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About This Series 
This course is one of the Insight Series of short (four-

session) adult Bible study courses, each looking at an impor-
tant biblical topic or theme. Using these courses, you will gain 
insight into a portion of the Scriptures as you hear what God is 
saying to you there about Himself, about you, and about His 
Good News of salvation in Jesus Christ. These insights will 
help you as you go about your disciple’s task of living in the 
Word, and will equip you for a more fruitful study of the Word 
on your own in the future. 

Using This Course 
This course is designed to be used for small-group discus-

sions. Each of the four sixty- to ninety-minute sessions you will 
find in this booklet will provide you with a clear picture of 
where the session is going and what it is supposed to accom-
plish, give you a way to lead into the session’s study, provide 
input and discussion questions to guide your study of the text, 
suggest ways to follow up on the study during the week, and 
offer closing worship aids. 

You will not need a teacher for this course. The printed 
material will guide you through the study. No one will have to 
be the answerer. But you will get the most from these materials 
if you: 

1. Assign a leader for each session. That person should: 

a. Make sure he or she works through the material before 
the session and, if possible, looks at some additional re-
sources to enrich your study. 

b. Begin and end the session with worship. The devotional 
time may be quite brief; a prayer or a Bible reading is suffi-
cient. You might assign the opening and closing to a wor-
ship leader for each session. 

c. Keep the discussion moving. There is a tendency to get 
bogged down on some questions. The leader should be 
willing to say, “We’d better move on to the next point.” SAMPLE
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d. Make some choices if time is limited. The leader will 
want to select those items from the session’s content that 
seem to be most helpful if it is clear there will not be time 
to work through all of the material. 

e. Listen. Make sure everyone is heard. Give each a chance 
to speak. Encourage participation. 

f. Pray for all participants. 

2. Prepare for each session. The discussion will work better, the 
material will be more meaningful, and the Word will speak 
more clearly if everyone in the class works through the ses-
sion’s material before the class session. Even if preparation 
is limited to reading through the texts that will be a part of 
the session’s study, the effort will enrich your study. 

3. Meet regularly (at least once a week) in a convenient and 
comfortable place. Too much time between sessions means 
that learning will be forgotten and much time will be used 
in constant review. Too little time between sessions does 
not allow time for you to connect what you have learned to 
your daily living. 

4. Provide resources. Preparation that includes a chance to 
look at commentaries, Bible dictionaries, Bible reference 
books, maps, and so on will add to your class. Encourage 
those who do such research to contribute what they have 
learned or discovered as you study. 

5. Encourage participation. The course offers many opportuni-
ties to discuss biblical texts and to talk about application of 
the Word to each individual’s life. The key is sharing. Eve-
ryone should have a chance to listen and to be heard. The 
goal is encouragement. We want to build one another up as 
we study the Word. We want to share the hope and the 
strength we receive by the power of the Spirit through that 
Word. We want to allow each person to come closer to the 
Savior as he or she encounters Him in the Word. Empha-
size the positive. Share the joy of the Gospel. Celebrate His 
promised presence as “two or three” gather in His name. 

 SAMPLE
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Participant Introduction 

As Lutheran Christians, we confess that the Word of God 
speaks two essential messages to us. The first message is the 
“bad news.” It is the unchanging, unchangeable Law of God—
a Law that accuses us and condemns us for our sinfulness. The 
other message is the Gospel—the sweet message of God’s love 
and forgiveness in Jesus Christ. In order to understand the 
Scripture correctly, it is necessary to discern those two mes-
sages as one reads the Word. This course will help you look at 
Law and Gospel as they function as a spiritual dynamic in the 
Scriptures. It will give you insight into how the Spirit works 
through both Law and Gospel to bring people to faith in Jesus 
Christ and to keep them there. And it will enrich your contin-
ued study of the Word as you open yourself to the Spirit at 
work through God’s word of Law and His proclamation of the 
Gospel. 

Richard Kapfer 
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 Session 1  

Know the Difference 

Our Goals for This Session 

By the power of the Spirit through the Word, we want to 
• refresh our understanding of the three purposes of 

the Law: curb, mirror, and rule; and 
• review how Law and Gospel relate to Christians 

as both sinners and saints. 

