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Eschatology and Ethics:
Luther and the Radical Reformers

P. Travis Kroeker

McMaster University
Hamilton, Ontario

Christian doctrines of eschatology, resurrection, and immortality

are world-denying and escapist, rooted in the desire for otherworldly
consolation or, even worse, divine vengeance upon non-Christian en-
emies. That is, Christian eschatology, especially in its apocalyptic forms,
is questionable not only on scientific grounds but on moral and indeed
theological grounds. Two prominent nineteenth century philosophers
bear powerful and influential witness to this view — Friedrich Nietzsche
and Ludwig Feuerbach. In his On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche
identified beliefs in God and immortality as the creations of human be-
ings who could not tolerate a world in which there is suffering, who out of
weakness invented a fictitious invisible reality corresponding to their de-
sires for peace, comfort, and the elimination of suffering (attributed to
“evil” causes).! The “impertinent” doctrine of personal immortality, says
Nietzsche in The Antichrist,? is the most egregious form of egoistic wish-
fulfilment in Christianity. [t is symptomatic of the anti-natural “hatred of
reality” in a theology that lacks contact with reality and caters to personal
vanity and ressentiment at the same time.

lt has been a common prejudice in late modernity to assume that

Ludwig Feuerbach, though more subtle than Nietzsche in his treat-
ment of theology, was no less critical of religious doctrines that are be-
lieved uncritically in order to serve the human need for consolation.
Feuerbach'’s primary example of doctrine in the service of egocentric
anthropology is the belief in immortality held by Christians, which he
believes is rooted “in the undoubting certainty that their personal, self-
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flattering wishes will be fulfilled.”™ Belief in personal immortality thus
represents an infinite cosmic egoism even though it pretends to bow
down before God in humble self-surrender. It is therefore not only a
religious but a moral delusion, and it alienates human beings from na-
ture. The more Christians invest in the other world, the less value is
given to life in this world, and Feuerbach suggests that doctrines of im-
mortality and heavenly bliss are closely connected to the ascetic, mo-
nastic disparagement of sex.* We do not have the space to consider in
detail the very similar judgments concerning Christian eschatology of-
fered by Nietzsche and Feuerbach. | suggest, however, that these inter-
pretations have come to represent the “common sense” of late-modern,
educated westerners for whom such beliefs have become not only an
intellectual but a moral embarrassment. Interestingly, the belief in im-
mortality which was traditionally so closely allied with moral judgment
(not only for Christians and Jews but also the Platonic tradition of moral
theory), has now become suspect precisely on moral grounds.®

In this essay | want to examine Luther’s understanding of the con-
nections between ethics and eschatology in relation to certain approaches
identified with the “radical Reformation,” with a view to testing the claims
of Nietzsche and Feuerbach. Are these forms of Christian eschatology
world-denying and escapist, a form of vengeance upon enemies, an ego-
istic wish-fulfilment rooted in an alienated and self-inclosed disparage-
ment of bodily nature? Perhaps the best way to get at Luther’s under-
standing of eschatology and ethics is to pay attention to his “apocalyp-
tic” religious vision. Apocalyptic is, of course, a term with many mean-
ings. It comes from the Greek word that means “revelation” or “unveil-
ing” or “disclosure” and forms part of the title of the famous final book of
the New Testament, the Apocalypse of John — a text often associated
with the aforementioned prejudices about Christian eschatology, and one
that Luther himself found ambiguous. In his first preface to the Book of
Revelation in his Deutsche Bibel of 1522, he said frankly, “meyn geyst
kan sich ynn das buch nicht schicken” (or, in current informal speech,
“my spirit cannot get into this book”).® And yet that same edition of
Luther’s Bible carried the notorious woodcuts by Lucas Cranach depict-
ing the papacy as the Antichrist and the Whore of Babylon in John's
Apocalypse.” Of course, Luther’s identification of the Roman papacy
with the Antichrist was neither unique nor innovative. As Bernard McGinn
shows, Luther was here following an earlier medieval tradition of Anti-
christ interpretation that identified the Antichrist’s evil as hypocrisy and
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corruption in the church, and especially the papacy® That is to say,
despite Luther’s initial reservations about the genre of Christian apoca-
lyptic (a judgment he revised in his 1530 preface to the Book of Revela-
tion), and despite his rejection of the chiliastic prophets such as Thomas
Muntzer (as we shall see), Luther’s vision of reality was most certainly
apocalyptic in outlook. This is nicely captured in Heiko Oberman’s title
to his fine study: Luther: Man between God and the Deuvil.®°

