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The creation theology of Martin Luther 
and its relevance for Christians 
fulfilling God’s call for social justice
Tom Brennen

Introduction
In her 2013 book, Resisting Structural Evil: Love as Ecological-Economic Vocation, Cynthia 
Moe-Lobeda posited that injustice is the ongoing process of uncreation.1 This phrase 
captures perfectly the underappreciated social justice implications of Martin Luther’s 
theology of creation. Combined with the re-evaluation of Martin Luther as a teacher of 
social ethics and social justice, Luther’s theology of creation provides wonderful inspiration 
for the church today as we go about fulfilling God’s mandate to care for our neighbour.
The commonly held belief that Luther and his theology offer little of relevance to social 
ethics and social justice work has deprived the church of a rich framework and source. As 
Samuel Torvend writes:

While many popular works on church history portray Martin Luther as a reformer 
primarily concerned with correcting church abuses and extolling the primacy of the 
Bible, grace, faith, freedom, and doctrine, he was also thrust into and wrote on the 
economic, political, and social questions and crises of his day. He was vividly aware 
of an emerging global economy, the growth of poverty, the stark reality of hunger, and 
the failure of the government and religious charities to address the fundamental need 
for food and drink. …

[As there is no systematic work…] one must look here and there, discovering fragments 
that can be pieced together: a sermon, a letter, a preface, biblical commentaries, 
treatises, theological or sacramental works. …

Luther was engaged in a project to reform church and society, not one or the other, 
not theology or social ethics but both.2

This paper adds its voice to existing revisionist work, highlighting how Luther’s theology 
and profound understanding of the injustices in society combine to be a powerful agitation 
for social justice.
In 1529, Martin Luther wrote the following explanation of the first article of the Apostle’s 
Creed as a teaching aid for children:

[What does ‘I believe in God the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth mean?’] 

1  Cynthia D. Moe-Lobeda, Resisting Structural Evil: Love as Ecological-Economic Vocation (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 2013), xvii.

2  Samuel Torvend, Luther and the Hungry Poor: Gathered Fragments (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 
2008), x.
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I believe that God has created me and all that exists; that he has given me and still 
sustains my body and soul, all my limbs and senses, my reason and all the faculties of 
my mind, together with food and clothing, house and home, family and property; that 
he provides me daily and abundantly with all the necessities of life, protects me from 
all danger, and preserves me from all evil. All this he does out of his pure, fatherly, and 
divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness on my part. For all of this 
I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and obey him. This is most certainly true.3

In this short statement, we see the core of Luther’s thinking in the area of creation theology. 
He explores these themes in many other ‘fragments’ and we will explore four particular 
themes in the coming pages.
• God as the sole ex nihilo creator and sustainer
• Human as existing ‘along with’ creation (and re-creation) in the image of God
• Humanity’s role within the creation
• Sin as the prime threat to creation

Luther’s theological gifts to the universal church in the areas of understanding grace, 
sin, justification, the Christian life and spirituality, are widely appreciated. Martin Luther’s 
theology of creation remains a significantly understudied area of the reformer’s work. As 
a leading proponent of the value of Luther’s theology of creation, Johannes Schwanke 
writes: ‘There seems to be a present hesitation in approaching Luther on creational topics.’4

However, several scholars highlight that all of Luther’s theology has strong links to his 
theology of creation. Bayer claims that Luther’s creation theology allowed his further work 
to be undertaken in his ground-breaking theology of justification. ‘For Luther, teaching 
about Creation is to teach about justification, and teaching about justification means to 
teach about creation.’5 Schwanke also supports this claim stating, ‘Martin Luther’s doctrine 
of creation can be identified as the centre of his theology.’6 Althaus adds further weight to 
this argument: ‘The decisive basis for Luther’s understanding of justification by faith alone 
lies in his understanding of creation.’7 
As the world grapples with increasing inequality, rampant unchecked exploitative global 
capitalism, and the insidious impact of ongoing generational comfort in developed nations, 
reconsideration of Luther’s writings in this area offer a needed recalibration of thinking 
both inside and outside of the church.

