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Is Luther’s Ethics Christian Ethics?
by Theo A. Boer

years ago, I had lunch with some colleagues in theological ethics. 
Some of us were Lutherans, others Reformed. A lady sitting at 

one of the adjacent tables overheard our conversation and inquired 
about the purpose of our stay in Savannah. We replied that we were 
attending the annual meeting of the Society of Christian Ethics, 
which takes place at the beginning of each year in varying North 
American cities. “Well, I’m a Lutheran,” she replied both firmly and 
politely, “so I don’t know anything about Christian ethics.” At first 
I did not think much about her remark; at that time, I presumed 
she may have been ill-informed about either ethics or Lutheranism. 
But afterwards, some more serious questions occurred to me. Why 
did some of my colleagues, despite their initial amusement at this 
woman’s answer, express signs of embarrassment? Was Luther not 
concerned about ethics because he concentrated so much on the 
gospel of grace? Or, for Luther, was “Christian ethics” tantamount 
to “good ethics,” and is “good ethics” the same as “Christian ethics”? 
Have Lutheran theologians nothing specific to contribute to ethics?

In this essay, I will focus on the question whether it is possible 
to say that Lutheran ethics (here understood in the narrow sense 
of “ethics as found in Luther’s theology”) is Christian ethics. My 
starting point for reflection on this is a volume written by Oswald 
Bayer, Martin Luthers Theologie: Eine Vergegenwärtigung (Luther’s The-
ology: a Re-presentation).1 I start with some general impressions 
of his book, then offer a description of “morality” and “ethics” and 
suggest some levels at which religion may influence ethics. With 
that in mind, we then approach the main question of this essay, by 
way of the uses of the law.

Luther’s Theology

To those searching for the relevance of Luther’s theology for our 
day, Oswald Bayer’s book provides an outstanding resource. It pre-



sents a concise yet comprehensive and scholarly overview of Luther’s 
theology. Given the fact that Luther left us a myriad of writings, and 
that he was not a “systematic theologian” in the strict sense of that 
term, Bayer’s work must be regarded as a real tour de force. He clearly 
demonstrates an unusual skill in interpreting Luther’s writings.

Bayer intends to listen to Luther. Rather than forcing upon his 
subject a preconceived hermeneutical framework, he construes 
Luther’s theology from within. Of course, this is difficult, since 
any hermeneutic reflects questions and concerns of the inter-
preter. Nevertheless, the intention is clear. All too often, Bayer 
avers, Lutheran churches and theologians have done “their utmost 
to domesticate . . . Luther’s theology.”2 Bayer thus wants to mini-
mize the influence of preconceived ideas: only when Luther is 
allowed to be the unmanageable and versatile theologian that 
he is, can he become a real conversation partner to contempo-
rary modern and postmodern people. The result is an impressive 
encounter with, more than just a sampling of, Luther the theo-
logian and Luther the believer. The book is hard to put down. 
Oswald Bayer does not indulge in theological jargon, but is con-
cerned to introduce Luther’s theology to a wider audience than 
the community of Luther scholars.

In a review of Bayer’s work, Peter Jonkers raises the question 
whether Luther is sufficiently re-present-ed in Bayer’s study, in the 
technical sense of that word.3 Indeed, one will search in vain for 
 clear-cut reconstructive interpretations of Luther’s view applied to 
contemporary issues. But Bayer indeed does more than just system-
atize an ancient source, and he makes some probing proposals for 
bringing Luther’s theology into the present. For example, he criti-
cizes the modern focus on autonomy, Sarte’s so-called “damnation 
to freedom,”4 and the tribunalization, aesthetization and anonimi-
zation of social structures.5 We may also point to his contention that 
radical pacifism as a political program is fanaticism (Schwärmertum)6 
and to his claim that the Protestant tradition has unwisely lost the 
practice of the private and the public confession of sins.7 With such 
concrete allusions to contemporary issues, Bayer’s study has a strong 
impact on the reader. Upon closing the book and going back to the 
present, readers are better equipped to be critical of contemporary 

 IS  LUTHER’S  ETHICS  CHRISTIAN ETHICS?  405



406 LUTHERAN QUARTERLy

moral and cultural paradigms, some of which have an almost undis-
puted status.

