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sion is quite staggering. For the most part, however, the emphasis
is conveyed through admonitions, whose sense of immediacy
reflects the crucial link between Christian life and Christ’s atoning
sacrifice on the cross as its source and driving force.

The admonitions are, of course, quite similar to, not to say
identical with, the demands of the law. One need look no further
than the Ten Commandments for comparison. What makes them
markedly different, even though the mode of expression remains
largely the same, is their relation to salvation. Whereas the
demands made by the law present themselves as a means to a goal
(Lk :–), the apostolic injunctions are clearly the result of
that goal. Put differently, what requires attainment under the law
has now been accomplished apart from it. Of course in actuality,
under the law, the accomplishment of salvation though objective-
ly possible remains an unattainable goal in view of the reality of
human sin. Hence the law can only make accusations, as it hurls
one into despair and makes one yearn for respite.

Dogmatically it has become customary to refer to this accusato-
ry function of the law as its second use (usus elenchiticus). Lex
semper accusat runs Melanchthon’s oft-quoted adage (Ap , ,
, , ), underscoring the soteriological significance of the
law in confronting the sinner. The mechanics are somewhat com-
plex. The law holds out a promise of salvation. Deceived by sin,
the sinner attempts to reach this goal, but no sooner does he make
such an attempt than he finds himself under divine judgment.
When it comes to external behavior, it is quite possible to conform
to the law’s demands.³ This function of preserving social struc-
tures is known as the law’s first use (usus politicus). But the law
hardly aims at what is external; rather, it must reach the inner self
to make the outside change meaningful.

At this point the sinner’s heart—bent on self-justification—is
forced to recognize that it invariably defies the law and would only
accept it out of a vested interest, which—if one is honest to one-
self—is no acceptance at all. Two possibilities open up here: either
the self-deception continues, in which case the human heart
“despises the judgment of God in its smugness,” or the law pene-
trates into the self-acknowledged sinner’s being and engulfs him
in despair. If the latter is the case, humans react by hating and
fleeing from the judgment which God, through the conscience,
passes on them (Ap , ; cf. FC SD , ). To prevent the disin-
tegration of the self, in a last-ditch attempt, they will desperately
try to construct some semblance of security only to realize that
relief is short-lived (Ap , ). It is at that moment, when there
are no more straws to clutch at, that the sinner is ready to be
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     and gospel was,
without much exaggeration, the most fundamental theolog-
ical decision of the Reformation. The Formula of Concord

calls it “an especially brilliant light which serves the purpose that
the Word of God may be rightly divided and the writings of the
holy prophets and apostles may be explained and understood cor-
rectly” (FC SD , ).¹ Embracing not only this hermeneutical
process, the distinction lies at the very foundation of the doctrine
of justification by grace through faith, or any other article of faith
for that matter. It serves to preserve the integrity of Christ’s aton-
ing sacrifice, while at the same time ensuring due condemnation
of unbelief.

While the nature of the gospel seemed quite clear to all those
involved in the elaboration and application of the law-gospel dis-
tinction, the character and the place of the law in relation to the
gospel remained subject to much dispute and discord. Some of
the debates continued well into the twentieth century, only to
leave the issue muddier than ever. Among them an especially
prominent place is occupied by the lengthy discussion concerning
the so-called “third use of the law.”

Rather than offer an evaluation of the historico-theological
data, this article will seek to demonstrate that no satisfactory pre-
sentation of the third use of the law can be given without an overt
reference to creation and the fall. It will begin by synthetically
delineating the role of the law—with special focus on the third
use—as it has been traditionally understood in Lutheran theolo-
gy. After certain unresolved problems have been identified, our
discussion will then proceed to deal with the complex question of
anthropology in the context of Creation, which will eventually
form the basis for the proposed adjustment in the concept of the
third use of the law.

THIRD USE: WHENCE AND WHERE TO?

Even a cursory glance at the New Testament will reveal a strong
emphasis on Christian living. Believers are encouraged to “live a
life worthy of the calling you have received” (Eph :).² As God’s
beloved children, they are to be “imitators of God,” living “a life of
love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant
offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph :). The richness of expres-



accuses prior to the gift of salvation; the law guides afterwards.
This scheme is only reinforced by the fact that in the believer’s life
both the second and third uses are present (FC SD , ). Thus the
third use of the law is frequently little more than the second with-
out a “sting,” with salvation serving as a catalyst. What results is an
undesirable internalization of the law.⁵

To illustrate, the accusation of the Law has its locus in the God-
initiated self-reflection of the soul; good works follow the gospel
as a consequence of rebirth and the soul’s spontaneous confor-
mity to God’s will; for no apparent reason—despite their imper-
fection—they are the believing individual’s way of procuring
temporal blessings but not salvation; finally, as an inseparable
outcome of inner faith, they are an outer indicator of salvation.
The soul thus becomes the seat of God’s dealings with man.
There is no broader context, other than the private, divine-
human relationship—the immutable and eternal will of God as
it reaches man in his conscience—that could justify the
significance of the law in Christian life. Consequently it is
difficult not to walk away with the impression that for believers
good works are an issue of morality, of appreciation of the gift of
salvation, with the gospel followed by the law, which now must
be conformed to, albeit in a non-threatening way.⁶

By contrast, a glance at the New Testament admonitions, com-
monly understood to be the law in its third use, will reveal that we
are dealing here not merely with the opposition of the unredeemed
state to the state of redemption, but also, if not primarily, with the
state of redemption treated as a return to the pre-fall creation. For
example, Saint Paul begins his epistle to the Ephesians by pointing
out his addressees’ new calling. They are something else than what
they used to be—“you were once darkness, but now you are light
in the Lord” (Eph :). This means that a change has occurred, a
renewal in which darkness has given way to light. One need only
think of the divine “Let there be light” (Gn :) in this context. In
the Galatians epistle we find an even clearer statement: “what
counts is a new creation” (:). However the most emphatic wit-
ness to this creationally-construed transformed identity of those
who are now in Christ can be found in Paul’s second letter to the
Corinthians in which believers are “a new creation; the old has gone,
the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to him-
self through Christ” ( Cor :–).

Since the essence of the new creation lies in the healing of the
broken relationship between God and man, that is, reconciliation
and restoration, Christian life must not be interpreted in isolation
from the old, pre-fall, creation. To take the atonement seriously
requires that everything that can be said about those who are now

 

pulled out of the depths of anguish by the Word of the gospel,
proclaiming the accomplishment of his salvation by Christ.

From now on the law takes on an entirely new dimension.
What makes this crucial difference is faith.

After we have been justified and regenerated by faith . . . we
begin to fear and love God, to pray and expect help from
him, to thank and praise him, and to submit to him in our
afflictions. Then we also begin to love our neighbor because
our hearts have spiritual and holy impulses (Ap , ).

