L uther on Participation in God's Holiness
John W. Kleinig
2002

The theology of the Lutheran Church has been shaped by Luther's teaching on
judtification by faith. The language of justification is derived analogically from
the operation of the royal courts and their administration of justice. In this way of
thinking, God is envisaged as a king, who deals with evildoers in his kingdom by
the exercise of justice or of mercy. This judicia metaphor sets the basic
framework for classical Lutheran theology. All aspects of the faith are related to it
and seen initslight.

Since this is so, Lutherans can at times fail to do full justice to other modes of
expression in the Scriptures. The language of holiness, so centra to Roman
Catholic and Orthodox theology, is an example of this. Classical Lutheran
theology tends to limit its teaching on sanctification to the life of moral renewal
and good works that follows from justification, even though Lutheran worship and
pastoral practice hint at a broader conception than this.” By this limitation, our
dogmatic tradition can all too easily dissociate holiness from its proper liturgical
context and give it asocial setting that obscures some of its distinctive features.

It istrue that Luther is somewhat unsystematic in his writing about sanctification,
and loose in his use of terminology. He tends to heap up images and expressions,
without due regard for dogmatic precision. He does, at times, identify cleansing
with justification, and sanctification with renewal; but he also goes in the opposite
direction. In the Large Catechism, he describes the whole work of the Spirit as
sanctification.? Elsewhere, he seems to equate purity with holiness. Yet, despite
al this, a remarkably consistent, biblical understanding of sanctification emerges
from the study of his writings. Like most of his work, it is scattered al over the
place, and so needs to be understood within its own Biblical frame of reference.

Luther's teaching on holiness was first forged in his opposition to the cult of the
saints and the use of relics as holy things, objects that communicated holiness. It
was later developed more fully in the debates with his Roman opponents on the
nature of the church, the sacraments, and the ministry. Since his opponents were
so steeped in the language of holiness that they could not appreciate Luther within
his forensic frame of reference, the mature Luther, it seems, attempted to put his
case in their terms. He completely recast the traditional theology of holiness, and
clarified his own opposition to it by distinguishing between active and passive
holiness.

Remarkably little, as far as | can ascertain, has been written about Luther's
doctrine of passive holiness.® My own study of his teaching on holiness has been
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sharpened by my work at a commentary on Leviticus.* | am convinced that the
subject is not just a matter of historical and academic interest; it touches on some
of the concerns of the charismatic movement, clarifies many aspects of the
Lutheran tradition of worship, explains our ecumenical stance with other
denominations, and throws light on the role of the pastoral ministry.®

1. The Nature and Sour ce of Holiness

Luther is quite emphatic that God alone is intrinsically holy. All other holiness is
derived from him. Apart from him, nothing is ever holy.® Hence to seek holiness
is to seek God.” Luther does not, however, merely take the Bible's reference to
God's holiness as a description of his being, his divinity. Since God is holy, he
makes us hon.8 Thus God is not holy because he keeps himself aloof from the
world and separate from sinners. On the contrary, Luther argues from Christ’s
own genealogy: “True holiness, the holier it is, the nearer it draws to sinners.”®
The Lord God was called the holy One of Israel, because he chose and sanctified
Israel for the true worship of him.1® His presence makes his g)eople holy.'! God is
therefore called holy “on the basis of what he effects.”** When we sing the
Sanctus, we confess that ‘all holiness in the whole earth must be ascribed to God
done .2 Human beings cannot produce any holiness for themselves; they must
receive it entirely from God. It therefore follows that all self-fabricated holinessis
abhorrent to God, for all those who would make themselves holy act as their own
gods; they seek God's glory for themsel ves

