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Abstract
Professor R. H . Taw ney, in a mom ent of inspired frustration, once compared Luther’s utterances on
social questions to “ the occasional explosions of a capricious volcano, with only a rare flash of light
am id the torrent of sm oke and flame ”, adding gloom ily that “ it is idle to scan them for a coherent and
consistent doctrine ”. More comm only Luther has been accu sed of being an exponent of the m odern
doctrine of th e “religion of the State” , even of being a precursor of Hitler. Luther himself w as convin ced
that h e had m ade important contributions to political thought. What is the truth of the matter? That he
was not a political thinker in the conven tional sense is undeniable. He had no con ception such as
Machiavelli ’s of politics as an end in itself and little in terest in the actual w orkings of society. Luther ’s
approach to politics w as theological. For him all political problem s were ultim ately th eological problems,
aspects of the larger problem of man ’s relationship w ith God. Luther m ay n ot have been a political
philosopher like Hobbes or Rousseau; he w as undoubtedly a political theologian. Far from turning his
back on the w orld, he w as deeply involved in it. As a pastor he con ceived it to be as m uch part of his
duty to instruct his flock on their tem poral responsibilities as to prepare them for the spiritual life of
the w orld to come. From the m om ent that he em erged in to the lim elight in 1518 until his death in 1546
he dealt w ith virtually every social problem of the day – usury, m endicancy, prostitution, the care of
the poor, the provision of education, as well as with such fundamental issues of principle as the limits
of political obedience and the relations of civil and ecclesiastical authority.

All content copyright © 2006 De Freitas & Raath. All rights reserved. No duplication is permitted in any form without
obtaining prior written consent from the authors. Please visit http://www.christianlaw.co.za for additional abstracts and
articles related to biblical political and constitutional theory.