This spiritual desire to live according to God’s law comes sponta-
neously, insofar as the Christian is a redeemed and renewed being.
He is attuned to the law, which he now gladly accepts as “the
immutable will of God according to which man is to conduct
himself in this life” (FC SD , ). In this way though believers
“are never without the law, they are not under but in the law, they
live and walk in the law of the Lord, and yet do nothing by the
compulsion of the law” (FC SD , ).

Sin however is still a powerful reality in the life of the Christian,
even more so than in the life of an unbeliever. In fact, Christian life
is one of constant struggle with temptation and failure.
Consequently believers require that the law be taught to them, on
the one hand, continuing its work of accusation, and on the other,
ensuring “that they will not be thrown back on their own holiness
and piety and under the pretext of the Holy Spirit’s guidance set
up a self-elected service of God without his Word and command”
(FC SD , ). This latter use has been customarily labeled “the
third use of the law”(tertius usus legis). Pointing back to the atone-
ment as the source of its motivation, it rests on the Christians’ new
identity in faith and admonishes them to “conduct yourselves in a
manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Phil :).

This is how—in broad outline—the work of the law is usually
presented in Lutheran theology. Setting aside the technical ques-
tions of how a formal concept of the third use developed,⁴ one is
led to ask how the third use relates to the other two. To put it yet
another way, why is it that Christians are now to keep the much-
hated law from whose curse they longed so much to be liberated?
Following Melanchthon, the Formula of Concord interprets the
law as the immutable will of God (FC SD , ; , ), affirming
simply that “it is God’s will, ordinance, and command that believ-
ers walk in good works” (FC SD , ). It states, in addition, that
good works, though not a part of faith, invariably flow from faith
(AC , ; Ap , ; FC SD , ). They are necessary (AC 

and ; Ap , , , , ; FC SD , ) because, first, such
is the divine will; second, because they secure temporal blessings;
and third, because they indicate, though do not preserve, salva-
tion. Undoubtedly correct, this answer, however, does not seem to
satisfy the question why—in an apparently arbitrary fashion—
God actually wills that believers do good works, why he should
reward them with temporal blessings, and why the works of the
law should be an indication of salvation.

It is the view of the present author that no satisfactory answer
can be given to the above questions as long as the third use of the
law is seen as a mere flipside of and as derived from the second
use. The latter mistake is easily made. Lutheran theology has by no
stretch of the imagination remained invulnerable here. The law
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chemically, or biologically definable properties. Can the essence of
the human be simply reduced to man’s empirically ascertainable
composition, to sheer matter, to mere struggle for preserving the
particular atomic structure we know as the human being? It
remains legitimate to ask whether it is only by force —exercised
both ethically and through science—that our uniqueness can be
established and maintained.

It is in this context of incomprehensibility and resignation that
the question of meaning is inevitably raised—first of humanity
and then of life and all existence. This question is raised because
meaning is felt to be lacking.¹⁰ The problem is not alien even to the
Bible itself. The Psalmist asks,“what is man that you are mindful of
him” (Ps :). It must not be overlooked that, in contradistinction
to the questions posed from within human experience, this one
implies going beyond that experience; that is, a relationship. The
theological definition of humanity presupposes involvement on God’s
part. Humanity can only be defined from the outside, and that
because of the mindfulness of God. Only by making reference to
this external perspective can the questions that originate within the
world be given meaningful answers.

Nowhere in the Bible is man’s uniqueness shown more clearly
than in the creation account (Gn –). Man was brought forth on
the last, sixth day of God’s creative activity. Unlike the rest of the
created realm, he was fashioned out of the dust of the earth by the
Creator himself (Gn :), made in God’s very image and likeness
(Gn :–). It is this image that determines human distinctive-
ness—a testimony to the dignity and worth of the person. Though
it does not render man substantially divine, it underlies human
subjectivity: man is not a mere object within creation, but an act-
ing and responsible subject (Gn :–). While there is agree-
ment among theologians concerning this raw Biblical data, in the
history of dogma the problem of the make-up and the role of the
imago Dei has been a rather complex one. Even a brief overview of
all the interpretations would by far exceed the scope of this article.
We shall, therefore, limit ourselves to an exposition of only sever-
al pertinent points and the dilemma they lead to.

Humans were originally created in holiness and perfect, inti-
mate, knowledge of God. This state of original righteousness was,
according to the Lutheran Confessions, characterized not only by
a life of attentiveness to each others’ needs but, in the first place,
by “fear of God, faith and love toward him” (Ap , ). In other
words, “original righteousness was intended to involve not only a
balanced physical constitution, but these gifts as well: a surer
knowledge of God, fear of God, trust in God, or at least the incli-

in Christ necessarily reflect the primal wholeness and the unspoiled
fellowship that Adam and Eve had with God. Not without deeper
theological motivation is Christ portrayed as the counterpart of
Adam (Rom :–;  Cor :). What all this means is that
redemption can no longer be seen in individualistic terms but
should rather be placed in the context of the entire creation as it
awaits liberation “from its bondage to decay” and participation in
“the glorious freedom of the children of God” (Rom :). In this
light, the third and second uses of the law derive from the first,
which is the foundational one, even though, soteriologically speak-
ing, the importance of the second use can hardly be overestimated.
Accordingly to arrive at a creational interpretation of the tertius
usus legis, we must now turn to the anthropology of creation.

GOD’S IMAGE: THE RIDDLE OF HUMANITY

Among all the various questions that arise out of human experi-
ence, some of the most baffling ones concern self-experience. In
one way or another, all people face Hamlet’s dilemma:

What a piece of work is a man! how noble in reason!
how infinite in faculty! in form and moving how
express and admirable! in action how like an angel!
in apprehension how like a god! the beauty of the
world! the paragon of animals! And yet, to me,
what is this quintessence of dust?⁷

Much as we would like to see ourselves as the noble product of
our own mental and physical capacities, we are constantly con-
fronted by our baseness on the ethical plane and by our
insignificance in the categories of science.