Getting Started 

Read this quote from C. F. W. Walther aloud: 
Comparing Holy Scripture with other writings, we 
observe that no book is apparently so full of contra-
dictions as the Bible, and that, not only in minor 
points, but in the principal matter, in the doctrine 
how we may come to God and be saved. In one 
place the Bible offers forgiveness to all sinners; in 
another place forgiveness of sins is withheld from all 
sinners. In one passage a free offer of life everlasting 
is made to all men; in another, men are directed to 
do something themselves towards being saved. This 
riddle is solved when we reflect that there are in the 
Scriptures two entirely different doctrines, the doc-
trine of the Law and the doctrine of the Gospel. (C. SAMPLE
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F. W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and 
Gospel, trans. W. H. T. Dau. [St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1929], p. 6.) 

1. Discuss the quote. What is the learned father saying to 
you about the Word? How might you put his words into your 
own way of speaking? 

 
 
 
 
It is this “riddle” that will be engaging us in this series of 

four Bible studies. We’ll dig into the Word “to get a reading” 
on Law and Gospel. But we won’t stop there, for we intend to 
learn how to “get a reading” on Law and Gospel in daily life 
also. 

Be forewarned, though, that you’re in for some work! 
Martin Luther said of reading the Word as Law and Gospel: 

Anyone who would know this art well would de-
serve to be called a theologian. . . . But I and others 
like me hardly know the basic elements of this art, 
and yet we are studious pupils in the school where 
this art is being taught. It is indeed being taught, but 
so long as the flesh and sin remain, it cannot be 
learned thoroughly.” (Martin Luther, “Lectures on 
Galatians 1535 Chapters 1–4.” Luther’s Works, 
American Edition, Vol. 26 [St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1963], p. 342.) 
 

2. What do you think about Luther’s comment that the 
distinction between Law and Gospel takes a lifetime of learn-
ing? 

 
 SAMPLE



 

 

 

9 

A Curb, Rule, and Mirror 

To get a handle on this subject of Law and Gospel, it is 
necessary to do some reviewing. The Law has three pur-
poses—to act as a curb, a mirror, and a rule. 

3. To understand how the Law works as a curb, see Ro-
mans 2:14–15.  

a. Give examples of this “civil law” working today. In 
what ways is this aspect of the Law crucial for having an or-
derly society? Think of ways that someone might make this 
“civil law” the basis of salvation. 

 
 
 
 
b. To understand the Law as a mirror, see Romans 3:10–

20. What is the purpose of the Law here? What Law is being 
referred to? How do you know this Law is still in force today? 

 
 
 
 
c. Finally, the Law also acts as a rule. See Romans 12:1–

2; 13:8–10; and John 15:12–17. Is this “rule” a rule for all peo-
ple or only for Christians? Why? What word especially charac-
terizes the Law as a “rule”? 

 
 
 
 
In addition to the moral law (e.g., the Ten Command-

ments), Jewish people were under another law—the ceremo-
nial law. This law governed many aspects of Jewish commu-
nity life, temple worship, and personal life.  SAMPLE
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4. What effect did Jesus’ coming have on the ceremonial 
law? See Colossians 2:16–17. 

 
 
 
 
 
5. Read Galatians 3:10–14. What do these verses tell us 

about the use of the moral law today? Is it still in force for 
Christians? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 
6. Read Mark 10:17–22. How do you know that the rich 

young man was depending on his own righteousness or obedi-
ence? How did Jesus try to help the young man? What was the 
call to sell all and give it to the poor supposed to do for the 
young man? How was Jesus using that demand as a mirror? 

 
 
 
 
 
7. Read Galatians 5:19–21. With which “works of the 

flesh” can you identify? How do the words “those who do such 
things shall not inherit the kingdom of God” make you feel? 
What is the Law doing for you in that case? To what or to 
whom does the mirror of the Law make you turn? 

 
 
 
 
 SAMPLE
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8. How, then, is the Law in its threefold sense (curb, mir-
ror, rule) in force today? How does it affect the Christian? The 
Apology of the Augsburg Confession says, “The Law always 
accuses” (Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions, Apology V 164). 
In what sense is that true for the Christian? 

 
 
 
 

Sinner and Saint 

Read Ephesians 4:22–24. The verses refer to the two na-
tures in the Christian—the “old” nature and the “new.” 

9. How “old” is the old nature? 
 
 
 
 
 
a. See Galatians 5:24 and Colossians 2:11–12. How is the 

old nature to be handled? 
 
