Christian, in whom the Spirit has planted a new and contrary will, who is torn this way.
The war is not the absence of grace; the war is what grace makes, when it sets a new man
against the old in one breast.

The Objections Answered

Three objections are pressed against the regenerate reading, and all three are answered
by the simul and the distinction this commentary drew at chapter 6.

“But the ‘I’ is sold into slavery to sin (7:14) and held captive (7:23) — and chapter 6 said the
believer was freed from sin’s slavery.” The answer is the distinction between sin’s dominion
and sin’s presence, established at 6:14 (Movement V). Chapter 6 declares sin’s dominion
broken: the believer is no longer sin’s slave in the decisive sense, no longer under its
mastery or defined by it. Chapter 7 confesses sin’s presence remaining: the flesh is still
“sold into slavery to sin,” still wars, still must be reckoned dead daily and is not yet dead
in fact. “Sold under sin” describes the believer in respect of his flesh, not the person as a
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whole. He is a freed man with a traitor still living in his house — and both halves of that
sentence are true at once. To read chapter 7 against chapter 6 is to miss that they are the
two faces of one divided creature, simul iustus et peccator.

“But the T’ can do no good (7:18) — and the believer has the Spirit and bears fruit.” Read the
verse exactly: I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my flesh. The inability is located
precisely in the flesh, not in the renewed self and not in denial of the Spirit. The flesh has
no power to do good; the believer’s good, when it comes, comes from the Spirit (chapter
8), not the flesh. Romans 7 is honest about what the flesh remains even in the Christian —
powerless for good — and that honesty is no contradiction of chapter 8 but its necessary
preface: God achieved what the law could not do because it was weakened through the flesh (8:3).
The very wanting of the good, against the flesh, is already the Spirit’s work in the inner
man.

“But the despair — ‘wretched man’ — does not fit the victory of chapters 6 and 8.” It is not des-
pair-unto-condemnation; it is the honest lament of the regenerate over remaining sin,
answered in the same breath by thanksgiving (7:25) and, across the chapter break, by no
condemnation (8:1). The Christian groans and gives thanks and is not condemned, all at
once. And the depth of the lament reflects the depth of the new life: the more alive the
inner man, the more keenly the war is felt, so that the holiest saints have always groaned
the loudest over their sin, not the least. The wretched cry is not sub-Christian defeat; it is
the mark of a conscience the Spirit has made tender.

The Alternatives Engaged

Two modern readings deserve a fuller answer, and one a firm rejection.

The first is the salvation-historical reading associated with the New Perspective, and with
N. T. Wright in particular: that the “I” is not anyone’s introspective conscience but Israel
under the Torah, personified — the biography of Israel (and behind it, Adam), dramatizing
how the law, given to God’s people, became the occasion of sin and death. There is real
insight here, and it should be granted for the first half of the passage. Verses 7 through 13 do
carry unmistakable echoes of Adam and of Sinai: the commandment that comes, sin that
springs to life and deceives (as the serpent deceived Eve), the death that follows — this is
the story of the law’s arrival and its tragic effect, and it can rightly be heard in an Adamic
and Israelite key. But the reading strains badly when carried into verses 14 through 25.
The sustained present tense, the delight in the law of God in the inner being, the personal
moral agony of willing the good and doing the evil, the cry who will deliver me answered
by thanks be to God through Jesus Christ — these read as the ongoing experience of the speaker,
not as the recounted past of a corporate Israel under Torah. The most natural conclusion
is that the two halves do somewhat different work: 7:7-13 narrates, in the past tense and
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with Adam-and-Israel resonance, the coming of the law and the awakening of sin; 7:14-25
describes, in the present tense, the abiding struggle of the regenerate. One may grant
Wright his Israel for the first half without surrendering the Christian for the second — and
the second is where the doctrine of the Christian life is decided.

The second is the rhetorical reading — that the “I” is a figure of speech, prosopopoeia, Paul
speaking in an assumed character (a Gentile, or Adam, or generic humanity) rather than
of himself. There may be a rhetorical dimension to the “I”; ancient writers did speak in
adopted voices. But the device is often pressed into service to avoid the regenerate reading
— to relieve Paul, and the Christian, of the introspective struggle, in the spirit of Stendahl’s
claim that the brooding conscience is a Western imposition. The text’s own markers resist
the evasion. The present tense, the delight in the law, the inner man, the lament-and-
thanksgiving — these are not the neutral furniture of a rhetorical everyman but the spe-
cific marks of a regenerate self, and they point where they have always pointed.

The third reading must be not merely answered but rejected, for it has done real pastoral
harm: the Keswick or Higher Life teaching that Romans 7 portrays the carnal, defeated
Christian — the believer still trying to conquer sin by self-effort and the law — who is
meant to escape it by a second crisis of surrender into the “victorious life” of Romans 8,
where sin is consistently overcome. This severs chapters 7 and 8 into two stages of the
Christian life, a lower and a higher, and makes Romans 7 a valley to be climbed out of. It is
wrong on every count. It makes the normal, lifelong condition of the believer into a sub-
Christian defeat. It promises a victorious plateau — a practical perfectionism — that Ro-
mans itself denies, for the war continues until the redemption of the body (8:23) and the
simul holds for life. And it misreads the relation of the two chapters: the believer does not
graduate from Romans 7 to Romans 8; he lives in both at once. He is, in the same moment,
the wretched man who groans (chapter 7) and the son over whom there is no condemna-
tion, who cries “Abba” and cannot be separated from the love of God (chapter 8). Groaning
and more than a conqueror, simul. The Keswick reading offers an escape from the cross-
shaped Christian life that the gospel never promises and the saints never found, and it
leaves its disciples either pretending to a victory they do not have or despairing that they
have somehow failed to enter it. Against it stands the mature Augustine’s hard-won truth:
the war is not a stage but the shape of the life, and grace is sufficient in it, not deliverance
from it before the end.

The Confessional Payoft and the Comfort

The regenerate reading is the anthropological foundation of the Lutheran doctrine of the
Christian life. It is the great seat of the simul iustus et peccator — the believer at once wholly
righteous (in Christ, in the verdict, in the inner man that delights in God’s law) and still a
sinner (in the flesh that wars and is sold into slavery to sin), the two held together until
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death (FC). It establishes the persistence of concupiscence as genuine sin in the regenerate —
real sin, really warring, against the Roman view that what remains after baptism is not
properly sin — though no longer imputed to condemnation, as the next verse thunders
(8:1; FCI). It confirms the bound flesh (8:7) and so the truth that sanctification, like justific-
ation, is the Spirit’s gift and not the flesh’s achievement (FC II). And it secures the believ-
er’s lifelong dependence on grace against every perfectionism — Pelagian, Wesleyan,
Keswick, or Roman — for the Christian never graduates from his need of the gospel, and —
as we said at the outset — needs it most on his best days.

And here is the comfort, which is the whole reason the question matters. If you have read
Romans 7 and recognized yourself in it — if you have wanted the good and done the evil,
hated your own sin and committed it anyway, cried out in something like wretchedness at
the gap between the self you long to be and the self you are — you may have feared that
this very struggle proves you were never really converted, that a true Christian would
have left such division behind. The wretched man is the answer to that fear, and the
answer is the opposite of what you feared: the war is the evidence that you are converted. The
unbeliever feels no such war, for he is undivided, at home in his flesh; only the one in
whom the Spirit has planted a new and contrary will can be torn this way, can delight in
God’s law in his inmost self and grieve that his flesh will not obey it. Your wretchedness is
not the absence of grace but the friction of grace against the flesh that is not yet dead. So
you may say both of Paul’s words, and in his order: wretched man that I am — honestly,
without pretending the war is won — and, in the same breath, thanks be to God through
Jesus Christ our Lord — because the Deliverer has come, the verdict is already no condemna-
tion, and the body of death will one day be shed. You do not have to escape Romans 7 to
reach Romans 8. You live in both at once — groaning and grateful, sold into slavery to sin
in your flesh and delighting in God’s law in your inner being, a wretched man who gives
thanks, and kept, the whole way home, by the grace that is sufficient for you precisely in
the war.
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Movement VII — Life in the Spirit and the
Love of God (Romans 8:1-39)

This is the summit, and the close of Volume One. The volume opened with a frightened monk who
hated the phrase “the righteousness of God”; it ends with an adopted son who cannot be separated
from “the love of God.” Habakkuk’s “shall live” reaches its consummation here, in the Spirit-given
life, the cry of “Abba,” and the unbreakable certainty of glory. The golden chain of verses 29-30 is
treated more fully in Excursus F; this movement lets the whole chapter rise to its crescendo.

The Text

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. (8:1, NET)

For you did not receive the spirit of slavery leading again to fear, but you received the
Spirit of adoption, by whom we cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit himself bears witness to
our spirit that we are God’s children. (8:15-16, NET)

Indeed, he who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not
also, along with him, freely give us all things? (8:32, NET)

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor heavenly rulers, nor
things that are present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any-
thing else in creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our
Lord. (8:38-39, NET)

The Argument

The chapter opens with a word that must be read as the answer it is. The wretched man of
chapter 7 has just cried out from the depths of his divided self — who will rescue me from
this body of death? — and across the chapter break, without a breath, comes the reply: There
is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. This is the most important
sentence-sequence in the letter for the struggling believer, and it must never be separ-
ated. The war you have just confessed in chapter 7 does not condemn you. The indwelling
sin that grieves you, the good you fail to do, the evil you hate and do anyway — none of it
falls as condemnation on the one who is in Christ, because the condemnation has already
fallen elsewhere, on the Son, in the flesh. Chapter 7 is the honest diagnosis; chapter 8 is
the verdict; and the verdict is no condemnation.

From that foundation the chapter builds assurance in rising layers, approaching the cer-
tainty of the believer’s salvation from every possible side until no angle of doubt is left
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unanswered. There is the verdict itself (8:1-4): what the law, weakened by the flesh, could
never do, God has done in his Son. There is the Spirit’s present work (8:5-27): the Spirit who
indwells, who gives life and puts the deeds of the body to death, who makes us sons and
teaches us to cry Abba, who bears inner witness that we are God’s children, who inter-
cedes for us in our wordless weakness. There is the not-yet hope (8:18-25): we and all cre-
ation groan, waiting for the redemption of the body, saved in a hope that does not yet see.
There is the eternal ground (8:28-30): the golden chain of God’s purpose, from foreknowing
to glorifying, unbreakable because every link is forged by God. And there is the tri-
umphant conclusion (8:31-39): if God is for us, no charge can stick, no condemnation can
fall, and nothing in all creation — not death, not life, not the powers, not the depths — can
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

The movement runs from the courtroom to the Father’s embrace to the ends of the cos-
mos and the bounds of eternity. And it ends on a height so absolute that it provokes the
very question Volume Two exists to answer: if the love of God in Christ is this unbreak-
able, what then of Israel, to whom that God first pledged himself? But that is the next
volume’s burden. This one ends on the summit.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“No condemnation ... in Christ Jesus” (8:1). Everything hangs on the last two words.
There is still sin in the believer — chapter 7 was no exaggeration — and so there would be
plenty to condemn, if condemnation ran on the believer’s own account. But it does not. The
believer is in Christ Jesus, and the verdict over those in Christ is the verdict over Christ
himself: righteous, accepted, beloved. This is the simul turned wholly to comfort. You are
at once a sinner (in your flesh, in the war) and not condemned (in Christ, in the verdict) —
and the second is the louder and the final word. The “now” matters too: not someday, not
when the war is finally won, but now, in the thick of the struggle, the condemnation is
already lifted.

“God achieved what the law could not do” (8:3-4). Chapter 7 ended by showing the law’s
helplessness: holy and good, yet powerless against the flesh, able to provoke sin but never
to defeat it. Verse 3 names the rescue. What the law could not do — weakened as it was by
the flesh — God did, by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for
sin, and there condemned sin in the flesh. Hear the precision of it: God condemned sin, in
Christ’s flesh, so that he might not condemn the sinner. The condemnation that 8:1 lifts
from us is the condemnation that 8:3 lays on sin in the flesh of the Son. (The phrase “in
the likeness of sinful flesh” guards the mystery exactly: real flesh, true and complete
humanity, yet without sin — likeness of sinful flesh, not its reality.) And the goal was so that
the righteous requirement of the law may be fulfilled in us. We must read this rightly, for it is
not a covert reintroduction of justification by our law-keeping. The law’s requirement is
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fulfilled in us first and decisively because Christ fulfilled it for us and it is reckoned to us —
and then, as fruit and not as ground, because the Spirit begins to produce in us the very
obedience the law sought. What the law demanded and could not create, the gospel both
satisfies in Christ and begins to grow by the Spirit.

“The outlook of the flesh ... does not submit to the law of God, nor is it able” (8:7). This
is the verse that locked the regenerate reading of chapter 7 (Movement VI), and it is the
death certificate of free will in spiritual things. The mind set on the flesh is not merely
disinclined toward God’s law but hostile to it, and not merely unwilling to submit but un-
able — it cannot. This is why the delight in God’s law that chapter 7 confessed (7:22) could
only be the voice of the regenerate: the unregenerate cannot so much as submit, let alone
delight. And it is why sanctification, like justification, must be God’s gift through the Spirit
and never the achievement of the flesh, which cannot please God at all.

“The Spirit of adoption ... Abba, Father” (8:15). Here the chapter reaches the place this
whole commentary has most wanted to stand, the place where the forensic gospel flowers
into the filial without ceasing for one moment to be forensic. For Paul does not say merely
that we have been acquitted, declared righteous, restored to legal good standing — though
all of that is gloriously true and is the ground of everything that follows. He says we have
received the Spirit of adoption, pneuma huiothesias, and that by this Spirit we cry — not
whisper, not infer, but cry out — Abba! Father! The word is the intimate Aramaic of a child
to its father, the very word the Son used in Gethsemane, now placed by the Spirit on the
lips of the adopted children. This is the living heart of the Christian life, and it is no
contradiction of the forensic doctrine but its fruit and its warmth. The God who in the
courtroom declares the sinner righteous does not then hold him at a courtroom’s dis-
tance; he takes him home, makes him a son, gives him the Spirit, and teaches him to call
the Judge Father. The verdict of justification is real and complete and outside us; and the
love it admits us to is real and felt and poured into the heart, so that the justified do not
merely know they are accepted but cry out to the One who accepts them as their own dear
Father. We will not choose between these. The acquittal is the ground; the cry is the life;
and a gospel that gave the one without the other would be only half of what Paul preaches
here.

“The Spirit himself bears witness to our spirit” (8:16). And lest the cry of “Abba” be mis-
taken for our own working-up of confidence, Paul grounds it: The Spirit himself bears wit-
ness to our spirit that we are God’s children. This is the inner testimony of the Spirit, the as-
surance worked in the heart — and it must be held with the care the Lutheran tradition
has always given it, against the enthusiast who would make it a free-floating inner voice.
The Spirit’s witness is real, and it is felt, and it is no mere logical deduction. But it is not
an unmediated whisper bypassing the gospel; the Spirit who witnesses is the Spirit given
through the Word and the Sacrament (Movement V and Excursus D), and his witness con-
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firms and seals the promise the gospel speaks from outside us. The believer’s assurance
therefore stands on two legs at once, and neither alone: the objective word of God’s prom-
ise — I am baptized, Christ died for me, God justifies — and the inner witness of the Spirit who
makes that promise warm and certain in the heart and draws out the cry of “Abba.” An-
chor assurance only in the feeling, and it will rise and fall with the feeling; anchor it only
in the bare proposition, and it grows cold. Paul anchors it in both, and so will we.

The threefold groaning (8:22-23, 26). Three times in this chapter something groans, and
the groaning is not despair but the labor-pain of hope. Creation groans (8:22), subjected to
futility, in the pangs of childbirth, waiting to be set free. We groan (8:23), we who have the
firstfruits of the Spirit, waiting for the redemption of our bodies — and here is the answer
to chapter 7’s “body of death”: the not-yet-redeemed body that warred against the inner
man will itself be raised and made new. And the Spirit groans (8:26), interceding for us
with groanings too deep for words when we do not even know how to pray. The Christian
life between the verdict and the glory is thus a life of groaning — but it is the groaning of a
woman in labor, not of a man in a grave, for it is shot through with hope and aimed at a
birth. We are saved in hope (8:24); we have the firstfruits already and await the harvest; we
are sons now and shall be glorified sons then.

The golden chain (8:29-30). Paul now grounds the hope in eternity itself, in a chain of
five links every one of which is God’s own act: those whom he foreknew he also predestined ...
and those he predestined, he also called; and those he called, he also justified; and those he
justified, he also glorified. The chain is unbreakable precisely because the believer forges
none of it; from the foreknowing in eternity past to the glorifying — stated, astonishingly,
in the past tense, as a thing already done in the certainty of God’s purpose — every link is
wrought by God, and so no link can fail. This is predestination, and it is here pure com-
fort, exactly as Excursus F argued it must always be: not a terrifying decree to be pried
into, but the eternal, gracious resolve of God that guarantees the believer’s salvation
cannot finally be lost, because it never rested in his own keeping. The chain runs to glory,
and it began before the world. The reader who wants the asymmetry of this election —
why it is comfort and not threat, why there is no answering chain of reprobation — will
find it argued in its place; here it is enough to hear the chain rattle shut around the
believer’s salvation and hold.

“Did not spare his own Son ... will separate us” (8:31-39). The chapter ends in a torrent,
and assurance pours from three directions at once. From the logic of the cross (8:32): the
God who did not spare his own Son — the words deliberately echo Abraham at the altar with
Isaac — but gave him up for us all, will assuredly, much more, give us every lesser thing;
the greatest gift guarantees all the rest. From the courtroom (8:33-34): who can bring a
charge against God’s elect, when it is God who justifies? Who can condemn, when Christ is
the one who died ... who is at the right hand of God, and who also is interceding for us? The
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verdict of Movement III returns as the final, unanswerable defense — no accusation can
stand against an acquittal pronounced by the Judge himself, and the risen Advocate
pleads our case at this very moment. And from the love of God (8:35-39): Paul ransacks the
universe for anything that might separate us — tribulation, persecution, the sword; death
and life; angels and rulers; the present and the future; powers; height and depth; and
then, exhausting creation, anything else in creation — and declares that not one of them,
not all of them together, can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
This is the summit. The monk who began this volume hating the righteousness of God ends
it as the son from whom nothing can sever the love of God — and the two phrases, we now
see, were always the same gift.

The Confessional Payoft

This chapter is the charter of Christian assurance, and on assurance the Reformation and
Rome divided sharply. Trent had made certainty of one’s present grace a species of pre-
sumption; the Apology answered that faith by its very nature lays hold of the promise and
so brings the conscience to peace (Ap IV). Romans 8 is that answer in full voice — no con-
demnation, the Spirit’s witness that we are God’s children, the golden chain that cannot break,
the love from which nothing can separate. The Lutheran does not regard assurance as ar-
rogance but as the proper posture of faith toward a promise; to doubt it is not humility
but unbelief, a refusal to take God at his word.

It establishes, second, the Spirit’s work in sanctification and assurance in its properly Luther-
an shape. What chapter 7 showed the law could not do, chapter 8 ascribes to the Spirit:
life, the putting to death of the deeds of the body (8:13), the obedience the law sought.
Sanctification is the Spirit’s gift, not the law’s product (FC SD II, VI) — the law guides the
new man, but the Spirit empowers him. And the assurance the Spirit gives — the inner
witness of 8:16 — is the Lutheran testimonium internum, held always together with the ex-
ternal Word through which the Spirit works, against the enthusiast who would float assur-
ance free of the means of grace (SA IIlL.viii). The cry of “Abba” is the living faith the Confes-
sions know justification produces — not a faith that is mere assent, but a faith that lays
hold of God as Father and rests in him.

And it crowns the doctrine of election as comfort (FC SD XI), of which Excursus F is the full
treatment. The golden chain (8:29-30) is predestination preached the way the Formula in-
sists it must always be preached: not as a decree to be searched out in the hidden majesty
of God, but as the gracious ground of an unbreakable hope, found in Christ and the gos-
pel, terminating in glory. Here predestination does exactly what the Confessions say it is
for — it consoles. The chain does not make the believer ask, trembling, whether he is
among the chosen; it tells the believer who clings to Christ that his salvation was God’s
settled purpose before the world began and is therefore as good as accomplished.
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Contested Ground

Two matters meet the heavier guns elsewhere, and one can be settled here.

The golden chain of 8:29-30, and the doctrine of predestination it teaches, is the burden of
Excursus F. The contest is whether this chain implies a symmetrical decree — election of
some to glory entailing reprobation of others to ruin — as the Reformed scheme would
have it, or whether it is, as the Formula confesses and as the chapter’s own tone demands,
election unto salvation alone, preached only and always as comfort. We have stated the
Lutheran position and shown how the chapter itself uses the doctrine: to assure, never to
terrify.

The inner witness of the Spirit (8:16) is contested between the Lutheran reading and the
enthusiast one. The enthusiast grounds assurance in the intensity of an immediate inner
experience, so that the believer’s confidence rises and falls with his feelings and he is
forever taking his own spiritual temperature. The Lutheran grounds assurance in the
gospel promise, objective and outside us, through which the Spirit then bears his real and
felt witness within. The witness is no fiction and no mere syllogism; but it is the Spirit
confirming the external Word, not replacing it. The pastoral difference is enormous: the
enthusiast, on a cold day, has nothing to fall back on but the absent feeling; the Lutheran,
on the coldest day, falls back on his baptism and the promise, and waits for the Spirit to
warm them again.

One word on 8:28, the most quoted and most abused verse in the chapter. All things work
together for good is not the promise that all things will be pleasant, nor a charm against
suffering — the very next verses speak of conformity to a crucified Son, and the verses after
that of tribulation and sword. It is the promise that God bends everything, including the
worst, toward the good he has fixed for those he loves: their conformity to Christ and
their final glory. The good is not comfort in this life; it is Christ, and the glory to come.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

There is almost no Law left to speak here, and what little there is serves only to fence the
comfort so it falls where it belongs. The fence is this: every promise of this chapter is for
those who are in Christ Jesus (8:1), laid hold of by faith — it is not a blanket reassurance for
the secure who have never been slain by chapter 7, and the assurance it gives is God’s gift
through his Word, not a confidence we manufacture or measure by our feelings. That is
the whole of the Law’s word here. The rest is Gospel, and it is the highest gospel in the
letter, so hear it now, you who cried wretched man one chapter ago.

There is now no condemnation for you. Not there will be when the war is won; not there might
be if you do well enough — there is now, in the middle of the fight, while sin still wars in

90



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

your members, no condemnation, because you are in Christ and the condemnation your
sin deserved fell already on him. You do not have to win the war to escape condemnation;
you escaped it the moment you were in Christ, and you cannot lose what was never yours
to keep. And the God who acquitted you did not leave you at the bar; he sent his Spirit into
your heart and made you his son, so that you do not crouch before him as a slave dreading
the lash but cry out to him as a child — Abba, Father — and the cry is not your wishful
thinking but the Spirit’'s own witness, deep in you, that you belong to God. When you can-
not feel it, the promise stands; when you cannot pray, the Spirit groans for you in words
too deep for sound; when you cannot see the good in your suffering, God is bending even
that toward your glory.