3  SC, Creed, 2 (Tappert: 345).
4  Johannes Schwanke, ‘Martin Luther’s theology of creation,’ trans. Carsten Card-Hyatt, International 

Journal of Systematic Theology 18, no. 4 (October 2016), 399.
5  Oswald Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology: A Contemporary Interpretation, trans. Thomas H. Trapp. (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 156.
6  Schwanke, ‘Martin Luther’s theology of creation,’ 399. 
7  Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 

1966), 120.
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God as the sole ex nihilo creator and sustainer
For Luther, the world is creatio ex nihilo, created out of nothing. The world owes its very 
existence to the Lord of the universe.
An expert in making the complex simple, Luther summarises the wondrous awe of this act:

If you were to ask a young child, ‘My boy, what kind of God have you? What do you 
know about him?’ he could say, ‘First, my God is the Father, who made heaven and 
earth. Apart from him alone I have no other God, for there is no one else who could 
create heaven and earth.’8

And for what purpose was the world created? Luther’s key focus when expounding the 
opening chapters of Genesis was to proclaim the Lord’s divine grace and benevolence.9

God is no clockmaker. He is not only an initiating creator of the world; he is also the sustainer. 
God continues to speak with His creation and to work in His creation. Commenting on the 
Lord taking a sabbath on the seventh day, Luther writes, ‘God rested from His work...He 
has, therefore, ceased to establish; but He has not ceased to govern.’10 As he wrote in the 
Small Catechism, ‘the Lord continues to sustain our body, soul and senses.’11 This is a role 
God continues until the very end of time:

[God] is not like a carpenter or architect who, after completing a house, a ship, or the 
like, turns over the house to its owner for his residence or the ship to the boatmen or 
mariners for sailing, and then goes his way...God the Father initiated and executed 
the creation of all things through the Word; and now He continues to preserve His 
creation through the Word, and that forever and ever. He remains with His handiwork 
until He sees fit to terminate it.12

Luther saw a clear pattern in the creation and how the Lord worked. This pattern sees God 
going before and creating, with humanity following and joining in by sustaining the creation 
and declaring God’s glory. First, with the creation of the world and the creation of humanity. 
Then again, with the sacrifice of Christ, for the re-creation of humanity. God continues to 
create and recreate:

Daily we can see the birth into this world of new human beings, young children who 
were non-existent before; we behold new trees, new animals on the earth, new fish 
in the water, new birds in the air. And such creation and preservation will continue 
until the Last Day.13

8   LC, Creed, 11 (Tappert: 412). 
9  Denis Kaiser, ‘“He spake and it was done”: Luther’s creation theology and his 1535 lectures on Genesis 

1:2-2:4,’ Journal of the Adventist Theological Society 24, no. 2 (Jan 2013), 124.
10  Martin Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 2,’ trans. George V. Schick, in Luther’s Works: Lectures on Genesis 

Chapters 1–4, vol. 1, ed. Jaroslav Pelican (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1958), 75.
11   SC, Creed, 2 (Tappert: 345).
12  Martin Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 1,’ trans.  Martin H. Bertram, in Luther’s Works: Sermons on the Gospel 

of St John Chapters 1–4, vol. 22, ed.  Jaroslav Pelican (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 
1957), 26.

13  Martin Luther, ‘John: chapter 1,’ trans. Martin H. Bertram, in Luther’s Works: Sermons on the Gospel of 
St John Chapters 1–4, vol. 22, ed. Jaroslav Pelican (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1957), 
27. Luther’s quotes throughout this paper have been adapted, where relevant, to best communicate the 
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God’s creation, in the beginning, was created to provide and sustain His creatures, 
humanity among them. Creation still does so, albeit in a reduced form following the fall. 
‘[Our] fellow creatures are the medium, God works through them; they are the means 
through which God gives everything.’14 Luther proclaimed that the purpose of God’s 
creation is still possible, and the fall and its impacts have not lessened creation’s ability to 
proclaim God’s majesty.

