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Paradox ‘:Ol~ a

Reformation
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.!

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.?

1 Peter Kurowski, The Seduction of Extremes (Torelion: St. Louis, 2007): 13,17.
2 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 26: Lectures on Galatians, 1535, Chapters 1-4, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T.
Lehmann, vol. 26 (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1999), 227-228.
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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. 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.*

3 Siegbert W. Becker, The Foolishness of God (Northwestern Pub., Milwaukee: 1999), 104,105.
4 David M. Whitford, Luther: A Guide for the Perplexed (T&T Clark: 2011), 14,15.
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LUTHERAN THEOLOGY - UNRESOLVED TENSIONS

Lutheran theology is a logician’s worst nightmare. It is teeming
with paradoxical confessions and unsolvable mysteries. Rather than
forcing Scripture to fit into tidy little boxes of doctrine, Lutheran
theology builds its beliefs around the not-so-tidy teachings of
Scripture. Instead of conforming God’s Word to human reason,
Lutheran theology conforms human reason to God’s Word. Human
reason is properly used when it is in service to God’s revealed truth

in Scripture (known as the ministerial use of reason). And human
reason is improperly used when it tries to rule over God’s revealed
truth in Scripture (known as the magisterial use of reason).

Lutheran theology works from the premise that God is God
and we are not. Creatures live best when they are living within
the boundaries established by their Creator. There are numerous
theological tensions that we simply cannot resolve while still being
faithful to Scripture:

Sinner and Saint: Sinners are forgiven of their sins through
faith in Christ Jesus. The righteousness of Christ transforms sinners
into saints. We are completely perfect and blameless before God.
Original sin, nevertheless, is woven into our DNA and occupies
the marrow of our bones. Although Baptism drowns the old Adam,
he is a mighty good swimmer. We are always sinners in need of a
Savior. This side of eternity, there is never a time when we do not
need the forgiveness of sins offered to us in Christ Jesus. Lutheran
theology describes this as being both sinner and saint (simul justus
et peccator). We are not either sinner or saint; we are both sinner and
saint at the very same time.

Mathematically speaking, this makes no sense. It would make
more sense to think that original sin starts us at 0 percent saint
and 100 percent sinner and grace turns us into 100 percent saint
and 0 percent sinner. In fact, this was the belief held by the Roman

187
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Catholic Church during the time of Luther. The Roman Catholic
Church taught that Baptism washed away original sin and only the
inclination to sin remained. Assuming that this inclination to sin
(concupiscence) was not acted upon, a person was entirely saint
and not at all sinner. Instead, Lutheran theology holds the scriptural
tension (Romans 7) that believers are 100 percent sinner and 100
percent saint at the very same time.

In, With, and Under: The Lord’s Supper presents numerous
theological tensions. While other theologians attempted to resolve
the tensions, Lutheran theology maintains the tensions. The Roman
Catholic Church developed a belief about the Lord’s Supper known
as transubstantiation. This teaching relied heavily on Aristotelian
philosophy for its understanding of “substance.” Transubstantiation
claims that the substance of the Lord’s Supper changes completely
from bread and wine into Christ’s body and blood when the priest
speaks the Words of Institution. Even though it outwardly appears
to be bread and wine, the substance of the elements has changed
entirely into body and blood. Lutheran theology gave a clear response
to this doctrine: “As for transubstantiation, we care nothing about
the sophistic cunning by which they teach that bread and wine leave
or lose their own natural substance so that only the appearance and
color of bread remain, and not true bread.”>

Other theologians made the exact opposite claim about the Lord’s
Supper. Instead of claiming the elements are entirely the body and
blood of Jesus, some theologians denied any sort of real presence
in Holy Communion. One reformer in particular, Ulrich Zwingli
(1484-1531) of Switzerland, was on the vanguard of theologians
making this argument. Luther and Zwingli engaged in a public
debate, known as the Marburg Colloquy (1529), on the topic of
Christ’s real presence in Holy Communion. Zwingli argued that

52  Smalcald Articles, Part III, Article VI, paragraph 5.

Reasons for a Reformation-Week #5 | 4



the body of Christ must exist in a certain space since He is true
man; Jesus cannot be truly present both in heaven and in the Lord’s
Supper. Luther argued that he rejects mathematical reasons for
limiting what God can and cannot do. Instead, he took Jesus at His
word when He said, “This is My body” (Matthew 26:26) and “This
is My blood” (Matthew 26:28).

Lutheran theology continues to leave this tension unresolved:
Christ is really present in, with, and under the bread and wine of Holy
Communion. How is Jesus present at the right hand of God (Mark
16:19) and present at the Communion rail? How can ordinary bread
and wine contain the precious body and blood of Jesus? Lutherans
intentionally leave these questions unresolved and resolve to know
nothing other than what Christ has revealed in Scripture.

Law and Gospel: Scripture is fraught with tension. Recognizing
these tensions is a vital part of interpreting Scripture. God offers
clear instructions for holy living in Scripture:

* You shall love the Lorp your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your might (Deuterono-
my 6:5).