God's holiness is communicated by his presence, and that presence is given in
worship. This means that for Luther holiness is not moral concept, but aliturgical
reality, for true holiness comes from the true worship of the Triune God.*® Thus
an object is holy if it is ‘separated from profane use and consecrated for sacred
and divine service'.'® Christians are holy, because they are separated from
ordinary life and hallowed for alife of worship through their faith in Jesus. He is
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our holy One, since he alone makes us holy.}” He is our sanctification (1 Cor.
1:30). We are holy only in him.*® Through faith in Him we belong to God and
sharein His holiness. Here is how Luther himself explains this great truth:
“Now just as God our Lord is holy, so His people are aso haoly.
Therefore we are dl holy if we walk in faith ... For he who is a Christian
enters with the Lord Christ into a sharing of all his goods. Now, since
Christ is holy, he, too, must be holy, or else he must deny that Christ is
holy. If you have been baptised, you have put on the holy garment, which
is Christ.”*
We have in this the foundation of Luther's teaching on sanctification. All
Christians are saints, a holy priestly people, because they have been united with
their holy Lord, their great high priest, for service with him in the heavenly
sanctué';llry.20 The holiness of the church “consists of the Word of God and true
faith.”

The nature of our holiness in Christ is clarified by a very helpful and far-reaching
distinction. It appears first in Luther's commentary on the Galatians from 1535.
There he distinguishes between active and passive holiness. This is how he puts
it:
We may distinguish sharply between Christian holiness and other kinds
of holiness ... Christian holiness is not active but passive. Therefore let
no one cal himsalf holy on the basis of his way of life or his works...
Such works, of course, are holy, and God strictly demands them of us;
but they do not make us holy. You and | are holy; the church, the city,
and the people are holy - not on the basis of their own holiness, but on
the basis of a holiness not their own, not by an active holiness, but by a
passive holiness. They are holy because they possess something that is
divine and holy, namely, the calling of the ministry, the Gospel, Baptism,
etc., on the basis of which they are holy.?

Our passive holiness is aien to us, part of the receptive life of faith, something
available to us only in Christ; it is an extrinsic heavenly saintliness that is aways
received and yet never possessed.24 It is communicated by the spoken word of
God. God speaks it to those who keep on receiving it from him. Its essence is
summed up in the Creed. Our active holiness, however, is the saintliness of good
works. By sharing in Christ’s holiness we become holy in what we are and what
we do. His holiness covers us and pervades our whole physical existence. This
earthly saintliness does God's will and pleases him by keeping the Decalogue.” It
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turns to God in the Lord's Prayer for help to love the neighbour as whole-
heartedly as it should.

In his teaching on sanctification, Luther gives due weight to both passive and
active holiness. He shows how the passive holiness of the Christian depends upon
our ongoing reception of it in the divine service, for that is where God's holinessis
given to us and received by us. Yet that does not lead to a denia of active
holiness. Rather, he stresses that it is based on the passive holiness given in Christ
and is energised by the Holy Spirit.

2. TheHoly Things of God

The Old Testament distinguishes between the most holy things that sanctify, and
what is holy from contact with them. So, for example, the anointing oil, the meat
from the sin offerings, and the bread from the grain offerings were most holy,
whereas the priests who were consecrated by them were only holy in a secondary
sense. The priest could not by himself sanctify. Rather, he administered the most
holy things that God used to sanctify his people.

Luther was convinced that the church of his day had lost sight of this crucia
biblical distinction. The things that were sanctified by the holy things of God, like
the sacramental vessels and the monastic life, were held to have the power to
sanctify. The power ascribed to relics was a notorious instance of this general
tendency. As a result, the things that actually sanctified God's people were
neglected, and even despised. Much of his work, therefore, was directed at the
restoration of the divinely ordained holy things to their proper place in the divine
service and in Christian vocation.

Luther basically identified the holy things with what we now call the means of
grace; some of our orthodox fathers called them the means of the Spirit. They are
our sancta. Through them Christians share in the holiness of Christ. This is how
he putsit in his Gal atians commentary:
Although the city of Rome is worse than Sodom and Gomorrah,
nevertheless there remain in it Baptism, the Sacrament, the voice and text
of the Gospel, the Sacred Scriptures, the ministries, the name of Christ,
and the name of God ... If these are present among a people, that people
is caled holy. Thus this Wittenberg of ours is a holy village, and we are
truly holy, because we have been baptised, communed, taught and called
by God; we have the works of God among us, that is the word and the
sacraments, and these make us holy.?