Paradoxically, the more we learn about ourselves and the world
that surrounds us, the more undesirable affinity we seem to find
between us and the rest of the universe. The foundation of our
claim to uniqueness is crumbling. First, as ethical beings, we never
cease to face the overpowering ambiguity of our dealings with
others and theirs with us. As we interact with one another, the
ultimate goal is the preservation of our security as both individu-
als and groups. Human life is a struggle to maintain and guard the
sources of our security at all costs. We define ourselves in terms of
what makes us secure, because it provides a necessary point of ref-
erence and, in so doing, prevents the disintegration of our being.
But this process is true not only of human interaction. Closely
related is our exploitation of creation’s resources, as well as our use
of them in order to assure an advantageous position among mem-
bers of our own race. Second, in light of today’s sciences—from
genetics through psychology to ethnology—it is questionable
whether a clear-cut distinction between humans and the rest of
animate creation can at all be established on the basis of creation-
internal data.⁸ A powerful testimony to man’s unparalleled intel-
lectual capacity, science has at the same time undermined his
uniqueness within his world. Scientifically it has been shown that
humans are part and parcel of their environment, distinguished
from it not by certain unique intrinsic characteristics but merely
by the degree to which they possess them. Thus the question why
we are the way we are and what it is that makes us human remains
more elusive than ever.⁹ Still it is a legitimate question whether all
there is to man is a specific set of mathematically, physically,
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man possesses some knowledge of the divine law derived from cre-
ation and is thereby able to recognize his sin. In other words, the
law, as a product of God’s creative activity, enables humans, though
in a highly deficient way, to gain some insight into God and to see
themselves in relation to him. This knowledge, however, is so dis-
torted that any trust in God prior to grace is, of course, out of the
question.¹⁶ However once divine grace reaches out to the sinner,
the restoration of the material image of God begins, which gives
rise to true knowledge of and trust in God.

Opposed to Brunner’s immanent-structural conception of
humanity is Barth’s transcendental-relational understanding. For
Barth any knowledge of God, however incomplete and imperfect,
is nevertheless real knowledge that cannot be irrelevant to salva-
tion. Two criticisms are offered at this point. First, Barth agrees
that the identity of the sinner before and after the act of faith
remains the same; yet the transformation that occurs is so radical
that it can only be the work of God alone, without anything in
man to prepare him for grace. Second, Brunner’s definition of the
formal imago, contends Barth, places beyond the pale of human-
ity those “children of Adam” who do not exhibit sufficient ratio-
nality, responsibility, and ability to make decisions. According to
Brunner’s standard, they must be unfit for grace.¹⁷ In sum, for
Barth there is in the sinner no point of contact for divine grace, no
capacity for God, however broadly or narrowly understood. It is
solely through the relation of God to man that the latter, in faith
and under grace, becomes a human being, re-created in the image
of God, in radical discontinuity from his sinful existence.

The above is hardly more than a sketch of the contours of the
debate, aimed to illustrate a significant discrepancy. Since even as
a sinner man retains his subjective nature of a responsible agent
and yet no longer possesses the original righteousness, identified
with the imago Dei, in which he was inherently created, we are
faced with the dilemma whether or not after the fall one should
and can continue to speak about the humanity of the sinner. The
above overview also shows that in both Roman-Catholic and
Protestant theologies, extending well into the twentieth century,
the predominant interpretation of the image, or likeness, of God
has been focused on man’s inherent powers and capabilities.
Luther’s own understanding is only too typical:

In the remaining creatures God is recognized as by His foot-
prints; but in the human being, especially in Adam, He is
truly recognized, because in him there is such wisdom, jus-
tice, and knowledge of all things that he may rightly be called
a world in miniature. He has an understanding of heaven,
earth, and the entire creation. And so it gives God pleasure
that He made so beautiful a creature.¹⁸

While this interpretation is not necessarily wrong, it seems to be
lacking. As we have shown, to understand the image of God as
man’s capacity for God must lead either to its exclusion from
among the essential components of human nature, as is evidenced
by the Roman-Catholic construal of the likeness of God as a
superadded gift; or it will result in a dilemma in regard to what
exactly constitutes our humanity, requiring that we speak of an
image of sorts prior to the act of faith and the image proper in the
context of faith.

 

nation and power to do these things” (Ap , ). This righteous-
ness the Confessions identify expressly with the image of God
(Ap , ; FC SD , ). At the same time, while it is recognized that
the fall brought about the loss of original righteousness, coupled
with a thoroughgoing corruption of human nature, man’s
humanity has not been destroyed. Man has not totally lost his
subjectivity, his rational capacities, or his sense of responsibility.
He remains a human being whom God desires to renew in his
image and likeness (Col :).

Several approaches have been put forth to account for this
apparent discrepancy. Roman-Catholic theology, following the
anthropocentric scholastic tradition, introduces a distinction
between the image and likeness of God. The image, associated
with human reason, remains in humans after the fall. What is lost
is the likeness, identified with original righteousness, which, as a
superadded gift (donum superadditum), has no bearing on man’s
essential humanity anyway. Correspondingly original sin has not,
in any real sense, corrupted man’s entire nature by rendering its
powers inoperative in and opposed to all things godly. According
to Roman-Catholic theology, original sin has only “wounded”and
“weakened” human nature, making it inclined to sin, but has not
destroyed man’s humanity. With their humanity essentially intact,
all people have retained some capacity for God.¹¹

By contrast, taking seriously the exclusive centrality of the
cross, the Protestant tradition does not share this optimistic view
of sin. It considers the position that original righteousness was not
an integral part of man’s constitution, as well as the opinion that
human nature remains essentially intact after the fall, to be
anthropologically determined and unbiblical.¹² Consequently it
sees no reason to introduce what is an exegetically unjustified dis-
tinction between “image” and “likeness.” Unfortunately, by seri-
ously taking cognizance of the fact that even after the fall human
beings retain their subjectivity, it now has to speak of the imago
Dei both in a wider and proper sense, with only the latter (i.e.,
“image” in the proper sense) being totally obliterated by the fall.¹³

In somewhat modified form, this distinction played a significant
role in one of the most interesting theological debates of the twen-
tieth century, namely, that between Emil Brunner and Karl Barth
concerning nature and grace.¹⁴ Brunner proceeded from the
premise that sin has not abolished man’s personhood, that even as
a sinner man remains a human being, that is, one that is account-
able and rational, and thus also capable, albeit in a passive way, of
revelation. This he attributes to the presence of the humanum, the
formal image of God, in sinful humanity.¹⁵ As a responsible agent,
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affirm another, so that the two “will become one flesh” (Gn :).
Further he is endowed with the capacity to affirm creation—it finds
its meaning in his responsible and God-like stewardship. As one
commentator put it, “while [man] is not divine, his very existence
bears witness to the activity of God in the life of the world.”²⁰ In
other words, just as God finds Adam and Eve worthwhile and inter-
esting in and of themselves, humans, likewise, are to find God’s gift
of creation worthwhile in and of itself. Creation is not to be abused.
Humans are created to love God, their fellow man, and God’s gift of
creation. By definition, they are social and vocational beings, relat-
ing to others in such a way as to further their good through God-
appointed means. In so doing, they surrender their being in all its
individualism only to gain it back, in, with and through the being of
another. Only by receiving and giving can they realize their human-
ity. Only thus can they be human beings.