And here is the ground beneath the ground, for the days when even the cry of “Abba” fal-
ters: your salvation was God’s purpose before the world was made, and every link of the
chain that holds you is forged by his hand and not yours — foreknown, predestined,
called, justified, and (he says it as though already done) glorified. If your keeping de-
pended on your grip, you would have reason to tremble; but it depends on his, proved at
the cross where he did not spare his own Son but gave him up for you, and the God who gave
you that will not now withhold anything you need to bring you home. So let the universe
do its worst. Let tribulation come, and persecution, and the sword; let death itself come,
as one day it will. Bring the angels and the powers, the things present and the things to
come, the heights and the depths, and everything else in all creation, and set them against
you — and not one of them, not all of them together, can separate you from the love of God
in Christ Jesus your Lord. The frightened monk learned at this letter’s threshold that the
righteousness of God was not a sword raised against him but a robe held out. You have
learned, at its summit, that the love of God is not a thing you must cling to lest you lose it,
but a thing that clings to you and will not let you go. That is where Volume One leaves you:
not condemned, but a son; not striving to be loved, but unable to be separated from love.
Rest there. And when you are ready, there is one more question to ask — for if God’s love is
this faithful to you, what of the people to whom he pledged it first? But that is the next
book. For now, rest.

91



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

Volume Two — The Mercies of God
(Romans 9-16)

The triumph of God’s mercy — over Israel’s unbelief, in the ingathering of the nations, and in the
living sacrifice it asks of us.
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Introduction to Volume Two: By the Mercies

of God

Where Volume One Left Us

The first volume ended on a height. Having walked us down into the pit of 1:18-3:20,
where every mouth is stopped and the whole world stands accountable before God; hav-
ing lifted us up into the free and unearned righteousness of 3:21 and following; having
buried us with Christ in baptism and raised us to walk in newness of life; having sat with
us in the groaning honesty of Romans 7 and the unbreakable comfort of Romans 8 — Paul
brought us at last to a place from which it seemed nothing could ever cast us down again.
Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Nothing in all creation, he answered: not tribu-
lation, not death, not the powers, not height nor depth nor anything else. The argument
crested there, and the believer who has been carried that high might reasonably suppose
the letter had said all it needed to say.

It had not. And the reason it had not is the reason this second volume exists.

The Question the Gospel Provokes

For there is a question hidden inside that magnificent ending, and a thoughtful reader — a
reader who knows the Scriptures — will feel it the moment the music of Romans 8 fades.
Paul has just staked everything on the faithfulness of God: on the certainty that the God
who foreknew and called and justified will most surely glorify, that his love holds and will
not let go. But there was a people to whom that very God had bound himself with prom-
ises older than the gospel — to whom belonged the adoption, the covenants, the law, the
patriarchs, and from whom, according to the flesh, came the Christ. And that people, by
and large, had not believed. The promises seemed to have run out in their hands.

So the question rises, and it is not an academic one: If God’s word to Israel has failed — if
those ancient, sworn promises could lapse — then on what ground does the believer in Romans 8
rest? If the covenant with Abraham could come to nothing, what assurance is there that
the new covenant in Christ will fare any better? The unbreakable comfort of chapter 8 is
only as unbreakable as the faithfulness of the God who gives it; and Israel’s unbelief
seems, on its face, to put that faithfulness in doubt.

This is why chapters 9 through 11 are not a digression, not an awkward parenthesis to be
hurried through on the way to the practical chapters. They are the vindication of the very
promise on which chapter 8 rests. Paul turns to the hardest case he could possibly have
chosen — the apparent failure of God’s word to his own chosen people — precisely in order
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to show that the word of God has not failed (9:6), that it never fails, that even Israel’s
unbelief is folded into a purpose of mercy so deep that the apostle can only end by falling
to his knees: Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! The comfort of Ro-
mans 8 is safe. Volume Two is the proof.

Two Words: Mercy and the Hardness of the Heart

But the proof passes through the most dangerous terrain in all of Scripture, and the reader
deserves to be told at the outset how this book intends to cross it.

For in defending the freedom and faithfulness of God’s mercy, Paul says things that have
been made to mean far more, and far worse, than he meant. He speaks of vessels of mercy
and vessels of wrath, of a God who has mercy on whom he wills and hardens whom he
wills, of a potter and his clay. Read through the lens of a later and colder logic, these
words have been pressed into a doctrine of symmetrical decree — the teaching that God,
before the foundation of the world and for his own glory, sovereignly chose some for
heaven and the rest, by the very same eternal act, for hell. This book does not teach that,
and it will argue at length, in its place, that Paul does not teach it either.

The thread that guides us through is the one the Formula of Concord laid down in its elev-
enth article, and it is worth naming now so the reader is never lost: election and
reprobation are not symmetrical. The salvation of the saved is wholly and only the work
of God’s grace — chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world, unconditioned by
anything foreseen in us, pure mercy from first to last. But the damnation of the lost is not
the mirror image of that mercy. The lost are not lost because God withheld from them a
salvation he had eternally decreed to deny; they are lost by their own willful resistance to
a grace that came to them in earnest, by the hardening that is the wages of refusing the
God who genuinely sought them. Mercy is God’s proper work and gets all the credit; con-
demnation is God’s alien work and gets none of the blame that belongs to him, for it be-
longs to us. To lose this asymmetry in either direction is to fall — toward Geneva on the
one side, where the comfort of election curdles into the terror of a hidden decree, or to-
ward the synergists on the other, who quietly make the difference between the saved and
the lost a difference in the sinners themselves. The Formula walks the narrow ridge
between, and so will we. Election is preached, as the Confessions insist it must be, only as
comfort — never as a cliff for the anxious conscience to peer over. The full argument is
given in its own place (Excursus F); here it is enough to plant the flag.

From Mercy to the Living Sacrifice

When the three great chapters on Israel have done their work and Paul has fallen silent
before the depth of God’s wisdom, he turns — and the turn is the hinge of this whole
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volume. I exhort you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, he writes, to present your bod-
ies as a sacrifice—alive, holy, and pleasing to God. By the mercies of God. The phrase reaches
back and gathers up everything: the mercy that justified the ungodly in Volume One, the
mercy that kept faith with Israel in chapters 9 through 11, the whole flood of unearned
grace — and only then, on the far side of all that mercy and resting entirely upon it, does
the apostle speak of the living sacrifice, the renewed mind, the body and its gifts, the love
that is without hypocrisy, the honor owed to governing authorities, the patience owed to
the weak.

Everything depends on the reader hearing that little word therefore correctly, and this
volume will labor to make sure he does. The ethics of Romans 12 through 15 are not a
second gospel, not a set of conditions slipped in after the free grace of the first eight
chapters, not a ladder erected the moment our backs were turned. They are fruit. They
flow downhill from mercy already given; they are the shape that a justified life cannot
help but take as the Spirit who raised us also remakes us. The standing danger in these
chapters — the danger this book named in Volume One and now must resist on nearly
every page — is that the parenesis will quietly curdle back into Law, that the summons to
holy living will be heard as a fresh demand to be met rather than a fruit to be borne. We
will not let it. The living sacrifice is offered by the mercies of God, in gratitude and freedom,
by people who have already been given everything — or it is not the sacrifice Paul has in
mind at all.

Along the way these chapters give us some of the richest treasures in the apostle’s
thought: the doctrine of vocation, in which the Christian serves God precisely by serving
the neighbor in the ordinary callings of daily life (Excursus H); and the relation of the
believer to the civil order, which we will read through the Lutheran understanding of the
two kingdoms — God’s two ways of governing the world, through the gospel in the church
and through the sword and the structures of common life — over against both the impulse
to make the state a church and the impulse to flee it altogether (Excursus I). The letter
ends, as it began, in doxology, with a long roll of named and beloved saints and a final
ascription of glory to the only wise God. We will end there too.

A Word to the Reader Who Begins Here

If this volume has come into your hands first, you are welcome, and you will not be lost —
but you should know that you are reading the second half of a single argument, and the
first half is its foundation. Everything here rests on what was established there: that the
righteousness of God is a gift reckoned to faith, that the Law kills and the Gospel makes
alive, that the sinner is at once righteous and a sinner and lives by mercy alone. The
mercy that governs these chapters is the mercy whose deep foundations were laid in
Volume One. If at any point the ground beneath these pages seems to give way — if elec-
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tion begins to frighten rather than comfort, or if the call to a holy life begins to feel like a
weight rather than a gift — the remedy is to return to the gate where the first volume
began, and to hear again the word that opened it: a righteousness from God, apart from
the law, given freely to all who believe.

And now to Israel, and to the depth of the mercy of God.
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Movement VIII — God’s Sovereigh Mercy
(Romans 9:1-29)

This opens the exposition of Volume Two. The bridge from 8:39 to 9:1 — why the unbreakable love
of chapter 8 provokes the question of Israel, and why chapters 9-11 are its vindication and not a
digression — was set out in the introduction to this volume. The doctrine of election that this
chapter has so often been made to teach is treated in full, with its asymmetry and its pastoral use,
in Excursus F, which was written ahead of everything else precisely to guard this movement.
Here we expound the text in its own anguished sequence and lean on the excursus for the
dogmatic deep dive.

The Text

I am telling the truth in Christ (I am not lying!), for my conscience assures me in the
Holy Spirit— I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish
that I myself were accursed—cut off from Christ—for the sake of my people, my fellow
countrymen, (9:1-3, NET)

It is not as though the word of God had failed. For not all those who are descended from
Israel are truly Israel, ... (9:6, NET)

So then, it does not depend on human desire or exertion, but on God who shows mercy.
(9:16, NET)

But what if God, willing to demonstrate his wrath and to make known his power, has en-
dured with much patience the objects of wrath prepared for destruction? And what if he
is willing to make known the wealth of his glory on the objects of mercy that he has
prepared beforehand for glory— (9:22-23, NET)

The Argument

Before a word of doctrine, a flood of tears. This is the first thing to see about Romans 9,
and the thing most often forgotten by those who quarry it for a system: the man who
writes it is weeping. Paul has just declared, at the summit of chapter 8, that nothing in all
creation can separate us from the love of God — and the very next thing he says is that he
could wish himself accursed, cut off from that love, for the sake of his unbelieving kins-
men. The apostle who would not be separated from Christ for anything would, if it could
save Israel, be separated from Christ for them. Whatever this chapter teaches about God’s
sovereign mercy, it does not teach it from a height of cold detachment; it teaches it
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through the broken heart of a man who loves the lost. The reader who comes to Romans 9
to settle scores in the predestination debate has already misread the room. We come in-
stead to a funeral, where an apostle grieves his own people, and where, in the grieving, he
is driven to ask the hardest question faith can ask.

The question is the one the introduction to this volume named: has the word of God failed?
God pledged himself to Israel — to them belong the adoption, the covenants, the promises,
the patriarchs, and from them the Christ himself. And Israel, by and large, has not
believed. If God’s ancient, sworn word to them could lapse, what becomes of his word to us
in chapter 82 Paul’s answer, stated as the thesis of the whole section, is flat and immediate:
it is not as though the word of God had failed (9:6). And the rest of the movement is the un-
folding of that thesis along four lines. First (9:6-13), the word has not failed because the
promise was never to mere physical descent but to the children of promise, the Israel-
within-Israel chosen by God’s free electing purpose. Second (9:14-18), this freedom of God
in mercy is not injustice, for mercy is his to give and is owed to no one. Third (9:19-24),
the creature has no standing to arraign the Creator, who is free as a potter over clay — yet
whose dealings with the two kinds of vessels, as we shall see, are pointedly not symmet-
rical. And fourth (9:25-29), the prophets foretold exactly this: a people called from among
the Gentiles, and a remnant of Israel saved by grace. The chapter that seems to threaten
ends, like the whole of 9-11, by bending toward mercy — the calling of the outsiders, the
preservation of the remnant. God’s word has not failed; it has done precisely what, in the
prophets, it always said it would.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“I could wish that I myself were accursed” (9:1-3). The intensity is almost unbearable,
and it is deliberate. Anathema — devoted to destruction, cut off, the very opposite of
everything chapter 8 promised — is what Paul says he could wish upon himself for Israel’s
sake. He echoes Moses, who begged God to blot him out of the book rather than let Israel
be destroyed (Exod 32:32); and behind Moses stands a greater Intercessor who did not
merely wish but became a curse for his people (Gal 3:13). Paul cannot save Israel by his
own damnation, and he knows it; the wish is impossible and he frames it as such. But it
sets the temperature of the entire chapter. Whatever follows about election and hardening
and vessels of wrath is said by a man who would trade his own salvation for the salvation
of the lost — which means it cannot rightly be preached by anyone who has not first wept
over them.

“Christ, who is God over all, blessed forever” (9:4-5). As Paul lists Israel’s privileges —
and note that adoption (huiothesia) heads the list, the very gift chapter 8 gave the Church,
so that Israel possessed in shadow what believers now possess in fullness — he comes to
the greatest of them: from Israel, according to the flesh, came the Christ. And then a
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clause that is among the clearest confessions of Christ’s deity in all the New Testament:
who is God over all, blessed forever. Punctuation has been disputed by those reluctant to find
so high a Christology here, but the natural reading calls the Messiah theos, God over all —
true God of true God, as the creed would later say. The Christ who came from Israel ac-
cording to the flesh is, according to his other nature, the God who made Israel. This is no
incidental flourish; it is the measure of Israel’s tragedy, that the people from whom God-
in-flesh was born have not received him.

“Not all those who are descended from Israel are truly Israel” (9:6). Here is the key that
unlocks the whole. The word of God has not failed, because that word was never a blanket
guarantee to every physical descendant of Jacob. There is an Israel within Israel — the
children of promise, not the children of flesh — and the promise was always running to
them. Paul proves it from Israel’s own founding: not Ishmael but Isaac, the child given by
promise; not Esau but Jacob, chosen even before they were born or had done anything good or
bad, so that God’s purpose in election would stand, not by works but by his calling (9:11-12). The
point of these examples is the freedom and gratuity of God’s electing grace — that it rests
on God’s call and not on human deserving — and that point the Lutheran affirms with
both hands, for it is simply sola gratia read back into the patriarchs. The fuller weighing of
Jacob and Esau, and the warning against turning “Esau I hated” into a decree of individual
damnation, belongs to Excursus F; here it is enough to grasp the thesis it serves. God’s
word did not fail when most of Israel fell away, because the promise was always to the
Israel of election and faith, and that Israel has not failed — it has, as the end of the chapter
will show, been preserved as a remnant by grace.

“It does not depend on human desire or exertion, but on God who shows mercy” (9:14-
18). Is God then unjust to choose so freely? By no means. Mercy is God’s to give and is owed
to no one; he tells Moses, I will have mercy on whom I have mercy (Exod 33:19), and the con-
clusion follows: salvation depends not on human desire or exertion, but on God who shows
mercy (9:16). This is the great anti-synergist verse, and Excursus F leans on it heavily: the
deciding difference between the saved and the lost is never something the saved supplied
— not a better will, not a harder running — but the free mercy of God. And the counter-
part, the hardening of Pharaoh (9:17-18), must be read as the excursus reads it: as God’s
judicial act, his handing-over of one who first and repeatedly hardened himself, not an ar-
bitrary primal decree creating the resistance from nothing. Mercy has its source in God
alone; hardening has its occasion in human sin. The two are not mirror images, and
everything pastoral hangs on the difference. The full argument is in Excursus F.

“The potter and the vessels” (9:19-24). To the protest why does he still find fault? Paul
answers first with the potter and the clay: the creature has no standing to put the Creator
in the dock, no more than the pot may interrogate the hand that shaped it. This asserts
God’s freedom, his right over what he has made — not, be it noted, a doctrine of paired de-
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crees. And then comes the verse on which the whole interpretation of the chapter turns,
and where Paul’s own grammar, as Excursus F argues at length, breaks the symmetry we
expect. The vessels of wrath are prepared for destruction — katertismena, a participle that
names no agent and is as readable in the middle voice (having fitted themselves) as in the
passive; Paul pointedly declines to say God prepared them. But the vessels of mercy are
those that he has prepared beforehand for glory — proétoimasen, an active verb with God its ex-
plicit and gracious subject. God prepares the vessels of mercy; the vessels of wrath are
found fitted for destruction with no hand named but their own. The asymmetry of the
Formula sits in the apostle’s syntax. And the posture of God even toward the vessels of
wrath is not cold decree but much patience — he endured with much patience the vessels of
wrath, the bearing, long-suffering posture of a God who seeks. The full exegesis is the
heart of Excursus F; here we simply mark that Paul, had he meant a symmetrical double
predestination, wrote the one sentence where he would have said so in a way that says the
opposite.

“Only the remnant will be saved” (9:25-29). The chapter ends in the prophets, and it
ends in mercy. From Hosea, the calling of those who were not my people to be called sons of
the living God (Hosea 2:23; 1:10) — the inclusion of the Gentiles, those who had no claim,
swept into mercy by sheer grace. And from Isaiah, the remnant: though Israel be as the
sand of the sea, only the remnant will be saved (Isa 10:22); and had the Lord not left us off-
spring, Israel would have become Sodom (Isa 1:9). This is the final answer to “has the word
of God failed?” The word has not failed, because the word always spoke of a remnant — a
people preserved not by their numbers or their merit but by God’s electing grace, a seed
left by the Lord when all else fell away. God’s faithfulness is displayed not in the salvation
of the whole physical nation, which he never simply promised, but in the unfailing pre-
servation of the remnant of grace, which he always did. The vessels of mercy, called from
Jews and Gentiles alike (9:24), are the proof that mercy, not failure, has had the last word
all along.

The Confessional Payoft

The full confessional treatment of election belongs to Excursus F and the Formula’s elev-
enth article; this movement’s exposition feeds three streams that can be named briefly
here.

It is a chief ground of sola gratia and the monergism of grace. Not because of works but be-
cause of him who calls (9:12); not of him who wills or runs, but of God who has mercy (9:16) —
these are the Scriptures behind the Confessions’ insistence that salvation is God’s free gift
and that the deciding cause lies wholly in his mercy and never in the sinner’s willing or
working (FC SD II, XI). The remnant is saved — by grace, as a gift, preserved by God — nev-
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er self-preserved by merit. Whatever else Romans 9 teaches, it teaches that grace is free,
and that is the doctrine on which the Church stands.

It confirms the doctrine of Christ’s true deity (9:5), which the Augsburg Confession takes
from the catholic creeds: that the Son is true God, of one substance with the Father (AC
ITI). The Messiah of Israel is God over all, blessed forever.

And it grounds the vindication of God’s faithfulness that the introduction to this volume
named as the whole point of chapters 9-11. The word of God has not failed (9:6); God is
just in his free mercy and his judicial hardening; and the asymmetry by which mercy is
his proper work and hardening his alien response — the asymmetry the Formula con-
fesses and Paul’s grammar embeds — keeps the doctrine from becoming the terror it
becomes in other hands. That asymmetry is the burden of Excursus F, and it is the safe-
guard of everything this chapter says.

Contested Ground

The great contested matter of this movement — whether Romans 9 teaches a symmetrical
double predestination, election of some to glory entailing the reprobation of others to
ruin, or whether it teaches, as the Formula confesses, election unto salvation alone with
no answering decree of damnation — is argued in full in Excursus F. There the reader will
find the case that both the Calvinist and the synergist resolutions fail, each by amputating
one of two truths Scripture holds together; that Paul’s own grammar in 9:22-23 breaks the
symmetry a double decree would require; and that the doctrine, rightly read, is comfort
and never terror. We do not repeat the argument here; we rest on it.

One further matter belongs to this movement and not to the excursus: the identity of “Is-
rael” (9:6), and the danger of a crude supersessionism. When Paul says not all descended
from Israel are Israel, and when he gathers Gentiles into the people of God (9:24-26), has
the Church simply replaced Israel, the old people cast off and a new one substituted? The
Lutheran reading says no, and on two fronts. Against the crude replacement theology that
writes ethnic Israel out of the story, Paul’s whole point in chapter 9 is that God has pre-
served a remnant of Israel and that he is not finished with them — as chapter 11 will make
unmistakable, where the broken branches can be grafted back in and “all Israel” comes
into view. And against the opposite error, the dispensational scheme that keeps Israel and
the Church as two permanently distinct peoples with two destinies, Paul insists there is
one people of promise, constituted by election and faith, into which believing Gentiles are
grafted and from which unbelieving branches are broken — one olive tree, not two. The
true Israel was always the Israel of promise; Gentiles now share it by grace; and ethnic
Israel has a future in it, as Movement X will show. The “who is Israel?” question is raised
here and answered fully only at chapter 11.
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Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

No chapter in the letter has been more often turned into a weapon, and the discipline for
preaching it is the one Excursus F insists on and Paul himself models: election is pro-
claimed only as comfort, and only by those who have first wept. Paul does not hand his
people a terrifying decree; he hands them his tears and then the freedom of God’s mercy.
So we will preach it as he wrote it.

The Law’s word here is a humbling of the proud and questioning mind. Who are you, O
man, to answer back to God? You do not stand in a position to demand that God justify his
mercy at the bar of your reason, to require that he explain why he should be free to have
mercy as he wills. The clay does not cross-examine the potter. And the gratuity of grace
strips you of every last thing you might have brought: not your works, for the choice was
made before Jacob had done anything; not your willing, not your running, for it depends
not on the one who wills or runs but on God who has mercy. If you came to this chapter hoping
to find some ground of your own to stand on before God, the chapter has taken it from
you. That is the Law’s work, and it is the same work the whole letter has done: it empties
your hand.

But hear now why the emptying is mercy, for the freedom of God’s mercy is not your ter-
ror — it is your only hope. If your salvation depended on your willing or your running, on
the strength of your decision or the quality of your resistance, you would be lost, for you
have already seen in Volume One what your willing and running are worth. Because it
depends instead on God who has mercy — on a mercy free and unowed and grounded
wholly in himself — you, who could never qualify, can be a vessel of that mercy by sheer
gift. And consider the chapter’s own destination, for it does not end in a decree of doom; it
ends with those who were not a people being called sons of the living God, and with a rem-
nant of faithless Israel preserved by grace when all else fell. That is the gospel of this
chapter: the God who kept faith with a remnant of his unbelieving people, who reached
past every disqualification to call outsiders his own dear children, has not failed his word
and will not fail it now. Do not go looking for your election in the hidden counsels of God,;
that way lies only the terror this chapter was never meant to give. Look for it where God
has revealed it — in Christ, who is God over all and was born of Israel for you; in the
gospel that calls you; in the water that named you his. There your election is written in a
hand you can read, and there the sovereign mercy that frightens the proud becomes the
rock under the feet of the weak. The word of God has not failed. It has had mercy — and it
means to have mercy on you.

102



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

Excursus F — The Asymmetry of Mercy
(Election, Reprobation, and the Reading of
Romans 9)

Belongs to Volume Two, Movement VIII (Romans 9:1-29). Drafted early because it is the hinge on
which the whole reading of chapters 9-11 turns, and because the danger it guards against —
drifting into a doctrine the apostle never taught — is the danger most easily fallen into without
noticing.

The Hardest Chapter

There is no harder ground in the letter than the one we now enter, and it will save the
reader much grief to be told why before we set a foot on it.

Romans 9 has been, for five centuries, the great proof-text of a doctrine this book does not
hold: that God, in eternity and for his own glory, sovereignly chose some individuals for
heaven and, by the very same decree, the rest for hell. The chapter seems made for it.
Jacob loved and Esau hated before either was born. Pharaoh raised up to be hardened. A
potter who makes of the same lump one vessel for honor and another for dishonor. Ves-
sels of wrath set over against vessels of mercy. Read by themselves, with the eye of a sys-
tem already in hand, these images can be marshalled into a doctrine of double predestin-
ation that is internally consistent, biblically furnished, and — this is the point —
spiritually devastating.

