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Luther on Creation 
A Study in Theocentric Theology 

By HENRY W. REIMANN * 

A LTHOUGH he was bred in a Church and society in which men 
f\.. tried with their works to appease the God whom theologians 

and philosophers had carefully thought out, Martin Luther 
returned to the Gospel. Here God took the initiative to rescue and 
redeem His sinful creatures through His Son. This has rightly been 
called a Copernican revolution in the realm of religion. 

Just as Copernicus started with a geocentric, but reached a helio
centric conception of the physical world, Luther began with an 
anthropocentric or egocentric conception of religion, but came to 
a theocentric conception. In this sense, Luther is a Corpernicus in 
the realm of religion. 1 

But this theocentric emphasis is restricted by no means to the doc
trine of justification by faith. For all of Luther's theology there is 
only one proper subject: Man as guilty on account of sin and God 
as the Justifier and Savior of sinful man. That this is eminently 
true of Luther's doctrine of Creation will be the subject of this 
study. 

The Creator God for Luther was the Lord, the Holy One, the 
Almighty. Those words of the First Commandment: "the Lord, 
thy God," had made a deep impression on Luther. This Lord is the 
Creator, "who has given and constantly preserves to me my body, 
soul and life, members great and small, all my senses, reason, and 
understanding, and so on." 2 Hall is doubtless correct in affirming 
that Luther's reformation did not lie in changing any single doc
trine.s The Reformer built up anew from the very conception of 
God, the Creator Lord. The personal God, who is Creator, Re
deemer, and Vivifier, is Luther's Lord. Whatever had no relation 
to this God had no place in his Christian thinking. 

* The author was graduated from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Mo., in 
June, 1950, with the B. D. degree. During the previous school year he served 
as instructor at California Concordia College, Oakland, Calif. Receiving a fel
lowship, he pursued graduate studies at Concordia Seminary from 1950 to 1951. 
He received the degree of Master of Sacred Theology in June, 1951, when he 
received a call to Calvary Lutheran Church, Charleston, S. C. - En. 
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This Creator Lord is the Holy One, the Almighty. After ex
pounding the First Article of the Apostles' Creed, Luther adds: 
"Therefore this article ought to humble and terrify us all if we be
lieved it. For we sin daily .... " 4 In Luther's theology the life of 
the holy Creator is no ideal toward which men strive. God's life 
is absolutely different from the sinful life of His creatutes.5 Here 
is determined opposition to medieval theology, which had never 
known a radical break between the life of God and the life of men.6 

The holy Creator is "wholly other." 

Luther's understanding of God as almighty also forced him to 
part company with the Middle Ages. The world was no quiet 
order as it was for the Greeks and the Scholastics. The entire world 
is an unbroken witness to God's restless creative activity as Al
mighty Lord.7 The trouble with people, Luther complained in De 
Servo Arbitrio, was that they do not consider what a restless sort 
of j\.1:over God is in all His creatures.8 

This holy, almighty Creator Lord is the sovereign Source of all. 
He is the Source not only of man's repentance but of man's every 
action. He is Sovereign also over Satan and ev-iI men.D This was 
Luther's position against Erasmus, who could not bring himself to 
see God in evil disturbances. Luther did, for God could not relin
quish His sovereignty over the wicked without ceasing to be God.lO 
There are no Neoplatonic aversions in Luther that prevent the living 
God from being what He is.u 

It is evident, then, that this living Creator God is not the God 
of the Philosophers. God is not in the first place Thought, but Will 
and Action. Luther will have none of a God like Aristotle's, who 
in His self-sufficiency leaves so much to men. Some of the passages 
in De Servo Arbitrio appear to be definitely slanted against the 
Homeric view of a far-off God, who has left men and gone off to 
a banquetP But it was primarily because this philosophic view of 
God had obscured the Gospel that Luther rejected it so vehe
mently.13 He wanted no far-off phantom for a God. His God was 
living, active, powerful- the Creator Lord who had come nigh to 
men through His Son in the promise of the Gospel. 