Inspiration for social justice: the nothingness of humanity
One of the unfortunate theological outcomes of Protestantism has been the rise of 
prosperity doctrine in some church circles, along with the myth of the ‘self-made human’ 
in the secular realm. It is very tempting for humanity to believe that success and material 
blessings come from human action, not God’s action. This teaching dangerously injures 
our call to work for social justice.
We forget that God himself sustains creation and we are nothing from nothing—created 
ex nihilo. Luther encourages us in his Small Catechism to remember that God creates and 
sustains us ‘without any merit or worthiness on [our] part.’15

God may work through, in and beside us, but we are not the ultimate cause of all that 
happens. We possess material blessings through God’s grace, not our human effort, and 
any feelings that suggest that we inherently deserve our wealth and possessions have no 
place in the church.
As Luther reminds us:

Before the human is created and is a human, they neither do nor attempt to do 
anything toward becoming a creature, and after they are created they neither do 
nor attempt to do anything toward remaining a creature, but both of these things are 
done by the sole will of the omnipotent power and goodness of God who creates and 
preserves us without our help.16

None are worthy and thus all are worthy and declared worthy in creation in the image 
of God and re-creation in the image of the Son through His blood. When we consider 
offering help or aid but believe someone needs to be ‘worthy’ of this assistance, we need 
to recall that we were once nothing created from nothing. Our bodies one day will return 
to nothingness. It is God who sustains the work of re-creation, God who grants material 
blessings, and we must listen to His command from knowledge of exactly where we sit in 
the universe. This forms a sound base for the social justice work of the church.

Human as ‘along with’ creation (and re-creation) in the image of God
Reading Luther as we now do many centuries post-enlightenment, we find Luther’s 
emphasis on the individual in his theology of creation quite reasonable. However, to his 

original meaning  to modern audiences by using gender inclusive language.
14  Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology, 167.
15  SC, Creed, 2 (Tappert: 345).
16  Martin Luther, ‘The bondage of the will,’ trans. Philip S. Watson, in Luther’s Works: Career of the Reformer 

3, vol. 33, ed. Philip S. Watson (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1972), 242.
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parishioners, students, and colleagues, Luther’s insistence on the value of the individual at 
a time of a collectivist catholic church, was indeed revolutionary. Notice the use of 'I', 'my' 
and 'me' in the Small Catechism:

I believe that God has created me and all that exists; that he has given me and still 
sustains my body and soul, all my limbs and senses, my reason and all the faculties 
of my mind, together with food and clothing, house and home, family and property; 
that he provides me daily and abundantly with all the necessities of life, protects 
me from all danger, and preserves me from all evil. All this he does out of his pure, 
fatherly, and divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness on my part. 
For all of this I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and obey him.17 

What is masterful in Luther’s theology in this area is to note how he manages to balance 
the value of the individual with the individual’s place in absolute subservience to God. 
Luther’s theology of creation begins with the created (or creature) and not the creator, with 
a clear purpose.
Luther sees God marvelling in His creation of humanity. In commenting on Genesis 1:27 
(‘So God created humankind in His image, in the image of God he created them,’)18 Luther 
did not allow the significance of the repetition of humankind being created in God’s image 
pass without comment:

I see no other reason for the repetition unless we should understand it for the sake 
of emphasis as an indication of the creator’s rejoicing and exulting over the most 
beautiful work He had made, so that Moses intends to indicate that God was not so 
delighted at the other creatures as man, whom He had created according to His own 
similitude.19 

Luther marvelled at humanity being created imago Dei. Here, the exceptional worth of 
humanity is found for Luther and lifts the human above the other creatures. God grants 
humanity value through being ‘one who is formed’ in God’s particular way.20

Luther’s two-part statement, ‘The Lord has created me and all that exists,’21 in the Small 
Catechism, is a device used to balance the individual human with collective humanity. 
Luther unashamedly revels in God’s creation of each unique individual. Still, there is 
always along with it, the reminder that we can never separate the individual from being 
created ‘along with’ the collective.
‘Along with’ theology captures our personal creation through other creatures. We are 
created through other creations. Each human is created into this world by their parents, 
who are creations of God. Through creation, we are birthed. We have life through being 
made ‘along with’ and ‘through’.