How is it that the form of rule depicted in John's Apocalypse as the
evil parody of Christ’s authority in the kingdom of God, the Antichrist, is
identified in Luther's writings with the Roman papacy? We get our first
clues in that famous early polemical address, “To the Christian Nobility
of the German Nation” (1520). Here Luther calls for the reform of the
“Christian estate” by tearing down each of three walls of the Romanists,
the first of which is the unwarranted papal arrogation of secular power, a
power that is also used to buttress unwarranted religious authority (the
second wall is that the pope alone can properly interpret Scripture, the
third that the pope alone can summon and sanction a council). Thus
have the Romanists effectively hedged the church (and Christendom)
against the reforming work of the Holy Spirit. This is the devil's work,
says Luther — a religious authority that appeals to the sword and the
dazzling corruptions of economic splendour in order to establish and
defend a false gospel. Like the Antichrist in the Revelation of John, this
is a form of authority that claims spiritual power but is really only inter-
ested in the temporal control of wealth and empire through violence and
external display:

The pope is not a vicar of Christ in heaven, but only of Christ as he walked
the earth. Christin heaven, in the form of a ruler, needs no vicar, but sits
on his throne and sees everything, does everything, knows everything,
and has all power. But Christ needs a vicar in the form of a servant, the
form in which he went about on earth, working, preaching, suffering,
and dying. Now the Romanists turn all that upside down. They take the
heavenly and kingly form from Christ and give it to the pope, and leave
the form of the servant to perish completely. He might almost be the
Counter-Christ, whom the Scriptures call Antichrist, for all his nature,
work, and pretensions run counter to Christ and only blot out Christ’s
nature and destroy his work.'®

Such a confusion of spiritual and temporal authority, the kingdom of
God and mere earthly kingdoms, the form of God and the form of the
servant, are precisely characteristic of the perverse logic of the Antichrist,
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in Luther’s view. As he had put it earlier in the “Theses for the Heidelberg
Disputation” of 1518, the “theology of glory” calls the bad good and the
good bad (thesis 21), for it lacks insight into the invisible things of God.
Only a “theology of the cross” founded, one might say, upon the divine
authority of the slain Lamb will be able to see and thus bear witness to
the truth about God in the world. It will see God’s presence in the world
“by beholding the sufferings and the cross” (thesis 20), not in ostenta-
tious displays of human works (thesis 22). Therefore, while a puffed-up
theology of glory presumptuously abuses the highest gifts of God to the
world in order to aggrandize itself, a humble theology of the cross bears
witness to the invisible God through a penitent faith active in the worldly
form of a servant.!!

Ethics thus entails an understanding of this eschatological vision,
this apocalyptic unveiling of the true nature of worldly and spiritual reality
coram Deo. Luther’s ethics is essentially rooted in a penitential vision,
even as the Book of Revelation is written as a letter to the churches
calling them to awaken, to remember what they have received from God,
and to repent. This is truly a matter of life and death — not in some other
world, a heavenly future of the sort depicted by Feuerbach as a “mauso-
leum” in which the Christian enshrines his own beloved soul.'? It is a life
and death struggle lived out in the common social and bodily world in
which Christians and non-Christians dwell. The struggle between God
and the devil, Christ and the Antichrist, is not for Luther some fictitious
consoling abstraction. Quite the contrary, it is the battle of the incarnate
Lord to restore a corrupted, death-destined creation to the life-giving
rule of the kingdom of God. In order to participate discerningly in this
apocalyptic conflict — that is, in a manner that bears faithful witness to
God's hidden but very real rule — it was necessary to sort out the confu-
sion between the kingdoms represented in the logic of the Antichrist,
largely with reference to Augustine’s model of the two cities (itself taken
from the Book of Revelation'?).

Like Augustine, Luther divided human beings (“all the children of
Adam”!) into two kingdoms - the kingdom of God (Augustine’s civitas
Dei) and the kingdom of the world (Augustine’s civitas terrena). Christ’s
reign pertains to the first kihngdom and is guided by the Word and the
inner testimony of the Holy Spirit, not the secular sword or law. Were all
the world composed of “true Christians, that is, true believers,” Luther
says, “no prince, king, lord, sword, or law would be needed.” However,
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the “unrighteous” need the law and external rule to instruct, constrain,
and compel them to do what is good. The worldly kingdom therefore
has need of an established political order backed by the power of the
sword. As does Augustine, Luther believes this kingdom of the world will
pass away to be replaced in the end by the kingdom of God. In the
meantime, however, the external order of secular law and sword are re-
quired to avert chaos.