Nevertheless the Creator is no familiar neighbor with whom man 
can talk on equal terms. That was why Luther was so stern with 
the "enthusiasts" who spoke with the high majesty of God as if 
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they were talking to a cobbler.14 He is the Creator; man is His 
creature. In answer to what the First Article of the Creed means, 
Luther replies: "This is what I mean and believe: that I am a crea
ture of God .... " 15 For this reason God cannot be measured by 
human standards.16 Even though Luther knew that man cannot live 
without God, he would not say that man "needs" God. He is the 
Lord, whose commandments are to be obeyed unconditionally and 
without thought of rewardP Even after the creation of the world 
God is within, beyond, and above all creatures. That means that 
He is still incomprehensible.1s 

This sovereign Creator Lord had created man and the world in 
the beginning. Here it is important to note that Luther was not 
first and foremost a systematician.19 His works from which refer
ences will be cited are exegetical treatises. And as an exegetical 
theologian Luther uses what Koeberle has called "a magnificent 
carelessness of expression." 20 Although such expressions may be 
painful for the critical theologian, they serve to emphasize the es
sentially religious view of Creation that Luther wished to set forth. 
What he wants to portray is the relationship between God and the 
world. God is the Creator, and man and the world are His creation. 

Luther's religious view of Creation is plainly apparent in what he 
says about the Word of God. That Word was God's medium and 
instrument in performing the works of creation. Christ, the Second 
Person of the Trinity, had a definite part in Creation.21 Even in 
such physical phenomena as keeping the sea in its place, God used 
His W ord,22 and the cause for the continuous propagation of the 
race is the same Word.23 But Luther rejects any Logos speculation 
apart from the Logos ensarkos. He would not accept the idea that 
God's Word is a light that enlightens the reason of the heathen. 
That was a human, Platonic, philosophic thought that led away 
from Christ instead of to Him.24 Nevertheless the Word who in 
the fullness of time was made flesh was the power of God through 
whom God had created the world. 

The purpose of Creation was all important for Luther. Man was 
created to serve God. Even before the Fall man was to know why 
he had been created, namely, to acknowledge God and to glorify 
Him.25 This was the purpose Luther found in the Sabbath observ
ance. And this purpose of Creation is beautifully incorporated in 
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the Small Catechism: "1 believe that God has made me ... for all 
which it is my duty to thank and praise, to serve and obey Him." 
The creature has been created to live unto the Creator, and by very 
right of that creation God requires such service.26 

But in no point is Luther's religious emphasis brought out more 
strongly than when he lauds God's present creative work. The 
germination of seed in the botanical world is still the work of 
Creation,27 and the same applies to the propagation of the human 
race. The creative Word is still efficacious today when mothers con
ceive and children are born.28 Although people do not wonder at 
the ever-recurring story of human birth, it is still God's miracle.29 

On the one hand, Luther speaks as if God's creation in human birth 
were unconnected with the historical beginning of Creation, but on 
the other he holds that in God's sight he was born already at the 
beginning of the world.sO At any rate, God is still Lord of His 
creation. The Creator is still at work. 

Luther relates this natural birth to the spiritual rebirth of the 
Christian. Johann Haar has studied this side of Luther's theology 
in a short monograph entitled Initium Creaturae Dei,. in which he 
analyzes particularly Luther's exegesis of James 1: 18.31 It is Haar's 
conclusion that Luther does not speak of the natural birth of man 
without also speaking of the rebirth of the new man in Christ.32 

God, the Creator of heaven and earth, is also the Creator of the new 
creature. As God began physical life in man and has preserved that 
life, so in the new creation the same Creator bestows the new life 
and sustains it. In both creative acts God's Word is active.33 

It would seem, then, that the Reformer understood two creations 
of God. Haar maintains that this is not true. There is only one 
Creation of God, but this unity becomes evident only to faith.34 

By faith in Christ God appears as One before whom all days are 
as one moment.35 By that faith, from the understanding of the new 
life, the proper understanding of one's natural birth also is clear. 
Only the Christian can actually see God's Creation in the right 
perspective.36 In all facets of the doctrine of Creation, Luther ex
hibited his religious interest. 