17  SC, Creed, 2 (Tappert: 345) (Bolding by author).
18  Genesis 1:27 (NRSV).  
19  Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 1,’ 68. 
20  Schwanke, ‘Martin Luther’s theology of creation,’ 411.
21  SC, Creed, 2 (Tappert: 345).
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Inspiration for social justice—the irreducible value of each human life
Luther’s insistence of creation being a magnificent creation of God is a powerful 
underpinning and inspiration for social justice work. As Schwanke asserts, every human 
life owes their life solely to the Creator God.22 
Much has been written of Luther’s beliefs, common to his era, on the Jewish people, 
Muslims, people with disabilities, and other groups. However, to discard Luther’s value to 
the modern church as a social justice teacher due to this is to perpetuate a narrow and 
wasteful view of his broader teaching.
While Luther is indeed ‘of’ the late medieval period, he was progressive. For example, 
he would not tolerate any biblical justification of the suggestion that woman was a lesser 
creation than man. For Luther, all are equally valuable creations and to suggest otherwise 
is to denigrate the creation itself. He writes:

Moses puts the two sexes together and says that God created male and female in 
order to indicate that Eve, too, was made by God as a partaker of the divine image 
and of the divine similitude, likewise of the ruler over everything.23 

This principle should drive social justice in the church: God has created every single life 
and every life is an equal heir to God’s blessings. Regardless of gender, culture, language, 
faith and any other human division, humanity is a creation of God, created in His image for 
His purpose. Thus, the church must have a commitment to social justice for all at its heart. 
Luther’s creation theology presents a view of ‘neighbour’ that does not restrict care to the 
chosen few but all. We must remember that we were all created from nothing and are 
nothing without God. Care or service cannot be restricted to those with ‘correct’ theology, 
‘correct’ faith or ‘correct’ actions. To do so would suggest a human hierarchy in God’s 
creation which Luther would never abide.
To sustain one group over another would be to fail to remember that we are all sustained 
by each other and must care for each other. We have been created and sustained by 
God’s mercy and love. Our care for others cannot thus be conditional, it cannot require 
certain boxes to be ticked or traits to be present.
The ‘[c]reation narrative speaks about a God who communicates, who deals in such an 
earthly and creaturely way that “the dust of the ground” (Gen 2:7) is not too dirty for him 
to come to human beings through.’24 God’s action sets a pattern for humanity as they 
heed God’s call. Luther made it clear that God gets His ‘hands’ dirty creating, recreating, 
preserving and sustaining; so should we.

Humanity’s role in the creation
What then is the role of humanity in God’s creation? Luther would answer in the words of 
the Small Catechism: ‘[We are] bound to thank, praise, serve, and obey him.’25 An even 

22  Johannes Schwanke, ‘Martin Luther’s doctrine of creation,’ Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Religion, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.013.329.  

23  Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 1,’ 69.
24  Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology, 106.
25  SC, Creed, 2 (Tappert: 345).
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more straightforward response would be to say that our purpose is to acknowledge and 
glorify God.26

But this is not enough for Luther. God’s unique creature has a special role to play. We are 
to be God’s hands and fingers as we cooperate with God in His work.27 As Luther wrote:

God could gather a church without the Word, manage the state without a government, 
produce children without parents, and create fish without water; but He commands 
us and wants us to preach and to pray, and everyone to do his duty in his station.28

The role of humanity, ‘cooperating with God,’ has been the subject of great discussion 
among Luther scholars. O’Callaghan argues that Luther would not see humanity capable 
of collaborating or cooperating with God:

To put human on the same plane is unacceptable. Two people can push a cart…a 
man and a woman can get married...different institutions can pull together...nations 
can cooperate...But God does not ‘cooperate’ with the creature in the strict sense of 
the word.29

Thus, Bayer calls humans ‘representatives of God’,30 Wingren ‘co-workers’ and ‘serfs’,31 
with other popular descriptors including vessels, servants, and co-warriors. Lazareth 
argues that ‘co-workers is an apt title as humanity was given dominion to rule over the 
earth.’32