Reading Luther through the eyes of Bayer is anything but an 
“otherworldly” experience. Many will be surprised to find modern 
and postmodern elements avant la lettre in Luther. For example, to 
those who insist that morality is grounded in an objective natural 
and divine reality, Luther’s plea for the radical freedom of a Chris-
tian sounds almost subjectivistic. It is hard to disagree completely 
with Alasdair MacIntyre’s contention that the Reformation lies at 
the roots of the Modern and Postmodern fragmentization of eth-
ics.8 After all, the Thomistic synthesis was rejected, and the structural 
continuity of the natural and the supernatural dissolved. For the 
Reformers, the highest good is not accessible through reason and 
therefore cannot steer the practices and ideals of a society. Indeed, 
Bayer’s study does provide some support for this analysis. For Luther, 
theology is primarily sapientia, wisdom from experience, mediated 
and obtained through oratio, meditatio, and tentatio,9 that is, through 
prayer, meditation, and experiencing spiritual assaults. Furthermore, 
Luther concentrates on the theologian as a person and a believer 
rather than on theology as a systematic discipline. Last, but not least, 
Luther’s emphasis on the priesthood of all believers and his radical 
conception of freedom makes a third use of the law, such as pre-
sented by Calvin, impossible and may thus be a further reason for 
the individualization of the morality of the church.

“Ethics” and “Christian Ethics”

First, we need to explicate what we mean by “ethics” and 
explore where specific religious elements may be found in ethics, 
that is, in the systematic reflection on morality. Useful for the pur-
pose of identifying a moral judgment is an analysis of the Brit-
ish philosopher Richard Hare. For Hare, who combines Kantian 
deontology and preference utilitarianism, moral claims have three 
characteristics: universalizability, prescriptivity, and overridingness.10 
Universalizability means that moral claims apply to any person in 
any situation that is identical in its relevant characteristics. To be 
sure, special roles are taken into account—a physician is expected 



to do different things than an office employee, and the expectations 
in a teacher-student relationship differ from those in a neighbor-
 neighbor relationship. Still, such role-based moralities are specifica-
tions of a more general normativity that is ultimately attached to 
one’s quality of being human. From this universalizability stems a 
solid, non-arbitrary, and in a certain sense predictable system of val-
ues, principles, and rules. Without these, people could not be held 
accountable or responsible for what they do, nor would there be 
reason for blame or punishment.

Universalizability is a necessary yet not sufficient condition. 
Another characteristic of moral judgments is prescriptivity. One 
cannot claim that parental care is a good thing without implying 
that care in fact ought to be given by those (including oneself) 
who have children. Thus, moral claims prescribe human actions, 
beginning with the one who makes the claim and then, due to 
the universalizability requirement, extending to all those in similar 
circumstances. This prescriptivity can only be suspended if there are 
other obligations (norms, rules) that are weightier.11

Besides the realm of the “do’s and the don’ts,” there are, of course, 
other norms with a less cogent prescriptivity, such as virtues and ide-
als, but which nevertheless can be identified as “moral.” But despite 
their looser character, even virtues and ideals have a certain degree 
of prescriptivity and universalizability. We cannot consider some-
thing as a virtue or as an ideal without implying that this virtue 
or ideal is commendable to all. Universalizability and prescriptivity 
also apply to the so-called evangelical counsels. Only the degree 
of prescriptivity and the consequences for not complying may be 
(much) less strict, not the moral goodness or commendability.

Like other attempts to construe a “rational morality,” Hare’s 
account of ethics is not beyond dispute. Alasdair MacIntyre’s cri-
tique comes to mind that such approaches limit their focus to purely 
formal descriptions and foundations of morality. Material values 
and purposes get little or no attention. The view that an endur-
ing and systematic concern for “logic and the facts” yields an ethic 
that makes as many people as happy as possible displays a dubi-
table optimism. Against such formal approaches, it is objected that 
moral claims should at least be related to a material conception of 
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a summum bonum (highest good), or of a “good life.” Mere pragma-
tism (that is, a concern for finding solutions to immediate or acute 
problems) that does not have in mind a comprehensive conception 
of the good will result in an impetuous moralism. The consequence, 
according to the Dutch ethicist Gerrit de Kruijf, is that actions 
become orphaned.12 Thus, adding to Hare’s first two characteristics, 
I would assume that an account of morality should contain some 
reference to a material conception of the good, the “highest good” 
and the good life.

