Week #6:

Politics
TEMPORAL AUTHORITY: TO WHAT EXTENT IT SHOULD BE OBEYED
BY DR. MARTIN LUTHER (1523)
One must carefully distinguish between these two governments. Both must be
permitted to remain; the one to produce righteousness, the other to bring about
external peace and prevent evil deeds. Neither one is sufficient in the world without
the other. No one can become righteous in the sight of God by means of the temporal
government, without Christ’s spiritual government. Christ’s government does not
extend over all men; rather, Christians are always a minority in the midst of nonChristians. Now where temporal government or law alone prevails, there sheer
hypocrisy is inevitable, even though the commandments be God’s very own. For
without the Holy Spirit in the heart no one becomes truly righteous, no matter how
fine the works he does. On the other hand, where the spiritual government alone
prevails over land and people, there wickedness is given free rein and the door is open
for all manner of rascality, for the world as a whole cannot receive or comprehend it….
If your prince or temporal ruler commands you to side with the pope, to believe thus
and so, or to get rid of certain books, you should say, “It is not fitting that Lucifer
should sit at the side of God. Gracious sir, I owe you obedience in body and property;
command me within the limits of your authority on earth, and I will obey. But if you
command me to believe or to get rid of certain books, I will not obey; for then you are a
tyrant and overreach yourself, commanding where you have neither the right nor the
authority,” etc. Should he seize your property on account of this and punish such
disobedience, then blessed are you; thank God that you are worthy to suffer for the
sake of the divine word. Let him rage, fool that he is; he will meet his judge. For I tell
you, if you fail to withstand him, if you give in to him and let him take away your faith
and your books, you have truly denied God.1
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Luther on the Role of Secular Authority in the Reformation
by JAMES M. ESTES
…two works were published in rapid succession in June 1520: Treatise on Good Works/
and On the Papacy in Rome? The relevant content of the two treatises can be summarized
briefly as follows.
Secular authority is a divine institution to which all Christians owe obedience except
when it commands something contrary to Scripture. But its office is the purely secular
one of providing for the temporal welfare of its subjects and punishing violations of
the Second Table of the Decalogue (murder, theft, adultery, public drunkenness, and
so forth). It “has nothing to do with the preaching of the gospel, or with faith, or with
the first three commandments” (that is, the First Table). In other words, secular
authority as such includes no routine responsibility for the establishment and
maintenance of true religion.2
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