
Lutheran Ethics 

The Two Kingdoms 



Two Kingdoms 

While a uniquely Lutheran emphasis, 

Luther believed it wholly Scriptural 

– The law of Christ, the law of love, (Mt 5) 

– Government is established by God, (Rom 13, 1 
Pet 2:13-14, Gen 9:6,  

– "all the saints have wielded the sword from the 
beginning of the world.“ LW, 45:96 

Different and even contradictory statements 



Two governments 

Spiritual 

• Kingdom of Christ 

• Helps people receive 
eternal life 

• Redemption of the world 

• Forgiveness of sins, 
freedom in the Gospel 

• Holy Spirit driven 

• No force 

Secular, temporal, earthly 

• While God rules, Christ 
does not participate 

• Preserves external secular 
righteousness 

• Preserves temporal life, 
and the world, even 
marriage and family 

• Punishment of wrongdoing 

• Surrogate “Father” 

• Force  



• If people were seriously concerned about this 
secular righteousness, "there would be no 
rascality or injustice, but sheer righteousness 
and blessedness on earth." 



Luther’s thought progressed 

• 1523, “Temporal Authority: To What Extent It 
Should Be Obeyed”  -- opposition 

• Similar to Augustine’s City of God 

• Later, Luther grows to see a complementarian 
aspect of temporal authority, catechisms 1529 

• Temporal authority expresses the goodness of 
God. 



Small Catechism 

Fourth Commandment: 

Honor your father and your mother. 

What does this mean? 

We should fear and love God so that we do not despise 
or anger our parents and other authorities, but honor 
them, serve and obey them, love and cherish them. 

First article   

“He defends me against all danger and guards and 
protects me from all evil.” 

 



Fourth Petition 

What is meant by daily bread? 

Daily bread includes everything that has to do with 
the support and needs of the body, such as food, 
drink, clothing, shoes, house, home, land, animals, 
money, goods, a devout husband or wife, devout 
children, devout workers, devout and faithful rulers, 
good government, good weather, peace, health, 
self-control, good reputation, good friends, faithful 
neighbors, and the like. 

 



God’s blessing 

“God has a double blessing, a physical one for 
this life and a spiritual one for eternal life.” 

 

• Luther even sees a state where justice prevails 
as a picture of the kingdom of God. 

• Secular government must use force and 
punish those who are evil in order to protect 
the righteous. 



Differences 

Spiritual 

• Higher rank 

• Serves eternal life 

• All people equal 

 

• Ruled by love in Christ 

• All is voluntary 

• Forgiveness, self-sacrifice 

• Rule by Spirit of God 

Secular 

• Lower rank 

• Serves this life only 

• People in different stations, 
some subordinate to others 

• Ruled by force 

• State compels obedience 

• Retribution 

• Rule by reason 

 



Different but dependent 

• Need each other and exist for each other 

• Gov’t preserves peace 

• Gospel cannot establish peace 

• Gospel can be rejected 

• Rejecting gov’t loses everything 

• Secular authority established by the Word 

• Chaos ensues when the kingdoms are mixed 



Test Case: Sermon on the Mount 

• Called to freedom and love 

• Love defends itself with more love 

• How is it possible to live this way? 

• World ruled by property, profit, law, 
economics, power and politics 

• Let the commands of Jesus stand 



Two opposing views 

• Official Church teaching, only way was thru 
monastic life 
– Commands of Jesus are not for everyone but for 

those who desire perfection 

• Enthusiasts, Anabaptists, irresolvable in this 
life 
– True believers must leave the world and its 

institutions 

– Or radically reform the world 



• Words of Jesus stand 

• Living not in outward distance from the world 
but inward distance 

• Live in the world but not of it 

• Luther always distinguishes between an 
individual and someone in an office 

• The Christian’s faith informs service in the 
office 

 



Thus, 

Luther condemned the practice of the time for 
the executioner to do penance and ask the 
condemned to forgive the carrying out of the 
death sentence 

• Self defense 

• Lawsuits 

• Suffering for the sake of the Gospel 

• Must obey God rather than men 



 