There should, therefore, be a clear distinction between the external
peace and order of worldly politics and the perfect peace of Christ’s spir-
itual rule taught and represented by the church. However, and here too
Luther resembles Augustine, this does not mean that Luther’s theory of
secular politics (if one may indeed call it a “theory”®) is “modern.” Luther
certainly opposed any attempt by the church to seek political domina-
tion or temporal power, as in the case of the papal Antichrist. And yet the
following comment by Heiko Oberman is potentially misleading: “For us
Luther is ‘modern’ insofar as he promoted an ecumenical pluralism and
warned against resolving spiritual questions by government pressure, let
alone by armed force.”’® Luther did not consider the ordering of the
earthly kingdom to imply a pluralistic, religiously neutral civil society. After
all, it is God, says Luther, who has ordained two governments (Regimente)
that order life in the world — the church, which presides over the spiritual,
inner life of Christians (the order of redemption), and the secular political
order which presides over the material, outer realm (the orders of crea-
tion). The kingdom of Christ, therefore, which has no place for sword
and law, rules in the hearts of true Christians. No human political gov-
ernment can do so, for it cannot see into the human heart; it sees only
the outer and establishes a social order to regulate external matters of
justice. Christians in their personal relations will follow the example of
Christ in the non-resistant practice of loving service, adhering literally to
the words of the Sermon on the Mount in turning the other cheek and
not resisting evil (Matthew 5:39). Luther avers, “a Christian should be so
disposed that he will suffer every evil and injustice, not avenge himself
nor bring suit in court, and in nothing make use of secular power and law
for himself. For others, however, he may and should seek vengeance,
justice, protection and help....”'” That is, in the sphere of political soci-
ety that governs the external relations of people and states to one an-
other, it is necessary to apply a different standard. This standard, how-
ever, is also related to the rule of God - it is not religiously neutral. When
a governing authority declares a war, for example, certain criteria for a
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just war must be met. If they are, then “it is a Christian act and an act of
love confidently to kill, rob, and pillage the enemy, and to do everything
that can injure him until one has conquered him according to the meth-
ods of war.”®

In combining Augustine’s doctrine of the two kingdoms (Reiche) or
cities with this added distinction between two governments (Regimente),
some will say that Augustine has not clarified Christian social ethics but
further confused them. It is not my purpose here to argue this point, for
to do so properly would be a large undertaking.!® Perhaps it is more
accurate to say that for Luther there is no alleviation of the eschatological
tension between the “already” of God'’s rule in the believer’s heart and
the “not yet” of Christ’s rule in historical society. It is precisely when this
tension is collapsed - either through the temporal political aspirations of
the church (the Romanists) or through the attempt to set up an external
order of spiritual perfection (the Anabaptists) — that Luther believes dev-
ilish confusion will arise, in both forms of government. Luther, further-
more, rejects the Augustinian division of morality into two classes of
Christians — the religious (who adhere to the eschatological counsels of
perfection found in the Sermon on the Mount, and thus seek to escape
the vocational tensions of worldly existence) and the lay (who take up the
burdens of secular vocation, but cannot be guided by Gospel ethics):

For perfection and imperfection consist not in works and do not
establish a distinct external order among Christians; but they exist in the
heart, in faith and love, so that they who believe and love the most are the
perfect ones, whether outwardly they be male or female, prince or
peasant, monk or layman. For love and faith produce no sects or
outward differences.®®

There is no escape therefore from the tension of the struggle between
God and the devil which rages both in the church and in society, and
indeed in the conscience of every human being who of necessity lives in
both governments. The difficult task of moral discernment cannot be
evaded either through false double standards or the attempted escape
from worldly responsibility. The eschatological vision of the Sermon on
the Mount is equally binding upon all Christians, but Christians may not
retreat from their worldly responsibilities and duties so as to follow Jesus’
commands literally. Rather there must be a frank recognition that hu-
man relationships differ and therefore the external duties (though not
the inner dispositions) of love differ as well. To confuse these is to per-
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vert the truth of the relations in which one stands. To treat one’s children
and family according to a literal application of the precepts of the Ser-
mon on the Mount would bring murder and chaos no less than were one
to attempt to run a state that way.