 
 
 
 
b. Nowhere in Scripture will you find that the old nature 

can be reformed or changed. Instead, it must be subdued. Lu-
ther said: 

Therefore, if you live in repentance, you walk in 
Baptism. For Baptism not only illustrates such a 
new life but also produces, begins, and exercises it. 
For in Baptism we are given grace, the Spirit, and SAMPLE
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power to suppress the old man, so that the new man 
may come forth and become strong. (Concordia: The 
Lutheran Confessions, Large Catechism IV 75–76) 

What role do Law and Gospel play in motivating a Chris-
tian to subdue the old nature? 

 
 
 
 
10. On the other hand, the new nature is truly “new”! 
a. See Ephesians 4:23–24. What is the “likeness of God” 

(RSV) that is referred to here? How does this remind you of the 
words in Genesis 1:26? 

 
 
 
 
b. It is this new nature “created after the likeness of God 

in true righteousness and holiness” that responds to the Gospel 
and delights in responding to God’s love. See John 15:4–5; 
Ephesians 2:10. Put the meaning of the texts into your own 
words. 

 
 
 

 

Law and Gospel at Work 

10. Read and discuss the following catechism section as 
you think about the working of the Law and the Gospel: What 
is the difference between the Law and the Gospel? SAMPLE
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a. The Law teaches what we are to do and not to do; the 
Gospel teaches what God has done, and still does, for our sal-
vation. 

 
 
 
 
b. The Law shows us our sin and the wrath of God; the 

Gospel shows us our Savior and the grace of God. 
 
 
 
 
c. “The Law must be proclaimed to all people, but espe-

cially to impenitent sinners; the Gospel must be proclaimed to 
sinners who are troubled in their minds because of their sins.” 
(Luther’s Small Catechism with Explanation [St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1986, 1991], p. 101.) 

 
 
 
 
 
11. The working out of this formula is not quite so easy! 

That’s what we’ll be looking at in Scripture and life in the next 
three sessions. Write down at least two questions about the 
Law and the Gospel that still remain for you. Share these with 
two or three others in the class. Keep the questions handy as 
you work through the remaining sessions. 

 
 
 
 SAMPLE
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Law and Gospel in Daily Living 

 Between now and next session, critique a sermon (pref-
erably a TV, radio, or Web sermon) on its use of Law and Gos-
pel. Does the Law accuse and lead the sinner to the Good 
News? Is the Gospel preached clearly as the work of God in 
saving the sinner? Does the Law as threat or motivator creep in 
as an addition to the Gospel proclamation? Make notes on 
your observations and be ready to discuss this next time. 

 
 
 
 

 Look up “Law” and “Gospel” in the index of a copy 
of the Book of Concord. (If you don’t own a copy, check your 
church library or ask the pastor to share his copy.) Read as 
many of the references as you can. Make notes on your read-
ing, and share some of your insights with the class during the 
next session. 

 
 
 
 

In Closing 

Prayer: O Almighty Lord, and everlasting God, grant, we 
beg You, to direct, sanctify, and govern, both our hearts and 
bodies, in the ways of Your laws, and in the works of Your 
commandments. Through Your most might protection, both 
here and ever, may we be preserved in body and soul; through 
our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen. (Gregorian Sacra-
mentary, c. sixth century) 

 SAMPLE
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Close by singing or reading in unison “The Law of God Is 
Good and Wise” (LSB 579; LW 329; TLH 295; CW 287; ELH 
492). 

 
The Law of God is good and wise 
And sets His will before our eyes, 
Shows us the way of righteousness, 
And dooms to death when we transgress. 
 
Its light of holiness imparts 
The knowledge of our sinful hearts 
That we may see our lost estate 
And turn from sin before too late. 
 
To those who help in Christ have found 
And would in works of love abound 
It shows what deeds are His delight 
And should be done as good and right. 
 
But those who scornfully disdain 
God’s Law shall then in sin remain; 
Its terror in their ear resounds 
And keeps their wickedness in bounds. 
 
The Law is good; but since the fall 
Its holiness condemns us all; 
It dooms us for our sin to die 
And has no pow’r to justify. 
 
To Jesus we for refuge flee, 
Who from the curse has set us free, 
And humbly worship at His throne, 
Saved by His grace through faith alone. SAMPLE