The Lutheran reader is in particular danger here, and the danger is subtle. We have
already, in the main exposition, stood with the Reformed against the synergists on a great
deal: on the bondage of the will, on the unconditioned freedom of grace, on the truth that
the dead do not raise themselves. Having agreed with Geneva so far, it is the easiest thing
in the world to follow Geneva one step too far — to assume that because election unto sal-
vation is unconditional and monergistic, there must be a matching, mirror-image decree
of reprobation unto damnation. That single step is the whole error. The Formula of Con-
cord was written, in its eleventh article, precisely to keep us from taking it. This excursus
is an attempt to read Romans 9 the way the Formula teaches us to read it: holding fast to
everything Paul says, and refusing the one thing he does not.
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What the Formula Confesses

Before the text, the confession — not to impose it, but to have the categories clear, since
the Eleventh Article of the Formula is one of the most carefully wrought pieces of theo-
logy in the entire Lutheran corpus, and almost everything that needs saying it has already
said.

The Formula begins by distinguishing two things that careless speech runs together: fore-
knowledge and election. God’s foreknowledge (praescientia) extends to all things and all
people, the evil as well as the good; God foresees everything that will come to pass. But
foreknowledge is not causation; God foreknows evil without willing or working it.
Election, or predestination (praedestinatio), is something else entirely and far narrower. It
does not extend to all. It pertains only to the children of God, and it pertains to them unto
salvation. Election is not God’s bare foresight of who will be saved; it is his gracious will
and ordination, in Christ, that they shall be — the very fountain and cause of their calling,
their faith, their justification, their preservation, and their glory.

From this the Formula draws two consequences, and the whole Lutheran doctrine lives in
the space between them.

The first consequence is that election unto salvation is utterly unconditional and gracious.
It is not grounded in anything God foresaw in us — not in our works, and not, the Formula
is careful to insist, in our foreseen faith as though faith were the condition that moved
God to choose us. Election is the source of faith, not its reward. Here we stand with the Re-
formed and against every form of synergism: if the difference between the saved and the
lost lay finally in something the saved supplied — a better decision, a less-resistant heart,
a foreseen believing — then grace would not be grace, and the saved would have, after all,
a quiet thing to boast in. They do not. Salvation is God’s gift from first to last, and election
is the name for the eternal, gracious will behind the gift.

The second consequence is the one that parts us from Geneva, and it is the heart of this
excursus: there is no answering decree of reprobation. There is predestination unto salvation;
there is no predestination unto damnation. God did not, in eternity, consign anyone to
hell for his own glory. The Formula says this in so many words and rejects the contrary
teaching as false and blasphemous. For God earnestly and seriously wills the salvation of
all people. The call of the gospel is not a stage-play offer secretly reserved for the elect; it
is God’s genuine, urgent will, going out to all, that all should come to repentance and live.
God has no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live
(Ezek 33:11); he desires all people to be saved (1 Tim 2:4); Christ is the propitiation not for our
sins only but for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2). The grace is universal, and it is in
earnest.
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And now the asymmetry stands fully exposed. If grace is wholly monergistic — if
salvation is entirely God’s work and takes no credit from man — and grace is universal and
serious — if God genuinely wills all to be saved and the gospel comes to all in earnest —
then the question presses with terrible force: why, then, are not all saved? Why these and
not those? Cur alii, alii non?

To this question the Formula returns an answer that the rationalizing mind finds
intolerable and the believing mind finds to be the only honest one: we do not know, and we
are forbidden to pry. The saved are saved by grace alone, so that all the glory is God’s; the
lost are lost by their own willful resistance to a grace that came to them in earnest, so that
all the blame is theirs. God gets every ounce of the credit for heaven; man bears every
ounce of the guilt for hell. Why the same grace, sincerely offered to all and effective by its
own power, is received in one and resisted in another — that lies in the unsearchable
depths of the hidden God, into whom we are not to climb. Luther had already drawn the
fence in The Bondage of the Will: there is God preached and revealed, with whom we have
to do, who weeps over Jerusalem and wills the sinner’s life; and there is God hidden in his
majesty, whose unsearchable counsels are none of our business and will only destroy us if
we peer in (LW 33). Luther presses the hidden God harder than his heirs found comfort-
able, and the Formula sets the guardrail he sometimes seemed to leave off: deal with God
as he has revealed himself to you in Christ, and leave the rest alone. The unresolved “why?” is
not a hole in the doctrine to be patched by a cleverer system. It is the boundary of honest
theology — the place where we say everything Scripture says and refuse, in either direc-
tion, the one further word that would tidy the system at the cost of contradicting the
Word.

The Asymmetry in Paul’s Own Grammar

All of that is dogmatics. The question is whether it is exegesis — whether the Formula is
reading Romans 9 or reading over it. The claim of this book is that the asymmetry the For-
mula confesses is not imported into the chapter but found there, written into the very
grammar of Paul’'s argument, provided we read the chapter as the argument it is and not
as a quarry for decrees.

Begin with the question Paul is actually asking, because everything goes wrong the
moment it is forgotten. He is not asking, in the abstract, how does God sort individuals into
the saved and the damned in eternity? He is asking the question Volume One left ringing in
the air at the end of chapter 8: if the love of God in Christ is unbreakable, then has the word
of God failed (9:6) — for the people to whom that word was first and most solemnly
pledged, Israel, have by and large not believed? The whole of chapters 9 through 11 is the
answer to that one question, and the answer is given not in chapter 9 alone but across all
three chapters, arriving at last not at a symmetrical decree but at a doxology: God has
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consigned all people to disobedience so that he may show mercy to them all (11:32). The destina-
tion of the argument is universal mercy. A reading of chapter 9 that ends in a decree of
reprobation has not merely lost the thread; it has arrived at the opposite of where Paul is

going.

Jacob and Esau (9:10-13). The twins, chosen before birth, though they were not yet born and
had done nothing either good or bad — Paul’s point is razor-sharp and it is not the eternal
damnation of the individual Esau. It is that the line of promise, the people of God, is con-
stituted not because of works but because of him who calls (9:11-12). Election is free and un-
merited; it does not run along the channels of natural descent or human deserving. This
the Lutheran affirms with both hands — it is the gratuity of grace, the very thing we have
been confessing. And “Jacob I loved, Esau I hated” is Malachi’s word about two peoples, Is-
rael and Edom (Mal 1:2-3), in which “hate,” after the Hebrew manner, means not pre-
ferred, not chosen for the role of promise — the same idiom by which one must “hate”
father and mother to follow Christ (Luke 14:26). The passage establishes the freedom of
God’s electing grace. It does not establish a decree damning the non-elect.

Pharaoh and the hardening (9:14-18). Here Paul does speak of God hardening — God has
mercy on whom he chooses to have mercy, and he hardens whom he chooses to harden (9:18) —
and here the careless reader hears symmetry: God softens some and hardens others, by
the same sovereign whim. But the hardening of Scripture is never an arbitrary first act. In
the Exodus narrative Paul is quoting, the hardening of Pharaoh is judicial: it falls upon a
man who has already, repeatedly and willfully, hardened his own heart, and it is God’s
handing him over to the consequence of his own resistance. It is the same act Paul has
already described at the opening of the letter, where three times God gave them over (1:24,
26, 28, paredoken) — not God planting the sin, but God withdrawing from those who would
not have him and abandoning them to what they had chosen. Hardening is God’s alien
work, his strange and reluctant work, his response to a prior and persistent No. Mercy is
God’s proper work, springing from his own gracious will alone. The two are not mirror im-
ages. Mercy has its source in God; hardening has its occasion in man.

The potter and the vessels (9:19-23). And now to the image that has done the most dam-
age, where the decisive observation is one of grammar — and where Paul, had he meant a
symmetrical double decree, would have written quite differently than he did. The potter
has the right over the clay, yes; the creature has no standing to put God in the dock. So far
the image asserts God’s freedom, not a doctrine of paired decrees. But watch what Paul
does when he names the two kinds of vessels, for the parallelism we expect, he
deliberately breaks. The vessels of wrath are prepared for destruction — katertismena eis apolei-
an (9:22) — a participle that names no agent at all. Paul does not say God prepared them.
The form is as naturally read in the middle voice — having fitted themselves for destruction,
ripe for ruin — as in the passive, and Paul pointedly declines to supply the divine subject.
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Then, of the vessels of mercy, the grammar changes under our feet: these are the ones
that he has prepared beforehand for glory — ha proetoimasen eis doxan (9:23) — an active verb
with God its explicit and gracious subject. God prepares beforehand the vessels of mercy for
glory; the vessels of wrath are simply found fitted for destruction, with no hand named
but their own. The asymmetry the Formula confesses is sitting in Paul’s syntax. Election
is God’s deed, stated in the active voice with God as subject. Reprobation is not its twin; it
has no named author but the sinner who fitted himself for it. And even toward the vessels
of wrath the posture of God in this very verse is not cold decree but long patience — God
endured with much patience the objects of wrath (9:22) — the bearing, suffering posture of a
God who seeks, not one who has written men off from eternity.

The destination (9:30-10:21; 11). If any doubt remained, the verses immediately following
dissolve it, for Paul at once explains why Israel stumbled and the Gentiles attained, and
his explanation is not a hidden decree but human responsibility plainly stated: Israel
pursued a righteousness based on law, as if it were based on works (9:32); they did not submit
to God’s righteousness (10:3); and the chapter on Israel’s unbelief ends with one of the
most heartbroken lines in all of Scripture, the revealed God with his hands open and
empty: All day long I held out my hands to this disobedient and stubborn people (10:21). That is
not the language of a God who decreed their ruin before the world began. It is the lan-
guage of a God genuinely, achingly rejected. And chapter 11 seals it: the hardening of
Israel is partial and it is not final — branches broken off can be grafted in again — and the
whole vast argument resolves, as we have said, into mercy upon all and a doxology before
the unsearchable depth of God’s wisdom (11:32-36). The arc of 9-11 does not bend toward
a decree of reprobation. It bends, the whole way, toward mercy.

Why Both Resolutions Fail

It will sharpen the doctrine to see why the two great alternatives, each in its own way,
cannot read this chapter — and to see that the Lutheran position is not a timid splitting of
the difference but a principled refusal of a false choice.

Geneva preserves what we also prize: the unconditional, monergistic freedom of grace.
But it purchases logical consistency at a price the Word will not let us pay. To make the
system close, it must deny that God seriously wills the salvation of all — must teach that
Christ did not die for all but only for the elect, that the rest were passed over or positively
decreed to destruction for the display of God’s justice. This collides head-on with the plain
and repeated testimony that God desires all to be saved, takes no pleasure in the sinner’s
death, and gave his Son as the propitiation for the whole world; and it collides with the
open hands of 10:21. Worse — for our concern is finally pastoral — it poisons the well-
spring of comfort. If behind the universal promise of the gospel there lurks a hidden
decree that may, after all, exclude me, then I can never simply believe the promise as
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spoken to me; I am thrown back on the dreadful labor of scrutinizing my own life for
evidence that I am among the chosen. The Reformed “practical syllogism,” which bids the
anxious soul read its election off the quality of its sanctification, drives the conscience
exactly where the gospel forbids it to go — inward, to itself, to the very ground the Law
had already shown to be quicksand. The doctrine that was meant to anchor assurance be-
comes the engine of despair. And in the end it dishonors God, ascribing to his eternal and
gracious will the alien work of damnation, making the Author of life the author of the
sinner’s death.

The synergists preserve the other truth we also prize: that grace is universal and serious,
that God truly wills all to be saved. But they too purchase consistency at a forbidden
price, and they pay it on the other side of the ledger. To explain why some are saved and
others not, they locate the deciding difference in man — in his free cooperation, his unres-
isted will, or, in the more pious form the dispute took among our own forebears, in a faith
that God foresaw and chose us on account of (intuitu fidei). But this surrenders the bond-
age of the will that Romans itself has established — the mind of the flesh that does not sub-
mit to the law of God, nor is it able (8:7), the dead who do not quicken themselves — and it
hands the saved, at the last, precisely the thing Paul labors to take from every mouth: a
ground of boasting, a difference they themselves supplied. Romans 9:16 forecloses the
move with finality: it depends not on human desire or exertion, but on God who shows mercy.
Faith is itself the gift and the fruit of election, not its hidden condition; to make our
foreseen believing the reason God chose us is to put the effect before the cause and to
divide with God a glory he will not share.

It is worth naming, for the reader who comes to this from within the Norwegian Lutheran
heritage, that this is not a foreign quarrel. The election controversy that divided Missouri
from Ohio in the 1880s tore through the Norwegian synods in those same years, and the
settlement that finally issued from it — the theses drawn up at Madison, Wisconsin, in
February 1912 and known ever since as the Opgjor, the Madison Settlement — let two
“forms” of teaching stand side by side: one confessing election purely by grace, after the
manner of the Formula, the other retaining the language of election in view of foreseen
faith. It was a compromise that papered over a real difference rather than resolving it; it
carried the merger of 1917, and it cost that merger the conscience of a remnant who
would not enter on those terms. This book takes its stand without ambiguity with the first
form and with the Eleventh Article: election is grace from its source to its issue, the cause
of faith and never its wage.°

6. The theses adopted at Madison, Wisconsin, in February 1912 — the Opgjer, or Madison Settlement — pro-
fessed unreserved acceptance of Formula of Concord XI while allowing that election had been taught in two
forms, the second retaining election intuitu fidei. On that basis the Norwegian synods merged in 1917; thir-
teen pastors and their congregations declined and reorganized as what is today the Evangelical Lutheran Syn-
od.

108



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

The Lutheran position, then, is not a nervous mean between Geneva and the synergists. It
is the refusal of the very dilemma they share. Both assume that the tension between
universal grace and monergistic grace must be resolved, and each resolves it by amputat-
ing one of the two. Geneva keeps monergism and cuts off universal grace; the synergists
keep universal grace and cut off monergism. We keep both — salvation entirely of grace,
so that no man may boast; grace genuinely universal, so that no man may blame God —
and we let the resulting “why some and not others?” remain an open and unanswered
question, because both halves are taught by the Word and the question that would force
us to drop one of them is a question God has not given us to answer. This is the theology of
the cross brought to bear on predestination: we do not scale the heights to read God’s
secret book; we look down, to the manger and the wounds, where God has unsealed his
whole heart toward us, and we let the hidden God keep his secrets. To insist on resolving
the mystery is not greater faith but lesser; it is reason refusing the boundary God has set.

The Use of the Doctrine

The Formula will not let the article end in the lecture hall, and neither will we, for it
insists throughout that this teaching has one use and only one — comfort — and that
handled any other way it ceases to be the doctrine of Scripture at all and becomes a
weapon turned against the very souls it was given to console.

Rightly used, election is the deepest comfort the gospel holds. Return to where chapter 8
left us. The believer’s terror is not, at bottom, that God is unwilling, but that his own grip
on God is too weak — that a faith so often cold, a life so often faithless, cannot possibly
hold. To that terror election speaks the final word: your salvation does not rest on your grip
at all. It rests on God’s choice of you in Christ, made before the foundation of the world,
before you had done anything to earn it or could do anything to forfeit it. This is why Paul,
at the climax of chapter 8, forges the unbreakable chain — those whom he foreknew he also
predestined ... and those he predestined, he also called; and those he called, he also justified; and
those he justified, he also glorified (8:29-30) — five links, every verb God’s, the last already
spoken in the past tense as though glory were as good as given, which in the will of God it
is. Your salvation is anchored outside you, in the eternal and gracious will of God, and
therefore the storms inside you cannot tear it loose.

But that comfort is available on one condition of use, and the Formula presses it relent-
lessly: you must never turn election into the speculative question am I one of the elect?
answered by climbing into the hidden counsel of God or by weighing your own worthi-
ness. Down that road lie only the two pits — despair, if you look honestly at yourself, or
false security, if you flatter yourself. There is exactly one place God permits us to read our
election, and it is not in the secret heavens but in the open wounds of Christ and the
means through which he gives himself. Are you baptized? Then God has put his name on
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you and claimed you for his own; that is not a sign of his hidden will but the doing of it.
Do you hear the gospel preached — for you, your sins forgiven, this is the word? Then the
eternal will of God toward you is not hidden at all; it is being handed to you in the syllable
you. Is the body and blood of Christ given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins?
Then stop asking whether you are among the chosen, for the chosen are exactly those to
whom God gives Christ, and he is giving you Christ. When the devil assaults you with pre-
destination — and he will, for it is among his favorite weapons against the devout — do not
stay to argue about the hidden God. Flee to your baptism. Flee to the Supper. Flee to the
wounds. There, and nowhere else, is your election written, in a hand you can read.

So the Law has its work here too, and then the Gospel its last word. The Law: you may not
pry into the majesty of God, and every attempt to secure yourself by reading the secret
decree is itself the old sin of wanting to be as God, knowing what is not given to be known
— and it will be punished with the despair it deserves. And then the Gospel, which is the
whole point and the only point: your election is in Christ, and Christ is for you, given to
you, named over you in the font, placed into your mouth at the altar, spoken into your ear
in the absolution. You do not need to find your name in heaven’s hidden book. It is writ-
ten, where God meant you to find it, in the blood of the Lamb who was slain for the sins of
the whole world — and therefore, beyond all doubt, for yours.
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Movement IX — The Word Near You:
Righteousness by Faith, Not by Law (Romans
9:30-10:21)

Chapter 9 showed God’s sovereign mercy; this movement shows Israel’s culpable unbelief — the
two halves of the asymmetry the Formula confesses and Excursus F unfolds. It is also the home of
the means of grace: the near word, and faith that comes by hearing, against every quest to find
God within. The full case against enthusiasm is the burden of Excursus G; here the text carries it.

The Text

[But] Israel even though pursuing a law of righteousness did not attain it. Why not? Be-
cause they pursued it not by faith but (as if it were possible) by works. (9:31-32, NET)

For ignoring the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking instead to establish
their own righteousness, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. For Christ is the
end of the law, with the result that there is righteousness for everyone who believes.
(10:3-4, NET)

“The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that
we preach) ... (10:8, NET)

Consequently faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the
preached word of Christ. (10:17, NET)

But about Israel he says, “All day long I held out my hands to this disobedient and
stubborn people!” (10:21, NET)

The Argument

This movement is the necessary counterweight to the last. Chapter 9 gazed upward at
God’s sovereign and free mercy — the electing purpose, the potter’s right, the vessels pre-
pared for glory — and a reader who stopped there might conclude that Israel’s unbelief
was simply God’s doing, a hardening decreed and nothing more. Now Paul turns the same
matter over and looks at its other face, and what he sees there is not a decree but a refusal.
Israel stumbled, and Israel is responsible for the stumbling, because Israel would not have
the righteousness God was holding out and insisted on manufacturing its own. Here are
the two halves of the Formula’s asymmetry laid side by side in a single argument: the
mercy of the saved is God’s free gift (chapter 9), and the ruin of the lost is their own
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culpable refusal of a grace genuinely offered (chapter 10). Both are true; neither cancels
the other; and the man who holds them together — refusing to resolve the tension by sac-
rificing one — is reading Paul rather than a system. The fuller account of why both must
stand is Excursus F.

The argument runs in four steps. First (9:30-33), the diagnosis: Israel pursued righteous-
ness by works rather than by faith, and so stumbled over the very stone God laid in Zion —
Christ, who is salvation to those who believe and offense to those who will not. Second
(10:1-4), the anatomy of the failure: Israel had zeal but not knowledge, and, ignorant of
God’s righteousness, set about establishing its own and would not submit to the gift —
though Christ is the end of the law, so that righteousness now comes to everyone who be-
lieves. Third (10:5-13), the alternative: the righteousness of faith does not demand heroic
ascents to heaven or descents to the abyss, for the word is near — in the mouth and the
heart, the preached word of faith — and salvation is as near as confessing Jesus Lord and
calling on his name, for everyone, with no distinction. And fourth (10:14-21), the means
and the verdict: faith comes only through the preached word, so that Israel’s failure was
not for want of hearing but a willful disobedience — and the chapter ends with the most
poignant image in the letter, the God who stretches out his hands all day long to a people
who will not come.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“As if it were possible, by works ... the stumbling stone” (9:30-33). The paradox is stark:
Gentiles who were not even chasing righteousness arrived at it, while Israel, who pursued
the law with everything it had, fell short. The reason is not that Israel pursued too little
but that it pursued wrongly — as if righteousness were ex ergon, by works, rather than ek
pisteos, by faith. And the rock they tripped over was Christ himself, for the messianic stone
laid in Zion is two things at once: to those who believe, the sure foundation on which they
will never be put to shame; to those who will not, a stone of stumbling and a rock of of-
fense. The same Christ, the same gospel, divides the world — salvation to the believing,
scandal to the self-righteous. Israel did not lack zeal or effort or Scripture; it lacked the
willingness to stop building and start receiving, and so the cornerstone became the stone
it broke its shins upon.

“Seeking instead to establish their own righteousness ... did not submit” (10:3). Here is
the precise anatomy of works-righteousness, and it is worth dwelling on because it is the
sin of the religious in every age, not the Jews only. Israel was ignorant of the righteousness of
God — the gift-righteousness of Movement III, the dikaiosyne theou reckoned to faith — and,
not knowing it, did the most natural and most fatal thing the religious heart can do: it set
about establishing its own righteousness, ten idian dikaiosynen, a standing of its own manufac-
ture. And the verb Paul chooses for the result is devastating: they did not submit — ouch
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hypetagesan — to God’s righteousness. Mark that submission is the issue. To receive a gift
requires a kind of submission, the humbling of the hand that would rather give than take,
and works-righteousness is at bottom a refusal to submit — a refusal to be merely a recipi-
ent, a determination to contribute, to deserve, to have something of one’s own to show.
This is why moral seriousness is no protection but often the very disease: the harder one
works at one’s own righteousness, the more thoroughly one refuses God’s. The most
dangerous distance from grace is not the profligate’s but the zealot’s.

“Christ is the end of the law” (10:4). The verse is a crux, and the crux is the word telos.
Does Paul mean Christ is the termination of the law — its reign as a road to righteousness
now over — or its goal, the destination toward which the law always pointed? The word
can carry either, and recent interpreters, the New Perspective foremost, have pressed the
sense of goal or climax, Christ as the law’s intended fulfillment rather than its abolition.
There is truth in it: the law did point to Christ, and he is its goal. But the context fixes the
primary sense, and it is termination — the end of the law for righteousness. For Paul has just
described Israel pursuing righteousness by the law and failing; the remedy he announces
is that Christ has brought the law’s career as a means of righteousness to its end, so that
righteousness now comes by another road entirely — to everyone who believes. Christ is the
end of the law in this exact sense: the road of self-righteousness is closed, because the One
the law could only point to has arrived and given as a gift what the law could only de-
mand. He is its goal because he fulfilled it; he is its end because, having fulfilled it, he has
made it obsolete as a way for sinners to get right with God.