Together, universalizability, prescriptivity, and a reference to the 
good life may serve as criteria to explore whether or not Luther’s 
theology involves ethics in this sense of “Christian ethics.” Does 
he know a realm of norms, values, rules, principles, and so on, that 
possesses all three of these characteristics? Before examining that 
question, we must distinguish three levels of ethics where a religion 
could make specific contributions.

In what respect would it be possible to agree with the woman 
who claimed that she, as a Lutheran, does not know anything about 
Christian ethics? When, if ever, can we speak of Christian, or reli-
gious ethics? The Swedish theologians Ragnar Holte, Hans Hof, Jarl 
Hemberg, and Anders Jeffner identify three levels of ethics. Reli-
gion may play a role on each one of them.13

First, there is the level of normative ethics: a comprehensive, coher-
ent, and adequate system of principles, rules, virtues, and so on, that 
functions to guide actions, and includes characteristics of univer-
salizability and prescriptivity. In popular discussions (“Is euthanasia 
ever justified?” “What about animal experimentation?”), this level 
features the most essential part of ethics. A religious contribution 
could here be twofold. First, religion provides specific norms or 
values, such as “love your enemy” or “go the second mile.” Sec-
ond, justification is provided for these and other norms and values 
in the form of authoritative theological sources such as the Bible, 
prayer, a tradition, laws, or papal authority. When such theological 
elements are claimed to have absolute and exclusive validity (such 
as God’s Word for Karl Barth), Holte and these other authors use 
the term “strictly theological ethics.” When the claims are more 
modest and when religious elements feature in combination with 



other elements—as in Roman Catholic natural law—they employ 
the term “combination ethics.”

The second level of ethics is metaethics. Here, questions are 
addressed such as, “What are the characteristics of a moral claim?” 
(the discussion above on what makes a judgment moral is an exam-
ple), “from which sources do we derive our material norms and 
values?” and “what is the relationship between ethics and the high-
est good?” Also on this level we may identify both strictly theo-
logical and combination approaches. The more that metaethics is 
defined in a purely formal way (such as done by Hare), the harder 
it is to identify a religious contribution to metaethics. In contrast, 
a strictly theological ethicist like Karl Barth contends that even the 
question of what “ethics” is can only be defined from the vantage 
point of divine revelation. Needless to say, one’s understanding of 
the relationship between ethics and the highest good is bound to 
be conditioned by one’s understanding of, and commitment to, the 
highest good itself.

The third level of ethics can be described in terms of the realiza-
tion of the good. Irrespective of the question of what is right or good 
in a given situation or practice, and irrespective of one’s metaethi-
cal position, the question needs to be addressed why “knowing the 
good” often fails to be equivalent to “doing the good.” Many issues 
on this level fall within the range of moral psychology: why do peo-
ple act against their professed convictions? Why does one say “A” 
yet do “B”? In some contemporary accounts of theological ethics, 
the input from religion is located primarily or exclusively on this 
level. Faith (or piety) motivates an individual; a religion may come 
in handy in the context of moral education; a religious community 
provides stable conditions for a solid and lasting moral commitment; 
the Holy Spirit inspires believers. Those who hold the view that the 
role of a religion is located only here, contend that material moral 
elements, as well as metaethical convictions, stem from sources that 
are accessible and convincing to all rational human beings.

As stated above, normative ethics often features as the most impor-
tant part of ethics. But ethics consists of all three levels. When seen 
in isolation, doing the good can seem a matter of mere moral psy-
chology. Normative ethics may become tantamount to descriptive 
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ethics. Without metaethical awareness about the status, character-
istics, sources, and justification of ethics, it will in practice not be 
much different from what is generally conceived to be morality: a 
system of norms and values that direct our actions and our attitudes. 
And metaethics, without a concern for “the moral life”—the sub-
stance of the norms and values, their realization in practice—is also 
deficient. But although the different levels of ethics can thus not be 
conceived separately, a contribution of the Christian faith on one 
level does not necessarily imply a contribution on the other levels. 
This is an important observation for the purpose of identifying the 
specific “Christian” character of Luther’s ethics.

Uses of the Law

We can now address the core question in a more substantive way. 
Is Luther’s ethics Christian ethics? The scheme of the three uses of 
the law is our point of departure.14 God’s law, taken by Luther to be 
a set of guidelines for human life that are not exclusively based on 
revelational sources, protects humanity from falling into the abyss of 
chaos and provides guidelines for a humane society.15 For this pur-
pose, the law needs to be acknowledged and kept by all, if necessary 
aided by authority and enforced by power. Although the terms are 
not found in Luther’s writings, the universalizable and prescriptive 
character of the law is vital and undisputed. God’s law is the regi-
men for all humans, not a rule of faith only for the believers.