It has already been indicated that love consists in self-giving.
Naturally there can be no love under coercion. Thus with its origin
in the divine love, human existence is one of freedom. God did not
create automatons but beings that were beautiful, interesting and
worthwhile for their own sake—individuals with the capacity, of
their own free will, to reflect the love received.A loving relationship
by nature implies an option for un-love. Love as self-giving implies
the possibility of rejection. It is in this context of what love is that
the presence in the garden of the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil finds its purpose. To Adam and Eve was entrusted all that God
had created with the exception of one tree, of which they were
expressly forbidden to eat. In negative terms, the tree presents itself
as an alternative to God’s love; it makes the possibility of choosing
un-love, or self-love, a real one. In positive terms, it underscores the
free and self-giving character of the divine-human relationship,
pointing to the centrality of love in the constitution of man. From
man’s perspective, it makes love possible. Finally, it points to the
fundamental significance of trust as an inseparable aspect of love.
Adam and Eve knew their creator intimately in his self-sharing. All
they were and all that they had came from him. It would seem
there surely was a sufficient basis for trust. And yet, incomprehen-
sibly but in how familiar a way, they gave credence to the serpent’s
deceitful promise.

The fall is often portrayed as a transgression of what seemed to
be an otherwise arbitrary command. We have already demon-
strated that the command was far from arbitrary. Neither was it
meant to stress the importance of divinely established order, as if
God’s self-giving were a mere show. The command was not there
to put man in place and show him who really was in charge. On
the contrary, it was there to complete his humanness in its capac-
ity for love and freedom.

Interpretations that view the command to Adam in arbitrary or
legalistic terms fail to do justice to the complex mechanics of sin.

Contrary to this immanent-structural understanding, Barth
is correct in seeing the imago as a transcendental-relational con-
cept. Not in man by himself, but in the act of God relating to
humanity, does the image find its essence. Consequently the
image of God is not a device “tuned in” to receive a variety of
divine waves for the benefit of one’s intellect. Rather it is—as
the Apology of the Augsburg Confession puts it—”a wisdom and
righteousness . . . implanted in man that would grasp God and
reflect him” (.). This being the case, to be human is not so
much to have some capacity for God as to have God relate to one
and to reflect his being oneself. As will be shown, only this
approach can resolve the discrepancy concerning the humanity
of believers and unbelievers. Before this can be resolved, it is in
order to inquire into the being of God, whose relationship to us
and whose reflection in us we have determined to be humani-
ty-constitutive.

GOD’S BEING: THE TRAGIC MISINTERPRETATION

Considered merely in light of divine omnipotence, God’s act of
creation ex nihilo remains somewhat of a mystery. If God is all-
powerful, he obviously did not need as many as six days to bring
the world into being. The easiest way of explaining this conun-
drum would be by appealing to some voluntaristically construed
decision of the inscrutable divine will. This would be to miss the
point of what revelation actually is. Through the act of creation,
God reveals his own being. From this perspective, one cannot but
notice the deliberation, symmetry, and order exhibited in the six-
day account. What initially appears “formless and empty” (Gn
:) soon becomes characterized by an unprecedented level of
complexity and organization. But order—ranging from laws reg-
ulating the motion of stars to those governing human life—is
hardly the point of it all. It is merely a means to a goal. The goal
is the creation of man in the image of God.

What is significant about Adam is that he alone becomes the
locus of God’s self-sharing. In Adam God reveals himself as self-
giving, as love. Through creation, he who already perfectly and
sufficiently affirms otherness within himself—as Father, Son and
Holy Spirit—freely reaches out to another. In other words, man is
the only creature willed by God for its own sake.¹⁹ Such is the
nature of love. It affirms another not because of a vested interest,
but freely and disinterestedly, for the other’s sake. It finds the other
beautiful and interesting.

God’s love, as it finds beauty and a source of interest in the
other, truly creates the other to be beautiful and interesting. Thus,
surveying his creative work, God was able to conclude approving-
ly that “it was very good” (Gn :). The divine self-sharing mani-
fests itself, in the first place, in the act of creation itself. But it goes
much further. Man receives God’s blessing, as he is told to “be
fruitful and increase in number.” All that God has created is now
entrusted to him to rule over and to subdue (Gn :). What this
means is that creation is God’s gift to be used in a meaningful and
responsible way. Finally, God shares with man his own being. The
latter not only has a direct and personal experience of his Creator,
but is himself created to reflect the being of God.

Man is created with a capacity to love and to reciprocate love.
Like God he has the ability to go beyond himself. In the same way
that God affirms otherness within himself, man, too, is made to
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on one’s own terms, that one owes what one is only to oneself, that
one can make oneself into what one wishes to be in defiance of the
relational aspect of being.

It cannot be otherwise. As lack of trust, sin makes a person
shortsighted. Man can see no farther than himself and, instead of
finding the meaning and purpose of humanness in mutual self-
giving, he continues to search for it within himself. Without any-
body or anything to fall back on, he is doomed to this endless and
futile pursuit of “godhood.” Of course, Adam and Eve had no
intention of destroying their relationships. They sought, however,
their reconstitution. God’s essence, misconstrued as consisting in
power and secret knowledge, seemed to them a threat to their own
being. Since their trust in God had been undermined, receiving
from another appeared in their eyes to be a sinister means of con-
trol that had to be shed at all costs. Their nature, as they saw it,
could only be preserved through a similar exercise of control.

Secondly, sin is also enslavement to imperium—control and, if
need be, violence—as a means of preserving one’s integrity. Adam
and Eve destroyed their relationships not only by fearing a viola-
tion of their trust on another’s part but also by chronic suspi-
ciousness of another’s, that is, God’s, self-giving. They saw in
God’s giving an attempt to confine them into reciprocation, there-
by exerting control over their independence. Human life has thus
become a struggle for control as a means of survival. This, in turn,
has brought about the enslavement of man to creation. Man has
abandoned his God-appointed role of creation’s steward and
endeavours to place himself above the created order as God’s
equal. But as a creature he can only claim equality with and inde-
pendence from God by violently lording it over creation, not
merely because this is the way he now understands God’s being,
but also because he recognizes his dependence on creation, which
is God’s work, and thus on God himself. Exploitation of God’s
things gives an illusion of power. In this way, creation is necessary
for man as a means of self-assertion. The continued increase of his
control over the created realm, including other human beings,
creates the impression of approximating divinity. Put differently,
in order to preserve his integrity, man must enslave. He is both
enslaved and enslaver. Paradoxically this only deepens human
dependence on the now-hostile creation.