“The word is near you” (10:6-8). Now Paul does something striking: he takes Moses’
words about the nearness of the commandment (Deut 30) and reads them as a description
of the gospel. The righteousness of faith, he says, does not send you on impossible quests
— do not say, “Who will ascend into heaven?” (as if you must drag Christ down) or “Who will
descend into the abyss?” (as if you must haul him up from the dead). Both the ascent and the
descent are already accomplished; Christ has come down and been raised, and there is
nothing left for you to fetch. Instead, the word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart —
and Paul names it plainly: the word of faith that we preach. This is the death of every spiritu-
al heroics and the heart of the doctrine of the means of grace. You do not find God by scal-
ing some height of mystical experience or descending into some depth of inner anguish;
you do not earn his nearness by the intensity of your seeking. The word is near — as near
as the preacher’s voice, as near as the gospel in your ears and on your lips. God has come
down to where you are and put his saving word within reach. The full unfolding of this
against the enthusiast’s endless inner quest belongs to Excursus G; here it is enough to
feel the relief of it. You may stop climbing. The word is near.

“Confess ... and believe ... will be saved” (10:9-13). And so salvation is laid out in terms a
child could grasp and a dying thief could manage: if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is
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Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. The heart
believes unto righteousness; the mouth confesses unto salvation; and the door is open to
everyone — no distinction between the Jew and the Greek, the same Lord generous to all who
call on him, for everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved (Joel 2:32). Note
quietly what Paul has done in that last citation: Joel’s “the name of the Lord,” the name of
YHWH, Paul applies without hesitation to Jesus — to call on Jesus is to call on the LORD,
the deity of Christ assumed as the floor of the whole appeal. And note the universality:
there is no qualifying clause, no inner threshold of worthiness, no required intensity of
feeling. Everyone who calls. The contrast with the impossible law-righteousness could not
be sharper: the law said do all this and live, and no one could; the gospel says call on the
Lord, and anyone may.

“Faith comes from what is heard” (10:14-17). Paul now traces the chain backward from
calling to its source: no one calls on one he has not believed; none believes one he has not
heard; none hears without a preacher; and none preaches unless sent. The chain
establishes the necessity of the preached word and of the office that proclaims it — beautiful
are the feet of those who bring the good news. And it culminates in the great means-of-
grace verse of the whole letter: faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes
through the preached word of Christ — he pistis ex akoes, he de akoé dia rhematos Christou (10:17).
Faith is not self-generated, not summoned up from within, not the product of the seeker’s
effort or experience; it is created by the word that is heard, worked by the Spirit through the
external proclamation of Christ. This single sentence is the charter of the Lutheran doc-
trine of the means of grace and the standing refutation of every enthusiasm that would
locate the Spirit’s work apart from the Word. The full argument is the burden of Excursus
G; here we simply mark that Paul roots faith itself — its very existence in a person — in the
external, audible, preached word, and nowhere else.

“All day long I held out my hands” (10:18-21). Has Israel then not heard? It has; the word
has gone out. Did Israel not understand? It did; the very Gentiles Israel despised have
grasped what Israel refused. And so the chapter ends not with a divine decree of rejection
but with the divine posture of grief — God quoting Isaiah over his people: All day long I held
out my hands to this disobedient and stubborn people (Isa 65:2). This is the verse Excursus F
leaned on, and it is the human-responsibility side of the whole matter made unbearably
vivid. The hands of God are stretched out — exepetasa tas cheiras mou — all day long, open,
offering, pleading; and the people are disobedient and contrary, refusing the open hands.
There is no language here of a God who withheld a salvation he had decreed to deny;
there is only the language of a God who sought, all day, with open hands, and was refused.
Israel’s ruin is Israel’s, and the God who is its occasion is, in the same breath, the God who
wept and beckoned and would not stop reaching. That is where the chapter ends: not on a
decree, but on the open, empty, pleading hands of God.
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The Confessional Payoft

This movement feeds three confessional streams, two of which run on to their own ex-
cursuses.

It is a sharp statement of the gospel-against-works antithesis that stands at the center of the
doctrine of justification. Israel’s fatal move — seeking to establish their own righteousness and
refusing to submit to God’s (10:3) — is precisely what the Confessions call the opinio legis,
the inborn opinion of the law that clings to every fallen heart, the conviction that one is
justified by what one does (Ap IV). The remedy is the same the Apology presses from Ro-
mans throughout: not the establishing of one’s own righteousness but the receiving of
God’s, the alien righteousness of Christ reckoned to faith. And Christ the end of the law
(10:4) is the law/gospel distinction itself, confessed: the law’s role as a way of righteous-
ness is finished in Christ, who gives as gift what the law could only require.

It is a chief ground of the means of grace. The word is near (10:8) and faith comes from what is
heard (10:17) are the Scriptures behind the Augsburg Confession’s fifth article — that the
Holy Spirit works faith, where and when it pleases God, in those who hear the gospel,
through the Word and the Sacraments as through instruments (AC V). The Spirit does not
work faith immediately, by an inner experience bypassing the Word; he works it through
the heard word of Christ. This is the deepest reason the Confessions set themselves
against the enthusiasts with such force — God deals with us only through his external
Word and Sacrament, and whatever boasts of the Spirit apart from these is not of him (SA
III.viii). The full treatment is Excursus G.

And it supplies, in 10:21, the universal and serious grace that the Formula’s eleventh article
confesses and Excursus F defends — the God who earnestly wills the salvation of all,
whose hands are stretched out all day long, so that the lost are lost by their own refusal
and not by any decree of reprobation. The open hands of God are the asymmetry made
visible.

Contested Ground

Two contested matters are sent ahead to their excursuses, and one is settled here.

Whether faith comes from what is heard (10:17) means what the Lutheran says — that the
Spirit works faith through the external, preached word and not apart from it — or whether
faith and the Spirit may be had by immediate inner experience, is the contest with enthu-
siasm in all its forms, ancient and modern, and it is the burden of Excursus G. We have
stated the thesis: the word is near, the word is preached, and faith is its creature. And
whether Israel’s culpable refusal (chapter 10) can stand alongside God’s sovereign mercy
and hardening (chapter 9) is the question of the asymmetry, argued in Excursus F. Both
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stand; the open hands of 10:21 and the potter’s freedom of 9:21 are the two faces of one
God, and the attempt to collapse either into the other is the error the Formula refuses.

The crux of this movement that can be settled here is telos nomou Christos (10:4). Against
the New Perspective’s preference for goal or climax — Christ as the law’s fulfillment rather
than its abolition — we have ruled for termination as a way of righteousness as the primary
sense the context demands, while granting that goal is also true: the law pointed to Christ
and is fulfilled in him, and precisely therefore its career as a road to righteousness is
ended. Both senses are real; the context foregrounds the end of self-righteousness, not
merely the law’s quiet fulfillment.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This chapter holds a mirror up to the most respectable sin there is, and then offers the
most accessible grace there is, so hear both.

The Law’s word here is for the zealous, not the slack — and that may mean it is for you, if
you are the sort who reads commentaries on Romans. Israel’s ruin was not dissipation; it
was zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. It was the strenuous, sincere, religious
project of establishing one’s own righteousness — and that project is alive and well in every
heart that measures its standing before God by its performance, its discipline, its sincer-
ity, the depth of its repentance or the warmth of its devotion. Ask yourself honestly
whether you are doing it now: whether your peace rises and falls with how well you think
you are doing, whether you are forever taking stock of your own spiritual achievement,
whether you would rather contribute than simply receive. That refusal to submit, to be
merely a recipient with empty hands, is the stumbling — and it is no less damning for be-
ing devout. The one thing that finally shuts a person out from the God of Romans 10 is the
refusal of his open hands, and the religious refuse them more elaborately than anyone.

And now the Gospel, and it begins by setting you free from the very exhaustion the Law’s
diagnosis exposes. The word is near you. You do not have to ascend into heaven to drag
Christ down, nor descend into the abyss to haul him up; you do not have to scale some
height of religious experience or plumb some depth of feeling to find him, do not have to
seek and seek until you have seeking enough to qualify. The ascent and the descent are
done; he came down and was raised, and the word is near — as near as this sentence, in
your ears and on your lips. Salvation is as simple as this: confess that Jesus is Lord,
believe that God raised him, call on his name. Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord
will be saved — everyone, with no distinction and no fine print, and the everyone includes
you. And even the faith by which you call is not a thing you must manufacture from
within; it comes by hearing, given to you through the word preached, delivered to you from
outside like every other gift of God, so that you need not anxiously inspect yourself to see
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whether you have produced enough of it. Stop climbing. Stop manufacturing. Stop refus-
ing the open hands because you would rather earn what they hold. For this is the last pic-
ture the chapter leaves you with, and it is the truest picture of God you will ever be given:
not a fist, not a ledger, not a hidden decree, but two hands stretched out all day long, open
and pleading, to a people who would not come. They are stretched out still. They are
stretched out to you. Do not be the one who, all day long, will not take what is in them.
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Excursus G — The Word Near You: The
Means of Grace Against Enthusiasm

Belongs to Volume Two, Movement IX (Romans 9:30-10:21), and especially to 10:8 and 10:17.
The exposition stated that faith comes through the external, preached word and not by any inner
ascent; here is the full doctrine of the means of grace, and the Reformation’s standing quarrel with
the spirit it called enthusiasm — a quarrel as urgent in our own day of manufactured experience
as it was in Luther’s.

The Near Word and the Question

Twice in a few verses Paul tells us where the gospel is to be found, and both times he
places it outside us. The righteousness of faith, he says, does not send us on impossible
quests — do not say, “Who will ascend into heaven?” (to bring Christ down) or “Who will des-
cend into the abyss?” (to bring Christ up) — for both the ascent and the descent are already
accomplished; Christ has come down and been raised, and so the word is near you, in your
mouth and in your heart — the word of faith that we preach (10:6-8). And a few lines later he
roots faith itself in that proclaimed word: faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard
comes through the preached word of Christ (10:17). The gospel is not fetched by climbing; it is
near, in the preacher’s voice and the believer’s ear. Faith is not summoned up from within;
it is created by the word that is heard.

These verses press a question that has divided the Church in every age, and divides it
sharply now: how does God work faith? Does the Spirit come to a person directly, immedi-
ately, in the depths of the heart — through an inner experience, a felt encounter, a private
impression, a crisis of decision — so that the external word is at most a prompt or a
confirmation of something the Spirit is doing apart from it? Or does the Spirit come
through the external word and sacrament, mediately, so that to seek the Spirit is to go to
the preached gospel and the water and the bread, and to find him there? The first answer is
the spirit the Reformation called enthusiasm. The second is the doctrine of the means of
grace. And Romans 10 is one of its great charters.

What Enthusiasm Is

Luther coined a word for the error — Schwdrmerei, the buzzing or swarming of the
Schwdarmer, the enthusiasts or fanatics — and the English word enthusiasm preserves its
root: entheos, “possessed by a god, inspired.” The enthusiast is the one who claims to have
God within, immediately, apart from the external means God appointed. He seeks the
Spirit not in the preached word but in his own breast — in feelings, impulses, visions,
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direct revelations, an “inner light,” an immediate sense of the divine — and he tends,
sooner or later, to set that inner experience above the external word, judging the Scripture
by his spirit rather than his spirit by the Scripture.

Luther aimed the term first at the radicals of his own day — Miintzer, the Zwickau proph-
ets, Karlstadt, the spiritualist wing of the Anabaptists — who despised the external, writ-
ten word in favor of immediate revelation. But he came to see enthusiasm as something
far older and more universal than any sixteenth-century sect, and his analysis in the
Smalcald Articles is one of the sharpest things he ever wrote. Enthusiasm, he said, clings
to Adam and his children from the beginning to the end of the world — it is the original poison,
the old serpent’s own infusion, the very disease of the fall. For what was the fall but the
desire to deal with God directly, on one’s own terms, to be as God by an immediate grasp
rather than by humble reception of his word? Every false religion, every heresy, every
fanaticism, Luther argued, is at root enthusiasm: the human spirit seeking God apart from
the means God gave. And against it he set a flat rule: God gives no one his Spirit or grace ex-
cept through or with the external word that comes first — the Word before the Spirit, the Spirit
through the Word — so that whatever is praised as Spirit apart from such word and sacrament is
of the devil (SA IIlviii). Even the papacy, he added, is a form of enthusiasm, for the pope
too claims a Spirit-given authority standing above the written word.

The error did not die with the radicals. It runs, in changed dress, straight into our own
day. It is in the revivalism that learned to manufacture conversion by technique — the
anxious bench, the new measures, the worked-up emotion of the camp meeting, the care-
ful machinery of the altar call — locating the saving moment in a crisis of feeling and
decision rather than in the word and sacrament. It is in the decision theology that makes
conversion the sinner’s own act of will and then anchors assurance in the memory of that
act — did I really mean it, did I feel it, did I decide hard enough — rather than in the ob-
jective promise of God. It is in every spirituality that bids the believer seek ever-deeper
experiences of the Spirit, listen for a private inner voice, expect direct words from God,
and measure his standing by the temperature of his feelings. The names and the styles
change; the spirit is the same. It is the spirit that looks within for what God has placed near
— in the external word.

Romans 10 Against the Enthusiast

Paul will have none of it, and his refutation is built into the very texts the enthusiast
might be expected to claim.

Consider what the near word of 10:6-8 actually rules out. The enthusiast’s whole project is
an ascent — a climbing up to God through the heights of spiritual experience — or a descent,
a plunging into the depths of inner anguish to find him there. And Paul forbids exactly
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these: do not say, “Who will ascend into heaven?” or “Who will descend into the abyss?” Do not
imagine that you must scale some height of mystical attainment or sink to some depth of
feeling to reach Christ. The ascent and the descent are done — he came down, he was
raised — and there is nothing left for your spiritual heroics to accomplish. What is left is
the near word, the external word, in your mouth and in your heart, the word of faith that we
proclaim. Salvation is not at the top of an inner ladder; it is in the preacher’s mouth and
the hearer’s ear. Paul takes the enthusiast’s ascent and abolishes it.

Then the chain of 10:14-15 makes the external and audible character of the saving word ex-
plicit. None calls on the Lord he has not believed; none believes one he has not heard;
none hears without a preacher; none preaches unless sent. Every link is external and social
— a sent man, a spoken word, a hearing ear. There is no link in the chain where the Spirit
drops faith directly into a heart that has not heard. Faith runs back, inexorably, to a voice
that proclaimed and a messenger that was sent.

And then the verse itself: faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the
preached word of Christ (10:17). Faith — the very thing the enthusiast claims to receive by
immediate inspiration — is here said to come from hearing, and the hearing to come
through the word of Christ. Paul does not say faith comes from an inner light, or a felt en-
counter, or a crisis of the will. He says it comes from hearing the external word. The Spirit
who works faith works it through that word, where and when it pleases God, in those who
hear. There is no purer statement of the means of grace in all of Scripture, and it stands
precisely at the point where the enthusiast would most like to find his immediacy.

The Confessional Doctrine

The Confessions make this Pauline conviction an article of faith. The Augsburg
Confession teaches that to obtain the faith that justifies, God instituted the office of preach-
ing, giving the gospel and the sacraments, through which, as through instruments, the Holy
Spirit is given, who works faith where and when it pleases God in those who hear the gospel — and
it expressly condemns those who imagine that the Spirit comes to people without the ex-
ternal word, through their own preparations and works (AC V). The means are
instruments; the Spirit works through them; and the doctrine that the Spirit comes apart
from them is named and rejected. The order is fixed, as the Smalcald Articles insist: the
external word comes first, and the Spirit works through it — never the reverse, never the
Spirit first and the word made to wait on the verdict of inner experience.

This is why the Lutheran has always refused to let assurance rest on the inner state. The
enthusiast, having located grace in his experience, is condemned to a lifetime of taking his
own spiritual temperature, in the phrase used earlier — examining his feelings, replaying
his decision, asking whether the encounter was real and the fire hot enough — and his
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confidence rises and falls with the reading. The Lutheran is sent instead to the external
word and sacrament, which do not lie and do not fluctuate. His assurance rests not on
whether he feels converted but on whether God has spoken and given: the gospel preached
to him, the water poured over him, the body and blood placed into him, the absolution
spoken into his ear. These are outside him, and therefore they hold when everything in-
side him is in turmoil — which is the very comfort Excursus D found in the cry I am bap-
tized.

Why the External Means?

It is worth asking why God should work this way — why he should hide his grace in a
preacher’s voice and a little water and a morsel of bread, rather than pouring it directly
into the heart. And the answer reaches to the bottom of the gospel.

It is, first, a mercy to the deceptive heart. The heart is deceitful above all things (Jer 17:9); the
feelings lie; the inner states fluctuate with sleep and weather and circumstance. If God
had lodged his grace in our experience, he would have lodged it in the one place we can
least trust, and the anxious soul would have no firm ground at all. By placing his grace in
external means — a word, a washing, a meal — he gives us something outside ourselves to
cling to: his own deed and his own promise, which do not deceive and do not change. The
means of grace are God’s kindness to the doubter; he puts his salvation where the trem-
bling conscience can lay hold of it, in his hand and not in our breast.

And it is, second, the theology of the cross against the theology of glory. Enthusiasm is the old
Adam’s pride in spiritual dress — the determination to find God in the heights, in grand
experiences, in immediate encounters worthy of his majesty, and to despise the lowly ex-
ternal means as too small, too ordinary, too unspiritual to bear the divine. But God has
always come in lowliness — in a manger, on a cross, and now in a few drops of water and a
spoken sentence and a bite of bread. He hides his glory in humility, and faith finds him
there, where pride will not stoop to look. The enthusiast seeks God in the splendor of his
own experience; the Christian receives God in the humility of the means; and the cross,
which the enthusiast finds too plain, is the whole secret. To despise the external word for
an inner glory is to repeat, in religion, the very motion of the fall.

A Word to the Heirs of the Awakening

A word must be said here to the reader who stands in the heritage of the living and
awakened congregation — the Haugean inheritance that prizes the converted heart, the
personal appropriation of grace, the warmth of a faith that is felt and not merely con-
fessed. For a careless reader might suppose that the doctrine of the external word is the
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enemy of all such warmth, a cold formalism that would reduce faith to assent and stamp
out the fire of the awakening. It is no such thing, and the distinction is vital.

The living faith the awakening prized is not enthusiasm — provided it is understood
rightly, and provided it is kept rightly. For the awakening itself came through the word.
Hauge was no visionary claiming private revelations; he was a lay preacher, a man of the
Bible and of Luther, and the heart-religion he spread was spread by the read and
proclaimed word, the external gospel laid on sleeping consciences until they woke. The
genuine awakening is, at its root, the means of grace doing exactly what Romans 10 says
they do — faith coming by hearing, the word near, in the mouth and the heart, and the
heart, hearing, set on fire. There is nothing in the doctrine of the external word against a
faith that is living and felt; the whole point of the external word is to create such faith. The
Spirit’s witness in the heart is real, and the cry of Abba is real (Movement VII) — but they
are the Spirit’s work through the word, not an immediacy that bypasses it.

What the doctrine guards against is the drift — the slow slide from the living reception of
the word into enthusiasm proper, where the experience becomes the thing sought and the
feeling becomes the ground of assurance, and the external word recedes to a prompt for
an inner event that is now prized above it. That drift is the road from the awakening to the
altar call, from heart-religion to decision-theology, from a faith kindled by the word to a
faith resting on its own fire. The confessional guard keeps the awakening from that road. It
says: yes, let faith be living, awakened, warm, felt — and let it come, as it first came, by the
word, and rest, as it must, on the word, and not on the warmth itself. Living faith and the
external means; the heart kindled and the word as the ground; experiential and objective.
That is the balance the heirs of the awakening are uniquely placed to keep — and uniquely
tempted to lose.

The Rest of the Near Word

And so the doctrine that sounds, at first, like a restriction turns out to be the deepest rest,
and it is the rest the exhausted soul of our own age most needs to hear.

For consider what the enthusiast’s religion does to a person. It sets him climbing — always
climbing — after a deeper experience, a hotter fire, a clearer inner voice, a more decisive
surrender, a more authentic encounter; and because the goal is inside him and the inside
never holds still, he can never arrive. He takes his spiritual pulse a hundred times a day
and never trusts the reading. He remembers his conversion and wonders if it was real. He
hears that others feel things he does not feel and concludes that he is missing something,
and he redoubles the climb. It is an exhausting religion, and it is exhausting precisely
because it has put the word inside, where it cannot be held, instead of where God put it.
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But God put it near. The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart. You do not have to
ascend into heaven; Christ has already come down. You do not have to descend into the
abyss; he is already raised. You do not have to climb through ever-deeper experiences to
reach a God who is somehow far off and reluctant, yielding himself only to the spiritual
athletes who feel hard enough; he has come all the way down to you and put his saving
word in reach — in the gospel you can hear this moment, in the water that named you, in
the bread and wine that give you Christ, in the absolution a brother can speak into your
ear. Your faith does not have to manufacture itself; it comes by hearing. Your assurance
does not have to be wrung from your own fluctuating heart; it rests on a word that God
spoke and a deed that God did, outside you, sure. So stop climbing. Stop taking your tem-
perature. Stop straining after the encounter. The God you have been trying to reach by as-
cent has reached you by descent, and the word is near — near enough to hear, near
enough to hold, near enough to save. Go to it, and rest.
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Movement X — Mercy on All: The Remnant,
the Olive Tree, and the Doxology (Romans
11:1-36)

This is the climax of the great argument on Israel, and of the whole doctrinal half of the letter. The
question “who is Israel?”, raised in Movement VIII and held over, is resolved here at the olive tree.
The election that has run beneath chapters 9-11 reaches its destination — mercy on all — and the
theology that has been building since 1:18 ends, as all true theology must, in doxology. The
asymmetry of election is the burden of Excursus F.

The Text

So I ask, God has not rejected his people, has he? Absolutely not! ... So in the same way at
the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace. And if it is by grace, it is no longer
by works, otherwise grace would no longer be grace. (11:1, 5-6, NET)

... do not boast over the branches. But if you boast, remember that you do not support
the root, but the root supports you. (11:18, NET)

... A partial hardening has happened to Israel until the full number of the Gentiles has
come in. And so all Israel will be saved ... (11:25-26, NET)

For God has consigned all people to disobedience so that he may show mercy to them
all. (11:32, NET)

Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! ... For from him and
through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever! Amen. (11:33, 36, NET)

The Argument

The whole tangled argument of chapters 9 through 11 has been driving toward a single
question, and Paul now puts it bluntly: has God rejected his people? If the word of God has
not failed (9:6), if a remnant alone is saved (9:27), if most of Israel has stumbled over the
stone (9:32) and been hardened (11:7) — has God then simply cast Israel off and replaced
them? The answer is as emphatic as any in the letter: by no means. And the demonstration
of that no is the substance of the chapter, in three movements that rise to a height.

First (11:1-10), God has not rejected Israel, for there is even now a remnant chosen by grace
— and Paul himself, an Israelite of the tribe of Benjamin, is living proof. As in Elijah’s day
God kept seven thousand, so now he keeps a remnant; and that remnant is by grace, which
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means not by works, for grace and works cannot both be the ground without one of them
ceasing to be itself. Second (11:11-24), Israel’s stumbling is neither a final fall nor a
purposeless one: through it salvation has flowed to the Gentiles, and that very mercy to
the Gentiles is meant to provoke Israel to jealousy and so to save them — a hope Paul
dramatizes in the allegory of the olive tree, where natural branches broken off and wild
branches grafted in belong to one tree, and where the Gentiles are sternly warned against
the arrogance that would forget it. Third (11:25-32), the mystery: the hardening of Israel is
partial and temporary, lasting until the fullness of the Gentiles comes in, and so all Israel
will be saved — for the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable, and the whole tangled his-
tory of disobedience, Jew and Gentile alike, exists for one purpose: so that he may show
mercy to them all.