If we understand this “civil use of the law” in a merely pragmatic, 
 act-oriented manner, we may rightly ask whether it belongs to the 
realm of ethics at all. Perhaps we may just as well call this a form of 
prudence, an extended form of jurisprudence, perhaps even legalism 
or moralism. The usus politicus gets an ethical dimension only when 
the required actions and attitudes are placed in the context of what 
is considered to be their source, justification, function, and mean-
ing. In other words: they need to be embedded in a comprehensive 
conception of the good. According to Bayer, Luther elaborates this 
connection in two ways. First, he identifies a theological meaning 
of worldly orders such as state, society, and church. Of great impor-
tance here is Bayer’s contention that, for Luther, the doctrine of 



the three estates (or orders) is of far greater importance than the 
doctrine of the two kingdoms (or realms).16 In his doctrine of the 
three estates, Luther distinguishes ecclesia or ecclesiastical order, oiko-
nomia (home, marriage, family, economy) or domestic order, and 
politia or political order.17 Whereas ecclesia and oikonomia are part of 
the good creation, politia is necessary only because of human sin.18 
As a consequence, at least according to Bayer, it may be risky to 
make an ontic division between the three estates where the politia 
almost automatically becomes synonymous with the worldly king-
dom. Although Bayer, in my opinion, could have elaborated this 
thesis more extensively, so much is clear: all three estates are part 
of both the worldly and the spiritual kingdom. There is no reason 
to classify the politia as “worldly” and the ecclesia as “spiritual.” Not 
only the church, but also the state, marriage, household, and so on, 
have theological dimensions and justifications. Bayer sharply dis-
agrees with interpretations of Luther that see the political order 
as synonymous with the worldly realm. As a consequence of such 
interpretations, the state receives a carte blanche, and its laws and 
mechanisms can no longer be corrected on the basis of theological 
and Christological considerations.

Apart from this theological interpretation and justification of the 
three orders of state, church, and household, Bayer observes a sec-
ond, specifically theological feature that determines the civil use 
of the law: Luther’s pessimism as to what humans are able to do. 
This pessimism primarily refers to nonbelievers; but since those 
who are justified through faith are at the same time sinners and will 
continue to be so until their last breath, this pessimism ultimately 
includes all people. This explains Bayer’s implicit criticism of the 
 all-too-static and optimistic ethical construal of the Lutheran theo-
logian and ethicist Trutz Rendtorff. For Bayer, “In all his writings, 
Luther is aware of the presence of sin, that is, the distortion of the 
human creatureliness into self-glorification.”19 If the conclusion is 
correct that Luther’s civil use of the law is embedded in these theo-
logical assumptions, this use can only be understood as ethics in its 
full sense if, and insofar as, it is Christian ethics at the same time. If 
the theological groundwork is left out, what remains is prudence, 
moralism, and orphaned actions.
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Luther thus contends that human activity should serve a sum-
mum bonum, a highest good. In a culture characterized by pragma-
tism, his ethics is a call to return to a more comprehensive approach 
to ethics rather than to proceed on the road towards fragmenti-
zation. Whether this would satisfy MacIntyre, whose criticism we 
described above, remains doubtful. Luther’s first use of the law 
regards all people, believers and non-believers alike, and can be 
known by all; however, his understanding of its ground, meaning, 
and goal involves a theological, revealed, and thus “particularistic” 
concept of a summum bonum. Outside the context of church, faith, 
and revelation, a “full” Lutheran ethics does not claim validity for 
the whole of humanity.20 But which ethics can? A moral judgment 
should certainly be universally valid, and should therefore prefer-
ably also be universally shared. But whether the agreement on a 
judgment’s validity also implies agreement on all dimensions of its 
justification remains to be seen. If it is correct that most natural 
law theories (Aristotelian, Thomistic, Hobbesian, or liberal) imply 
a hermeneutic drawn from tradition, or involve assumptions that 
are not convincing to all, Luther’s first use of the law may even be 
regarded, in this limited way, as a continuation of Thomistic natural 
law.