That is not to say, however, that the Reformer was not bound by 
the historical account of the Creation in the beginning found in 
Genesis, or that he is in the company of some modern theologians 
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who emphasize the religious at the expense of the historical. Where 
Scripture had spoken, Luther was bound. Even on moot points like 
the problem of the waters of the firmament, Luther's advice was: 
"Remain in the words of the Holy Spirit." 37 Although he freely 
admitted that there was a lack of clarity on particulars,38 that did 
not mean for him that the doctrine of Creation was unclear. Holy 
Scripture and the Word of God contained true wisdom for the all
important questions: Who has created all things and for what 
has He created them? 39 

Creatureliness was basic to Luther's view of man. This meant 
first of all that man stood in a creaturely, dependent relationship 
to his Creator. It is noteworthy how Luther stresses again and again 
in the opening chapters of the Genesis commentary that even the 
holy Adam was a creature. The purpose of God's command not to 
eat of the fruit of the tree was that Adam and Eve might have an 
external worship and work of obedience toward God.40 Even if 
there had been no sin, Adam would have set this commandment 
before his posterity.41 Even if man had not fallen, he would have 
continued to stand in a creaturely relation toward God, observing 
the Sabbath day and worshiping God.42 

Neither was it only a part of man, his "lower" self, which was 
in such a relation to the Creator. The whole man was God's crea
ture. He is not the God of temporal possessions only but of all 
things. The Creator wanted man to worship Him with all his 
strength, with all his heart, with his whole self.43 Recapturing the 
existentialism of the Scriptures, Luther regarded the total man as 
a creature of God. 

But sin had entered the world, and sin affected the total man.44 

Although God had created a world which was to serve Him and 
which stood rooted in His Law, man had turned about and had be
come an idolater. The disposition of his mind has become ungodly 
" ... seeking in all things, even in God Himself, the things that are 
its own." 45 Contrary to the Neoplatonic mysticism of the Middle 
Ages, Luther rejected the idea that the spirit of man had escaped 
this sin. The whole man was under God's judgment as an idolatrous 
sinner.46 

For this reason it seems as if Luther saw nothing good in man. 
All was mud; all was untilled ground.47 As far as the creature's 
relationship to his God, there was nothing good in him. He could 
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not and would not let God be God.48 Even man's reason, which 
Luther regarded as one of the Creator's best gifts, had become "the 
devil's whore," since it served the egocentricity of natural man.49 

The entire sex relation, God's bona creatio, was polluted by sin.50 

After the Fall, also the world which was corrupted through man's 
sin had become harmful. Sun and moon were clothed in sackcloth, 
and all creatures were deformed by sin.51 

But God had made all things good, and He is still almighty Lord. 
Is He, then, responsible for this perversion of His good creation? 
While Luther's philosophic reasoning, especially in his controversy 
with Erasmus on freedom of the will, tended toward determinism, 
his basic argument was religious. Whatever judgment of De Servo 
Arbitrio one adopts,52 this much must be said. Even in the kingdom 
of evil where Satan rules, God the Lord is still omnipotent.53 More
over, Luther does not teach that God is the author of sin, either now 
or at the beginning of the world. 54 'Ihe sm that occurs in men's 
lives is not the fault of God but of men themselves. Men are always 
responsible.55 However, in the last analysis Luther left the philo
sophic problem of sin and evil unsolved. God is the Lord. Man is 
a sinner. 56 

But man's complete sinfulness never made him any less a crea
ture of God.57 Even after the Fall, Satan and man are not nihil. 
It is true that the sinner is turned toward his own desires. Never
theless he remains God's creature, subject to God's omnipotent 
wil1.58 Although man's apprehension of the divine will was dis
torted by the Fall, man's position as a creature of God, who is 
utterly dependent on God, remains even in his sinfulness. Because 
of sin, however, this creaturely relationship is not fully realized nor 
its goal actualized until the sinner is made a new creature through 
faith in the Son of God. 