And then the argument does not resolve into a system. It breaks into song. Having traced
the unsearchable ways of God as far as a mortal mind can follow, Paul stops tracing and
starts worshiping: Oh, the depth! This is the true and proper end of all the doctrine that has
come before — not a tidy diagram of the divine decrees, but a bent knee before the God
whose judgments are past finding out. The destination of chapters 1 through 11 is mercy,
and the response to mercy is glory.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“God has not rejected his people, has he? Absolutely not ... a remnant chosen by grace”
(11:1-6). The question is answered first by a person — Paul himself, a believing Israelite —
and then by a principle. The principle is the remnant chosen by grace, the same theme soun-
ded at the end of chapter 9, and Paul presses from it a definition of grace so sharp it has
become a watchword: if it is by grace, it is no longer by works, otherwise grace would no longer
be grace (11:6). Grace and works are not two ingredients to be blended; they are mutually
exclusive accounts of how anyone is saved. The moment a work is admitted as ground,
grace has stopped being grace — for grace is by definition the unearned, and what is
partly earned is not unearned at all. This is sola gratia stated as a logical necessity, and it
governs the whole of Israel’s remnant: they are saved as everyone is saved, by grace ex-
cluding works, and so their salvation is no exception to the gospel but its confirmation.

“The rest were hardened” (11:7-10). The elect obtained what Israel sought; the rest were
hardened — and the hardening is to be read as Excursus F reads every hardening in these
chapters: judicial, God’s giving-over of those who first refused, not an arbitrary primal
decree. But two things are already implied that the rest of the chapter will make explicit.
The hardening falls on the rest, not on all — there is always the remnant. And, as 11:11 will
insist, it is not the end of the story.
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“They did not stumble into an irrevocable fall, did they? Absolutely not” (11:11-15).
Here Paul forecloses the misreading that Israel’s stumbling is its final ruin. The stumbling
has a purpose and a limit. Its purpose: through Israel’s trespass, salvation has come to the
Gentiles — and that very salvation is designed to make Israel jealous, to provoke them to
want what they see the Gentiles enjoying, and so to save some of them. Its limit: if Israel’s
trespass already means riches for the world, how much more — the a fortiori again — will
their full inclusion mean; if their rejection brought the world’s reconciliation, their
acceptance will be nothing less than life from the dead. Far from writing Israel off, Paul
makes Israel’s future restoration the climax of the world’s blessing.

“The olive tree” (11:16-24). This is where the “who is Israel?” question of Movement VIII
finally finds its answer, and the answer is an image: one olive tree. There is a single tree —
the people of God, rooted in the patriarchs and the promise. From it some natural
branches (unbelieving Israel) have been broken off, and into it a wild olive shoot (the be-
lieving Gentiles) has been grafted, against nature, to share the richness of the root. And
this single image rules out both the errors that have plagued the reading of these
chapters. Against supersessionism — the notion that the Church has simply replaced Israel —
Paul gives us not a new tree but the same tree, the Gentiles drawing their life from a Jew-
ish root they did not grow and cannot claim credit for; the tree was never cut down and
replaced, only pruned and grafted. And against dispensationalism — the notion that Israel
and the Church are two distinct peoples with two distinct destinies — Paul gives us not
two trees but one, into which both believing Jew and believing Gentile are incorporated
by the same faith and from which both unbelieving Jew and (the warning comes next)
presumptuous Gentile may be cut by the same unbelief. There is one people of God, one
root, one tree; entrance is by faith and severance by unbelief, for Jew and Gentile alike.

“Do not be arrogant ... kindness and harshness” (11:18-22). And so comes the sternest
word in the chapter, and it is aimed squarely at Gentile Christians — which is to say, at
most of this book’s readers. Do not be arrogant toward the branches. You did not earn your
place; you were grafted in, against nature, by sheer mercy. you do not support the root, but
the root supports you — you owe your very life to the Jewish stock you are tempted to
despise. The branches were broken off for unbelief, and you stand only by faith; therefore
do not become proud, but fear. For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not
spare you either. Note then the kindness and severity of God — kindness to you who were
grafted in, severity to those who fell, and the warning that the same severity awaits you if
you presume. This passage is the permanent rebuke of Christian triumphalism and, more
darkly, of the Christian anti-Judaism that has so often defaced the Church’s history: the
Gentile believer who holds the Jew in contempt has forgotten that he is a wild branch liv-
ing off a Jewish root, and stands only by a faith that pride is even now endangering.
Humility, not boasting, is the only posture for a grafted branch.
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“All Israel will be saved” (11:25-27). Here is the great crux of the chapter, and it must be
handled with care, for the confessional tradition itself is divided and the stakes — given
how dispensationalism has seized this verse — are high. Paul reveals a mystery: that a par-
tial hardening (note again, apo merous, in part, never total) has come upon Israel, until the
full number of the Gentiles has come in — a limit, a sequence, a “until” — and in this way
(houtos, in the manner just described) all Israel will be saved. Three readings contend. Some
take “all Israel” to mean the elect remnant of ethnic Israel gathered across all history — the
true Israel summed up, saved as the remnant always is, by grace through faith. Some take
it to mean the whole people of God, Jew and Gentile, the Israel of faith. And many take it to
mean a future ingathering of ethnic Israel — not every individual Jew, but the Jewish people
in large numbers turning to Christ at the end, the natural branches grafted back into their
own tree.

This commentary leans to the third reading, with two firm guardrails. The context presses
toward it: the broken branches grafted back in (11:23-24), the fullness of Israel that means
even greater riches (11:12), the life from the dead their acceptance brings (11:15), the “until”
that times the hardening to the Gentile fullness — all of this reads most naturally as a
genuine future for ethnic Israel, not merely the quiet accumulation of a remnant. But the
guardrails are essential. First, this future is emphatically not dispensational: Israel is
grafted back into the one olive tree, by faith in Christ, in exactly the manner the Gentiles
came in — not into a separate covenant, not into a restored earthly kingdom, not by a pro-
gram running alongside the Church. There are not two peoples and two destinies; there is
one tree and one faith, and Israel’s future is a future in Christ or it is nothing. Second, the
elect-remnant reading remains a respectable confessional alternative, and the reader
should know that the Lutheran tradition has not spoken with one voice here — Luther
himself grew pessimistic about a future Jewish turning, and many sober interpreters read
“all Israel” as the remnant rather than a future mass conversion. (This is a place where the
tradition is genuinely divided and the author’s own judgment should rule; the reading offered
here is a defensible lean, not a settled dogma.) What is not in doubt, on any of these readings,
is the chapter’s main point: God has not finished with Israel, his hardening of them is
partial and purposeful and not final, and his faithfulness to his ancient people stands.

“The gifts and the call of God are irrevocable” (11:28-29). Beneath Israel’s future lies this
bedrock: the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable — ametameléta, not to be repented of, not
taken back. Israel is, Paul says, in a strange double condition: enemies as regards the gos-
pel, for the Gentiles’ sake; yet beloved as regards election, for the sake of the patriarchs.
God’s ancient love for the people he chose does not evaporate because they have
stumbled, for God does not revoke his gifts. This is the ground of every hope for Israel,
and a comfort that reaches far beyond Israel: the God whose callings cannot be unsaid is
the God who called you.
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“So that he may show mercy to them all” (11:32). And now the destination of the entire
argument from 9:1, the sentence the whole tangled history was bending toward: God has
consigned all people to disobedience so that he may show mercy to them all. Jew and Gentile
alike have been shut up under disobedience — the indictment of Volume One, that every
mouth is stopped and all are under sin — and the purpose of that universal imprisonment
is now revealed: so that he may show mercy to them all. Mercy is the point. Mercy is why the
whole dark story ran as it did. This is not a promise that every individual without excep-
tion will finally be saved — the chapter has spoken too plainly of branches broken off for
that — but it is the declaration that mercy, not wrath, is God’s aim and the goal of his
strange governance of history. He locked the door of self-righteousness on everyone pre-
cisely so that the only door left open to anyone would be the door of mercy. The destina-
tion of Romans 9 through 11 is not a decree of reprobation. It is mercy on all.

“Oh, the depth of the riches” (11:33-36). And so Paul stops arguing and begins to wor-
ship, and we must let the shift teach us. Having traced the ways of God in election and
hardening and mercy as far as inspired reason can go, he comes to the edge of the
unsearchable and does not pretend to see further: How unsearchable are his judgments and
how inscrutable his ways! Who has known the mind of the Lord? This is the same posture Ex-
cursus F urged upon the whole doctrine of election — the refusal to pry into the hidden
God, the confession that the “why some and not others?” lies in depths we are not given to
plumb. But notice that the refusal is not frustration; it is adoration. The unanswered ques-
tion does not end in a shrug but in a doxology: from him and through him and to him are all
things — God the source, the means, and the goal of everything — to him be glory forever!
Here is the proper end of all theology, and the answer to every question the mind cannot
resolve: not a system that ties off every loose end, but a God before whom the mind gladly
falls silent and the heart sings. The deepest things of God are given us not to master but to
worship.

The Confessional Payoft

This chapter crowns the doctrinal half of the letter and feeds the Confessions at their
heights.

It states sola gratia as a logical absolute (11:6): grace and works are mutually exclusive
grounds, and the admission of works as ground destroys grace as grace (AC IV; FC SD III).
The remnant is saved exactly as anyone is — by grace excluding works — so that Israel’s
salvation, far from being an exception to justification by faith, is its vindication.

It grounds the irrevocable faithfulness of God (11:29) and so the certainty that runs through
the whole of Lutheran assurance: the God who does not revoke his gifts is the God whose
golden chain (8:30) cannot break. What he promises, he keeps; what he gives, he does not
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retract. The vindication of God’s faithfulness to Israel, which was the whole burden of
chapters 9-11, is at the same time the deepest assurance of his faithfulness to every be-
liever.

It declares the universal and serious will of God to save (11:32), the very doctrine the For-
mula’s eleventh article confesses and Excursus F defends: so that he may show mercy to
them all. The consigning of all to disobedience serves the having of mercy; wrath is the
alien work, mercy the proper one; and the destination of God’s strange governance is not
the ruin of the many but the mercy that is his aim.

And it models the Lutheran posture before the hidden God (11:33-36). The Formula forbids
us to climb into the secret counsels of God and bids us deal with him as he has revealed
himself in Christ; and Paul, reaching the limit of the searchable, does exactly this — he
ceases to trace the inscrutable and turns to worship the God whose ways are past finding
out. Theology that does not end in doxology has not understood its object. The proper
response to the depth of God’s wisdom is not mastery but glory.

Contested Ground

The contested matter of this chapter is the meaning of all Israel will be saved (11:26), and it
has been handled at length in the cruxes above. The three readings — the elect remnant,
the whole people of God, and a future ingathering of ethnic Israel — have been laid out;
the lean offered is toward a future turning of ethnic Israel to Christ, grafted back into the
one olive tree by faith, with two guardrails: that this future is in no sense dispensational
(one tree, one faith, no separate covenant or kingdom for a distinct people), and that the
elect-remnant reading remains a respectable confessional alternative over which the tra-
dition is genuinely divided. The reader will recognize that the verse cannot be made to
serve the dispensational scheme without violating the olive tree that is its own immediate
context — for Paul’s whole point is that there are not two peoples but one tree, into which
Israel’s future is a grafting-back and not a separate program.

The related question of supersessionism has likewise been settled at the tree: the Church
does not replace Israel, for it is not a new tree but the same tree, the Gentiles living off a
Jewish root by grace and warned against the arrogance that forgets it. Between crude re-
placement on the one hand and the dispensational two-peoples on the other stands Paul’s
single olive tree, and on it the whole Lutheran reading of Israel rests.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This chapter has a pointed word of Law for the very people most likely to be reading it —
Gentile Christians — and it is a word against pride. You who were a wild branch, with no
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claim on the root, no covenant of your own, no standing but what you were given: you
have been grafted into a tree you did not grow, fed by a root you did not plant, made an
heir of promises first spoken to others. And the temptation that comes with such grace is
precisely the temptation Paul names — to forget the gift and despise the branches that
were broken off, to imagine that you stand by some superiority of your own, to hold the
Jew or the unbeliever or the fallen-away in contempt as those God has finished with. Do
not become proud, but fear. The same severity that fell on the natural branches can fall on
you, for you stand by faith alone, and pride is faith’s enemy. If you have ever caught
yourself in the quiet smugness of the secure — we are in, they are out — this chapter is
God’s word of warning to you: you are a grafted branch living on borrowed root, and
humility is the only posture that becomes you.

But the Gospel here is wide as the world and deep as God. God has not rejected his people —
and the God who keeps faith with stumbling, hardened, unbelieving Israel, whose gifts
and calling he will not revoke, is the God who will keep faith with you, whose call to you
he will likewise never take back. The hardening is partial and not final; the broken
branches can be grafted back; the destination of the whole long story of human
disobedience — yours included — is mercy on all. God shut up the whole world under sin,
stopped every mouth, closed every road of self-righteousness, for one reason and to one
end: that the only door left to anyone would be the door of his mercy, and that through it
he might have mercy on all who will come. And when you reach, as you will, the ques-
tions this chapter cannot answer — why God’s ways run as they do, why some believe and
some do not, why your own life or the world’s history makes so little sense — the chapter
does not leave you to solve the riddle. It hands you something better than an answer. It
hands you a God to worship. Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!
You do not have to trace his judgments to trust his heart; you do not have to understand
his ways to know they run from him and through him and to him, and that the end of them
is glory. Where you cannot follow, you may still adore. That is where the great argument
of this letter has been leading you all along — not to a system you have mastered, but to a
God before whom you gladly kneel. To him be glory forever! Amen.
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Movement XI — By the Mercies of God: The
Living Sacrifice and the Gifts (Romans 12:1-
21)

Here the letter turns from doctrine to the renewed life, and everything depends on the first word —
therefore. The ethics of chapters 12-15 are the fruit of the mercy established in chapters 1-11, not
a new ladder erected after grace. This is the great discipline of the parenesis, the one this volume’s
introduction flagged: the gospel must not be allowed to curdle back into law. The doctrine of
vocation that this chapter seeds is the burden of Excursus H.

The Text

Therefore I exhort you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bod-
ies as a sacrifice—alive, holy, and pleasing to God—which is your reasonable service. Do
not be conformed to this present world, but be transformed by the renewing of your
mind, so that you may test and approve what is the will of God—what is good and well-
pleasing and perfect. (12:1-2, NET)

For just as in one body we have many members, and not all the members serve the same
function, so we who are many are one body in Christ, and individually we are members
who belong to one another. (12:4-5, NET)

Love must be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil, cling to what is good. (12:9, NET)

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (12:21, NET)

The Argument

The letter turns here, and the turn is marked by a single word that governs everything
after it: therefore. For eleven chapters Paul has done almost nothing but proclaim what
God has done — the wrath revealed and the righteousness given, the sinner justified and
buried and raised, the Spirit poured out and the cry of “Abba” set on the lips of sons, the
unbreakable love and the unsearchable mercy that has the last word over Jew and Gentile
alike. Only now, on the far side of all that, does he say therefore — I exhort you, by the
mercies of God. And the phrase he reaches for to name the ground of his appeal is the very
phrase that titles this volume: the mercies of God, the whole flood of grace that chapters 1
through 11 have traced. Everything that follows in chapters 12 through 15 flows downbhill
from that mercy. It is response, not condition; fruit, not price; the shape that a freed and for-
given life takes, not a fresh set of terms on which forgiveness is offered. Miss this, and the
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most beautiful ethics in Scripture become a crushing new law. Hear it, and they become
the glad reflex of the rescued.

The chapter then sketches, for the first time, what a justified and Spirit-indwelt life actu-
ally looks like — and it sketches it in three strokes. First (12:1-2), the foundational posture:
the whole self, body and mind, offered to God as a living sacrifice and transformed by the
renewal of the mind, no longer conformed to the world. Second (12:3-8), life in the body
of Christ: humility before the brethren, and the diverse grace-gifts each member uses in
service of the rest — the seed of the doctrine of vocation. Third (12:9-21), the marks of
genuine love: toward the brethren, warmth and honor and constancy; toward enemies,
the astonishing refusal to retaliate, the blessing of persecutors, the leaving of vengeance
to God, and the command to overcome evil with good. It is a portrait of the renewed life,
and it is offered to people who have already received everything.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“Therefore ... by the mercies of God” (12:1). This is the hinge of the entire second half of
the letter, and it deserves to be lingered over, because nearly every misreading of Romans
12-15 begins with rushing past it. Paul does not say, “Now that the doctrine is settled, here
is what you must do to keep your standing.” He says, by the mercies of God — and the plural,
the mercies, gathers up everything: the mercy that justified the ungodly, the mercy that
gave the Spirit, the mercy that kept faith with Israel, the mercy that means to have mercy
on all. The appeal is grounded in mercy already given, not aimed at mercy still to be
earned. This is the indicative-imperative structure we first met in chapter 6 (Movement V)
— become what you are — now extended over the whole ethical section. The living sacrifice
is offered because of the mercies, not in order to obtain them. Get the direction of that little
word right, and the parenesis is gospel-shaped from beginning to end; get it wrong, and
you have rebuilt the very ladder the first eleven chapters tore down.

“Present your bodies as a sacrifice—alive, holy, and pleasing to God ... your reasonable
service” (12:1). The response mercy calls for is the offering of the whole self — and poin-
tedly, your bodies, the embodied, ordinary, daily life, not some disembodied inner devo-
tion. The image is sacrificial, and the paradox is deliberate: a living sacrifice, where every
other sacrifice was killed. The Christian is laid on the altar and lives there, the whole of his
bodily existence given over to God — and this, Paul says, is your logike latreia, your spiritual
or reasonable worship. The word logike does not mean “non-physical” or set inner devotion
against outward, liturgical, bodily worship; it means the worship that is fitting, that ac-
cords with the Word and follows reasonably from the gospel. To offer your whole bodily
life to the God who gave his Son for you is simply the reasonable thing, the worship that fits
the mercy. And note that this presenting of the body echoes the present your members of
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chapter 6 (6:13, 19) — the same summons, now gathered into a single act of self-offering,
and grounded, as there, in what God has already done.

“Be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (12:2). The two commands of this verse
are set against each other — do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed — and the
grammar of the second is the gospel’s safeguard against legalism. Be transformed is passive:
metamorphousthe, be transformed, let yourselves be transformed — the change is
something done to us, the Spirit’s work of renewing the mind, not a self-renovation we
achieve by effort. We are not commanded to transform ourselves by sheer will, as the
world’s self-improvement schemes would have it; we are commanded to yield to a trans-
formation the Spirit works through the renewal of the mind. And the fruit of that renewed
mind is discernment — the ability to test and discern the will of God, what is good and ac-
ceptable and perfect. Sanctification here is not white-knuckled conformity to a rule but
the Spirit’s reshaping of the mind so that it begins, freely, to see and want what God wants.
This is the life in the Spirit of chapter 8 worked out in the renewed understanding.

“A measure of faith ... one body ... different gifts” (12:3-8). Before the gifts, a warning
against pride: think of yourself with sober judgment, not more highly than you ought, as
God has distributed to each of you a measure of faith — the same humility the Gentile
branches were charged with in chapter 11. Then the image of the body: many members,
one body in Christ, each a member of the others, none complete or sufficient alone. And
then the gifts — charismata, grace-gifts, and the word matters, for it tells us that even our
capacities for service are given, not generated. Prophecy, service, teaching, exhortation,
giving, leading, acts of mercy — a catalog not of spectacular feats but of ordinary func-
tions, each to be exercised in its own sphere and proportion. Here is the seed of the
doctrine of vocation, which Excursus H will unfold: that God does not call most Christians
to heroic or unusual works but distributes diverse gifts and stations through the body, so
that each member, simply by using his gift in his place — the teacher teaching, the giver
giving, the merciful showing mercy — serves the whole and serves the neighbor. The re-
newed life is not, for most, a matter of leaving one’s ordinary calling for something
grander; it is the using of the grace-gift one has been given, in the body and in the world,
for others.

“Love must be without hypocrisy” (12:9-21). The marks of the renewed life are gathered,
finally, under one head — love, agape, and Paul’s first word about it is the most searching: let
it be genuine, anypokritos, without the mask, unfeigned. From there the exhortations pour
out: brotherly affection, mutual honor, fervor, patience in tribulation, constancy in pray-
er, generosity to the needy, hospitality. And then love turns outward to the hardest object,
the enemy, and the commands grow almost impossibly steep: bless those who persecute you,
weep with the weeping and rejoice with the rejoicing; do not repay anyone evil for evil; so
far as it depends on you, be at peace with all; never avenge yourselves. The ground for this
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last is given, and it will prove crucial for the chapter to come: leave vengeance to God, for
it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord” (12:19). The Christian as a private
person renounces retaliation — not because evil should go unanswered, but because its
answering belongs to God, and (as chapter 13 will show) to the authorities God has ap-
pointed to wield it. And the whole love-ethic culminates in a single shining command that
turns the world’s logic inside out: do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good
(12:21). The renewed life does not merely refrain from returning evil; it conquers evil by
answering it with good, as its Lord did from the cross.

The Confessional Payoft

This chapter is the Lutheran ordering of the Christian life in miniature, and it feeds the
Confessions at the precise point where Rome and the Reformation parted over good
works.

It establishes that good works are the fruit of faith, never its ground — the doctrine of the
Augsburg Confession’s sixth article, that faith must bring forth good fruits and that we
must do the good works commanded by God, but because it is God’s will and not in order
to merit grace (AC VI). The therefore ... by the mercies of God is precisely this ordering set at
the head of the whole parenesis: the works flow from the mercy, as the Formula insists,
following justification as its consequence and never preceding it as its cause (FC SD IV).
To read Romans 12 as a new law by which standing is secured is to commit the very error
the Confessions exist to refute; to read it as the fruit and reflex of mercy received is to
read it as Paul wrote it.

It locates sanctification in the Spirit’s renewing work (12:2): the transformation is passive,
worked by the renewal of the mind, the same Spirit-wrought renewal of chapter 8 (FC SD
IT). The believer does not transform himself by the law’s pressure; he is transformed as
the Spirit renews his mind, and from that renewed mind the discernment of God’s will
and the doing of it flow.

It seeds the doctrine of vocation (12:3-8), which Excursus H carries in full: that God serves
the world and the neighbor through the diverse gifts and ordinary callings of the mem-
bers of Christ’s body, so that the humblest faithful service in one’s station is genuine
service to God. And it grounds the renunciation of private vengeance (12:19) that will open,
in the next movement, into the doctrine of the two kingdoms (Excursus I): the Christian
forgoes personal retaliation because the answering of evil belongs to God, who exercises
it in part through the governing authorities he has ordained.

One word of guard belongs here, lest the parenesis crush rather than free: the believer
who offers this living sacrifice is the same believer of chapter 7, still flesh as well as spirit,
whose love is never yet perfectly genuine and whose sacrifice is never yet whole. The re-
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newed life is real and growing, but it is not yet perfect, and the Christian who measures
himself against Romans 12 will always find himself short. That shortfall is not a fall from
grace; it is the simul, and the answer to it is not despair but a return to the mercies that
grounded the offering in the first place.

Contested Ground

The contest here is less between traditions than within every Christian heart, and it is the
one this whole movement has guarded against: the moralizing of the parenesis, the reading
of Romans 12-15 as a fresh law by which the justified must now secure or maintain what
grace had freely given. Against this stands the therefore and the mercies of God — the gospel
indicative that grounds every imperative and makes the renewed life fruit rather than
condition. The line between a Lutheran reading and a moralistic one does not run
between commanding and not commanding (Paul plainly commands), but between
commands heard as the shape of a gift and commands heard as the terms of a transaction.
The whole art of preaching these chapters is to keep them on the gospel side of that line.