On this point, of course, Luther’s more radically apocalyptic fellow
reformers begged to differ. And, as Gerhard Ebeling points out, “Luther
did not work out his real doctrine of the two kingdoms in direct confron-
tation with medieval Catholic social doctrine, but only when he was chal-
lenged by the radicalism of the enthusiastic sects”?' — both pacifist and
militant. [f the Romanists failed to understand the difference between
the eschatological kingdom of God (which appears on the earth in the
form of a suffering servant) and temporal power, substituting the latter
for the former, the apocalyptic radicals were too eager to realize the former
in an external manner. Of course, the radicals, for their part, considered
Luther’s eschatological understanding of God's redemptive intention for
the world expressed in the rule of Christ to be too detached from his
conception for political life. Pannenberg puts this well when he suggests
that for Luther “political order does not belong to human destiny as such,
to that which will find its fulfilment in the future Kingdom of God. In-
stead, that order is only an emergency measure which God has provided
against sin, a divine interim that will disappear in the eschatological fu-
ture, and of which the Christian in himself has now no need."*

To sort out the complexities of Luther’s eschatological view of the
two kingdoms in relation to the radical reformers is no less impossible
here than to attempt to do so in relation to Augustine’s two cities. | wish
here simply to point out some of the implications for ethics of these
differing sixteenth century forms of apocalyptic vision. The apocalyptic
visions of the radical reformers — both non-violent and violent forms —
understood the rule of Christ and the kingdom of God in the world even
now through the church in more overtly political terms. Some of the
same tensions embedded in Luther’s doctrine of two kingdoms reap-
pear in remarkably different normative form in the writings of Thomas
Mintzer, especially his “Sermon before the Princes"? (1524, just prior to
the armed peasant revolt he helped organize), and the Anabaptists, as
expressed in “The Schleitheim Confession™ of 1527.

Miintzer’s “Sermon” was a revolutionary spiritualist rebuttal to Luther’s
understanding of the secular authority of princes, rejecting the sharp
distinction between the outer realm ruled by law and sword, and the
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inner spiritual realm ruled by Christ and the Word. Luther applied a strict
limiting principle on the authority of each — the Gospel of Christ rules
only in the inner life and may not be imposed externally by force, and the
secular ruler governs only in external, not spiritual, matters (though the
Christian secular ruler’s inner dispositions, of course, should be ordered
no less than the priest or Christian housewife by Christ's form of the
servant). Muntzer considered this division to be heretical, a public be-
trayal of “pure Christianity"? which is founded not only upon the Word of
God in Christ, but upon the continuing revelation of the Inner Word of
the Holy Spirit.?¢ Muntzer says of the learned Lutheran divines, “without
any experience of the arrival of the Holy Spirit, the overcomer of the fear
of God, they fail to separate (in their disdain for divine wisdom) the good
from the bad which is camouflaged under the appearance of good."*
Consequently Luther and his followers are themselves confused, calling
the good bad and the bad good due to a lack of spiritual experience.28

Muntzer’s sermon is “an exposition of the second chapter of Dan-
iel"?® and Daniel is the apocalyptic exemplar of the prophetic experience
of the Inner Word of the divine Spirit. The Book of Daniel is a visionary
depiction of the eschatological transformation of the world, and its mean-
ing is revealed, claims Mintzer, to the elect of God such as himself — a
meaning in the form of “a decisive, inevitable, imminent reformation
[accompanied] by great anguish, and it must be carried out to comple-
tion.”* The final kingdom in Daniel’s vision is the present, the apostate
Christendom of Romanists and Lutherans, and Mintzer appeals to the
princes to take on the fight of God against the Antichrist. At this point
the apocalyptic spiritualist’s message takes a somewhat surprising outer
turn. Though he appeals to the Book of Revelation, he does not under-
stand its sword to be the Word of Christ, but a literal physical weapon.
The inner spiritual order of pure Christianity must be externally estab-
lished, according to Muntzer’s interpretation:

Now if you want to be true governors, you must begin government at the
roots, and, as Christ commanded, drive his enemies from the elect. For
you are the means to this end. Beloved, don't give us any old jokes about
how the power of God should do it without your application of the sword.
Otherwise it may rust away for you in its scabbard!...If you do away with
the mask of the world, you will soon recognise it with a righteous
judgment (John 7:24). Perform a righteous judgment at God's
command!...For the godless person has no right to live when he is in the
way of the pious.?!
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The only way to give visible expression to divine rule is to eliminate the
evil opposition to it in the world (those who reduce politics to mere civil
unity) and thus defeat the devil. Mintzer, despite his spiritualist
hermeneutic, offers a highly literal interpretation of apocalyptic symbol-
ism. His end was a literal enactment of Jesus’ words, “those who live by
the sword will die by the sword.” After the defeat of the Peasant revolt of
1525, Muntzer was arrested and executed. He is not considered a mar-
tyr of the radical Reformation, but he did become a martyr for the Com-
munist movement of the past century.?