In this assertion that sinful man is still God's creature, Luther 
broke with the Neoplatonic and ascetic dualism of the Middle Ages, 
which had always negated man's physical being. Luther affirmed 
both mind and body as creaturely endowments of God. He even 
praises reason as one of God's best gifts to man.59 Watson points 
out that the rough language Luther uses concerning reason ..... is 
the measure of his indignation at the abuse and perversion of what 
he regards as one of the Creator's best gifts to His creatures." 60 The 
body, too, was a part of God's good creation.61 Luther has no con-
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tempt for the natural, but rather a disciplinary culture that springs 
from reverence of the body as God's gift.62 For Luther both state
ments are true. The total man, including mind and body and 
physical gifts, is a good creature of God.63 But man has perverted 
his entire being and turned his whole self into evi1.64 

Similarly Luther also affirmed the world as God's creation. In 
rejecting the medieval division of life into spiritual and earthly 
duties, Luther praised the lowliest of earthly callings.65 And when 
he extols earthly government and worldly offices, Carlson holds that 
"he is extolling creation as such." 66 Holl 67 believes that this ex
tended to the natural sciences despite Luther's purported derision 
of Copernicus.68 Rejoicing in God's goodness in Christ, Luther 
found joy in the world, in the splendor of the heavens, in the 
happy singing of the birds, in the majesty of the elements, in the 
riches of nature.69 It is from man's use of the world, not from God's 
good creation, that ills and sorrows arise. Nevertheless, just as the 
Reformer never made man autonomous, so he never made the world 
autonomous.70 God is the Creator and the world's Lord. 

Luther has much to say about the relationship between Creator 
and creature, about the way in which and by which the one reaches 
the other. It is plain that Luther taught that sin had separated the 
creature from his Maker. But does Luther then teach a natural 
knowledge of God? The Reformer taught a twofold knowledge of 
God - a general and a particular knowledge. 

All men have the general knowledge, namely, that there is a God, 
that He created heaven and earth, that He is just, that He pun
isheth the wicked. But what God thinketh of us, what His will is 
toward us, what He will give or what He will do to the end that 
we may be delivered from sin and death, and be saved (which is 
the true knowledge of God indeed), this they know notP 

It is this general knowledge of God which was called the Natural 
Knowledge of God in later Lutheran theology. 

But, according to Luther, from this general, or natural, knowl-
edge of God has sprung all idolatry. 

For upon this proposition which all men do naturally hold, namely, 
that there is a God, hath sprung all idolatry, which without the 
knowledge of the Divinity, could never have come into the 
world.72 
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The religion of the natural man is built on his natural knowledge 
of God, but it is a false religion, for it brings a false conception of 
God. It brings a false conception because of what man does with 
this knowledge. Men know that God is powerful, invisible, just, 
and good, but they do not worship Him as God.73 Indeed, they can
not, since as sinners they are not in the right relationship with 
God.74 Hence Luther's views on natural knowledge brought no 
continuity between man and God, but rather emphasized still more 
the distance between the holy Lord and His sinful creation. 

