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   After Martin Luther posted those 95 Theses upon the 

Church door in 1517, He welcomed the opportunity to de-

fend them.  Over the next few years it became clear one of 

the most important issues would be that of authority.   

Whom, or what, should be turned to as the final authority in, 

not only spiritual matters but also temporal matters, became 

an ever more serious point of contention.      

   In his continued attempt to refute the papacies claim to 

reign over both spiritual and temporal issues Martin Luther 

clarified his Biblical position concerning God’s reign over 

all things due to His being the creator of all things.   

   Much of the Reformation focused upon the individual’s 

right to believe freely, with scripture being the only authority of the church.  From this was formed 

Luther’s belief that the individual should have the opportunity to read and study scripture in his or 

her own language. 

   As he studied, translated, and taught Luther became ever more convinced that the Church of 

Rome was in error in its claim to have ultimate authority in spiritual as well as temporal matters.  

The Roman Catholic positon was expressed in its doctrine of “Two Swords” wherein  was taught 

that the pope not only wields the spiritual sword ruling over the church, but also the temporal 

sword ruling over the state through the required obedience of magistrates to the pope. 

   With the authority of the pope behind them Luther believed magistrates were interfering with the 

proclamation of the Gospel as well as abusing the peasantry.  Through his development of what is 

often called the “Doctrine of Two Kingdoms” Luther attempted to separate the secular use of the 

sword from the spiritual means by which the Gospel is to be proclaimed and the Christian life be 

lived.  In so doing he also challenged the Pope’s claim of authority over either realm; spiritual and 

secular. 

   Luther’s doctrine of “Two Kingdoms” might well be understood simply as Jesus, at the right 

hand of God, ruling over all the earth, both spiritual and secular.  On one hand He rules over the 

secular through laws by government.  On the other hand He rules over the church by grace through 

the Word and Spirit.  To be a bit more specific, the “Kingdom of the Left Hand” is the kingdom of 

the world while the “Kingdom of the Right Hand” is the Kingdom of Grace.  The “Left Hand 

Kingdom” one would find the kingdom of the Law, the secular kingdom, the person in community 

life.  The “Right Hand Kingdom” one would find the kingdom of grace, the kingdom of Christ and 

the Gospel, the Spiritual Kingdom, the person before God. 

   In the “Left Hand Kingdom” the creator rules all of humanity, in the “Right” the redeemer rules 

believers only.  Notably absent was any Papal authority rule. 

  The continued challenge to Papal authority would play a role in Counter Reformation soon to fol-

low.    

 