The isolation and enslavement of sin underscore that—at bot-
tom—it is a debilitating inability to love and trust, which “like a
spiritual leprosy, has thoroughly and entirely poisoned and cor-
rupted human nature” (FC SD , ). As such, sin undermines
everything that human nature was created to represent. Instead of
allowing oneself to receive another in his self-giving, and thus to
gain oneself, the sinner attempts his self-realization by going in
the opposite direction, to the inside. Sin, to use Luther’s dictum,
makes man into a homo incurvatus in se ipsum.²¹ This turning in
on oneself is the inevitable price of the trust-destructive misinter-
pretation of God’s being, and thus also of failing to acknowledge
one’s humanity in its relational richness. In other words, the price
of the knowledge of good and evil is the recognition of oneself as
evil. Man cannot know evil without at the same time seeing it in
himself, in his lovelessness and distrust.

The tree that Adam and Eve were forbidden to eat from was
not, contrary to their expectations, a vehicle of secret wisdom. The
knowledge originated within man together with the deed, with his

 

Such interpretations place a disproportionate emphasis on its
moralistic aspect, rather than understanding the command in the
context of God’s being as love and of what this love actually is. The
essence of the fall lies not so much in the violation of God’s com-
mand, not even in the breach of trust, even though it is this breach
that unequivocally places all responsibility and guilt on man.
Rather, the fall, and with it all sin, consists in a misinterpretation
and rejection of the being of God. Again, this misrepresentation is
to be seen not so much in the attempt to make God into a liar, as
in the denial of God’s being as love (Gn :–). When the serpent
promises to Eve that she and Adam “will be like God, knowing
good and evil” (Gn :), he not only portrays God as being funda-
mentally dishonest and untrustworthy; the serpent also makes the
man and the woman believe that divinity consists in power and
secret knowledge instead of the so-familiar love, which gives to the
other all that it has. It is this misrepresentation that leads Adam
and Eve to forget that they already are like God! The consequences
could hardly be more disastrous.

Rooted in man’s failed attempt to acquire what he understood to
be divine status, sin is by nature un-relational and counter-rela-
tional, and thus without doubt un-God-like. Sin goes against every-
thing that humans were supposed to be as subjective creatures
endowed with God’s own image. Numerous characterizations and
analogies could be evoked here to illustrate sin’s deceitful and
destructive nature. For our purposes, we will focus on isolation,
enslavement, and the inability to trust and love.

Sin is isolation in that it severs man’s ties with everything around
him. By attempting to be like God, man separates himself from
God. He forgoes the gift of freedom in favor of self-established and
self-centered independence. He also separates himself from cre-
ation. A usurper of divinity, he can no longer accept himself as part
of creation, resenting his God-given function as the recipient of
divine gifts and blessings and as the steward of the created realm.
He finally separates himself from his fellow humans. This he does,
first of all, by avoiding responsibility and trying to shift the blame.
But even without that, separation would be inevitable. By violating
God’s trust, man has now become painfully aware that the same
could be done to him. His own act has brought him to the realiza-
tion that it lies within human capacity to abuse another’s self-giv-
ing. This is a terrifying and unbearable thought.

As inability to trust, isolation leads to enslavement. Because the
sinner cannot rely on others, fearing his trust will be violated, he
is forced to rely on himself alone. Like a black hole, he cannot go
beyond his own “event horizon.” His self-proclaimed indepen-
dence has, in reality, turned him into a prisoner of himself. First,
it has made him a slave to the lie that it is possible to be like God

Sin is also enslavement to imperium—
control and, if need be, violence—as
a means of preserving one’s integrity.
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This outside connection is found in none other than the image of
God. Let us repeat some of our earlier conclusions. The theologi-
cal definition of humanity presupposes involvement on God’s part.
To be human is not so much to have some capacity for God as to have
God relate to one and to reflect his being oneself. Divine involvement
is decisive here. Without it, there would be no image. Note that the
two are related far more closely than a mere cause and effect. The
fact that God goes beyond himself and creates man as a creature
worthwhile in itself determines the content of the imago Dei.

Creation, especially that of man, reflects the being of the
Creator himself. In creating humans as subjective and free entities,
with the capacity to reciprocate divine love, God is fundamental-
ly consistent with himself. In creation, he reveals himself as love.
Thus it is the nature of God, the very nature that has brought
them into being, that humans are to reflect as those created in his
image. Because God relates to them, it likewise belongs to their
nature to reach out and to offer themselves to fellow men in acts
of love. The model to emulate is God’s giving of himself together
with his gift of creation. Creation as a gift to man is not only a
reflection of divine love, on account of which it is beautiful and
interesting and worthy of care, but it is also a means of human
self-giving. Man is to use it for the promotion of life—a goal
which receives God’s unqualified blessing (Gn :). In short, the
image of God implies not only social interaction but also respon-
sible stewardship of creation’s resources. To repeat, humans,
because they were created in the image of God, are by nature social
and vocational beings.

With the imago Dei so understood, sin—even though it has
obliterated man’s relational being, isolating, enslaving and inca-
pacitating him for love and trust—has not deterred God or pre-
vented his involvement in creation, particularly in human life.
In the words of the apostle, “if we are faithless, [God] will
remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself” ( Tim :). It
is this fact of God’s continued relationship to creation, his over-
whelming and steadfast love for the world (Jn :) and his desire
that sinners should turn from their wicked ways and live (Ez :;
 Tim :) that still determines our humanity. Put differently,
God’s mindfulness prevents man’s immediate dissolution into
dust. It keeps original sin under control and extrinsically miti-
gates its radicalness. Even though man has done everything to
destroy his being, God lovingly continues to uphold this being
in an external way. He does so, first of all, by persistently creat-
ing life in the midst of death, which Adam’s sin has brought into
creation.“He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and
sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Mt :). By
creating life, he preserves —albeit, again, in an external

choice of un-love, with his rejection of God’s self-giving. It came
on the heels of man’s attempt to be like God, in which the former
isolated himself from his Creator and other human beings, aban-
doning his unique position within the created realm as the recip-
ient of God’s love and blessing. It came with man turning in on
himself and the resultant collapse of his being. It is now with great
difficulty that man preserves his integrity. He can do so only by a
violent, self-centred and self-enslaving exercise of supremacy.
Therefore, in so doing, he not only knows evil in himself but also
actively propagates it.

Consider the dreadful ambiguity that underlies all human desire
to be creative. Ethically speaking, even the best of human works are
tainted by vested interests, resentment, or distrust. Moreover from
the scientific perspective, man’s harnessing of creation’s resources
exposes his potential for self-destruction and thirst for power, as
much as it shows his ingenuity. Finally, much as he may wish to
avoid or ignore it, man meets with disintegration throughout his
life only to be confronted by it conclusively at the point of death.
The all-consuming presence of death reveals that creation without
its steward has gone wild—it dies both from lack of proper care
and from the abuses it suffers from the hand of man. It has become
the devil’s playground. Man himself—having separated himself
from the life-giving love of God—faces the same destiny as the cre-
ation he was so hasty to abandon in pursuit of self-realization. In
isolation from God he is dust and to dust he must return (Gn :).
In a word, life without love and trust is deadly. It not only kills the
isolated and enslaved human being but also spreads death around
in spite and because of human attempts to avoid the inevitable.
“Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it” (Lk :).