Two matters are sent ahead. The doctrine of vocation seeded in 12:3-8 is the burden of Ex-
cursus H. And the renunciation of vengeance in 12:19, together with the question of how
leave it to the wrath of God squares with the sword God hands to the governing authorities,
opens the doctrine of the two kingdoms, which belongs to Movement XII and Excursus I.
One translation note can be settled here: the reasonable service of 12:1 (logike latreia) does
not denigrate bodily or liturgical worship in favor of an inward, “spiritual” devotion; it
names the worship that fits the gospel — the offering of the whole bodily self — and is no
charter for despising the external and ordered worship of the Church.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This is the chapter where a preacher most easily turns the gospel back into law, and the
way he does it is simply by forgetting the first word. If Romans 12 is preached as a list of
demands — be a living sacrifice, be transformed, use your gifts, love without hypocrisy, bless
your enemies — laid upon the hearer as the price of God’s continued favor, then the most
beautiful description of the redeemed life in all of Scripture becomes a fresh and crushing
burden, and the congregation that came in justified goes out enslaved. We will not preach
it so, because Paul did not write it so.

The Law’s word in this chapter is real, and it is the gentle, diagnostic word the Law always
speaks to the believer: this is the shape a life shaped by mercy takes — and you fall short
of it. Your sacrifice is half-hearted and frequently withdrawn from the altar; your mind is
still, in a hundred ways, conformed to this age; your gifts are too often buried or bent
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toward yourself; your love wears a mask more often than you would like to admit; and as
for blessing those who wrong you and overcoming evil with good — you know how rarely
you manage even the wanting of it. The chapter measures you, and the Law’s verdict, here
as everywhere, is that you have not loved as you ought. Do not flinch from that. But do not
mistake it, either, for a sentence of condemnation, for there is now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ (8:1), and the shortfall the Law exposes is the simul, not a fall from
grace.

And the Gospel’s word is the word that the whole chapter hangs upon and that you must
hear first and last: by the mercies of God. You are not being asked to climb to God by the
rungs of chapter 12; you are being shown how a life that has already received the full mercy
of God begins, freely and gladly, to look. You present your body not to get mercy but be-
cause you have been drowned in it. You do not transform yourself by gritted effort; you are
transformed — passive, the Spirit’s gift — as he renews your mind from within. The very
gifts you serve with are charismata, grace-gifts, handed to you; the love you show is the
overflow of the love already poured into your heart by the Spirit (5:5). And when you fail
— when the sacrifice is grudging and the love feigned and the enemy un-blessed — you do
not tumble back under wrath and have to climb again from the bottom. You return to the
mercies that grounded the whole thing, are forgiven there as freely as the first day, and
rise to bear fruit again as a forgiven child and not a slave under quota. So let this chapter
be what it is: not a new yoke, but the glad and Spirit-given reflex of the rescued. The good
and beautiful life it describes is real, and it is commanded, and it is meant for you to grow
into — but it grows, as everything in this letter grows, downhill from mercy, watered by
mercy, and covered by mercy where it falls short. Present yourselves, then, by the mercies
of God — and when you stumble, come back to those same mercies, which do not run dry.
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Excursus H — The Masks of God: Vocation
and the Christian’s Calling in the World

Belongs to Volume Two, Movement XI (Romans 12:1-21), and especially to 12:3-8, the body with
its many members and its differing, grace-given gifts. The exposition read those gifts as the
diversity of Christian callings; here is the doctrine of vocation that the Reformation drew from
such texts — perhaps the richest practical gift the Reformation gave to ordinary Christian life, and
the answer to the question every believer eventually asks: what does God want me to do with my
days?

The Body and Its Gifts

Having turned, at 12:1, from the great doctrinal exposition to the life that flows from it —
present your bodies as a sacrifice—alive, holy, and pleasing to God ... by the mercies of God — Paul
comes quickly to the shape that life takes among the many. We are one body in Christ, and
individually we are members who belong to one another (12:5), and the members are not inter-
changeable: having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them (12:6).
Then the list — prophecy, service, teaching, exhortation, giving, leading, mercy (12:6-8) —
each a different charisma, a different grace-given function, each meant for use in the one
body.

Three things in this short passage will prove to be the seedbed of an entire doctrine. The
gifts differ — God does not make every member the same, but distributes diverse
functions. The gifts are given — they are grace (charis), not achievements wrung from the
self. And the gifts are for use — for service, directed outward to the body and not inward to
the self. Difference, gift, and service: from these three Paul builds his picture of the
renewed life lived out among the many, and from these three the Reformation built its
doctrine of vocation — the Christian’s calling in the world.

Luther’s Revolution

To feel the force of what Luther did with vocation, one must first feel the system he
overturned. In the medieval church, the word vocation — vocatio, calling — was reserved
almost entirely for the religious life. To have a “vocation” was to be called out of ordinary
life into the cloister or the priesthood: to become a monk, a nun, a friar, a priest. These
were the people with callings. The farmer in his field, the merchant at his counter, the
wife at her hearth, the magistrate on his bench — these had no vocation; they merely lived
“in the world.” And the two were ranked. The religious life was the higher life, the life of
the counsels of perfection — poverty, chastity, obedience — the spiritual elite who had left
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the world behind to seek God. Ordinary life was the lower tier, tolerated, necessary, but
second-class; holiness lay in escaping it. The path to God ran away from the field and the
hearth and the marketplace, into the quiet of the cloister.

Luther tore the two tiers down, and the demolition was total. Every Christian, he insisted,
has a vocation — and not one, but several. Every station a person occupies, every office,
every relationship — husband, wife, father, mother, child, worker, employer, ruler,
subject, neighbor — is a divine calling, a place where God himself has stationed that per-
son to serve. The milkmaid in her barn has a vocation as truly as any abbot; the cobbler at
his bench, the mother changing a child, the soldier at his post, the magistrate in his court
— each stands in a holy calling, and each pleases God not by escaping his station for some
“spiritual” life but by serving faithfully within it. The path to God does not run away from
ordinary life; God is to be served, and found, precisely there, in the field and the hearth
and the marketplace that the cloister had despised. There is no higher tier. The house-
maid sweeping a floor in faith and love is doing work as holy, in God’s sight, as the monk
at his prayers — more holy, Luther would say, because the monk’s withdrawal often serves
no neighbor at all, while the housemaid serves many.

The Masks of God

Why is the milkmaid’s barn holy ground? Because of the most beautiful thing Luther ever
said about ordinary work: that God himself is at work in it. God, who needs no help, has
chosen nonetheless to care for his creation not by perpetual miracle but through human
hands. He could feed the world by raining down bread from heaven; instead he feeds it
through the farmer who plants, the miller who grinds, the baker who bakes, the mother
who cooks. He could protect the innocent by sending angels; instead he protects them
through the magistrate and the soldier. He could heal by a word; instead he heals through
the physician and the nurse. In every case, the human being in his vocation is doing God’s
own work — and so Luther called the person in his calling a mask of God, a larva Dei: God
hidden behind the ordinary worker, doing his providential work of preserving and sus-
taining the world through the worker’s hands. When you receive your daily bread, you re-
ceive it from God — but God hands it to you through a hundred vocations, the farmer and
the trucker and the grocer and the cook, behind every one of whom God himself is hid-
den, working. God milks the cows through the milkmaid. God governs the city through
the magistrate. God comforts the sick child through the mother who sits up with it in the
night.

This single insight transfigures all of ordinary life. The most menial labor, the most hid-
den and thankless task, the most tedious daily duty — done in faith, for the neighbor — is
God’s own work done through your hands, and there is no higher dignity than that. The
mother’s unseen, unpaid, unending labor is not a distraction from holiness; it is holiness,
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the very providence of God flowing through her to the children he gave her. The laborer’s
drudgery is not meaningless; it is a mask of God’s care for the world. You do not have to
leave your station to find a place to serve God. Your station is the place. God is already at
work in it, behind you, through you — and your faithfulness there is your participation in
his unceasing care for everything he has made.

Vocation and Justification: The Necessary Guard

Here, however, a great danger appears, and the whole doctrine stands or falls on how it is
handled. If vocation is the place where the Christian serves God by his works, does it not
become, after all, a way of earning — a works-righteousness in ordinary dress, the field
and the hearth replacing the cloister as the place where one piles up merit before God? It
would be a fatal corruption, and the Reformation guarded against it with the distinction
that governs this whole commentary: the two kinds of righteousness, the two directions
of the Christian’s life.

Coram Deo, before God, the Christian is righteous by faith alone — clothed in Christ’s right-
eousness, received as a gift, with nothing of his own works in it (Volume One, the whole of
it). Vocation contributes nothing to this. We do not work in our callings to be saved; we are
saved already, freely, in Christ, before we lift a finger. Coram mundo, before the world, the
Christian serves his neighbor through his callings — and here his works are everything,
for here is where love does its work. The sentence that has long summarized Luther on
this point runs: God does not need your good works, but your neighbor does’. The works that
faith produces are not sent upward to God, who is complete and needs nothing and has
already given everything; they are sent outward to the neighbor, who needs them desper-
ately. Vocation is the channel through which the love that faith produces flows to the
people God has placed around us.

And this is what frees vocation from the curse of anxiety. Precisely because the Christian
is already justified, already secure, already possessed of everything in Christ, he is
liberated to pour himself out in his calling without trying to get anything for it from God. The
monk labored to save himself; the Christian in his vocation labors only to serve his neigh-
bor, because his own salvation is already settled and safe. Luther captured the whole of it
in two sentences that seem to contradict and do not: A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all,
subject to none — by faith, before God, owing nothing, lacking nothing. A Christian is a per-
fectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all — by love, before the neighbor, spending himself in

7. The sentence circulates as Luther’s but is not found in his works; its earliest traceable form is Gustaf Win-
gren, Luther on Vocation, trans. Carl C. Rasmussen (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1957), 10: “God does not need
our good works, but our neighbor does.” It is a faithful summary of Luther’s teaching rather than a quotation
from him, and is offered here as such.
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service.® Faith ascends to God and receives all; love descends to the neighbor and gives
all; and vocation is the ladder down which that love descends. This is exactly the
structure of Romans 12: by the mercies of God (12:1) — there is the gift, the justification, the
indicative — therefore present yourselves, therefore use your gifts in the body (12:1, 6) —
there is the service, the vocation, the imperative grounded in the gift. The calling flows
from the salvation; it never earns it. Become, in your vocation, what you already are by
grace: a member of the body, serving the body.

The Estates, and the Priesthood of All

Luther saw the callings as ordered within three great estates — three divinely instituted
spheres through which God governs and sustains the world. There is the household — mazr-
riage, family, the rearing of children, and the daily economic labor by which life is fed
and clothed. There is the civil government — the magistrate, the ruler, the citizen, the
whole order of law and protection by which God restrains evil and preserves peace. And
there is the church — the ministry of Word and Sacrament and the life of the congregation,
by which God gathers and keeps his people. The first two are the orders of creation, given
to all humanity for the preservation of the world; the third is the order of redemption.
Every Christian lives in several of these estates at once — a man may be, in one day and
one body, husband and father and worker and citizen and member of a congregation —
and each station lays its callings upon him, each a place to serve. (The relation of the two
orders, creation and redemption, opens onto the doctrine of the two kingdoms, which is
the matter of the next excursus.)

Woven through all of this is the truth the Reformation recovered and prized: the priest-
hood of all believers. Every baptized Christian is a priest — a royal priesthood, a holy nation (1
Pet 2:9), priests to God (Rev 1:6). Every believer has direct access to God through the one
Mediator, may approach him boldly in prayer, may bring his Word to a neighbor, and of-
fers the spiritual sacrifices of praise and prayer and a life laid down (the living sacrifice of
12:1). This abolished, at a stroke, the medieval notion of the clergy as a higher and holier
caste, a spiritual aristocracy standing nearer to God than the laity. Before God, the plow-
man and the priest stand on exactly the same ground: sinners justified by grace, priests
by baptism, equal in Christ.

But here a careful word is needed, for the truth has been abused in two opposite direc-
tions, and the Confessions steer between them. The priesthood of all believers does not
abolish the office of the ministry. The public preaching of the Word and administration of
the Sacraments is itself a divinely instituted office — a vocation, indeed, within the estate
of the church — and no one is to exercise it publicly without a proper and orderly call, rite

8. Martin Luther, The Freedom of a Christian (1520), LW 31:344.
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vocatus (AC V; AC XIV). The universal priesthood means every Christian may come to God
and serve his neighbor with the Word; it does not mean every Christian is a pastor, or that
the office is a mere convenience the congregation invents and could dispense with. Rome
erred by making the clergy a higher holiness; the enthusiasts erred by abolishing the office
and making each man his own preacher. The Lutheran confession holds both truths:
every believer a priest, and a divinely given office of the ministry to which particular men
are called — the office not a higher rung of holiness but a particular vocation of service,
the pastor a larva Dei like the milkmaid, through whom God hands out not bread but the
Bread of Life. The Confessions are equally firm that the older path is no path at all: the
monastic vow is not a higher state of perfection, and true Christian perfection is not the
flight to the cloister but faith toward God and love toward the neighbor in one’s calling
(AC XXVII.49; Ap XXVII[XIII].48-50).

The Cross of the Calling

One more thing must be said, lest vocation be made to sound like a serene fulfillment.
Every calling carries a cross. The marriage has its frictions, the children their trials, the
work its tedium and its conflicts, the office its burdens, the neighbor his ingratitude. And
these are not interruptions of the vocation but part of it — the very means by which God
crucifies the old Adam in us. For the old self wants to be served, not to serve; it recoils
from the thankless demand, the difficult person, the duty that yields no glory. And voca-
tion, day after day, bends that self to the neighbor’s need whether it wishes to or not,
dying a little in each act of service it would rather not perform. The mother woken for the
fifth time in the night, the worker bearing an unjust supervisor, the spouse forgiving the
same fault again — these bear the cross of their callings, and through that cross God works
the slow death of self-love and the slow growth of the new man. Vocation is, among other
things, a school of sanctification, and its curriculum is self-denial in the service of the
neighbor. The living sacrifice of 12:1 is offered, in the end, not in dramatic gestures but in
ten thousand small deaths within one’s ordinary callings.

The Dignity and the Rest

Gather it together, and the doctrine of vocation gives the ordinary Christian two gifts he
can find almost nowhere else: a dignity, and a rest.

The dignity is this: your ordinary life matters to God, infinitely, exactly as it is. You do not
have to escape your station to serve him, do not have to find some “more spiritual” work,
do not have to despise the field or the hearth or the office where he has placed you. That
place is your calling, and God himself is at work in it, behind your hands, caring for his
world and your neighbor through your faithfulness. The most hidden and humble labor —
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the diaper changed, the floor swept, the report filed, the meal cooked, the patient tended,
the lesson taught, the field worked — is, in faith and love, a holy thing, a mask of God, a
participation in his own providence. There is no menial Christian life; there is only the
providence of God flowing through a thousand ordinary callings, and yours among them.

And the rest is this: you do not have to earn anything by your work. The whole crushing
weight of self-justification — the need to prove yourself, to accomplish enough, to make
your life count before God by what you achieve — is lifted clean off, because your standing
before God was settled by Christ before you ever began to labor, and not one of your
works adds a feather’s weight to it. You are free. Free to work hard without anxiety, be-
cause nothing eternal hangs on your success. Free to serve the neighbor purely, expecting
nothing back, because God has already given you everything. Free to fail, even, without
despair, because your justification never rested on your competence. The Christian in his
vocation is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none — and from that freedom, and only from
it, becomes a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all. Receive everything from God by
faith; spend everything on your neighbor by love; and know that in the spending, ordin-
ary as it looks, God himself is at work — milking the cows through the milkmaid, feeding
the world through the baker, loving your neighbor through your two unremarkable
hands. That is your calling. It is enough, and it is holy, because it is his.
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Movement XII — The Sword and the Coming
Day: The Christian and the Civil Order
(Romans 13:1-14)

The renewed life now reaches the Christian’s place in the civil order, and the chapter is read, as
Lutherans have always read it, through the two kingdoms — God’s two ways of governing the
world, by gospel and by sword. The full doctrine of the Zwei Reiche, against both the impulse to
make the state a church and the impulse to flee it, is the burden of Excursus I. The chapter ends
on the very words that, read in a garden, converted Augustine.

The Text

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except
by God’s appointment, and the authorities that exist have been instituted by God. (13:1,
NET)

... it is God’s servant to administer punishment on the person who does wrong. (13:4,
NET)

Owe no one anything, except to love one another, for the one who loves his neighbor has
fulfilled the law. ... love is the fulfillment of the law. (13:8, 10, NET)

... put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh to arouse its desires.
(13:14, NET)

The Argument

The renewed life of chapter 12 — the living sacrifice, the love that blesses even enemies
and leaves vengeance to God — now steps out of the congregation and into the street, into
the Christian’s life as a subject of earthly government and a neighbor among neighbors.
And the chapter is held together by the Lutheran reading of how God governs his world:
not in one way but in two. He rules his right-hand kingdom by the gospel, through the
Word and the Spirit, in the Church, where Christ reigns by grace and forgiveness; and he
rules his left-hand kingdom by the sword, through reason and law and the governing au-
thorities, where he restrains evil and preserves the order of common life. Both kingdoms
are God’s; both are good; and the great task is to distinguish them without confusing or
separating them. Romans 13:1-7 is the classic text on the left hand, and it must be read in
that frame or it goes wrong in one of two directions — making the state a church, or
fleeing it as godless. The full case is Excursus I; the chapter supplies its foundation.
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The movement runs in three parts. First (13:1-7), submission to the governing authorities
as God’s ordinance: the authorities are instituted by God, the ruler is God’s servant for
good and his avenger against evil, bearing the sword not in vain — and so the Christian
submits, pays what is owed, and renders honor, not merely from fear but for conscience’
sake. Second (13:8-10), the one debt that is never discharged: love, which owes itself per-
petually to the neighbor and which fulfills the whole law, since love does no wrong to a
neighbor. Third (13:11-14), the eschatological frame that crowns the whole ethic: the hour
is late, the night nearly spent, the day at hand — so wake from sleep, cast off the works of
darkness, and put on the Lord Jesus Christ. The renewed life in the civil order is lived, fi-
nally, in the light of the coming day, clothed with Christ.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“Subject to the governing authorities ... instituted by God” (13:1). Paul grounds the duty
of submission in the divine institution of government itself: there is no authority except
from God, and the authorities that exist are ordained by God — hypo theou tetagmenai. This
is the foundation of the doctrine of the two kingdoms, and two things about it must be
grasped at once. First, government is a genuine ordinance of God, not a necessary evil or a
merely human contrivance — it is God’s own instrument for the preservation of the world,
his left hand at work restraining the chaos that fallen humanity would otherwise become.
Second, and astonishingly, Paul writes this of pagan Rome — the authority he commands
submission to is the empire of Nero, an idolatrous state that would before long be martyr-
ing Christians. The legitimacy of government, then, does not depend on the godliness of
the rulers or the justice of every law; it rests on the office itself as God’s ordinance. Even a
pagan magistrate, keeping the peace and punishing the murderer, is doing God’s left-hand
work whether he knows it or not. The full unfolding of this is Excursus I.

“It is God’s servant to administer punishment on the person who does wrong” (13:4).
Here the chapter does something crucial: it completes the thought left hanging at 12:19.
There Paul commanded the Christian, as a private person, never to avenge himself, but to
leave vengeance to God, for vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord. The obvious ques-
tion — but does evil then simply go unanswered? — is answered here. God’s wrath against
the wrongdoer is real and is exercised — but it is exercised through the office of the magis-
trate, who bears the sword (the power of coercion and punishment, including, as the tradi-
tion has read it, the sword of capital justice and of just war) and who is, in Paul’s startling
phrase, God’s servant, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer. The two texts
fit together perfectly once the two kingdoms are seen. The Christian as a private person re-
nounces retaliation entirely; the same Christian as a holder of civil office — magistrate,
judge, soldier — may wield the sword without contradiction, because the sword belongs to
the office, the left-hand kingdom, and not to the private grudge. Vengeance is forbidden to
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the man; justice is committed to the office; and God stands behind the office. The peace of
the world rests on that distinction.

The limits of submission. Romans 13 has been grievously abused — pressed into service
to demand absolute, unconditional obedience to every command of every regime, and so
to sanctify tyranny and silence conscience. The Lutheran reading neither makes Romans
13 a charter for revolution nor a charter for tyranny, and the balance is found in the
chapter’s own logic. Submission is the default and is owed as a matter of conscience, be-
cause government is God’s ordinance — this is the plain and primary teaching, and the
Christian is not free to despise or defy lawful authority because he finds it inconvenient
or its rulers ungodly. But authority is from God and for good (13:4), which means it is not it-
self God and not absolute; it is accountable to the God who instituted it, and it holds its
mandate to punish evil and reward good. When the state oversteps that mandate — when
it commands what God forbids or forbids what God commands, when it claims the con-
science that belongs to God alone — then the higher allegiance governs, and the apostolic
rule holds: we must obey God rather than men (Acts 5:29). The state that demands idolatry,
that orders sin, that usurps the throne of God, has stepped outside the authority God gave
it, and in that matter forfeits the obedience owed it. The two kingdoms doctrine thus
guards against both errors at once: it forbids the anarchy and the contempt of authority
that would treat government as nothing, and it forbids the divinization of the state that
would treat government as everything. Caesar is owed much; Caesar is not owed worship.

“Love is the fulfillment of the law” (13:8-10). Paul turns from the civil order to the one
obligation that binds every Christian everywhere: owe no one anything, except to love one
another — the perpetual debt, never paid off, always owing. And he makes a large claim
for love: the commandments, he says, are summed up in “love your neighbor as yourself,”
and therefore love is the fulfillment of the law — pleroma nomou he agape (13:10). This must be
read with Lutheran care, for it can be turned into a new works-righteousness in a
moment. Paul is naming the content and intent of the law — that the law, rightly under-
stood, aims at love, and that the one who truly loves his neighbor does no wrong to him
and so fulfills what the law was always after. This is the law in its third use, guiding the
renewed life toward its proper shape. But two guards must stay in place. First, this love is
the fruit of faith and the work of the Spirit — the love poured into the heart (5:5), not a love
we generate to establish our standing. And second, the believer’s love is never yet perfect;
the simul of chapter 7 still holds, the flesh still failing to love as it ought, so that even here
the law continues to accuse, and “love is the fulfillment of the law” describes the direction
of the Spirit-led life, not a perfectionist achievement the Christian can present to God as
his righteousness. We fulfill the law by love only as those already justified apart from the
law, loving imperfectly out of the mercy we have received.
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“Put on the Lord Jesus Christ” (13:11-14). The chapter ends by lifting the whole ethic
into the light of the last day. You know the time — the kairos, the decisive hour — the night is
far gone, the day is at hand; salvation is nearer now than when we became believers. The re-
newed life is lived not in an endless present but on the edge of dawn, with the long night
of this age nearly spent and the day of Christ breaking. So: wake from sleep, cast off the
works of darkness, put on the armor of light, walk as in the daytime. And the climax is a
command that is really a return to baptism: put on the Lord Jesus Christ — endysasthe ton
kyrion lesoun Christon — the same clothing-with-Christ that was put on us in baptism (Gal
3:27; Movement V), now to be put on daily and freshly, the believer wrapping himself
again each morning in the Christ who is his light and his covering. And make no provision
for the flesh — not as a grim asceticism, but as the natural turning of one clothed in Christ
away from a darkness that is, in any case, passing. It is worth remembering that these
very words — put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh — were the
words a weeping Augustine read in a Milan garden when a child’s voice sang tolle lege, take
up and read, and his long resistance broke and he was converted.® As Volume One opened
with Luther undone by Romans 1:17, this chapter closes with Augustine undone by Ro-
mans 13:14 — two of the Church’s greatest teachers remade by the converting power of
this one letter, which is, as Luther said, the very purest gospel. The Word that clothes us
with Christ still has that power.

