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Announcement

THE ELEVENTH ANNUAL SYMPOSIUM
ON THE LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS

sponsored by the
International Center of Lutheran Confessional Studies
Concordia Theological Seminary
Fort Wayne, Indiana
January 20-22, 1988

Wednesday, January 20
1:30 p.m. Introduction

2:00 p.m. Michael Rogness: Was Melanchthon a Philippist on
the Doctrine of Conversion?

3:15 p.m. Lowell Green: When Did Melanchthon Become a
Philippist on the Lord’s Supper?

7:00 p.m. Schola Cantorum (Daniel Reuning, Director): Choral
Vespers

Thursday, January 21

8:30 a.m. David Scaer: Good Works and Sanctification in the
Lutheran Confessions

10:45 a.m. Dean Wenthe: The Universal Priesthood of All
Believers and the Mission of the Church

1:30 p.m. Organ Recital

2:00 p.m. Seminary Kantorei (Richard Resch, Director): Choral
Vespers

3:00 p.m. Normal Nagel: The Concept of “Gifts” in the Lutheran
Confessions

Friday, January 22

8:30 a.m. Carter Lindberg: Pietism and Church Growth as Seen
from a Confessional Lutheran Viewpoint

10:45 a.m. Panel Discussion
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Martin Luther: Preacher of the Cross

John T. Pless

One year after Luther’s death, Lucas Cranach the Elder painted a panel
featuring a portrait of Martin Luther in the pulpit. The panel formed part
of the well-known altar-piece at the City Church (St. Mary’s) of Wittenberg.
With the Bible open before him, it is the mature Luther who proclaims Christ
to the congregation gathered before him. Cranach’s picture of Luther has
the Reformer with one hand resting on the sacred text and the other hand
pointing to a larger-than-life crucifix. The work of art summarizes Luther’s
ministry as a whole. Like St. Paul before him, Martin Luther was deter-
mined to know nothing but Christ and Him crucified.

Luther was not the first preacher of the cross since the end of the New
Testament era. Hermann Sasse rightly comments that ‘‘the theology of the
cross belongs to the West.””' One only has to recall Anselm’s Cur Deus
Homo? (Why Did God Become Man?) or the great hymn of praise, ‘“O
Sacred Head Now Wounded.”” The Gospel of the cross was not entirely
absent from the church of the Middle Ages. Sasse says:

““How may I come to have a gracious God?”’ This question moved
the theology of the Latin church for a thousand years before it became
the question of the Reformation. For centuries this question brought
into the monastaries the most pious people of the Middle Ages, until
it became the life-and-death question of the last great monk of the Mid-
dle Ages. During those thousand years Christians learned that both
belong together: the sin of the world and the Passion of Christ, my
sin and Christ’s death on the cross. It was not yet possible, however,
to answer the question as to how they belong together. The probing
of this question produced the medieval theology of the cross.?

But the medieval theology of the cross is not yet the evangelical theology
of the cross which would finally take hold of Brother Martin and be ar-
ticulated by him from both the parish pulpit and the lecture podium. It is
beyond the scope of this paper to examine and weigh the various scholarly
arguments proposed with regard to Luther’s path to his so-called ‘‘evangelical
breakthrough”; we shall focus on the theology of the cross as it shaped
Luther’s preaching.

To understand the state of preaching in Germany at the eve of the Re-
formation, it is necessary to keep at least three factors in mind. The first
is the Crusades, which interjected a new element into the practice of preaching.
Itinerant preachers gathered an audience of common folk in outdoor
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settings, urging them to join the battle against the infidel. These
preachers proclaimed that general indulgences would be dispensed
to those who would take up arms against the enemies of the Lord
Christ and His church. The great preaching orders of the Middle
Ages—the Dominicans, Franciscans, and Augustinians—were
organized to provide the church with preachers who would be skilled
in rousing the faithful to action against the Turk.

A second force to shape the late medieval sermon was scholasticism
with its Aristotelian logic. Under the influence of scholasticism, the
old sermonic form of the homily, which was a fairly simple and
usually artless commentary on the text, gave way to a new sermonic
form which insisted that the preacher must search the text for a
theme. Schneider writes:

The sermon was often compared to a tree, such a tree being
actually drawn in one of the homiletical manuscripts; the theme,
naturally, was the trunk. The whole sermon must grow
organically from the theme taken from the Holy Scripture, the
theme for seasonal sermons at mass being taken usually from
the Epistle or the Gospel.?

By the time of Luther, the theme of the sermon was often derived
from the life of a saint, from a particular doctrinal teaching, liturgical
practice, moral precept, or pious custom of the church.

