
Lutherans and the Bible - Part 5

This is the fifth week of our looking at how Lutherans interpret the Bible. The information being 
shared comes from a variety of resources including The Book of Faith and a video series 
entitled How Lutherans Interpret the Bible by the Reverend Doctor Mark Allan Powell. The 
topics include: 

1. Word of God
2. What Lutherans Say About the Bible
3. Where the Bible Comes From
4. Interpreting the Bible in Context
5. Determining Right From Wrong
6. The Many Meanings of the Bible

The first 4 weeks we talked about the Bible being the written Word of God and it tells us what 
God wants to say to us. We focused on what Lutherans say about the Bible; that Christ is the 
ultimate word of God; that the Bible draws us to Jesus - to peace, love and hope; the 5 
principles used when studying Scripture; and that we interpret the Bible based on the historical 
and literary context. This week we look at the subject of “determining right from wrong.” 

Many people think the Bible is a book of do’s and don’ts - a set of instructions on how to live. 
We understand that it is not first and foremost a book about morality or a book of 
commandments. Instead, the Bible reveals Christ to us and draws us into a relationship with the 
risen Christ and helps to grow and sustain that relationship. Yet we do use the Bible as a guide 
for moral behavior, understanding that there are many rules that we do and do not follow. We 
call this the “binding” and “loosing” of the law. 
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The “binding and loosing” is a phrase which comes from the rabbis. It refers to the authority to 
make decisions binding on the people of God.

The law was considered “bound” when the rabbi said the law did apply to a particular situation. 
The law is considered “loosed” when the rabbi said the law did not apply to a particular situation. 
So the binding and loosing has to do with the application of the law to a particular situation. The 
question asked is: does God’s law apply to this particular situation?”. 

Here is a very simple application of binding and loosing as it relates to the the commandment 
“thou shalt not steal”. Let’s say that you found something (an item or money) and decided to 
keep it. Is that considered stealing? To answer this question, we would need to look at the 
situation in further detail. 
1. If you found something (an item or money) and you know who owns it, then the law is bound. 
It would be considered stealing. 
2. If you found something (an item or money) and you don’t ask people if they know of anyone 
who lost something or might have claim to the item, then the law is bound. That means it is 
considered stealing. 
3. If you found something and you don’t know who owns it and there are no people around to 
ask, then the law is loosed. That means it is not considered stealing. 



Another example has to do with the commandment “thou shalt not kill.” The answer to this 
question will depend upon what qualifies as killing. There are many questions to consider 
regarding the situation. For example -  was the killing done in self-defense? Was the killing done 
by a soldier in a time of warfare? As you can tell, the answers to these questions to determine 
binding and loosing is not easy. 

So how do we know when to “bind and loose” the Scriptures (when they apply and when they 
do not apply). In the gospel of Matthew, Jesus gives the power of binding and loosing to the 
apostles. "Amen, I say to you, whatever you bind on Earth shall be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on Earth shall be loosed in heaven”(Matthew 18:18). And so through the gift 
of the Holy Spirit, this binding and loosing is determined by the church. In the gospel of Matthew 
there are many examples of Jesus binding and loosing the law. When binding and loosing the 
law, the church is urged to avoid 2 pitfalls. If the church is too cavalier about loosing the law, it 
may make void the Word of God for the sake of human tradition (Matthew 15:6). On the other 
hand, if the church fails to loose the law when it should then “you condemn the 
guiltless” (Matthew 12:7). 

The whole church binds and looses the law of Scripture together and that can make for tense 
moments when we don’t agree. We are a church that is defined by grace and not by our moral 
teaching. We do think that moral teaching is important, but we don’t just define ourselves about 
“being right”. In fact, we get it wrong - we can be too tight in the binding and too loose in the 
loosing. The critical desire of Christ is that we love God and love each other. So faith, justice 
and mercy are those things we need to get right. And when we don’t, God still loves us and 
guides us and leads us and eventually we do get it right. 

We are a community of sinners justified by grace. We don’t want to sin against God but not 
sinning against God is not an option for us because of our human frailty. We strive for 
righteousness but we are a people of little faith who are held back by fear and doubt both 
individually and as a community. We make mistakes along the way. 

The most important thing is not what we ought to do or not do, but what God does for us. We 
are not a church - God’s people - who gets it right all the time. We are Lutheran Christians that 
are dependent upon Jesus Christ, who loves us, chose us and keeps us. And for us that is more 
than we could ever hope for. 