It is noteworthy that Luther, here and elsewhere, goes beyond the means of grace
in his description of the holy things. He includes in them the office of ministry
and the name of God. Our participation in these holy things make us part of the
communion of saints.”’
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Luther's teaching on holy things is developed most carefully in his treatise On the
Councils and the Church of 1539. There he picks up the German word
Heiligthum, the common term for a sacred relic as well as the word for a holy
place and a holy thing. He uses it to describe the seven holy things of the
Christian church. In this way he takes issue with popular piety, and with the
doctrine of the seven sacraments.? These seven holy things are obviously not all
the same in kind, nor are they of the same importance, but all play a vita role in
the sanctification of the Christian. They constitute the ‘principal parts of Christian
sanctification’ .

The first of these holy things is the word of God, which for Luther, the Old
Testament scholar, is the most holy thing in the church. He claims:
This is the principa item, and the holiest of holy possessions, by reason
of which the Christian people are called holy; for God's word is holy and
sanctifies everything it touches ... the Holy Spirit himself administers it
and anoints or sanctifies the Christian Church with it.3
God's word, then, is the holy chrism that anoints his people with the Holy Spirit.
Wherever God’'s word ‘is taught, preached, heard, read, or pondered, there the
person, the day, and the work are sanctified by it’.*" And that includes Baptism
and the Lord's Supper, for they too are sanctified by the word of Christ.3* The
sanctifying word does not consist of odd words, phrases, or sentences uttered by
Christ, but includes the "entire sermon" of Christ's life, work, and passion.® It
sanctifies people wherever it is publicly preached, heartily believed, openly
professed, and faithfully lived. Indeed, nothing is holy apart from the word of
God; it isthe elixir of holiness.

The second holy thing is the Sacrament of Baptism. Wherever it is ‘taught,
believed, and administered correctly according to Christ's ordinance’, there people
are cleansed and sanctified by the Holy Spirit.™ In Baptism, Christians are marked
with the holy blood of Christ; by faith they are daily bathed in Christ's baptism,
and so share in his holiness.® By its power they are consecrated as priests for
divine service.*® Every baptised believer is therefore holy in Christ. Luther says:

A Christian is holy in body and soul, whether he be layman or priest,

man or woman. If anybody denies that, he speaks blasphemy against

holy baptism.*’
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The third holy thing isthe Sacrament of the Altar. Wherever Christ's body and
blood are *rightly administered, believed, and received’, there aperson is
sanctified wholly in body and soul 3 Inthe Lord's Supper, Christ's holy body isa
food with areverse effect. It transforms those who eat it into what it isitself, and
gives them the Holy Spirit. Our bodies are therefore made holy by Christ's body
and so are destined for eternal life.>®

The fourth holy thing is the Office of the Keys. Its purpose is the maintenance
rather than administration of holiness, for it guards against the desecration of the
holy things and the contamination of the holy Christian Church. By the
declaration of forgiveness in the absolution, the Holy Spirit sanctifies fallen
Christians who trust that they are redeemed by Christ's death. They are thereby
restored to the holy worship and fellowship of God's people. But ‘those who
refuse to be converted or sanctified again’ are excluded from God's holiness by
means of the keys and cast out from God's holy people*® By the positive and
negative use of the Keys, the church maintains its God-given holiness in an
unclean world. This office then protects the sanctity of the means of grace and
their use in the divine service.

The fifth holy thing is the Office of the Ministry.** The ministry differs in its
sanctity from the first four holy things in that it does not itself sanctify, but rather
administers those things that sanctify. The church sets aside certain men, as Christ
has directed, and consecrates them to have responsibility for the holy things of
God. Ordination is, in fact, a second consecration after baptisrn.42 In the rite of
ordination candidates for the holy ministry are not consecrated with holy ail, like
the priests in Isragl, but by God’s word, which anoints him with the Holy Spirit.*3
Pastors, in turn, consecrate God’ s people through the enactment of his word in the
ministry of the gospel. Wherever thisis done according to the institution of Christ,
there the holy people of God are to be found, for, only if the holy things of God
are made available to people, can the saints on earth keep on receiving his
holiness.