THIRD USE: WHEREIN?

As self-inflicted solitary confinement, sin has completely
destroyed the relational aspect of man’s being. At this point, we
must go back to our question concerning the sinner’s humanity.
We have shown that any interpretation of the image of God that
views the latter as a perfection of the intellect, enabling man to
know God and to be attuned to his will, leads to a serious dis-
crepancy. On the one hand, we are confronted with the theologi-
cally inevitable conclusion that sinful man, through his opposi-
tion to everything that is God’s, is no longer human. On the other
hand, we cannot but acknowledge the fact—confirmed by both
experience and Scripture—that even sinners remain rational,
responsible and subjective creatures. In addition to this discrep-
ancy, if our humanity were truly determined by an inherent intel-
lectual capacity for God, we would be forced to conclude that
some people are unfit for grace since they lack the necessary point
of contact. Over against this immanent-structural conception of
humanity, we have opted instead for a transcendental-relational
understanding. An inobservant reader might respond that, by
admitting the destruction of man’s relationality, we have ended up
with exactly the same dilemma. Since sin is an un-relational and
counter-relational turning in on oneself, we can no longer speak
of the sinner’s relationally-construed humanity. This, however,
could not be further from the truth.

Recall that, contrary to man’s own futile attempts at self-
definition, we have suggested that a definition of humanity, if it is
to be all-inclusive and enduring, can only come from the outside.

Ethically speaking, even the best of
human works are tainted by vested
interests, resentment, or distrust.
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human beings. Instead of the much-craved God-like (though, in
fact, God-un-like) independence, this attempted self-extraction
from within creation has only led to his enslavement to its struc-
tures. Humans radically depend on creation for the pursuit of
what they understand to be divinity. They are unable to create ex
nihilo. As Eberhard Jüngel points out, “[s]in wants to be creative
itself. It does not want to receive the good that God gives. It wants
to be the giver.”²⁶ Thus the creativeness of sin must lead to the
abuse and destruction of God’s creation. Humans can only build
their security by controlling and violently subjugating everything
around themselves. All they do always has the benefit of the self
in view.

This should hardly be surprising. Since the shortsighted sinner
cannot accept God’s gift of humanity, it is imperative that he con-
struct his own humanity or else disintegrate. In other words, the
ambiguity of human interaction, evident in the law’s first use, results
from the desperate, and hence violent, attempts to establish one’s own
identity over against what is God’s in the context of a quest for god-
hood. We are all well aware of that. Good works are defiled by ulte-
rior motives as we try to procure another’s favor, or perhaps count
on reciprocation. Relationships fall short of vulnerable openness,
marred by the fear of breach of trust. Knowledge—harking back
to the misconstruction of God’s being by Adam and Eve —is never
neutral, but is power. Language separates and destroys as easily as
it brings together. Governments must be subject to strict control
because power corrupts.

At this point, by positing the humanity of the sinner as a con-
sequence of God’s steadfast and loving involvement in creation, it
may seem that we are falling into Brunner’s relativization of the
knowledge of God. But consider the implications of the divine
involvement in creation and of man’s endeavor to establish his
own identity in opposition to God’s humanity-constitutive rela-
tionship to man. If God’s involvement and desire to establish a
meaningful relationship with his wayward creature can indeed be
discerned through whatever structure there remains in creation,
that would mean that man must have some knowledge of God.
Now, if that were the case, it would be hardly explicable why
humans should then persist in their stubborn pursuit of self-
definition and godhood. Not only that, the radical nature of the
gospel would itself be seriously undermined if it lay within the
natural powers of the sinner to turn back to God and acknowl-
edge his preservation of creation’s order as loving involvement.

Rather than deny the possibility of natural revelation altogeth-
er—an option favored by Karl Barth—this problem can find a
solution in the context of our discussion of sin. We have already
mentioned shortsightedness as one characteristic of sin. To be
shortsighted, however, is not yet to be blind. The apostle himself
says that “since the creation of the world God’s invisible
qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clear-
ly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men
are without excuse” (Rom. :). The solution to the dilemma is to
be found in the misinterpretation of God’s being that lies at the
root of sin. It is this misinterpretation that prevents sinners from
seeing, even though they can see (Mt :). Having misconstrued
God’s nature in terms of power, control and secret knowledge, Adam
and Eve were no longer able to trust him, seeing in his self-giving
only an attempt to keep them in submission. Deceived by the ser-

 

manner—the structures of society, which in turn facilitate the
promotion of life.²²

For example, despite its many structural ambiguities and the
ease with which it can be misused, language continues to be a
means of communication. Human interaction, challenging as it
may be, is possible. Now, however, language is but a weak shadow
of the inherently creative Word with which God brought creation
into being.²³ Further, governments ensure that justice should pre-
vail and wrongdoing meet with appropriate punishment,
although they can only do so with great difficulty, facing an even
greater temptation to abuse the powers vested in them. Through
structures like these, especially the family, God’s life-giving and
life-preserving presence in creation is a real presence. For this rea-
son Luther does not hesitate to call holy not only the works of
order themselves, but also those who perform them, as he goes on
to state,“Even the godless may have much about them that is holy
without being saved thereby.”²⁴

What this means is that man’s failure to carry out these func-
tions, or his deficient fulfilment thereof, still serves the divine pur-
pose. Thus not only respectable members of the community, but
also the corrupt and the wicked, by virtue of living within God’s
sphere of action, carry out the works by which this sphere is
defined. God’s creating activity continues in spite of and against
sin, as he uses even human blindness and ignorance to advance his
life-creating goal. “The will of the Creator,” observes Gustaf
Wingren, “runs like an undercurrent beneath the stream of
human works, and is not disturbed even when the surface is
ruffled.”²⁵ This, as the reader will have recognized, is what
Lutheran theology calls the first, political, use of the law—now
only a remnant of the original relationality built into creation.

It is a mere vestige, first of all, in that order within creation is
now being preserved one-sidedly—by God alone. Originally it
was a clear expression of divine self-giving, with creation’s delib-
erate structure and symmetry underscoring God’s love for man
and being so understood by the latter. Prior to the fall, it was inter-
preted by man not only as an expression of God’s disinterested
affection, but also of his very being. It was an indicator of human
dignity, for man himself was accorded a place of honor within
that order. Now it is only external. True, as we have indicated, it
still expresses God’s loving involvement, but it is neither recipro-
cated nor understood for what it truly is. Man’s sin has made him
deaf and blind to God’s offer of love.