Luther assists us with these two passages:
[God] does not work in us without us, because it is for this he has created and 
preserved us, that he might work in us and we might cooperate with him, whether 
outside his Kingdom through his general omnipotence, or inside his Kingdom by the 
special virtue of his Spirit.33

All creatures are God’s masks and disguises; he permits them to work with him and 
help him create all sorts of things—even though he could and does create without 
their cooperation.34

Whatever word may best capture Luther’s thinking, he is arguing again of God preceding 
and originating, and humanity responding. God works through us, and we may work in His 

26  Denis Kaiser, ‘Luther’s creation theology,’ Perspective Digest 20, no. 2 (April 2015), https://www.
perspectivedigest.org/archive/20-2/luthers-creation-theology.

27  Luther, ‘The bondage of the will,’ 242.
28  Martin Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 25,’ trans. George V. Schick, in Luther’s Works: Lectures on Genesis 

Chapters 21–25, vol. 4, ed. Jaroslav Pelican (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1964), 354.
29  Paul O’Callaghan, God and Mediation: A Retrospective Appraisal of Luther the Reformer (Minneapolis, 

MN: Fortress Press, 2017), 16. This quote has been adapted to remove exclusive language.
30  Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology, 159.
31  Gustav Wingren, Luther on Vocation, trans. Carl C. Rasmussen (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1957), 

124.
32  William H. Lazareth, Christians in Society: Luther, the Bible and Social Ethics (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 

Press, 2001), 63.
33  Luther, ‘The bondage of the will,’ 243.
34   Quoted in Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 107–8. Cf. WA 17/II:192,28.
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creation, but certainly not the other way around. Let us not forget that Luther was insistent 
on the presence of the true God in the creation and that the spirit empowers the people to 
undertake this work of God. But there is never human driven progress in Luther’s creation 
theology. While we are workers in His field, there is no progress without God. There is 
never any doubt that human action pales in significance and has no place in matters of 
overcoming our sinful nature and our eternal future.
Luther speaks of God preserving His creation through three estates or stations. God 
creates three orders of creation (or three states) to sustain His world—three areas in which 
humans can sustain His world. Namely, the church, the household, and the government.
In the church, God’s created humans gather to worship and praise Him as Adam and Eve 
would have done before the fall. The church preaches God’s Word and gives the gospel 
message to the world.
The household is more encompassing than just a family group. It encompasses family 
life, the community, work and pleasure. Creation is preserved and maintained through 
individuals fulfilling their vocation and calling, and marriage brings about the creation of 
new life through children.
The state’s role is to curb sin and keep order for the church and household to do their 
work. As Luther wrote: ‘Civil government is a remedy required by our corrupted nature. It 
is necessary that lust be held in check by the bonds of the laws and by penalties.’35

Althaus calls this the mystery of God’s ongoing work, not something that should be taken 
for granted or dare to think happens accidentally.36 God has not only instituted these orders 
but rules through them and has created them for good.

Therefore when the text says: ‘And God saw that it was very good,’ it refers to the 
preservation itself, because the creature could not continue in existence unless the 
Holy Spirit delighted in it and preserved the work through this delight of God in His 
work. God did not create things with the idea of abandoning them after they had been 
created, but He loves them and expresses His approval of them. Therefore He is 
together with them. He sets in motion, He moves, and He preserves each according 
to its own manner.37

Inspiration for social justice—the responsibility of the human responder
Luther’s ‘along with’ creation theology forever ties humanity, and individuals, to  
responsibility for God’s other creatures. It is not just a responsibility; it is a call to empathy 
and love that Christ himself has. ‘For Luther, Creation is the establishment and preservation 
of community.’38 We have a role to play in caring for our neighbour, as Luther’s comments 
on the eighth and ninth commandments show:

35  Luther, ‘Genesis Chapter 2,’ 103.
36  Paul Althaus, The Ethics of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 

2007), 112.
37  Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 1,’ 28.
38  Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology, 101.
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Thus in our relations with one another, we should veil whatever blemishes and 
infirmities we find in our neighbour, doing our utmost to serve and help him to 
promote his honour. On the other hand, we should prevent everything that tends to 
his disgrace.39