The sixth holy thing is Prayer M By this Luther understands both the public
liturgy and persona devotions. Luther rests his case on 1 Timothy 4.5 where St
Paul maintains that every good thing created by God is sanctified by the word of
God and prayer. Elsewhere he draws on those passages from the Old Testament
which maintain that the holy name of God sanctifies those who invoke it,* for
just as the Triune name is holy, so, if it touches the heart and the mouth, it makes
that person entirely holy.* Since Christians have been baptised into the Triune
name, God's name has been given to them as his children. It hallows them, if they
use it rightly.’ It is ‘our grestest treasure and the most holy thing we have’,
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because it gives us access to God and his holiness in prayer.®® When Luther
speaks of prayer, he does not just think of singing and saying the Lord's Prayer,
the psalms, and doctrinally sound hymns; he also includes meditation on them and
on the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and the Catechism. They too are ‘God's
word and belong to the holy possession (Heiligthum) whereby the Holy Spirit
sanctifies the holy people of Christ’.*® He therefore links the catechism with
sanctification, for he used it as a prayer-book for reflection, thanksgiving, self-
examination, and petition.

Our final holy treasure is the holy cross>! By the cross Luther means al kinds of
suffering. In a sense, it is not a new holy thing, but rather indicates the
circumstances in which the holy things of God take their full effect in human
existence. A kind of suffering lies behind the other six holy things, because they
are al the means by which we passively undergo and so suffer sanctification in
Christ. This receptive passivity culminates in our suffering for Christ's sake in the
world. Such suffering promotes our sanctification. The most extensive treatment
of thisis found in Luther's tract on the Fourteen Consolations from 1520.5% There
he reflects on Hebrews 12:4-11. The gist of his argument is that, by the touch of
his holy flesh and the washing of his holy blood, Christ has baptised and so
consecrated al pain and al the evils of this world. Hence, for those who are in
Chrigt, their endurance of suffering brings with it sanctification.®® This applies
both to suffering for sin and to suffering for righteousness. On the one hand, if
Christians patiently suffer for their sins and admit they do so deservedly, they
become as holy as the thief at the right hand of Jesus on the cross and so suffer in
innocence.> On the other hand, al Christians suffer innocently for Christ and his
word in an evil world, for evil people prevent them from performing their God-
given vocation; they make it hard for them to serve as his holy priesthood in their
particular station. Both kinds of suffering sanctify the saints by mortifying the old
Adam, teaching reliance on Christ's holiness, and uniting them with the
communion of saintsin their suffering. The suffering of the faithful, then, isafar
holier treasure than any religious relic, for Christ has sanctified it by his suffering.
He therefore sanctifies them through it, so that they become more and more like
their master.

These seven holy things convey the holiness of Christ to the people of God. They
make and keep them holy in Christ. Apart from them, there is no human holiness.
They establish and uphold the holiness of the Christian church. They aone
determine what is holy or common, clean or unclean.

3. The Realms of Holiness and Impurity

According to the Old Testament, the presence of a holy God with his people
created a sphere of holiness in contradistinction to the sphere of impurity.
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Between them lay the common domain that could be either defiled and drawn into
the realm of impurity, or else cleansed and drawn into the realm of God's holiness.
The common domain was the natural, secular world. It did not yet belong
completely to either realm, but was influenced by both.

In the judgment of some scholars, Luther is supposed to have abolished this
distinction between the sacred and the profane.> But that seems to me to rest upon
a misreading of his theology. He did something much more radical than that. He
redefined the terms holy and common, clean and unclean, christologically, in the
light of his distinction between law and gospel. This new synthesis is presented
most graphicaly in the second sermon at Torgau on the second article of the
Creed from 1533.%

Because of human sin there is no common neutral realm apart from God. The
whole common world of man is defiled by sin. Sin has left no islands of purity in
human existence to act as bridgeheads for the incursion of God's holiness. Hence,
the whole human passage through life, from conception to burial, is riddled with
impurity.”” But God's Son has entered this contaminated world to sanctify the
whole human lifecycle from the womb to the tomb.*® He walked down the same
road that we do, but with a difference. He purified and sanctified everything that
he touched with his most holy human body.* He consecrated his human body as
the only safe sanctuary (Heiligthum) for fallen sinners™® turning it into a new pure,
holy habitat for human existence® Those who enter Christ’s body are purified in
it by hisalien purity, and consecrated by his holiness. For them, the whole world-
and the whole passage from conception to burial in the grave is holy ground.
There is then nothing unclean for the saints, nothing harmful to their sacral status,
in the whole of God's creation; everything contributes to their sanctification in
Christ. They live their earthly lives in Christ's holy body, a far holier place than
any monastery or any place of pilgrimage.*