Luther’s first use of the law is not theologically neutral for other 
reasons too. We can, for example, refer to the connections between 
worldly justice and Christian love in Luther’s theology.21 Moreover, 
the state is, according to Luther, not only called to secure political 
and societal justice, but should also sustain the preservation and the 
propagation of Christian doctrine.22 The church has the responsi-
bility to call a society to account with regard to God’s law.23 One 
may thus criticize Luther for giving up the idea that the goal of 
the law can be known through reason, but he certainly provides a 
full account of what ethics ought to be, even in a “MacIntyrian” 
sense.24

The Reformers agree that the “proper” use of the law, the second 
use, is to convince humans of their sinfulness and of their inability 
to bring about their own justification. The law thus opens people to 
God’s grace. Even for this use of the law, universalizability and pre-
scriptivity are indispensable formal prerequisites. In order to become 



aware of one’s guilt, a person needs unambiguous and objective 
criteria. Of course, one may experience a form of individual guilt 
that goes beyond universally valid rules and norms. Ultimately, the 
good is not an abstract concept, but a reality that takes shape in the 
lives of concrete human beings. One may, for example, experience 
guilt for not having developed or properly used one’s own specific 
capacities to teach, to manage, or to care. One may be guilty of not 
having lived up to one’s specific religious or civic vocation.25 But 
that does not render guilt into a purely subjective concept. Rather, 
such awareness of one’s private shortcomings is rooted in a univer-
sally valid and universalizable morality: that humans should devote 
their individual gifts to the service of other people and of God.

Still, despite universalizability, prescriptivity and the concept of a 
summum bonum, the second use of the law can hardly be classified 
as ethics. After all, it does not aim at directing human actions and 
bringing forth moral virtues. If this were the case, the (first) politi-
cal use and this (second) theological use would in effect coincide. 
If the second use of the law has any implications for ethics, it is 
to be found on the level of metaethics: in its continuous referral 
beyond itself to God as the summum bonum. The full dimensions 
of individual and shared human shortcomings become clear when 
we understand the goal of the law, which is to shape the good life 
before God. Ultimately, moral shortcomings are here identified as 
religious failures.

All this is bound to have consequences for human autonomy and 
human conceit. But a representation of Luther’s ethics in a modern 
and postmodern context does not come without controversy. After 
all, it is not only the context of the questions that has changed, but 
also the questions themselves.  Luther’s search for a merciful God, 
as it is often portrayed in the literature, presupposes an awareness 
of guilt and a longing for salvation. In its time, the Reformation 
brought good news to a church and a culture in which the aware-
ness of God’s sovereign grace had become overshadowed by a sote-
riology of good works. But it is doubtful whether the question, 
“How can I find a merciful God?” will resonate in the ears of con-
temporary seekers in the same way it did once. Consequently, it may 
also be questioned whether Luther’s answer will have the liberating 
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effect which it previously had. In modern times, the vocabulary 
of guilt and grace is no longer as dominant and self-evident as in 
the late Middle Ages. Luther’s search for a gracious God may thus 
have a different effect on modern people, an effect of alienation 
perhaps: What about guilt and grace? The religious and ideological 
paradigm of the early twenty-first century, both inside and outside 
the Christian churches, often presupposes that God, if God exists, is 
almost “naturally” bound to be benevolent and forgiving. To para-
phrase Voltaire: God’s “thing” is to forgive. Is not one of religion’s 
functions to relieve the human conscience?26 Of course, destruc-
tive human behavior continues to bother our minds: has humanity 
learned nothing from Verdun, Auschwitz, Vietnam, 9/11?27 How-
ever, such reflection does not always involve an awareness of personal 
guilt. After all, to paraphrase Sartre: the problem is those others: Al 
Qaeda, the Axis of Evil, the president, the CIA. People may admit 
their own role in injustice and exploitation, and they may want to 
correct this. But whether this implies an awareness of existential 
and religious sinfulness, and whether a concept of “human fault” 
plays more than a marginal role in contemporary views of what it 
means to be human remains doubtful.

