Week #5:

Paradox
Paradox - Definition
A long time ago, an apt observer of history and humanity made this judgment. He said that
man, by nature, is like a drunken peasant riding on a horse. He rides a few yards and falls
into a ditch on the right. After a rude lesson on gravity, he gets back up and rides a little
father only to fall next in the ditch on the left. Right. Left. Right. Left. All the way along, the
zigzagging drunk continues this right/left fall-guy routine. We never do find out if the poor
chap made it back home.
Even where you have people seriously studying the Bible,…often, you hear a sermon, read a
devotional writing, or study a major theological paper and you see [this] tragic pattern. One
truth from the Bible is pressed excessively far at the expense of a balancing truth.
“That which is orthodox is paradox” is an ancient axiom. A paradox is the wedding of two
seemingly contradictory truths that form a deeper truth.1
Thus when God proposes the doctrines of faith, He always proposes things that are simply
impossible and absurd—if, that is, you want to follow the judgment of reason. It does indeed
seem ridiculous and absurd to reason that in the Lord’s Supper the body and the blood of
Christ are presented, that Baptism is “the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy
Spirit” (Titus 3:5), that Christ the Son of God was conceived and carried in the womb of the
Virgin, that He was born, that He suffered the most ignominious of deaths on the cross, that
He was raised again, that He is now sitting at the right hand of the Father, and that He now
has “authority in heaven and on earth” (Matt. 28:18). Paul calls the Gospel of Christ the
crucified “the Word of the cross” (1 Cor. 1:18) and “the folly of preaching” (1 Cor. 1:21),
which the Jews regarded as offensive and the Greeks as a foolish doctrine. Reason judges this
way about all the doctrines of the faith; for it does not understand that the supreme form of
worship is to hear the voice of God and to believe, but it supposes that what it chooses on its
own and what it does with a so-called good intention and from its own devotion is pleasing
to God. When God speaks, reason, therefore, regards His Word as heresy and as the word of
the devil; for it seems so absurd.2
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The words and promises of God seem impossible and absurd to reason on at least three
counts. First, they seem to be entirely out of harmony with our present fragmentary
experience.
1. What are some words of God that seem out of touch with our present reality?

In the second place, reason finds the Word of God to be absurd because the ways of God
are sometimes completely out of harmony with man’s customary way of thinking.
2. What are some words of God that do not line up with our normal thought-patterns?

In the third place, reason considers the truth of God to be absurd and impossible because
it often seems to violate the laws of logic.3
3. What are some words of God that go against logic?

Why was Luther Comfortable with Paradox in Theology?
At Erfurt [where he studied to become a monk and was ordained] and Wittenberg [where he
received his doctorate and became professor], Luther was exposed to Nominalism or the via
moderna, as it was and is sometimes called. Nominalism was a theological school [of thought]
inspired by William of Occam (c. 1285—c. 1349) and can be contrasted with Realism or the via
antiqua….The most fundamental difference between Realism and Nominalism concerns their
different approaches to the philosophical idea of universal and their comfort with the idea of
paradox.
According to realists, “universals” are real and can be discerned and explained by using
reason. Nominalism argued that universals were simply human constructs that help us
explain similar things but do not have a separate reality beyond themselves. At issue in this
debate was the limit of human reason. Nominalists were less enthusiastic about the human
mind’s ability to grasp truth. They were willing to live with paradox and a limited knowledge
of the world.4
3
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Reasons for “a” Reformation
This series is titled this way on purpose.
It’s not just about causes of “the” Reformation of the
16th century. It’s also about acknowledging those
same causes are reasons for reform in our individual
lives and in our life together as a church. These
causes call us continually back to the truth of God’s Word.

4. Where would embracing the Paradox of theology help you in your personal life?

5. And if God worked that reform in my faith and life, what will be its fruit?

Futher Thought for this week
Luther’s Opening Paradox Salvo
From “The Freedom of a Christian” (1520)
I shall set down the following two propositions concerning the freedom and the bondage of the spirit:
A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.
These two theses seem to contradict each other. If, however, they should be found to fit together
they would serve our purpose beautifully. Both are Paul’s own statements, who says in 1 Cor. 9[:19],
“For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all,” and in Rom. 13[:8], “Owe no
one anything, except to love one another.” Love by its very nature is ready to serve and be subject to
him who is loved. So Christ, although he was Lord of all, was “born of woman, born under the law”
[Gal. 4:4], and therefore was at the same time a free man and a servant, “in the form of God” and “of
a servant” [Phil. 2:6–7].5

Whitford: “A touchstone of Luther’s theology from point forward will be his use of and
comfort with theological paradox.”6
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