In al this, Luther does not propound the natural sanctity of life and human
existence. Only those who are in the body of Christ, those who have faith in him,
inhabit that holy sphere where everything they do is holy service of God.® Thisis
closed to all unbelievers. Their whole existence is steeped in impurity. Just as
everything common is pure and beneficial for the Christian, so everything
common is unclean and detrimental for the unbeliever.* Since unbelievers are
displaced from God's sanctifying presence, they are constantly menaced by the
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curse of impurity and all its ugly cronies.

From this it would seem that, for Luther, there is no common sphere, but only the
realms of Christ and of Satan. Yet that is not the case. In his doctrine of the two
kingdoms, Luther clearly differentiates between the sacred environment of the
church which is constituted by the gospel, and the common environment of the
world, which is constituted by God's law.%® There are then two kinds of purity,
one divine and liturgical, and the other human and civil. Christians inhabit both
spheres, for while they are completely holy in Christ, they still remain unclean in
their old self. Yet the unbeliever is not entirely given over to impurity, since, as
long as he lives by God's law, he still shares in the natural blessings of creation.

Luther did not abolish the distinctions between the sacred and the common, the
clean and the unclean. Rather, he redefined them from his central insight into the
relationship between law and gospel. Within the body of Christ lay the sphere of
holiness. Outside of faith in Christ lay the realm of impurity. The common world
also lay outside of Christ, but under the rule of God's law.

4. ThePurity and Desecration of the Holy Things

Biblically speaking, there are two dangers associated with the use of the holy
things. On the one hand, they can be desecrated by being used in a secular way for
common purposes. On the other hand, they can be defiled by contact with
something unclean. As aresult of desecration, the holy things of God are removed
from God'’ s presence and robbed of their power to communicate his holiness. Asa
result of defilement, they cease to operate in grace; instead, they unleash God's
wrath on the unclean person or thing.

As far as | can gather, Luther developed his understanding of desecration most
fully in the treatise on The Private Mass and the Consecration of Priests from
1533.% In it Luther accused the bishops and priests of sacrilege within the temple
of God. Even though the clergy had preserved six holy things in the church, they
had desecrated them by abuse and had thereby hindered their proper operati on.’

Six holy things were desecrated by fal se teaching and pastoral maladminisration.®®
The Sacrament of the Altar was desecrated by the sale of private masses, the
practice of communion in one kind, the teaching of it as a sacrifice that was
offered to God by the priests, and the belief in it as a good work that merited
God's grace. Baptism was desecrated by the lack of preaching on Christ and the
gospel. The sermon was desecrated by preaching on other things rather than the
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text of the Gospel for the day. The holy ministry was desecrated by the abuse of
the Sacrament of the Altar, together with the other holy things, and the teaching
that ordination gave the priests the power to produce the holy things of God. As a
result of these abuses, the keys and prayer too were desecrated. Luther, however,
did not elaborate on these, as he had run out of steam.®®

Luther sums up his teaching on the sanctity of the holy things with two simple
propositions:
Where the gospel is rightly and purely preached, there a holy Christian
Church must be.....where there is a holy Christian Church, there all the
sacraments, Christ himself, and the Holy Spirit must be.”
The presence or absence of the gospel in the divine service therefore determines
whether the holy things are kept holy, or whether sacrilege occurs. The worst kind
of sacrilege is the desecration of God's word by false teaching and malpractice.
Where the word is kept pure and holy, there Christians are kept holy by their
faithful participation in Christ’s holiness through the holy things of God.

This understanding of desecration leads to Luther’'s emphasis on the purity of

doctrine, which he equates with the purity of the gospel.” This is how he explains

itinasermon on 1 Corinthians 1:4-9:
If we have the gospel pure, we have the treasure God gives his Church
and we cannot go astray or want...There is no defect in this, and it is
effective and fruitful. The fact that some do not believe, does not weaken
baptism or the Gospel or the Church; they harm themselves.... Wherever
the doctrine is pure, there you can also keep purity in baptism, the
sacrament, absolution, the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, good
works and all callings.”