Further, the first use of the law is only a remnant of the thor-
oughly relational character of the primal creation in that in this
function the law is now permeated with deadly ambiguity. In sin,
man has separated himself from creation, including fellow

The first use of the law is only a 
remnant of the thoroughly relational
character of the primal creation.
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a corollary of the first. It has its origin and rationale in the vesti-
gial character of the usus politicus. It derives its force from God’s
unilateral preservation of creation’s order, both from the latter’s
ambiguity as well as its inimical and hostile character. The second
use is driven solely by the reality of sin, because it is against sin —
against man’s failed self-extraction from his God-given position of
honor—that it is directed. It can, therefore, never be the goal; nor
can it represent all that there is to the law. It begins in aberration
and aims at combating the aberration. The real goal, however, is
the restoration of creation’s structures based on mutual love. This
goal is brought to fruition in the third use.

The third use is none other than the first use without the latter’s
plaguing vagueness and hostile undercurrents, without its alien
character. It is a return to creation in its primeval beauty, with
order being maintained not merely externally, but internally
through the bond of love and trust between a self-giving God and
a reciprocating and socially and vocationally self-giving man. This
radical change has been made possible by the reality of redemp-
tion. God’s continued self-giving reached its apex and most per-
fect manifestation in his offering of himself to man in the most
intimate of ways—by becoming man and sharing in the humani-
ty of his children (Heb :).

The incarnation is fundamentally consistent with God’s preser-
vation of the whole creation and thus with his very being. It is an
extension of his loving presence. What is of significance is that
God the Son was “made like his brothers in every way . . . yet was
without sin” (Heb :; :). He became a man perfect in his
humanity, with the fullness of its God-given relational potential,
only to take upon himself our isolation and enslavement. He thus
conquered sin by trustingly offering himself both to God and fel-
low men, even to the point of death. In the midst of life’s ambiva-
lence, he exposed with utmost clarity the deceptive nature of sin,
based as it is on a fundamental denial of God’s nature as love.
Thus in Christ, the despairing sinner again perceives the astound-
ing faithfulness and the life-bestowing love of God—not merely
for himself but for all of creation. In Christ the sinner becomes a
human being, by being restored and recreated in his capacity to
reciprocate the divine love and to reflect it in loving relationships
with fellow men and in his stewardship of God’s gifts. Thus the
seemingly individual character of the divine-human relationship
is firmly and inseparably embedded in the renewal of all creation.
The third use of the law, through its creation-wide scope, shows
that “human nature, being a human, consists solely in being
justified by faith.”²⁸

As we have shown, the third use must be seen in the context of
the universal first use if it is to say something meaningful about

pent’s manipulative use of language, they began to doubt the
divine self-giving. How could they not doubt, if God had seem-
ingly withheld an essential part of his being, if he seemed to have
deceived them?

Consequently, the ambiguity of creation’s law structure comes
only secondarily from man’s self-centered use of them. In the first
place, it results from man’s misconception of creation’s order as
God’s means of exerting tyrannical control. Humans accept the
divine law only insofar as it promotes their welfare. Beyond that,
they react with suspicion and rebellion, or, what is significant, they
may try to use God to advance their status. If the latter is the case,
they will attempt in their self-centeredness to propitiate God; that
is, to obligate him by their own devious works to be favorably
inclined towards them. In this act they not only defy God’s nature
by misinterpreting it—they actually trample his being underfoot,
thinking God himself could be used in the human pursuit of
divinity.

Finally, the first use of the law is a vestige of the original rela-
tional structure of creation in that the latter is now hostile and
inimical. Without its steward, it has fallen prey to the devil and
become subject to death. From the hands of man, it suffers con-
stant abuse, being treated as a necessary springboard to godhood.
But because God remains involved in it, it has not suffered total
disintegration. Outwardly there is a semblance of order, even
though it is only a glimmer of the original relationality built on
God’s love for man and man’s for God. For the sinner, this order
can be nothing but a burden. Humans not only find themselves
submerged in it, but they see their dependence on it in terms of
unpleasantly stifling confinement. Because they are part of it, for-
ever trying to extricate themselves from its bounds, and yet are
dependent on it for their very life and well-being, creation’s struc-
ture itself forms a powerful indictment of man. If he is honest
with himself, he will realize that his own “godhood” is incapable
of establishing and preserving a completely new order for the
ages. Thus, in his own struggle against creation, man sees himself
indisputably accused of being a negligent steward, a puny god
without a definite identity, a usurper and a failure.

Note that in this accusatory function, derived from the sinner’s
relationship to creation, we can discern the foundation of the sec-
ond use of the law. Once reinforced, the accusation will lead either
to continued self-deception, or, if man recognizes his weakness, it
will cause him to try and assure his status in relation to God by
means of works and propitiatory measures. In building his own
security man is able to and will go much further than the abuse of
creation; he will not shy away from using God himself to uphold
his own prideful and self-centered individualism. Misuse aside, the
goal of the accusation is, of course, that man despair of himself as
demigod and God-maker, and acknowledge that all he is and has
comes from God, who in spite of human sin, in love continues to
relate to man, upholding the latter’s life and humanity. Man must
recognize, to quote Gustaf Wingren, “that our relationship to God
is given in and with life itself. It can never, properly speaking, be
created or established from man’s side, as though there had been a
time after a man’s birth when this relationship was not yet estab-
lished. Man cannot live without living from God.”²⁷

In this way, the second use of the law, though central as far as
salvation is concerned, is in fact only a necessary outcome; that is,

The third use is none other than the
first use without the latter’s plaguing
vagueness and hostile undercurrents.
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. All citations from the Lutheran Confessions come from The
Book of Concord, ed. Theodore Tappert (Philadelphia: Fortress, ).

. All Scripture citations are from The Holy Bible. New
International Version (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, ).

. Ap , : “philosophical or civic righteousness, which we agree is
subject to reason and somewhat in our power.”