In the light of this, the relevance of Luther’s theology could in 
our days perhaps be described differently: “How do I get a guilty 
conscience?” According to Luther, God’s sovereign grace does not 
make the human fault irrelevant or invisible. Rather, it presupposes 
and reinforces an awareness of guilt and interprets this as a deficit 
relative to God. Bayer’s analysis of Luther thus yields an uncom-
fortable question: are human fault and the human incapacity to be 
free actors taken seriously enough in our day? “Careless and slug-
gish consciences need the law to shake them up by its claims upon 
them.”28 This may even imply serious critique of much of contem-
porary ethics: “If we understand ‘ethics’ to mean ‘theory of life con-
duct,’ we are at risk of overlooking a dimension that is fundamental 
for Luther: sin, which forms the background against which human 
communal life takes place.”29

An anthropology that fathoms the depth of human guilt and 
emphasizes its religious dimensions is thus typical for Luther’s ethics. 
This anthropology may be disturbing—especially when it is not put 



beside Luther’s doctrine of justification and sanctification. More-
over, some may be disappointed that this ethics does not contain a 
list of special Christian norms, rules, or virtues that go beyond the 
“normal.”

Christian Freedom and a Third Use?

Luther thus extensively focuses on the law in both its theologi-
cal and its civil function. But the most important part of his eth-
ics is found in areas where the law, strictly spoken, ceases to be 
law. Unlike Calvin, Luther uses the law neither for the purpose of 
building the church as a community of believers, nor in the con-
text of the sanctification of its members.30 For the believer who is 
justified through grace, the law does not play any role in guiding 
his actions and directing his virtues. Still, because he is a sinner, he 
needs to hear the law in its first and second meaning—when neces-
sary backed by worldly authority or forced by worldly power.

“Martin Luther stressed one thing, and one thing only: you are 
called to freedom.”31 According to Luther, a human being becomes 
an ethical subject when and insofar as she is justified and set free 
by Christ: “Only God can break up the self-twisting of a sinner, 
can release the contortion of his closed fist.”32 On this foundation, 
the liberated person receives “desire and love.” Faith forms the basis 
of all ethics as the opus operum, the work of all works, and faith is, 
ultimately, the work of God, not of humans. This determines the 
order of things: “Good works never make a human good and pious; 
rather, a good man does good and pious works.”33 “The Christian 
is not a different human species or a religious human species, but 
simply a human being who has been set free.”34

Through justification by faith alone human beings are freed to 
become ethical subjects and to bear true moral responsibility. The 
special contribution of the Christian faith to ethics lies here, clearly 
on the levels both of metaethics (especially regarding the question 
what a free moral agent is) and of the realization of the good. The 
sanctified person is neither machine nor slave, but a moral subject 
set free to do good. It seems only logical that this newly acquired 
freedom will also be used for the realization of the law in its political 

 IS  LUTHER’S  ETHICS  CHRISTIAN ETHICS?  415



416 LUTHERAN QUARTERLy

dimension. Whereas a human being as a sinner sometimes needs to 
be forced to cooperate for the sake of establishing a stable politi-
cal community, the human being as a justified and sanctified being 
will freely comply with the rules and regulations of the community. 
But when it comes to the realization of the Christian life in the full 
sense of the word, the primary context for stimulation and admo-
nition is pastoral care.35 The specific meaning of Christ as gift and 
example precludes any form of evangelical moralism.36

Clearly, this celebration of human freedom and divine goodness 
belongs to the most impressive parts of Luther’s theology. But is it 
still ethics? Unlike Calvin, Luther does not construe an ethics with 
universalizable prescriptions designed to shape a Christian life of 
gratitude. For Luther, freedom and obligation hardly go together. 
He upbraids Melanchthon, who “appears to regress into a prescrip-
tive ethic.”37 For Luther, the Christian life in its fullness is governed 
neither by prescriptivity nor by universalizability. Thus, in the strict 
sense, ethics may have ceased to be ethics! When Luther describes 
the life of a Christian, the tone seems almost subjectivistic. Is this a 
postmodernism before the fact?

In another publication, Oswald Bayer offers us a way out. Accord-
ing to Luther, Christian ethics takes place beyond a tight scheme of 
“is” and “ought,” of fact and value, of description and prescription. 
Luther is fundamentally critical of such black and white schemes.38 
Evangelical ethics consists ultimately of propositions that are nei-
ther prescriptive nor descriptive, but performative: “Performa-
tive propositions include and exclude, they allow and deny, they 
‘bind’ and they ‘loosen.’”39 This brings to mind the words of Karl 
Barth, for whom the ethical question is “the question as to the basis 
and possibility of the fact that in the multitude and multiplicity of 
human actions there are certain modes of action, i.e., certain con-
stants, certain laws, rules, usages, or continuities.”40 With this focus 
on the “possibility,” that is, on the freedom promised to humans, 
ethics seems even for Barth to begin precisely where others nor-
mally stop thinking in terms of ethics. Is ethics thus “swallowed 
up” by pastoral care and by the preaching of God’s Word? In fact, 
there is reason to ask whether “philosophical ethics” (both modern 
and postmodern) and “Christian ethics” as described here refer any 
longer to the same thing. Contemporary philosophical ethics often 



focuses on describing and prescribing actions and virtues, often in 
the context of applied ethics.