We are commanded not to desire harm to our neighbour, nor become accessory 
to it, nor give occasion for it; we are willing to leave him what is his, and promote 
and protect whatever may be profitable and serviceable to him, as we wish that he 
would do to us. Thus these commandments are directed especially against envy and 
miserable covetousness, God’s purpose being to destroy all the roots and causes of 
our injuries to our neighbours.40

God is working through our hands to remove, obliterate and overcome the cause of the 
ills of our neighbours. Our responsibility, captured so well in Jesus’ instruction in Matthew 
25, is to feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, invite in the stranger, clothe the poor, and 
visit the sick and imprisoned. But Luther’s call is much more than that and so is God’s. 
The call is to attack the ‘roots of the causes’ of these injustices. The church must do more 
than provide first aid to those injured by injustice. We must fight for a holistic reformation 
of society, reducing the need for this aid.
It is this call that God has for humanity. God does not just want humanity to be justified, he 
wants humanity to be righteous so that His creation can be preserved. As Luther writes:

[I]ndeed, we are reborn not only for life but also for righteousness because faith 
acquires Christ’s merit and knows that through Christ’s death we have been set free. 
From this source our other righteousness has its origin, namely, that newness of life 
through which we are zealous to obey God as we are taught by the Word and aided 
by the Holy Spirit.41

It is through this work in a community that we become our true selves and reclaim our 
nature as imago Dei for ‘[w]hat we are, we are not ourselves, but through others.’42

Sin as the threat to creation
In the very beginning, ‘[i]n Adam there was an enlightened reason, a true knowledge of 
God, and a most sincere desire to love God and his neighbour,’43 but this was lost at the 
fall.
God’s preservation of His creation through the estates is a gift to minimise and manage 
our sinful nature. For so quickly, our sin causes us ‘to turn in on ourselves,’44 as Luther, 
informed by his Augustinian formation, writes. Sin causes us to abandon our true nature 
as the unfallen Eve and Adam, born to love, serve and know God intimately. It causes us 

39  LC, Ten Commandments, 287–288 (Tappert: 403).
40  LC, Ten Commandments, 309–310 (Tappert: 407). 
41  Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 1,’ 61.
42  Johannes Schwanke, ‘Martin Luther’s doctrine of creation,’ 3.
43  Luther, ‘Genesis: chapter 1,’ 63.
44  Martin Luther, ‘Romans chapter 5: scholia,’ trans. Jacob A. O. Preus, in Luther’s Works: Lectures on 

Romans, vol. 25, ed. Hilton C. Oswald (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1958), 291.
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to forsake our heritage as God’s children, to ignore our call to care for our fellow creatures 
and God’s creation.
Luther wrote:

The reason is that our nature has been so deeply curved in upon itself because of the 
viciousness of original sin that it not only turns the finest gifts of God in upon itself and 
enjoys them, indeed, it even uses God Himself to achieve these aims…45

According to Luther, God recreates us through Christ to preserve and save us and all 
of His creation from our sin and our nothingness. This was Luther’s ‘aha’ moment—his 
rediscovery of the grace of God which calls us out of the depths of our sin and nothingness 
and recreates us as children of God, cooperators in His work of persevering His creation.

The Father gives himself to us, with heaven and earth and all the creatures, in 
order that they may serve us and benefit us. But this gift has become obscured and 
useless through Adam’s fall. Therefore the Son himself subsequently gave himself 
and bestowed all his works, sufferings, wisdom, and righteousness, and reconciled 
us to the Father, in order that restored to life and righteousness, we might also know 
and have the Father and his gifts.46 

In the depth of the sinful world, as humans, we yearn for a future where justice is done, 
where sin is no more, and we can return as once more recreated beings to a pure 
knowledge of God.