The particular knowledge of God is the knowledge of the Creator 
in His Son. Without this knowledge man could never avoid idolatry. 
But this is not to assert an essential disharmony between the general 
and the particular knowledge of God. Luther explains himself in 
this way. We can be distantly acquainted with a man and even 
have much to do with him and still be ignorant of his personal atti
tude toward us. So also with the natural knowledge of God. It has 
given man a false picture of God because he stood in the wrong 
relationship to Him.75 

It is important neither to overemphasize nor to underemphasize 
what Luther says about this general knowledge of God. Protestant 
Orthodoxy had an imposing theologia naturalis. And as far as that 
was based on Luther's general knowledge of God, that there was 
an awareness of some numen in all men/6 Orthodoxy was correct. 
But later Lutheran theology all too often carried on the scholastic 
tradition of positing a continuity between Creator and creature and 
of seeking the Creator through the works of creation.77 

What sets Luther off from the natural theology of the Scholastics 
and of the later dogmaticians is his view of the larvae dei. It is God 
Himself who actively confronts His creatures in the works of crea
tion and in His W ord.78 The various orders in society, such as 
prince, magistrate, teacher, father, as well as the created world it
self, are God's masks or veils through which He confronts men in 
their environment.79 It is not as though men should use the created 
world to rise up to God. No n ••• God is One who comes down 
veiled in the larvae of His creatures and meets man precisely in the 
'material substantial Sphere' of the external world." 80 Thus God's 
own revelation of Himself in Creation is the foundation of the gen
eral knowledge of God. 
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However, Luther is emphatic that only the Christian who has 
learned to know God properly can see God's face in the creation 
works. The natural man who has not seen God in Christ does not 
recognize Him, does not distinguish between the veils and God 
Himself.81 God actually confronts such a man in His masks, but 
that man hlrns this general knowledge of God into a lie. Koeberle 
summarizes Luther's position this way: Whoever looks into the 
heart of God in His Son can look on His face in Creation.82 The 
soul that trusts in the revelatio specialis will be led to the revelatio 
generalis. 

It is the God who has revealed Himself in Christ with whom His 
creahlres are to deal. Here man can see God's heart, His love for 
men in Christ, His very life which is so different from the life of 
men. It is true that God is the Deus revelatus also in Creation, but 
His tife cannot be known through the Creation but only in Christ.s3 

But knowing God in Christ the revelation in Creation is not ex
cluded. In the works of Creation the Christian learns to see the same 
face of God that has been revealed to him in L:le person of Jesus 
Christ. Hence the Christian learns about Creation through God, his 
Creator Lord, and not the other way around.84 

But even the new relationship of faith does not obscure creature
liness. Although the Christian is God's child and heir by faith in 
Christ, he is still a creature. Luther certainly could write that the 
believers live in God and that the Christian becomes "ein Kuchen" 
with Christ.85 But at the same time he extolled prayer as a wonder
ful way to acknowledge utter dependency on God,86 and he stressed 
the fact that God wanted to form, and not to be formed.81 With
out any sense of conflict Luther asserted both the nearness of God 
in Christ and the creaturely distance from Him that still exists.ss 

The Creator is always the Potter, and we are His clay.89 

The things that Luther wrote, preached, taught, and believed 
about Creation were no isolated fragments about a certain doctrine 
of the Christian faith. For him doctrine was not in the first place 
information about God, but the very witness of the activity of the 
living God reaching out to men. This activity centered in the love 
of Christ. If Luther's theology can be called Christocentric 90 (and 
surely it is), then his doctrine of Creation is equally Christocentric. 
Also in this area of theology all questions and problems center in 
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the God-Man and His saving work. Who the Creator is, how He 
performed His work of Creation, what He did for His sinful crea
tures, how He revealed Himself to them - the answers all revolved 
around Jesus Christ. Answering the question, What should the 
creature do in thinking about God? Luther replied: Let him 
occupy himself with the Incarnate God, namely, the crucified 
Jesus.91 

Is, then, Luther's doctrine of Creation theocentric? Watson has 
the following quotation: 

Only Christocentric theology is theocentric, because it takes seri
ously the revelation of God in Christ, and renounces the theoretical 
construction of God.92 

This is what Luther did. For him the religious relationship did not 
center in man but in God, who had made man, who justified him 
in Christ, who sent the Holy Spirit through Word and Sacrament 
to lead him to God's own heart. To all questions with which the 
creature would like to challenge the Creator Luther replied: "Deus 
est." 93 

Charleston, S. C. 
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