The Confessional Payoft

This chapter is the chief Pauline ground of the Lutheran doctrine of civil government and
the two kingdoms, and the Augsburg Confession states the position squarely in its
sixteenth article. Lawful civil ordinances are good works of God; Christians may without
sin hold civil office, serve as magistrates and judges, decide matters by imperial and other
existing laws, impose just punishments, wage just wars, serve as soldiers, hold property,
swear lawful oaths, and marry — and the article condemns the Anabaptists who forbid
these things to Christians (AC XVI). Romans 13:1-7 is the text behind every clause of it: the
authorities are God’s ordinance, the ruler is God’s servant bearing the sword, and the
Christian’s participation in the left-hand kingdom is not a compromise with the world but
obedience to God’s own ordering of it. The full development — the distinction of the two
governments, and the errors on either side — belongs to Excursus I.

It grounds the legitimacy of the sword (13:4) — the coercive authority of the state to punish
evil and defend the innocent — as God’s left-hand instrument, while the renunciation of
private vengeance (12:19) remains binding on every Christian as a person. The Confes-

9. Augustine, Confessions VIII.12.
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sions hold both: just punishment and just war belong to the office (AC XVI); personal
retaliation belongs to no one (the love of chapter 12).

It supplies, in 13:8-10, the third use of the law in its properly Lutheran shape (FC SD VI): the
law’s content is love, and the renewed life is guided toward that love — yet always as fruit
of faith (AC VI) and the Spirit’s work, never as a righteousness of our own, and never
perfectly in this life, where the simul still holds and the law still accuses the flesh.

And it returns, in put on the Lord Jesus Christ (13:14), to the baptismal clothing-with-Christ
(Excursus D): the daily renewal of the baptismal life, the believer putting on afresh the
Christ in whom he was first robed.

Contested Ground

The great contested matter of this chapter — the relation of the two kingdoms, and the
errors that confuse or sever them — is the burden of Excursus I. There the case is made
against two opposite mistakes. On one side stands the impulse to confuse the kingdoms:
theonomy and every transformationalism that would make the state a church, rule the
civil order directly by the gospel or by biblical law imposed as civil law, and so collapse
God’s two governments into one — the same error, in its way, as the medieval claim of the
Church to temporal power. On the other side stands the impulse to sever or reject the left-
hand kingdom: the Anabaptist withdrawal that treats the state as inherently worldly and
forbids the Christian to hold office, bear the sword, or swear oaths — the very position AC
XVI condemns. Between confusing the kingdoms and fleeing one of them stands the
Lutheran reading: two governments, both God’s, distinguished and honored, the Christian
a citizen of both.

Two matters can be marked here. The abuse of Romans 13 to sanctify tyranny has been
answered above: submission is the default and owed in conscience, but authority is from
God and for good, and where the state commands sin the higher obedience governs — we
must obey God rather than men. Romans 13 establishes the divine institution of government
and the duty of submission; it does not divinize the state or command obedience in
matters where the state usurps God’s throne. And the sword of 13:4 sanctions, in the
Lutheran reading and in AC XVI, the legitimate coercive functions of the state — just pun-
ishment and just war — as belonging to the office and not to the private person; the full
placement of these within the two kingdoms belongs to Excursus I.
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Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This chapter speaks mostly in the register of God’s left hand — law, order, the sword, the
duties of common life — and then lifts its eyes to the coming day; and it has a word of Law
and a word of Gospel for you in each.

The Law’s word is the word of your obligations, and it is humbling. You are not your own
avenger; the wrongs done to you are not yours to repay, and the hand that itches to settle
its own scores must be opened and the matter left to God and to the offices he has appoin-
ted. You owe submission and honor and taxes to authorities you did not choose and may
not respect, because the office is God’s ordinance even when its holder is not godly. And
you owe, to every neighbor, the one debt that is never paid off — love — and measured
against love your neighbor as yourself, you stand, as always, short. The Law’s word also rings
with urgency: the hour is later than you think, the night nearly over, and the time for
drowsing in the works of darkness is past. Wake from sleep. You have slept long enough.

But the Gospel’s word is gentler and stronger than the duties it stands behind. Hear first
the freedom hidden in the command not to avenge: you do not have to set the world right
by your own hand, do not have to repay every wrong or right every injustice yourself, be-
cause God governs his world even now through his left hand and his appointed offices,
and you are therefore free — free to love rather than to avenge, free to lay down the ex-
hausting work of being your own judge and let God be God. The renounced sword is not a
loss but a release. And hear the hope that frames the whole: our salvation is now nearer
than when we became believers. You are not drifting deeper into a lengthening night; you are
waking toward a dawn that is almost here, the long darkness of this age nearly spent, the
day of your Lord at hand. So the command that crowns the chapter is not a burden but a
gift: put on the Lord Jesus Christ. You are not told to fashion your own armor of light by the
strength of your resolve; you are told to put on Christ — the same Christ who was wrapped
around you in your baptism, to be wrapped around you again each morning, your light
and your covering and your righteousness, so that the works of darkness simply fall away
from one who is clothed in the dawn. Augustine read these very words and rose from the
ground a new man, and the Word that converted him has lost none of its power. Put on
Christ. Make no provision for the flesh whose night is ending. And walk, as those already
clothed in the day, toward the day that is coming.
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Excursus I — The Two Kingdoms: The Sword,
the Word, and the Christian’s Dual Citizenship

Belongs to Volume Two, Movement XII (Romans 13:1-14). The exposition read Paul’s command
of submission to the governing authorities, reconciled it with the renunciation of private
vengeance at 12:19, and marked the limits of obedience; here is the doctrine that holds all of that
together — Luther’s teaching of the two kingdoms, as often caricatured as it is invoked, and as
needful now as ever. It is the last of these excursuses, and it completes the work by setting the
Christian, justified and free, in his right relation to the earthly city through which he passes
toward the city that is coming.

The Magistrate’s Sword and the Christian’s Question

Paul has just forbidden the believer to avenge himself — do not avenge yourselves ... “Ven-
geance is mine, I will repay,” says the Lord (12:19) — and in almost the next breath he
describes an authority that does avenge, and does it as God’s own work: he is God’s servant,
an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer (13:4); government does not bear the
sword for nothing (13:4). The same letter that tells the Christian to bless his persecutors and
leave all vengeance to God tells him that the magistrate’s sword is God’s vengeance, wiel-
ded by God’s servant. How can both be true? How does the Christian — a citizen of the
kingdom of God, ruled by a gospel of forgiveness, who would turn the other cheek — stand
related to an earthly order of law and sword and punishment that does not turn the other
cheek at all?

The answer the Reformation gave is the doctrine of the two kingdoms, or the two govern-
ments — God’s two ways of ruling the world. It is one of Luther’s most important teachings
and one of his most abused, blamed in our own time for everything from political quiet-
ism to its opposite, and understood by few who invoke it. Rightly grasped, it is the frame
that makes sense of Romans 13, guards the gospel from corruption and the state from id-
olatry, and gives the Christian a peace in the political world that neither the world’s
combatants nor its escapists can know.

God’s Two Hands

God rules the world, the doctrine teaches, in two distinct ways — through two kingdoms,
or by two hands, a right and a left.

By his right hand God rules through the gospel — through the Word and the Sacraments,
by his Holy Spirit, creating faith and gathering the church. This is the spiritual kingdom.
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Its instrument is the Word alone; its mode is grace, forgiveness, persuasion; its realm is
the conscience, the inner person, faith, eternal salvation. Here God rules without coercion,
for faith cannot be forced; the heart is won by the gospel or not at all. The church is the
place of this reign, and its only weapon is the Word. Here God makes saints.

By his left hand God rules through the law — through civil authority, reason, the orders of
creation, and the sword. This is the temporal kingdom. Its instrument is the sword, that is,
coercive force; its mode is justice, restraint, and punishment; its realm is outward con-
duct, the body, property, the temporal peace and order of this passing life. Here God rules
through magistrates and rulers and laws to restrain evil, punish the wrongdoer, protect
the innocent, and preserve a measure of peace in a fallen world that would otherwise de-
vour itself. The civil order is the place of this reign, and its weapon is the sword. Here God
preserves the world.

The decisive thing — the thing Romans 13 puts beyond dispute — is that both kingdoms are
God’s. The temporal authority is not a necessary evil, not a merely human arrangement,
not the devil’s realm that the holy must shun. It is God’s own left-hand reign, his ordained
instrument for the preservation of his creation. there is no authority except by God’s appoint-
ment (13:1); the magistrate is God’s servant, God’s minister (13:4); the sword is God’s instru-
ment of wrath against evil. The Christian who honors the civil order honors God’s own or-
dinance, and the magistrate who governs justly does God’s own work, as surely as the
preacher who proclaims the Word does God’s work — different work, by a different hand,
but God’s.

Distinguish, but Do Not Confuse

The whole purpose of the doctrine is to keep these two from being confused — for to con-
fuse them is to corrupt them both, and the history of the Church is strewn with the
wreckage of the confusion, in both directions.

Bring the sword into the spiritual kingdom — rule the church by power, coerce faith, force
the conscience, use the state to compel belief or punish heresy with steel — and you cor-
rupt the gospel at its root, for faith is the work of the Spirit through the Word and can
never be the product of force; the coerced “believer” is no believer, only a frightened hy-
pocrite, and the sword that invades the conscience makes not Christians but slaves. This
is the error of the Inquisition, of forced conversion, of the magistrate dictating doctrine,
of every theocratic dream that would establish the kingdom of God by power. It
tyrannizes souls and it falsifies the gospel.

Bring the gospel into the temporal kingdom — try to govern the state by the Sermon on the
Mount, lay down the sword in the name of grace, run the civil order by forgiveness rather
than justice, abolish coercion and punishment as unworthy of love — and you corrupt the
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civil order no less, for the world is full of the wicked, and a state that would not punish
the murderer or restrain the predator in the name of turning the other cheek would
simply hand the innocent over to be devoured. To govern the temporal kingdom by the
gospel is to confuse law and gospel, to ask of grace what only the sword can do, and to
abandon the neighbor the sword was given to protect.

So the two must be distinguished — each kept to its own instrument, mode, and realm —
without being separated, for both are God’s and the Christian lives in both, and without be-
ing confused, for to mix them is to ruin them. The sword does not save; the Word does not
govern the body politic; and the wise Christian keeps them straight.

The Christian in Both Kingdom:s

For the Christian is a citizen of both kingdoms at once, and this resolves the riddle of Ro-
mans 13 with which we began.

By faith, the Christian belongs to the spiritual kingdom; he is ruled by the gospel, free, a
saint, and — considered purely as a Christian — he needs no sword and no law at all, for
he would do right freely, of love, if there were no compulsion in the world. If all people
were true Christians, Luther observed, no sword would be needed, for love would do un-
bidden everything the law commands. But the Christian also still lives, in his body, in the
temporal kingdom; he is a citizen, a neighbor, and he may himself hold civil office — ma-
gistrate, judge, soldier, official — wielding the very sword that, for himself alone, he
would never raise. This is no contradiction, once the direction of the act is seen. For him-
self, in his own cause, the Christian does not avenge; he suffers wrong, turns the other
cheek, leaves vengeance to God (12:19). For his neighbor, in the office God has given him,
the Christian takes up the sword — not to serve himself but to protect the weak, restrain
the wicked, and do the left-hand work of God. The soldier in a just war, the judge passing
sentence, the officer restraining violence — these do not avenge themselves; they adminis-
ter God’s own wrath against evil, in love for the neighbor whom evil would harm. So the
private renunciation of 12:19 and the public sword of 13:4 are not at war: the one forbids
self-vengeance; the other commissions the office that protects the neighbor. The same
Christian turns his own cheek and, in his calling, shields his neighbor’s. The civil office is
thus a genuine Christian vocation — a mask of God in the left-hand kingdom, as the previ-
ous excursus described — and the believer serves God by serving in it, not by fleeing it.

Against Two Errors

The two kingdoms, held in this balance, stands against two opposite errors, each of which
collapses the balance in its own way.
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The first is the error of withdrawal — the path of the radical Anabaptists and the sectarian
tradition that followed them. Reading the Sermon on the Mount as a law for all of life,
they concluded that the Christian, belonging to the kingdom of God, cannot share in the
temporal kingdom at all: cannot hold civil office, cannot be a magistrate or a soldier,
cannot bear the sword, sometimes cannot take an oath or fully engage the state, but must
withdraw into a separated community that renounces the world and its coercion. This
confuses the kingdoms by trying to govern all of life — the temporal included — by the
gospel, and so it denies the goodness of God’s left hand. It treats the sword and the civil office
as inherently incompatible with faith, when Romans 13 calls the magistrate God’s servant
and the sword God’s instrument. And it abandons two things God loves: the neighbor, who
needs the protection that only the sword provides, and the world, which God wills to pre-
serve through the very civil order the sectarian forsakes. The Augsburg Confession names
and rejects this error plainly: Christians may without sin hold civil office, serve as magis-
trates and judges, decide matters by law, impose just punishments, wage just war, serve as
soldiers, make contracts, hold property, and take oaths (AC XVI). The gospel does not ab-
olish the civil order; it frees the Christian to serve in it for the neighbor’s good. Do not
withdraw; serve.

The second is the opposite error — the error of mixing, the impulse to make the temporal
kingdom an instrument of the spiritual, to build or advance the kingdom of God by polit-
ical and cultural power, and so to collapse the distinction from the other side. In its
sharpest form it is theonomy — the program of binding the modern civil order to the judi-
cial law of Moses, enforcing biblical statutes and penalties by the state, and aiming at a
Christianized commonwealth under biblical law. In gentler and more widespread forms it
is the transformationalist impulse — to claim every square inch of the culture for Christ by
seizing its institutions, to treat the advance of the gospel as a project of cultural and
political conquest, and to expect the church’s mission to issue in the Christianizing of the
social order through power.

Here fairness is owed, for the concern behind this error is not wholly wrong, and the
Lutheran must say so. Christ is Lord of both kingdoms, not only the church; faith is not a
merely private affair to be locked in the heart; the Christian is called to serve actively and
faithfully in the civil sphere and to seek the good of his earthly city. All of that the two-
kingdoms doctrine affirms. The error lies not in the conviction that Christ is Lord of all
but in the means and the confusion: in expecting the gospel to do the work of the law (to
govern the civil order), in using the sword to advance the spiritual kingdom, and in making
the church’s mission a political and cultural transformation rather than the preaching of
the Word and the administration of the Sacraments. For the kingdom of God does not
come by the sword or by cultural power; it comes by the Word — by the near word of the
gospel, the means of grace, as the earlier excursus insisted — and at the last day in glory,
not by Christians seizing the levers of the present age. To mix the kingdoms is to politicize
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the gospel, until the church’s message becomes a program of worldly conquest, and at the
same time to sacralize politics, until the state or the culture is made the bearer of the king-
dom of God — and both corruptions end, as theocracy always ends, with the sword in the
conscience’s seat. The temporal kingdom is rightly governed not by imposing the Mosaic
code but by justice and reason — by the natural law written on every heart (2:14-15), ac-
cessible to Christian and pagan alike — and the Christian serves there by that standard,
for the neighbor’s temporal good, without confusing it with the building of the kingdom
of God. Serve the earthly city; do not mistake it for the City of God, nor try to drag the City
of God to earth by force.

The Limits of Submission

Because the civil authority is God’s left hand and no more, its claim on the Christian is
real but bounded, and the two kingdoms marks the boundary precisely.

Submission is the rule. The authority is God’s servant for good (13:4), and the Christian
honors it, obeys its laws, pays its taxes, and prays for it, not grudgingly but as to an
ordinance of God (13:1-7). But the authority’s mandate is justice and the good; it is God’s
servant for your good (13:4). When it commands instead what God forbids, or forbids what
God commands, it has stepped beyond its mandate — and there the Christian’s obedience
stops. We must obey God rather than men (Acts 5:29), and the Augsburg Confession, in the
very article that affirms the civil order, sets exactly this limit: Christians are bound to
obey the magistrate except when commanded to sin, for then the higher obedience governs
(AC XVI). The boundary follows the line between the kingdoms. The civil authority rules
the left-hand kingdom — bodies, property, outward order; it has no jurisdiction over the
right-hand kingdom — the conscience, faith, the gospel. When the magistrate invades the
conscience, commanding idolatry, forbidding the gospel, dictating what a man must be-
lieve, he reaches into a realm that was never given to his hand, and there he must be res-
isted — resisted by refusal and the patient bearing of the cost, the Christian disobeying
the unjust command while still honoring the office itself and accepting the penalty.
(Whether, and how, a tyranny may be actively resisted by force — by the lesser magis-
trates, as a later Lutheran tradition came to argue — is a further and contested question
this commentary need not settle; the bedrock is clear, that the command to sin is never to
be obeyed and the conscience is never the state’s to rule.) Thus the two kingdoms is,
among other things, the great charter of conscience against the total state: because the
sword’s writ runs only to the left-hand kingdom, the soul remains free, answerable to God
alone, even where the body is bound.
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The Peace of the Two Kingdom:s

The Confessions draw the line cleanly: the power of the church is the power of the Word —
the keys, the preaching of the gospel, the administration of the Sacraments — and not the
sword; the power of the state is the sword, and not the Word; and the two powers are not to
be mixed or confused (AC XXVIII).* This is the law-and-gospel distinction, which governs
this whole commentary, written now across the public world: the law belongs to God’s left
hand, the gospel to his right, and to keep them straight in the world is as needful as to
keep them straight in the conscience.

And here, at the last, is the peace this doctrine gives — a peace the political world rarely
knows, and that closes not only this excursus but the long argument of these two
volumes. The Christian who understands the two kingdoms is delivered from two great
anxieties that drive the world and divide the Church. He is delivered from the anxiety that
would seize the world by power, the fear that if Christians do not capture the institutions
and bend the sword to the gospel, the kingdom of God will fail — for the kingdom does not
depend on the sword, and was never meant to come that way; it comes by the Word, it
cannot be stopped, and its triumph is certain and is God’s to bring. And he is delivered
equally from the anxiety that would flee the world in fear, abandoning the civil order as
unclean — for that order is God’s own left hand, a good gift and a place to serve, and the
neighbor who lives in it is to be loved and protected there. Freed from both the lust to
dominate and the urge to escape, the Christian can do the quiet, faithful thing the gospel
actually frees him for: to serve his earthly city diligently and well, under God’s left hand,
as magistrate or soldier or citizen or neighbor, seeking its peace and his neighbor’s good
— while his heart rests, untroubled by the rise and fall of nations, in the city that is
coming, the city ruled by God’s right hand through the gospel, whose builder and maker
is God.

For that, in the end, is what the whole of Romans has been driving toward, and what the
believer carries out of it into the world: a righteousness not his own, received by faith,
that frees him from himself; and a Lord whose mercies have made him a living sacrifice,
at home in neither the seizing nor the fleeing, but free — free to love the neighbor God has
given, in the calling and the city where God has placed him, until the day when the king-
dom that comes by the Word comes also in glory, and the two hands of God are seen at
last to have been, all along, the one hand of the one God, to whom be glory forever. Amen
(16:27).

10. AC XXVIII, on the power of bishops: the power of the church is the power of the Word and the keys, the
power of the state is the sword, and the two are not to be mixed.
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Movement XIII — Welcome One Another:
The Weak and the Strong (Romans 14:1-
15:13)

The renewed life now faces its hardest test — not the enemy outside, but the brother inside who
disagrees. Paul takes up a concrete division in the Roman church over disputable matters, and
resolves it with the dialectic Luther would later make famous: the Christian is a free lord of all,
and a dutiful servant of all. Here freedom and love meet, and love governs freedom. This
movement stands on its own, with no excursus behind it.

The Text

Now receive the one who is weak in the faith, and do not have disputes over differing
opinions. (14:1, NET)

... do not destroy by your food someone for whom Christ died. ... For the kingdom of God
does not consist of food and drink, but righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit.
(14:15, 17, NET)

... Whatever is not from faith is sin. (14:23, NET)

Receive one another, then, just as Christ also received you, to God’s glory. (15:7, NET)

The Argument

Paul turns at last from the renewed life in general to a specific wound in the body at
Rome: a quarrel between two parties he calls the weak and the strong. The matter dividing
them is what the Lutheran tradition would learn to call adiaphora — things indifferent,
neither commanded nor forbidden by God. Some, the weak in faith, kept scruples about
food (eating only vegetables, avoiding meat) and observed certain days as holy; others,
the strong, understood that in Christ such distinctions no longer bind and ate and drank
freely. And the two were despising and judging each other — the strong looking down on
the weak as backward and bound, the weak condemning the strong as loose and worldly.
Paul’s resolution runs from 14:1 to 15:13 and is bracketed by a single command repeated
at beginning and end (14:1; 15:7). Our text renders the verb receive; proslambanesthe carries
both senses at once — to take a person to yourself, and to take him in. This exposition will
more often say welcome, which is the warmer half of the word, and the half this passage is
pressing.
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The argument moves in four steps. First (14:1-12), stop judging and despising: each believer
is the Lord’s servant, answerable to God and not to his brother, and all alike will stand
before God’s judgment seat — so let each be fully convinced in his own mind and leave the
judging to God. Second (14:13-23), walk in love: resolve never to be a stumbling block, for
though nothing is unclean in itself, it is a grievous thing to wound, over a matter of food, a
brother for whom Christ died; the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking but
righteousness and peace and joy. Third (15:1-6), the strong bear with the weak, following
the Christ who did not please himself but bore reproach for others. And fourth (15:7-13),
the great summary: welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, Jew and Gentile togeth-
er with one voice glorifying God.

The frame that holds it all is the paradox Luther drew out of Paul in his treatise on
Christian freedom: a Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none; a Christian is a
perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all. Both are true at once. The strong are genuinely
free — Paul says so, and agrees with them. But the free Christian binds himself, in love, to
serve the weak. Liberty is real; love governs it; and the one who is right is thereby
obligated to greater forbearance, not less.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“Receive the one who is weak in the faith ... do not have disputes over differing
opinions” (14:1). The opening command sets the tone: welcome — proslambanesthe, re-
ceive, take to yourself — the one who is weak in faith, and not in order to litigate his
scruples. The “weak” here are not the morally lax but the over-scrupulous, those whose
faith is not yet free enough to enjoy what God permits, who fence themselves with
abstentions God has not commanded. They are to be received, not argued into liberty and
not made the subject of disputes over opinions. Already the burden begins to fall on the
strong: the mature are to welcome the immature as they are, not to make reception
conditional on the weak first growing up.