. None of the Lutheran Confessions prior to the Formula of
Concord mentions a third use of the law. The designation first appears
in the  edition of Melanchthon’s Loci Theologici. This is not to say
that the Confessions consider the issue of good works performed by the
unregenerate to be insignificant. On the contrary, while emphasizing

the sole importance of faith in justification, to the explicit exclusion of
the law, the Apology adds, concerning believers, that “the keeping of the
law should begin in us and increase more and more. But we mean to
include both elements, namely, the inward spiritual impulses and the
outward good works” (Ap , ). It then states that in this spirit the
Lutherans actually “teach . . . not only how the law can be kept, but also
that God is pleased when we keep it” (Ap , ). In the same vein, one
need look no further than Luther’s exposition of the Decalogue in his
catechisms to find out how important a function he ascribed to the
teaching of the law in Christian life. This is hardly belittled by his stress
on the sin- and wrath-revealing, inimical, aspect of the law in the

NOTES

quite naturally to the neglected first, political, use of the law, the
goal of which is to preserve social structures. Despite its apparent
salvific irrelevance, we have discovered that this external use is a

vital remnant of the once-internal order of the pre-fall creation.
To understand this close affinity between the first and third

uses, and thus also the meaning of redemption, we have given
serious consideration to the anthropology of creation and the fall.
Only by inquiring into the nature of God the Creator, as it is
reflected in the creature he fashioned in his own image, can one
understand the constitution of humanity. Without this the law is
made arbitrary at best, and meaningless at worst. But if creation
and the fall are taken into account, it becomes possible to appre-
ciate the law as God’s continuing willingness to deal with his
rebellious creature, as an expression of his love, which—though
disastrously misconstrued—has not been annihilated by human
sin. Against this background, both the first and the third uses of
the law can be interpreted in terms of God’s creation-wide pres-
ence whose goal is to restore wholeness in the world. Their close
relationship underscores the pivotal character of Christ’s atoning
sacrifice, without the lingering impression that the validity of the
third use of the Law will be undermined by arbitrary legalism
soon to follow.

The Christian, both externally and internally, is at peace with
God. Since Christ, in order to atone for our sin, became “sin for
us” ( Cor :), sin is no longer a defining factor in the life of the
Christian. Of course, it is still present in the life of believers on this
side of the grave. The curtain separating humanity from the holy
has been destroyed. Restored wholeness is now the characteristic
of the divine-human relationship. It is this wholeness, whereby
God faithfully and self-givingly relates to man and whereby man
reciprocates God’s love, and in love offers himself to other
humans through the gifts he receives from his Creator, that con-
stitutes our humanity. LOGIA

human nature, if it is to be something more than arbitrary legal-
ism that comes after the gospel and is then ineptly justified by an
appeal to the mysteries of God’s will. It is the present author’s
hope that he has succeeded in demonstrating that the law, as a
meaningful reflection of creation’s structure, even though it is
misinterpreted by the sinner, remains at bottom an expression of
God’s love, the same love that has freely brought creation into
being and shared it with the creature. In this context, some of the
questions raised earlier—why God actually wills that believers do
good works, why he should reward them with temporal blessings,
and why the works of the law should be an indication of salva-
tion—naturally find their answers. To be human means to have
God lovingly relate to one and to reflect this love by relating to fellow
humans through the gifts one has received from God. On account of
the cross, all creation is now in “labor pains,” as love is being
restored into the fabric of our being. The law, instead of being an
externally controlling tyrant, again becomes the essence of our
humanity on account of the cross (Jer :–). Through the
cross, one now sees God’s faithfulness to and love for his creature
evident amidst the ambiguities of creation. This is the gospel.

CONCLUSION

This article began with the identification of a number of problems
posed by the treatment of the third use of the law in Lutheran the-
ology. In one way or another, they are all related to an individual-
ization and privatization of the law, whereby its work becomes
restricted to atomized divine-human relationships. This individual-
ization is an unwanted outcome of the otherwise rightful elevation
of the second, accusatory, use to salvific pre-eminence. Without the
terrors of conscience that the second use engenders, man would
never abandon his attempts at self-salvation. The second use shows
to man the dubious character of his works. In this context, howev-
er, it is difficult to understand why the believer must continue to live
by the hateful law and do good works. It will not suffice to appeal
here to the seemingly arbitrary will of God. Such arbitrariness flies
in the face of divine revelation as a disclosure of God’s very being.
Consequently, deeper theological motivation has been sought for:
why God actually wills that believers do good works; why he should
reward them with temporal blessings; and why the works of the law
should be an indication of salvation.

Taking our cue from the Scriptures, where redemption is por-
trayed in creational terms, we have suggested that these ques-
tions—which cannot find satisfactory answers if the tertius usus
legis is seen as a derivative of the second—can be explained once
the third use is given creation-wide scope. This has directed us

The law, instead of being an externally
controlling tyrant, again becomes 
the essence of our humanity on
account of the cross.
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ma perceptively: “But what is man? He has put forward, and continues
to put forward, many views about himself, views that are divergent and
even contradictory. Often he either sets himself up as the absolute
measure of all things, or debases himself to the point of despair.”
Vatican Council : The Conciliar and Postconcliar Documents, ed.
Austin Flannery, O.P., revised ed. (Boston: St. Paul Books and Media,
), .

. Eberhard Jüngel, The Freedom of a Christian: Luther’s Significance
for Contemporary Theology, trans. Roy A. Harrisville (Minneapolis:
Augsburg, ), –.

. Catechism of the Catholic Church (New York: Doubleday, ), 
[§ ].

. What is now the position of Protestantism can be traced back to the
Early Church. For example, see Athanasius, De Incarnatione, ..

. For example see Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, vol.  (St.
Louis: CPH, ),  ff.

. The debate came to a head with the publication in  of Emil
Brunner’s treatise, Natur und Gnade, followed by Barth’s fierce rejoinder,
Nein!. Both appear in English in a volume titled Natural Theology (London:
Geoffrey Bles: The Centenary Press, ).

. The formal imago, according to Brunner, is “nothing less than the
entire human, rational nature, the immortal soul, the capacity for culture,
the conscience, responsibility, the relation with God, which—though not
redemptive—exists even in sin, language, the whole cultural life.” Emil
Brunner, “Nature and Grace,” Natural Theology, .

. “… the imago is just sufficient to enable man to know God but not
to know his How, to urge him towards religion, without, however, making
a true religion possible for him.” Brunner, “Nature and Grace,” Natural
Theology, .

. “Is the revelation of God some kind of ‘matter’ to which man stands
in some original relation because as man he has or even is the ‘form’ which
enables him to take responsibility and make decision in relation to various
kinds of ‘matter’? Surely all his rationality, responsibility and ability to make
decisions might yet go hand in hand with complete impotency as regards
this ‘matter’! And this impotency might be the tribulation and affliction of
those who, as far as human reason can see, possess neither reason, respon-
sibility nor ability to make decisions: new-born children and idiots. Are
they not children of Adam? Has Christ not died for them?” Karl Barth,
“No!” Natural Theology, –.

. AE : [Lectures on Genesis, ]. The age of Lutheran Orthodoxy
notoriously interpreted the imago as the perfection of intellect. The
overview offered by Schmid is quite revealing. See Heinrich Schmid,
Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, rd edition (;
reprint, Minneapolis: Augsburg, ), –.

. Gaudium et spes [§ ], .
. Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication

Society, ), .
. AE :, ,  [Lectures on Romans, –].
. Eberhad Jüngel observes that Cain, the first murderer, is the one
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