In stark contrast to this apocalyptic attempt to establish politically
the inner rule of God via the sword of Christian princes was the Anabaptist
attempt to establish the Reformation through the visible community of
believers. The Anabaptists also broke with Luther and the “mainstream”
reformers over the question of how to interpret in worldly ethics the
eschatological conflict between the kingdom of God and the earthly king-
dom of the devil. However, they clearly rejected Miintzer's advocacy of
violence, accepting Luther’s view that the kingdom of God cannot be
externally established via the sword or by the authority of secular princes.
Unlike Luther, however, they did not interpret the teachings and example
of Christ in purely spiritual terms. The apocalyptic tension between the
reign of Christ in the community of believers and the reign of human
power via the sword (allied with the Antichrist) is a visible and socio-
political, not merely an invisible and spiritual struggle. The form of the
suffering servant is addressed not only to the personal and dispositional
aspects of Christian existence; it pertains equally to social and political
life in the world. “The Schleitheim Confession” was drafted at a meeting
of Anabaptist leaders in 1527 in order to establish a unifying statement
on the Christian way of life, in the face of serious threats to the continued
existence of the rather scattered and persecuted movement.

The cover letter of the Confession emphasizes that the “obedient
children of God” should stand united (vereinigt, a key word in the docu-
ment), separated from the world characterised by the works of darkness
by those who follow the devil, and follow Christ in the way of peace.®® In
contrast to Luther’s two kingdoms' doctrine, in which the “Christian-in-
relation” lives in the secular realm according to the laws of external peace
backed by the sword and the “Christian-qua-Christian” lives according to
the self-denying rule of the Gospel, the Anabaptists viewed conversion
as the transference of allegiance from the worldly kingdom of darkness
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and its sinful means to the kingdom of Christ. The baptism of repent-
ance (article [) entails a complete transformation of life through following
Jesus as a literal example. In effect this requires the establishment of a
new social and political order, the voluntary community of believers com-
mitted to the Nachfolge Christi. The language of union and separation
therefore is explicitly tied to the sharp distinction between the two king-
doms: the kingdom of God ordered by the “perfection of Christ” and a
literal following of Christ's teachings in the Sermon on the Mount (the
“rule of Christ”"), and the kingdom of the devil ordered by idolatry, abomi-
nation, and “the diabolical weapons of violence — such as sword, armor,
and the like, and all of their use to protect friends or against enemies.”*
Union with Christ requires separation from the world (those not vereinigt
with God in Christ) in a community that replaces the secular courts and
the sword with the practice of binding and loosing (the ban) and non-
violent resistance to evil through spiritual weapons. Article VI of the
Schleitheim Confession most clearly displays the literal interpretation of
the rule of Christ:

V1. The sword is an ordering outside the perfection of Christ....But within
the perfection of Christ only the ban is used for the admonition and
exclusion of the one who has sinned, without the death of the flesh,
simply the warning and the command to sin no more....Lastly...it does
not befit a Christian to be a magistrate: the rule of the government is
according to the flesh, that of the Christians according to the Spirit.
Their houses and dwellings remain in this world, that of the Christians is
in heaven. Their citizenship is in this world, that of the Christians is in
heaven. The weapons of their battle and warfare are carnal and only
against the flesh, but the weapons of the Christian are spiritual, against
the fornication of the devil....In sum: as Christ our Head is minded, so
also must be minded the members of the body of Christ through Him,
so that there be no division in the body, through which it would be
destroyed. Since then Christ is as is written of Him, so must His
members also be the same, so that His body may remain whole and
unified for its own advancement and upbuilding.®

The teaching and example of Christ in these matters is the authority in all
things — inner and outer, personal and political — and the community that
follows Christ must do so in complete obedience.