“Must not despise ... must not judge ... who are you to pass judgment on another’s
servant?” (14:3-4, 10-12). The two parties sin in opposite directions, and Paul names
both. The strong despise (exoutheneo, treat as nothing) the weak as benighted; the weak judge
(krino, condemn) the strong as worldly. And Paul stops both with the same argument: each
believer is another’s servant, and who are you to pass judgment on another’s servant? He
stands or falls to his own Master, and — note the gospel tucked into the rebuke — he will
stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand (14:4). You are not your brother’s master; you
are not his judge; that office belongs to God, before whose judgment seat you yourself will
stand and give account of yourself, not of him (14:10-12). The cure for a censorious spirit is
the remembrance that the brother answers to God and not to you, and that the God to
whom he answers is able to keep him standing.
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“Each must be fully convinced in his own mind” (14:5). In matters of this kind — the ob-
servance of days, the eating of foods — Paul does not impose a uniform rule; he
commands each to be fully convinced in his own mind. This is the charter of conscience in
adiaphora. The conscience must act in good faith before God, and it must not be coerced
or overridden — neither the weak bullied into eating against their scruple, nor the strong
shamed into abstaining as though their liberty were sin. Whatever each does, let him do it
to the Lord and with thanksgiving (14:6), for we are all the Lord’s, in life and in death (14:7-
9). Liberty does not mean every Christian must reach the same conclusion; it means each
acts in faith, before God, with a clear conscience.

“Nothing unclean in itself ... do not destroy by your food someone for whom Christ
died” (14:14-15). Here Paul shows his own hand, and it is decisive for how the whole
passage works. He sides, in principle, with the strong: I know and am convinced in the Lord
Jesus that there is nothing unclean in itself. The ceremonial distinctions are fulfilled in
Christ; the strong are theologically correct. But — and this is the hinge of the entire
movement — being right does not settle the question. For though nothing is unclean in itself,
it is unclean to the one who considers it unclean, and to wound that brother’s conscience, or
to grieve him, or to embolden him to act against his own conviction and so fall, is to are no
longer walking in love. And then the sentence that should silence every loveless exercise of
liberty: do not destroy by your food someone for whom Christ died. Set the two values side by
side and weigh them. On one side, your right to a plate of meat. On the other, a brother for
whom the Son of God shed his blood. Will you spend the price of Christ’s death to indulge a
liberty over food? The strong are right about the meat and catastrophically wrong about
the brother, and Paul will not let their correctness excuse their cruelty. the kingdom of God
does not consist of food and drink, but righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit (14:17) —
and the strong who has reduced the kingdom to a quarrel about his menu has lost the
thing the kingdom is actually for.

“Whatever is not from faith is sin” (14:23). Paul closes the argument to the weak with a
principle of immense weight. The one who doubts — whose conscience is not yet free —
and eats anyway is condemned if he eats, because he does not do so from faith; and Paul univer-
salizes it: whatever is not from faith is sin. The immediate sense is about the conscience: to
act against one’s own conviction, to do what one is not yet persuaded before God is right,
is sin, even if the act itself is permitted — for it is done in defiance of faith. But the
principle reaches further, and the Confessions hear it reaching: only what proceeds from
faith pleases God, so that even the outwardly good deed, if it does not flow from faith, falls
short. This is the sola fide applied to the whole of conduct — not only are we justified by
faith, but the works of the justified are acceptable only as they flow from faith. The con-
science must never be violated; and faith is the root from which alone good fruit can
grow.
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“We who are strong ... Christ did not please himself” (15:1-6). Paul now states the oblig-
ation plainly and includes himself among the strong: we who are strong ought to bear with
the failings of the weak, and not just please ourselves. The strong are not to use their liberty
for their own gratification but to please his neighbor for his good to build him up. And the
model is Christ, who did not please himself but bore the reproaches that fell on him for oth-
ers’ sake (15:3). The whole self-restraining love Paul commands of the strong is simply the
cruciform pattern of their Lord, who had every right and laid it down. The mature Christi-
an’s freedom is most fully expressed not in exercising his rights but in the Christlike
willingness to forgo them for a weaker brother.

“Receive one another, then, just as Christ also received you” (15:7). And here is the sum-
mary that closes the body of the whole letter, the command of 14:1 now turned on every
party at once and grounded in the gospel itself: receive one another, then, just as Christ also
received you, to God’s glory. The measure of the welcome Christians owe each other is the
welcome Christ gave them — and Christ did not wait until they were strong, or scrupulous
in the right ways, or theologically sorted, before he received them. He welcomed them
weak, ungodly, enemies (5:6-10), and gave himself for them. So they are to welcome one
another across every difference of conviction on the things indifferent — for the glory of
God. And Paul ends, fittingly, with the unity of Jew and Gentile: Christ became a servant to
the circumcised to confirm the promises, and that the Gentiles might glorify God for his
mercy — and a chain of Scriptures sings of the nations praising God together with his
people (15:8-12). The reconciliation of weak and strong at Rome is a small instance of the
great reconciliation the whole letter has proclaimed: the one people of God, drawn from
Jew and Gentile, welcomed by grace, glorifying God with one voice. The benediction fol-
lows: may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you believe in him (15:13) — and
with that prayer, the body of the letter comes to rest.

The Confessional Payoff

This movement is the biblical ground of two Lutheran treasures: the doctrine of adiaphora
and the doctrine of Christian liberty.

The Formula of Concord’s tenth article takes up adiaphora — ceremonies and practices
neither commanded nor forbidden by God — and teaches that in such matters the Church
and the believer have genuine freedom, that consciences are not to be bound where God
has not bound them, and that no one party may impose its preferences on another as
though they were divine law (FC SD X). Romans 14 is the soil of that article: the weak may
not bind the strong with their scruples, nor the strong despise the weak for keeping them,
for God has commanded neither the eating nor the abstaining. (The Formula adds the
crucial qualification that in a time of confession, when the enemies of the gospel demand
the surrender of a practice precisely to compromise the truth, even adiaphora must not
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be yielded — but that is the case of confession under pressure, not the case of mutual forbear-
ance that Romans 14 addresses.)

And it is the great text behind Luther’s The Freedom of a Christian, with its famous paradox:
the Christian is a perfectly free lord, subject to none, and at the same time a perfectly
dutiful servant, subject to all. The freedom is real — the strong are right, nothing is
unclean in itself, the conscience is liberated from every human regulation that would
bind it. And the service is equally real — the free Christian, precisely because he is free,
binds himself in love to serve the weak, forgoing his liberty for his brother’s sake, as
Christ forwent his glory for ours. The two are not in tension but in sequence: freedom for
love. The Christian is freed from the law in order to be freed for the neighbor.

Beneath both stands the Lutheran reverence for the conscience (14:5, 23) — the conscience
that must be convinced before God and never violated, the conscience that Luther refused
to act against at Worms because to do so is “neither right nor safe.””* Whatever is not from
faith is sin: the believer must act in faith, from a clear conscience, and his works please
God only as they flow from that faith. And over the whole presides the gospel center: the
kingdom of God does not consist of food and drink, but righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy
Spirit (14:17) — the proper distinction of the one thing needful from the many things indif-
ferent, lest the church tear itself apart over matters that were never the point.

Contested Ground

The contested ground here is the perennial mishandling of adiaphora, and it runs to two
opposite errors that Romans 14-15 corrects at once. On one side is legalism — the binding
of consciences where God has not bound them, the elevation of a human scruple or pref-
erence (about food, days, customs, practices) into a law by which others are judged: the
error of the weak who condemn the strong, and of every party that would make its own
conviction in the things indifferent the test of fellowship. On the other side is libertinism —
the loveless flaunting of liberty, the treating of one’s freedom as a license to wound, the
despising of the scrupulous brother and the careless emboldening of him to act against
his conscience: the error of the strong who destroy the one for whom Christ died. The
Lutheran path runs between them: real liberty in adiaphora, genuine and not to be sur-
rendered to legal bondage; and that liberty governed always by love, never used to harm.
Freedom and love are not rivals; love is the form freedom takes among brothers.

One point of the text invites a brief word. Whatever is not from faith is sin (14:23) has some-
times been pressed into the broad claim that all the works of the unregenerate are simply
sin — and there is truth in the extension, for the Confessions do teach that without faith

11. Luther at the Diet of Worms (1521), LW 32; the closing words are given here in the traditional English
rendering, which varies among translations.
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no work pleases God, and Paul has already said that those in the flesh cannot please God
(8:8). But the immediate sense is narrower and pastoral: to act against one’s own con-
science, to do in doubt what one is not persuaded is right, is sin, because it is done in
defiance of faith. The verse guards the conscience first; its larger application to the neces-
sity of faith for any acceptable work follows, but the foreground is the brother who must
not be pushed to violate his own conviction.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

This chapter holds up a mirror, and what it shows is not your conduct toward the world
but your conduct toward the brother who disagrees with you — and few mirrors are more
uncomfortable. So look honestly. Are you among the weak, who have taken a scruple of
your own — some practice you keep, some liberty you cannot yet enjoy with a clear
conscience — and turned it into a law by which you judge the brother who does not share
it, condemning as worldly or loose the very people God has received? Or are you among
the strong, who, being right, have made your correctness a license to despise — parading
your liberty, rolling your eyes at the scrupulous, careless of whether you wound a weaker
brother so long as you get to enjoy your freedom? The Law’s word to both is the same: who
are you to pass judgment on another’s servant? You are not your brother’s master. And to the
strong especially, the word is sharper, because the strong most need to hear it: being right
does not entitle you to wound. Your liberty is real, and your liberty is not worth the price of
a brother for whom Christ died. Do not destroy, over a matter of indifference, what cost
the blood of the Son of God.

But the Gospel’s word is the ground of the whole, and it is the most freeing thing you can
hear: welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you. Consider how Christ welcomed you.
He did not wait until you were strong, until your scruples were sorted and your theology
corrected and your conscience mature; he welcomed you while you were weak, ungodly,
his enemy — and gave himself for you. That is the welcome you have received, and it is
the welcome you now owe. You are free — really, truly free — in everything God has
neither commanded nor forbidden; your standing before him does not hang on what you
eat or which days you keep, for the kingdom is not food and drink but righteousness and
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, and that righteousness is Christ’s, given to you, and
cannot be added to by your liberty or diminished by your scruple. So you are freed from
the tyranny of every human rule that would bind your conscience where God has left it
free — and freed for the glad service of the weaker brother, whom you may now bear with,
and please, and build up, not because you must earn anything, but because you are free
enough to lay your freedom down. And here is the rest at the bottom of it all: the brother
you were tempted to judge is held by the same hand that holds you, for the Lord is able to
make him stand. You may stop adjudicating his standing before God; it was never your case
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to try. Leave him, as you leave yourself, in the hands of the Master who welcomes the
weak — and welcome him, as you were welcomed, to the glory of God. Now may the God of
hope fill you with all joy and peace as you believe in him, so that you may abound in hope by the

power of the Holy Spirit.
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Movement XIV — To the Only Wise God:
The Saints, the Mission, and the Doxology
(Romans 15:14-16:27)

This is the last movement, and it completes the exposition of the whole letter. Commentators often
hurry through it — travel plans, a list of names, a closing flourish — but the conclusion of Romans
is where the purest gospel comes to ground in real people and real plans, and where the whole
letter, like its great doctrinal section before it, ends not in a system but in doxology. The work that
opened with a frightened monk in a tower closes here, with glory given to the only wise God.

The Text

... because of the grace given to me by God to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles.
I serve the gospel of God like a priest, so that the Gentiles may become an acceptable
offering, sanctified by the Holy Spirit. (15:15-16, NET)

Now I commend to you our sister Phoebe, who is a servant of the church in Cenchrea, ...
(16:1, NET)

The God of peace will quickly crush Satan under your feet. (16:20, NET)
... to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ, be glory forever! Amen. (16:27, NET)

The Argument

After the heights of doctrine and the searching demands of the renewed life, the letter
comes down to earth — to a man’s plans, a courier’s commendation, a long roll of names, a
final warning, and a closing burst of praise. It is tempting to treat all this as an appendix,
the formalities a letter requires once its real business is done. But the conclusion of
Romans is not an appendix; it is the gospel coming to ground, and it has more to teach
than its surface suggests.

It moves in five parts. First (15:14-21), Paul describes his own ministry: he is a priest of the
gospel to the Gentiles, and the converted nations are his offering, presented to God and
sanctified by the Spirit — his evangelism is liturgy, and the church his sacrifice. Second
(15:22-33), he lays out his travel plans — first to Jerusalem with the collection from the
Gentile churches for the poor saints, then to Rome, then on to Spain — and asks for prayer
in the face of real danger. Third (16:1-16), he commends Phoebe and greets, by name,
some two dozen believers in Rome: men and women, Jew and Gentile, slave and free,
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prominent and obscure — the gospel embodied in a concrete and astonishingly varied
community. Fourth (16:17-20), a sharp final warning against those who divide the church
contrary to sound doctrine, sealed with the promise that the God of peace will crush
Satan underfoot. Fifth (16:21-24), greetings from Paul’s companions, including the very
scribe who penned the letter. And then (16:25-27) the grand closing doxology, which
clasps the whole letter shut by returning to its opening note — the obedience of faith — and
lifts everything that has come before into a single ascription of glory to the only wise God.

The Cruxes, Read Closely

“I serve the gospel of God like a priest ... the Gentiles may become an acceptable
offering” (15:15-16). Paul describes his apostleship in startlingly liturgical terms. He is a
minister, a leitourgos, performing priestly service — hierourgounta — and the sacrifice he of-
fers in this priestly work is the offering of the Gentiles, the converted nations themselves,
presented to God and made acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit. This is a remarkable
picture of gospel ministry, and it gathers up two threads of the whole letter. It is the
means of grace at work: the priestly act is preaching the gospel, and through that preached
word the Spirit creates and sanctifies the offering — faith comes from what is heard
(10:17), and the offering is its fruit. And it is the living sacrifice of 12:1 seen from the
apostle’s side: the believers who present their bodies as a living sacrifice are themselves the
offering that the gospel, preached, lays on God’s altar. Evangelism, then, is not salesman-
ship but liturgy; the preacher is a priest, the gospel his priestly instrument, and the
people it gathers are the sacrifice acceptable to God.

The collection (15:22-29). Before Rome and Spain, Paul must go to Jerusalem, and the
reason is a collection — a gift of money gathered from the Gentile churches of Macedonia
and Achaia for the poor believers in Jerusalem. Paul makes its meaning explicit: the
Gentiles have come to share in the Jews’ spiritual blessings, and so they owe a return in
material ones (15:27). This is no mere charity drive; it is an enacted parable of everything
chapters 9 through 11 proclaimed. The one olive tree, into which Gentiles were grafted
from the wild and from which the natural branches were not finally cast off, here bears
visible fruit: Gentile churches sending their money to the Jewish church, the spiritual
debt of the nations repaid in love, the unity of the one people of God made tangible in a
purse carried to Jerusalem. The doctrine of the letter has become a collection.

Phoebe and the named saints (16:1-16). Then comes the long roll of names, and it is the
gospel made flesh. Paul commends Phoebe, a servant — diakonos — of the church at Cen-
chreae and a patron of many, almost certainly the bearer of this very letter, carried in her
hands across the sea to Rome. And he greets some two dozen believers by name: Prisca
and Aquila, who risked their necks for him; Mary, who worked hard; Andronicus and Ju-
nia, his kinsfolk and fellow prisoners, noted in connection with the apostles; Tryphaena

163



The Purest Gospel - Ordinary Means

and Tryphosa and Persis, who labored in the Lord; Rufus and his mother, who had been a
mother to Paul as well; and on through Ampliatus, Urbanus, Stachys, the households of
Aristobulus and Narcissus, down to the obscure and the unremembered, all the saints with
them. The list is not filler. It is the doctrine of justification become a community — and
look at the breadth of it: men and women, Jews and Gentiles, slaves of great households
and free citizens, prominent patrons and nameless brothers and sisters, bound together
in one body by nothing but the grace that received them all. Here is the answer to anyone
who imagines the gospel an abstraction: the purest gospel in all of Scripture terminates in
a list of people Paul knows and loves by name. One cannot be a Christian alone; the
righteousness reckoned to faith makes a people, and the people have names. (On Phoebe’s
diakonia and the connection of Junia with the apostles, questions of the precise nature of office
have long been debated; those questions lie beyond this letter’s concern and need not be settled
here. What the text plainly does is honor these women, alongside the men, as genuine and valued
laborers in the gospel — a dignity grace confers on the overlooked, and which the Church forgets to
its shame.)

The warning against divisions (16:17-20). Even at the very end, with greetings flowing,
Paul interrupts himself to sound a sharp pastoral alarm: watch out for those who cause di-
visions and put obstacles in the way, contrary to the doctrine you have been taught —
avoid them. Such persons serve not the Lord but their own appetites, and they deceive the
naive with smooth and flattering speech. The warning is a reminder, at the close of the
most doctrinally rich letter ever written, that doctrine matters — that the gospel can be cor-
rupted and the church divided by those who teach against it, and that love does not mean
indifference to truth. But the warning ends not in anxiety but in promise: The God of peace
will quickly crush Satan under your feet. The words reach all the way back to the first gospel
promise in Eden — the seed of the woman crushing the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15) — and
apply its fulfillment to the church at Rome. The serpent’s defeat, accomplished at the
cross, will be consummated under their feet; the victory is sure.

Tertius (16:22). A small and human detail rewards notice: I, Tertius, who wrote this letter,
greet you in the Lord. The scribe, the amanuensis to whom Paul dictated, steps forward to
add his own greeting in his own name. It is a quiet reminder that the Word of God came to
us through real human hands and voices — that even this letter, the purest gospel, was
carried into the world by a man with a pen and a sister named Phoebe with a satchel. God
works through means, and the means are people.

The doxology and the clasp (16:25-27). And then the letter ends as it must, by lifting
everything into praise. The closing doxology gathers the whole epistle’s themes: my gospel
and the proclamation of Jesus Christ; the mystery once hidden but now is disclosed, and ... has
been made known to all the nations — the mystery of 11:25, the gospel for the Gentiles; and,
decisively, the obedience of faith. That phrase is the clasp of the whole letter, for it is the
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very phrase Paul used in his opening greeting (1:5): the gospel went out to bring about the
obedience of faith among all the Gentiles, and now, at the close, it is to bring about the obedi-
ence of faith that the mystery has been made known. The letter is bracketed, beginning
and end, by the obedience of faith — that surrender of believing trust that is the only obedi-
ence the gospel finally seeks (Movement I). And the whole comes to rest, as the doctrinal
section came to rest at 11:33-36, not in a system but in glory: to the only wise God, through
Jesus Christ, be glory forever! Amen. Theology’s last word is doxology. The letter that began
by revealing the wrath of God ends by ascribing glory to the only wise God — and it could
end nowhere else.

The Confessional Payoft

The conclusion of Romans feeds the Confessions at several quiet but real points.

It exhibits the office of the Word and the means of grace (15:16): the apostle’s priestly
service is the preaching of the gospel, through which the Spirit creates and sanctifies the of-
fering — exactly the instrumentality of ACV, that the Spirit works faith through the Word.
The minister is no salesman and no mere lecturer; he is, in the proper sense, a priest of
the gospel, and his sacrifice is the people the gospel gathers.

It displays the priesthood of all believers and the dignity of vocation (16:1-16): the named
saints — patrons and laborers, hosts and helpers, women and men, slave and free — are
the body of Christ at work, each serving in his place and station, the gospel’s community
of mutual service (Excursus H; ch. 12). The justified are not isolated souls but members of
one another, and the obscure laborer is named and honored alongside the prominent.

It grounds the Lutheran concern for pure doctrine (16:17-20): the warning to mark and
avoid those who teach against the doctrine received is the same impulse that produced
the Confessions themselves — that the gospel must be guarded, that division contrary to
sound teaching is the work of those who serve their appetites and not the Lord, and that
love of the brethren includes love of the truth that saves them.

And it models, a final time, the proper end of all theology: doxology (16:25-27). As the great
argument ended at 11:33 in Oh, the depth of the riches!, so the whole letter ends in to the only
wise God ... be glory. Doctrine that does not issue in praise has not reached its goal; the
purpose of knowing God truly is to glorify him rightly. And the obedience of faith that
clasps the letter (1:5; 16:26) confesses, one last time, the sola fide that has been its burden
throughout: the obedience God seeks is the surrender of faith, and to that faith alone the
gospel brings the nations.
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Contested Ground

Little in the conclusion is sharply contested between traditions, and the one matter that
draws modern debate — the named women of chapter 16, Phoebe the diakonos and Junia
noted with the apostles — has been addressed in its place. The text plainly and warmly
honors these women as genuine laborers in the gospel; the further questions about the
nature of churchly office that some have pressed upon these verses lie outside the letter’s
own concern and need not be litigated here. What Romans 16 establishes is not a polemic
but a portrait: a community in which grace has conferred dignity on the overlooked, wo-
men and men, slave and free, and bound them into one body with names worth record-
ing.

A brief text-critical note belongs here only to be set aside: the placement of the closing
doxology (16:25-27) varies in the manuscript tradition, appearing in some witnesses at
other points or absent. The matter need not detain the reader of an exposition such as
this; the doxology fittingly crowns the letter where it stands, and its themes — the gospel,
the mystery disclosed to the nations, the obedience of faith, glory to the only wise God —
are the letter’s own.

Law and Gospel: The Word Preached

The conclusion has a brief word of Law, and it is the word of the warning: watch out. The
gospel you have been given through this whole letter is worth guarding, and there are
those who would divide the church and deceive the unwary with smooth talk, serving
their own appetites under the name of Christ. Do not be naive about evil. And the long list
of names carries its own quiet summons: you cannot do this alone. The faith this letter
has unfolded is not a private possession to be cultivated in isolation; it makes a people, and
you are called to take your place among them — named, known, serving and served, bear-
ing with the weak and honoring the obscure, a member of a body you did not choose and
cannot leave without loss.

But the last word of this letter, and of this whole work, is the word the letter itself ends on,
and it is not a command but a doxology — so hear where the purest gospel has been taking
you all along. You began this letter, if you have read it honestly, under the wrath of God:
your mouth stopped, your every excuse exhausted, accountable and condemned, with no
righteousness of your own to plead. And across these chapters you have been justified by
faith apart from works, buried and raised with Christ in your baptism, indwelt by the
Spirit who teaches you to cry Abba, Father, made an heir of God and a fellow heir with
Christ, kept by a love from which nothing in all creation can separate you, gathered with
Jew and Gentile into the one people of God, and set free — free from the law’s condemna-
tion and free for the love of your neighbor. And now, with Paul and Phoebe and Prisca and
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Tertius and all the named and unnamed saints, you are brought to the only place this let-
ter could possibly end: not to a system you have mastered, but to your knees. The obedi-
ence of faith the gospel sought from its very first paragraph it has now worked in you, and
that obedience comes to rest, as all true faith does, in worship. The frightened monk
discovered that the righteousness of God was not the sword raised against him but the robe
held out; and you, having walked the whole letter, discover that its end is glory to God —
and that you yourself are among the welcomed, the beloved, the named, whose names are
written not only in an apostle’s letter but in the Lamb’s book of life. So make the letter’s
last word your own. Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel — this
gospel, the purest gospel, which has strengthened you all the way through — to the only
wise God, through Jesus Christ, be glory forever! Amen.

Here the exposition of the letter is complete. From the wrath revealed in 1:18 to the glory ascribed
in 16:27, from the frightened monk at the tower window to the only wise God who is the end of all
things — the whole of Romans has been, as Luther said, the very purest gospel: the righteousness
of God given, the mercies of God poured out, and the glory of God the end toward which it all has
run. To him be glory forever! Amen.
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