
Lutheran Paradoxes

Living in & with the 
Tension



par·a·dox
/ˈperəˌdäks/ noun

a seemingly absurd or self-contradictory 
statement or proposition that when 

investigated or explained may prove to 
be well founded or true.



• Law / Gospel
• Our Righteousness / Alien Righteousness
• Sinner / Saint
• Slave / Free
• Finite / Infinite
• Left Hand / Right Hand Kingdoms
• Institution / Mission

PARADOXES



These paradoxes 
l iterally

Saved my faith

and continue 

make sense of 

God’s word 



LAW – GOSPEL DISTINCTION

Not a 
Separation 

They go 
together 
but must 

be 
Distin-

guished!



Scripture / Law
•Romans 4 & 7

•Galatians 3:10 - 29 

•Matthew 5:17-20 



THE LAW
• II Samuel 12

• Exposes our Denial

• Accuses-Kills

• A Look in the Mirror

• Makes Demands

• A guide? Yes, but not enough … 









Paul discusses this magnificently in Rom. 7. Therefore 
the true function and the chief and proper use of the 
Law is to reveal to man his sin, blindness, misery, 
wickedness, ignorance, hate and contempt of God, 
death, hell, judgment, and the well-deserved wrath 
of God. Yet this use of the Law is completely 
unknown to the hypocrites, the sophists in the 
universities, and to all men who go along in the 
presumption of the righteousness of the Law or of 
their own righteousness. 



To curb and crush this monster and raging beast, that 
is, the presumption of religion, God is obliged, on Mt. 
Sinai, to give a new Law with such pomp and with such 
an awesome spectacle that the entire people is crushed 
with fear. For since the reason becomes haughty with 
this human presumption of righteousness and imagines 
that on account of this it is pleasing to God, therefore 
God has to send some Hercules, namely, the Law, to 
attack, subdue, and destroy this monster with full force. 
Therefore the Law is intent only on this beast, not on 
any other.  LW 26 Galatians 1535



Scripture / Gospel
•Romans 8:31ff

•Mark 2 : 1 - 12

•Luke 13: 10 - 17 

• John 10: 28 - 29



THE 
GOSPEL

• Promise – Gift – Grace – Mercy

• Declaration – makes alive

• Christ Jesus is the subject

• Hearers benefit: Forgives, heals and straightens up

• Christ takes up all the attachments that have held one 
down and strickens our conscience

• Takes on powers – Unholy Trinity of Sin, Death, & the 
Devil – those that attack us to destroy our faith – all 
intrusions of evil in our lives



LAW – GOSPEL DISTINCTION

The law says, “do this,” and it is 
never done. Grace says, “believe 

in this,” and everything is 
already done.                                

Heidelberg Disputation 1518



•Dr. James A. Nestingen on 
Law/Gospel

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lsvsuaBwzBk






LAW – GOSPEL DISTINCTION

Enough 
talking –

they 
should try 
this out –
get some 
practice!

•Luke 14: 25 - 35

•Mark 2 : 1 - 12

•Matthew 5: 43 - 38

• John 10: 28 - 29



Law with No Gospel is …
Gospel with No Law is …



MONOTONE EXAMPLES

• Antinomianism – no law and no 
boundaries

• Law — Gospel — Law  Churches
– All kinds … purity … social justice … any 

and all focus on what we do

• SAD or MAD 



ONE HUGE CAUTION

• The Distinction between Law & Gospel is 
not equated with difference between OT 
and NT

• There is Law & Gospel in both Testaments!



As Oswald Bayer has observed, the 
language of justification (and the verdict 
of guilty or not guilty) comes out of the 

courtroom, and we find ourselves in 
hundreds of smaller “courtrooms” in 
everyday life. With respect to other 

human creatures, we constantly 
encounter questions and challenges, such 
as “What were you thinking?” or “Why 

did you do that?”

Kolb, R., & Arand , C. P. (2008). The Genius of Luther’s Theology: A 
Wittenberg Way of Thinking for the Contemporary Church (p. 27). 

Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.



The law says, “do this,” and it is 
never done. Grace says, “believe 

in this,” and everything is 
already done.

Heidelberg Disputation 1518



Come back 
next week –

invite a 
friend –

we’ll have a 
great time!