Clearly, then, the Anabaptists would reject the apocalyptic politics of
Muntzer no less than the two kingdoms ethic of Luther. Mintzer's
spiritualized interpretation of Christ’s teaching is a betrayal of its incar-
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nate authority for Christian faith and life. In this sense Mintzer no less
than Luther has spiritualized away the apocalyptic form of the servant
embodied in Christ, replacing it in temporal matters with the third temp-
tation of the devil, the domineering power of the sword. On the other
hand (and here the Anabaptists would agree with Luther), Miintzer has
literally misread the apocalyptic language of divine judgment and divine
rule in a grossly externalized way as vengeance upon the enemies of “the
elect.” While the Anabaptists took literally the servant form of Christ,
they interpreted the apocalyptic language of judgment, sword, and power
in Daniel and Revelation as referring to divine, not human action, and
therefore to be interpreted spiritually, not externally.*®* The Lamb of Rev-
elation who conquers the world remains the slain Lamb and rules by the
sword of the Word dangling from the mouth, to which the church is
called to bear witness — even as martyrdom - in the world.

The Schleitheim Confession was drafted largely by the pen of Michael
Sattler, a former Benedictine who became an important Anabaptist leader.
Immediately upon his return from the Schleitheim conference, Sattler
was arrested, along with his wife and several other fellow Anabaptists,
interrogated, and tortured. Various accounts of his subsequent “Trial
and Martyrdom” were preserved by the Anabaptist community (the only
South German martyrdom story taken into the Dutch Mennonite
martyrologies and Hutterian Chronicles).>” When given the opportunity
to hire a lawyer to defend him, Sattler declined saying this was not an
issue for legal process but a matter of faith: “| have not been sent to
defend the Word of God in court. We are sent to testify thereto.”® Among
the charges for which Sattler was executed were his rejection of infant
baptism, refusing to swear to the government, refusing to wage war
against the Turks, the “greatest enemy of our holy faith,” and marrying a
wife. These last two charges are of particular interest for this essay. In
his reply to the charge of pacifism, Sattler replied:

If the Turk comes, he should not be resisted, for it stands written: thou
shalt not kill. We should not defend ourselves against the Turks or our
other persecutors, but with fervent prayer should implore God that He
might be our defense and our resistance. As to me saying that if waging
war were proper [ would rather take the field against the so-called
Christians who persecute, take captive, and kill true Christians, than
against the Turks, this was for the following reason: the Turk s a genuine
Turk and knows nothing of the Christian faith. He is a Turk according to
the flesh. But you claim to be Christians, boast of Christ, and still
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persecute the faithful witnesses of Christ. Thus you are Turks according
to the Spirit.*

With regard to his abandonment of the Benedictine order and mar-
rying a wife, Sattler appealed to an eschatological text (I Timothy 4:3):
“In the last days it shall come to pass that they will forbid marriage and
food, which God has created that they might be enjoyed with thanksgiv-
ing.”® Here, it should be noted, an eschatological appeal is made pre-
cisely contrary to Feuerbach's portrayal of ascetic monasticism and the
“anti-natural” roots of Christian eschatology. On this last point the
Anabaptists agreed with Luther’s high view of marriage and of the good
material gifts of creation (despite Luther’s labelling of the Anabaptists as
“the new monks"#). The commands of Christ concerning divorce, for
example, are in no way a disparagement of natural sexuality. To the
contrary, they imbue it with God-given spiritual significance.*? As Oberman
points out, Luther uses language of God and the devil so often in his
discussion of marriage because of his apocalyptic vision of the crucial
connection of the Word of God with corporeality. A purely other-worldly
conception of spirituality thus plays into the hands of the disincarnate
devil, who indeed hates God's life-giving power in all its healthy forms.**

It would seem clear, upon examination, that some of the prejudicial
assumptions concerning Christian eschatology in the modern world do
not apply to the views of Luther and the radical Reformation. There is
nothing ethereal, egoistic, or escapist in their use of apocalyptic lan-
guagde to engage in moral discernment and action in the social and po-
litical context of their time. Yet we have also seen that questions of inter-
pretation and moral discernment are not straightforward. (Unlike Nietzsche
and Feuerbach, the Reformers we have considered did not view the
eschatological symbols themselves as mere human inventions, but as
the revelation of God's active presence in the world — action in which
Christians are invited to participate in the process of ethical discernment.
Yet this does not in itself settle the question of how exactly the spiritual
and material, church and world, the divine (and the demonic) and the
human, are related. The use that is made of apocalyptic language can
take many different theological, ethical, and political forms. Further-
more, there is no position that can escape the difficult eschatological
tensions that Luther recognised in the ethical demands of Christian ex-
istence. To label one as more or less worldly or sectarian or faithful,
however, does not get us very far without specifying more clearly the
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criteria by which one is making such judgments. If this essay has con-
tributed any insight into how these fascinating examples of Christian eth-
ics have done so in relation to apocalyptic eschatology, then its modest
purpose is served.
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