Perhaps the woman in the vignette that introduced this article 
had such a concept of “ethics” in mind when she contended that, 
as a Lutheran, she did not think there is a specific Christian con-
tribution to ethics. In that case, her conception of ethics more or 
less coincides with the law’s first use. But this is a reduction of what 
Reformation theologians assume to be ethics. They also consider 
the “basis and the possibility” of human actions—which, ultimately, 
consist in divine provisions and promises. But the two should not 
be played off against each other. For Barth, Christian ethics speaks 
of more than God’s performative words and includes prescriptive 
ethics as well: “[The ethical question] is [also] the question as to 
the rightness of these constants, the fitness of these laws.”41 We may 
well assume that Luther agrees with this: evangelical ethics implies 
an account of the God-given freedom and of the law. He does see 
the need for a set of rules and other prescriptions; but much more 
eagerly, he emphasizes the reality that makes these constants both 
possible and necessary. The fact that Christian freedom, for Luther, 
is realized beyond the spheres of prescriptivity and universalizability 
can only be seen as a criticism of a conception of ethics that tries 
to comprehend the entire width of human activity and conduct 
in terms of rules. “Lutheran ethics” primarily means an attempt to 
save human activity from the grip of a narrow prescriptivity and 
universalizability.

On the other hand, Luther’s ethics clearly implies a morality that 
transcends human subjectivity.42 We need to keep in mind that, for 
Luther, experience and freedom as such do not make a Christian. 
It is not experience in itself, but experience of the Holy Scripture 
testifying to a reality that transcends human experiences and judge-
ments.43 And it is not freedom in itself, but freedom for the purpose 
of serving a God who is holy.

Conclusion

The woman who contended that, as a Lutheran, she knows little 
about Christian ethics, probably had in mind one specific contribu-
tion of theology to ethics: a contribution on the level of normative 
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ethics. Within this understandable but nevertheless false limitation—
no doubt she is not the only one to believe this—the woman had 
some plausible reasons for her opinion. When it comes to concrete, 
universalizable and obliging norms and values that guide human 
actions and attitudes, Luther focuses on the civil use of the law. This 
use of the law can be known (or known sufficiently) by all people, 
whether they are Christians or not, and sets the standards and limits 
for all. The specific contribution of the Christian faith to a norma-
tive ethics begins for Luther exactly at a point at which many peo-
ple would cease to speak about “ethics” at all. The freedom of the 
human subject as elaborated by Luther stands in obvious tension to 
the ethical demands of universalizability and prescriptivity. But it is 
precisely in the context of human freedom that the Christian will 
be able to be a witness to God’s love for all humanity.

We must therefore conceive “ethics” in the fullness of its three 
levels: not only the level of normative ethics and of metaethics, but 
also the level of the realization of the good. Once we do this, it 
becomes convincingly clear that the ethics of Martin Luther is dis-
tinctly Christian. When we take his theology seriously, we may even 
want to ask whether it is at all possible to speak of “ethics” outside 
the Christian faith. Without a theological perspective, which implies 
an awareness of God’s goodness as the summum bonum, the recogni-
tion of human moral guilt as religious guilt, and a celebration of 
freedom, the civil use of the law will at best be a form of prudence, 
if not legalism or moralism. For Luther, the human agent becomes 
a truly free moral subject only through salvation in Christ. In this 
newly acquired freedom, the redeemed subject pursues the realiza-
tion of the good in all its dimensions, including the political and 
social dimensions. Separating Luther’s ethics from its theological 
framework implies that the ethical dissolves into mere legalism and 
orphaned activism. No doubt, Luther’s ethics can therefore be seen 
as Christian ethics. At the same time, those who are saved know 
that “the Good” goes far beyond what is commanded. Whether or 
not the word “ethical” is appropriate for describing this will con-
tinue to cause debate, but that the term “Christian” is appropriate 
here is beyond dispute.
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