Just as the sanctity of the holy things depends on the power of God's word, so

their effectiveness rests on whether the gospdl is taught in its purity.

Luther’s concern for the purity of doctrine comes from his understanding of
participation in Christ’s holiness through the use of the holy things. The
evangelical preaching of Christ enables peopleto put their trust in his holiness and
serve him with pure hearts. Pure doctrine produces a pure faith, a pure conscience,
and the pure worship of God.” Through purity of evangelical teaching God'’ s pure
word cleanses the faithful with the alien purity of Christ.”* And that, in turn,
promotes a life of active holiness in the world. Pure doctrine, therefore, which
attaches people to the purity of Christ, has priority over purity of life.”

' Lw 38:211.

LW 38:211; cf. LW 52:18.

1 LW 12:407. See Gunnar Wertelius, Oratio Continua (Lund: Gleerup, 1970), 339-45, for a discussion
on Luther's understanding of pure doctrine. Luther uses the terms pure doctrine (doctrina pura) and sound
doctrine (doctrina sana) interchangeably, because pure doctrine leads to a sound healthy faith in Jesus
Christ.

2| uther's Epistle Sermons, Vol. 11, translated by John N. Lenker, Minneapolis: Luther, 1909, 301.

® WA 22:383:9ff; Dr Martin Luthers Sammtliche Schriften, edited by Joh. Georg. Walch (St Louis:
Concordia, 1897), 6:1078.

" LW 12:366f; 24:211ff; cf. LW 12:363; 29:152.

LW 27:41f; WA 32:408:3ff; 47:489:28ff; 54:405:If.
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While human beings cannot desecrate Christ's holiness and destroy the sanctity of
God's word, they can pollute his holy things by their teaching and so nullify their
sanctifying power. Through false teaching and liturgical malpractice, the holy
things of God, like the body and blood of Christ in the sacrament, are twisted into
sacrilegious instruments for self-sanctification. People are then trapped in the
darkness of their own impurity, from which they cannot free themselves, no
matter how hard they try. This contamination of holy things through false
teaching occurs objectively through their wrong administration in the divine
service, and subjectively through the operation of misbelief in the heart of the
person. Thus, through impurity of doctrine, people are deprived of the
sanctification that is offered to them in the holy things of God.

Conclusion

Luther nowhere systematises his teaching on holiness. Yet it is still remarkably
consistent and well-developed. The emphasis in it lies on participation in God's
holiness through faith in Christ. God makes and keeps the church holy through the
seven holy things that he has entrusted to it for its sanctification. These sanctify
those who believe the Gospel and participate in the divine service together with
the whole communion of saints. They receive the passive holiness of Christ by
their faith in him and their membership in the one holy catholic church. The active
holiness of the Christian life is the fruit of this passive holiness. It issues in the
keeping of the Ten Commandments and the gradual separation from all inner and
outer impurity. Since Christ is the only source of holiness and purity, the realms
of holiness and impurity are defined in terms of contact or lack of contact with
him and his Holy Spirit. The common domain is created and maintained by the
law rather than the gospel. The pure teaching of the Gospel ensures that the holy
things of God are neither desecrated nor defiled within the worship of the church.

Thus the world of al Christians is charged with God's holiness, because they are

holy in Christ. Luther says.
(Christ) has purified everything with his body, so that through him
nothing that belongs to our natural birth and this life damages us at all;
but everything is considered to be as pure as his own, because through
baptism and faith | have been clothed with his birth and life. Therefore
everything | do is pleasing to God and is properly caled holy walking,
standing, eating, drinking, sleeping, and waking, etc. For each Christian
everything becomes a completely holy place (eitel Helligthum), even
though he still lives in the flesh and is quite impure in himself; through
faith, everything about him is pure. This, however, is an alien holiness
and yet our own, because God wills to see nothing that we do in this life
as impure in itself; but everything becomes holy, precious, and
acceptable to him through this Child who makes the whole world holy
through his life.”

8 WA 37:57:11-25. This is a revised version of the translation from Paul Althaus, The Theology of
Martin Luther, 218.



12



13