Inspiration for social justice—our sinful selves
Sin returns the old Adam, brings selfishness and causes ruin to all creation. We refuse to 
acknowledge God and His people. Sin is the most significant barrier to social justice and 
thus the root cause of injustice. Sin curves us in on ourselves and closes our ears, our 
hearts, our hands and our being to our neighbour.
But Luther taught that we are created to be changed. As we noted in the discussion of 
God’s ongoing work in His creation, Luther always linked redemption and justification with 
creation. It is the definitive work of God to reclaim us from our sin. To allow us to be who 
He originally created us to be. We are formed and reformed for God’s purpose. As Kolb 
expresses: ‘The problem of human living does not spring from our humanity. It springs 
from our abandoning our humanity, centred in God and lived in service to the rest of God’s 
creatures.’47

Luther’s insistence on the fundamental impact of sin and our sinful nature in creation 
cannot be underplayed in the church’s social justice work.
Sin will tempt us to believe that it is not the role of the church to be actively involved in 
providing for all of God’s creatures. Sin will also lead us to the antithesis, that through 
our efforts, we can overcome the sinful nature of the world and ‘fix’ all of the causes of 
injustice. Jesus’ heartbreaking statement in Matthew 26:11, ’[f]or you always have the poor 

45  Luther, ‘Romans chapter 5: scholia,’ 291.
46  Martin Luther, ‘Confession concerning Christ’s supper,’ trans. Robert H. Fischer, in Luther’s Works: Word 

and Sacrament, vol. 37, ed. Robert H. Fischer (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1961), 366.
47  Robert Kolb, The Christian Faith (St Louis, MO: Concordia, 1993), 59.
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with you,’48 is a call to action, not inaction. It is also a constant reminder that for all our best 
endeavours, our sinfulness leads us so quickly to the selfishness that sees few have much 
and many have little.
God has made His creation and creatures changeable. Adam and Eve were changeable 
creatures and thus we are changeable creatures. As God creates, so God preserves. Thus 
we have been created so that we can be changed.49 This change, of course, is always at 
the behest and initiation of God.
Luther’s creation theology acknowledges the reality of sin and requires the message of our 
sinful nature not to be lost when we talk of social justice. But as Luther teaches, our sin is 
not a permanent state. It should not allow us to be despondent and should not prevent us 
from doing what can be done to preserve God’s handiwork and reduce the suffering of all 
of His creatures.
This theology also calls the church to be critical of the state where it brings policies and 
initiatives that entrench and facilitate sinful practices that harm our sisters and brothers. 
The church has a role to play in calling our governments to account.

Conclusion
For Luther, to talk of justification is to talk of creation, and to teach of creation is to teach 
of justification. In this concept, we find the greatest gift of Luther’s creation theology. It 
captures God as the progenitor of everything that is, has been and is to come—all of which 
is creatio ex nihilo. I, as a human, was created out of nothing for His pleasure and have a 
role to play in His creation, along with all other creatures.
Luther reminds us finally that we are nothing; we are dirt created into God’s masterpiece. 
Our selfishness, sin, and ego can so easily suggest otherwise. But God takes this dirt and 
uses it to create us in the divine image. Every living human bears the imago Dei. Each one.
God creates out of nothing. God does the unimaginable and the impossible for us. There is 
hope in our work for social justice and there is purpose for our social justice work. Critically, 
we see a God-given mandate for our work of caring for our neighbour. That is not to say 
that it is easy, and indeed our sin and the sin of others will seek to destroy this work.
The joy of this work is in the pattern of creation highlighted by Luther, that of God’s creation, 
preservation, sustenance and re-creation, over and over and over again. We do not do this 
work alone; God creates and recreates His work and purpose through us and in others. In 
the community, we become our true selves and we have the possibility of taking genuinely 
God honouring action.
The human response to God’s work, captured so beautifully by William Lazareth, is to 
‘lovingly...image God’s very nature in society through God’s shared dominion of justice and 
wisdom.’50 Luther’s creation theology reminds us that God’s action is always sola gratia, 
creatio ex nihilo, sine merito, ‘grace only, created from nothing, without merit.’

48  Matthew 26:11 (NRSV).  
49  Martin Luther, ‘The disputation concerning justification,’ trans. Lewis W. Spitz, in Luther’s Works: Career 

of the Reformer 4, vol. 34, ed. Lewis W. Spitz (St Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1960), 176.
50  Lazareth, Christians in Society, 63.
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