* He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the

Lorb require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6:8)

God also offers clear promises of divine mercy:

« For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost
(Luke 19:10).

o I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down His
life for the sheep (John 10:11).
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Rightly distinguishing God’s commandments and promises,
known in Lutheran theology as Law and Gospel, is vital to the
Christian life. Using the Law as a path to salvation results in despair
and disappointment. Trying to cure the curse of sin with holy
living is like treating cancer as if it were a cold. Likewise, using
God’s promises to elicit holy living turns grace into guilt. Instead,
Lutheran theology rightly distinguishes Law and Gospel:

All Scripture ought to be distributed into these two principal
topics: the Law and the promises. For in some places Scripture
presents the Law, and in others the promise about Christ. In
other words, in the Old Testament, Scripture promises that
Christ will come, and it offers, for His sake, the forgiveness
of sins, justification, and life eternal. Or in the Gospel, in the
New Testament, Christ Himself (since He has appeared) prom-
ises the forgiveness of sins, justification, and life eternal.>

Holding the tension of Law and Gospel is harder than it seems.
The Holy Spirit must teach the believer how to apply Law and
Gospel in the right situations. Does the child caught lying need to
hear how God detests falsehood or the forgiveness of sins in Christ
Jesus? Should an alcoholic hear of God’s desire for sobriety or God’s
constant mercy for the weak? These are difficult tensions requiring
prayerful discernment and the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

53  Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Article IV (II), paragraph 5.
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The Word: Just as God took on human flesh in Christ Jesus,
God’s Word has taken on human letters in Scripture. The Bible was
not a contentious matter during the time of Luther. Roman Catholic,
Lutheran, and Reformed theologians generally agreed that Scripture
was the infallible Word of God written by human authors. Luther
wrote about Scripture as the Word of God clothed in human letters:

The Holy Scripture is God’s Word, written and, so to speak,
lettered and put into the form of letters (gebuchstabet und in
Buchstaben gebildet), just as Christ, the eternal Word of God,
is clothed in humanity. And men regard and treat the writ-
ten Word of God in this world just as they do Christ. It is a
worm and no book compared with other books.>*

It was not until a few hundred years after the Reformation that
Scripture came under attack. In the eighteenth century, during the
Age of Reason, Lutheran theologians had to take a hard stance on the
inerrancy of Scripture. Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), David
Strauss (1808-74), and Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-72) developed a
methodology for reading the Bible known as the historical-critical
method. Their approach assumed that the claims of Scripture were
mythological until proven historical. Since human authors wrote
Scripture, the historical-critical method treated Scripture as if it
were a purely human creation.

Lutherans maintain the theological tension of Scripture by confessing
that it is fully God’s Word yet fully written by human authors. While
others resolve this tension by using the historical-critical method,
Lutheran theologians utilize the historical-grammatical method. This

54 WLSS 214,
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method of interpretation approaches Scripture as the Word of God
clothed in the humanity of alphabetic language. The Bible can be
approached through history, linguistics, and rhetoric since it is God's
Word in human form. Nevertheless, these disciplines must submit to
the greater work of the Holy Spirit since the Bible is truly God's Word.

Now and Not Yet: Hanging on the cross, Jesus victoriously
proclaimed, “It is finished” (John 19:30). Yet, Scripture concludes as
if the work of Jesus is unfinished: “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation
22:20). Is the work of Jesus finished, or are we waiting for some future
work of Jesus? The answer is yes. The work of Jesus is a reality now
and not yet.

Luther kept this tension in his explanation of the Apostles’ Creed
in the Small Catechism. Explaining the Second Article, Luther wrote,
“I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father from
eternity, and also true man, born of the Virgin Mary, is my Lord, who
has redeemed me . . 7> Explaining the Third Article, Luther wrote,
“On the Last Day He will raise me and all the dead, and give eternal
life to me and all believers in Christ.*® There is a tension in these
explanations: Jesus has already redeemed, yet He will give eternal
life. Salvation is here now. And salvation is not yet here.

This same tension occurs in other parts of the Christian life. We
have been made new in Jesus now (2 Corinthians 5:17), though we
are not yet the new creation that we will become (Revelation 21:5).
Jesus heals us now (James 5:14-16), though we wait for the day when
He will give us eternal healing (John 11:25). We live with Jesus now
(Galatians 2:20), though we long for the day when we will be with
Him (Philippians 1:23).

55  Small Catechism, Explanation of the Second Article.
56  Small Catechism, Explanation of the Third Article.
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Reasons for Reformation Bmons

This series is titled this way on purpose.
It’s not just about causes of “the” Reformation of the for a

16" century. It’s also about acknowledging those

*
same causes are reasons for reform in our individual Reformatlon

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.”®

5 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 31: Career of the Reformer |, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann, vol. 31
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 344.
6 Whitford, 40.
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