The third element to influence the pre-Reformation sermon was
mysticism. If the scholastic sermon was often characterized by
abstract theological formulations and its learned style, then the
sermons from the lips of the preachers of mysticism (Meister Eckhart
and John Tauler, for example) may be characterized by their
emphasis on the emotional. The sufferings of Jesus are proclaimed
in such a way as to move the hearts of the pious to melt with pity
and finally be molded into an ecstatic union with the Suffering
Saviour. These sermons were marked by repetition and lack of
structure or form. It was also through the sermons of mysticism
that criticisms of the church (practices, not doctrine) found a place
in the pulpit. John Geiler, who manned the pulpit in the Cathedral
in Strasbourg for over thirty years in the late fifteenth and early
sixteenth centuries was well known for his satirical sermons which
poked fun at questionable ecclesiastical practices.
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To what kind of preaching was Luther exposed as a young man?
John P. Dolan, a Roman Catholic writer, comments on the con-
tent of preaching at the threshold of the Reformation:

Preachers were preoccupied with the theme of sin and the grim
face of death waiting for the moment of merited punishment.
There was an emphasis on the horrors of hell and the suffer-
ings of the damned. Their sermons were filled with descrip-
tions of burning trees on which hung the souls of those who
did not attend church services, vultures gnawing at men’s vitals,
venomous serpents stinging the unholy, boiling lakes, frozen
fens, heated ovens and vile dungeons. Scripture, when quoted,
was completely torn from its living, historical context. Its per-
sonalities and their sayings were distorted and mutilated into
passive conveniences for moral dilation. Everywhere the em-
phasis was on the negative side of man’s salvation, his sins and
punishment.*

But it would be a mistake to conclude that the pre-Reformation
preachers were altogether ignorant of the biblical texts. A manual
of homiletics written by Jerome Dungersheim in 1514 commends
the study of Sacred Scripture to those who would preach:

If they desire to be shepherds of the flock of Christ the Word
of God provides them with the only pasture and nourishment
of the flock; if they would be physicians of souls, the Word
of God offers the only remedy . . . If they would be spiritual
leaders of the congregation, God’s Word is the sword they must
be able to wield. . . . How can they accomplish this task without
a thorough knowledge of the same Word and unless they have
studiously acquired and practiced the art of using it wisely.’

The problem was not the lack of the Bible but the use, or rather
misuse, of the Bible. Or as Pelikan says, ‘“The Church did not need
Luther to tell it that the Bible was true. But it did need a Luther
to tell it what the truth of the Bible is.”” The allegorical method of
biblical interpretation with its ‘‘four-fold sense’’ of the scriptural
text (literal, allegorical, moral, anagogical), dating back to the time
of the School of Alexandria in the ancient church, reigned supreme.
Medieval sermons were, for the most part, exercises in the applica-
tion of this method. It was against this backdrop that we see the
emergence of Luther the preacher.

Well-grounded in the classical usages of rhetoric and grammar,
versed in Aristotelian modes of thinking, Luther entered the
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Augustinian cloister. It was here that Luther was trained as a preacher
by teachers who applied the traditional homiletical models based on
scholastic techniques grounded in Aristotelian logic. Luther was or-
dained into the priesthood in 1507. Becoming a priest did not
necessarily mean that the man would be a preacher. In the cloister
Luther reluctantly accepted the task of preaching. In 1532, when
Luther was encouraging his friend Lauterbach to accept the call to
be a preacher at Wittenberg’s Castle Church, Luther recalled his
own appointment to preach:

Ah, my friend, I had the same experience. I feared the pulpit
perhaps as greatly as you do; yet I had to do it; I was forced
to preach. At first I had to preach to the brethren in the
refectory. Ah, how I feared the pulpit! Under this pear tree
I advanced fifteen arguments to Dr. Staupitz; with them I
declined my call. But they did me no good. When I finally
said, “‘Dr. Staupitz, you are taking my life; I won’t be able
to endure it three months,”” he replied, ‘“‘In God’s Name! Our
Lord God has many things to do; He is in need of wise people
in heaven, too.”’

Luther did preach and not only did he survive the ordeal, he even-
tually was to thrive in the pulpit. The Swedish historian of homiletics
Yngve Brilioth identifies three distinct periods in the development
of young Luther’s preaching: (1) the monastic period (1512-1515);
(2) the mystical period (1515-1517); and (3) the transitional period
(1518).7

It is a matter of debate as to the date of Luther’s first sermon.
While Brilioth has assigned Luther’s first sermon to the year 1512,
John Doberstein, the editor of Volume 51 in the American Edition
of Luther’s Works, leaves open the possibility that Luther may have
preached this sermon on Matthew 7:12 in 1510. Did Luther preach
any sermon prior to the sermon on Matthew 7:12? If so, we have
no evidence in either the manuscripts or Luther’s personal records.
At any rate, the sermon on Matthew 7:12 (“‘In everything do to others
what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law
and the Prophets”) reflects the standard homiletical form of the day.
The sermon is heavily freighted with the preaching of the Law.
Worthy of note are these lines:

. . . this one doctrine is to be noted: It is not sufficient for
salvation that a man merely refrain from doing harm and evil
to his neighbor with these three goods [external goods —
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money, clothing, land; personal or physical goods — health,
aptitude of body and mind; internal goods — virtues,
knowledge]. It is required rather that he be useful to him and
benefit him with these three goods. This doctrine is proved by
threefold authority: by reason, by authority, and by analogy.®

Luther concludes the sermon with a proclamation of God’s threat
of retribution:

Therefore one can say nothing better than this: Hold up the
mirror of these words to your conscience and see whether any
such motive would prompt you not to wish any good to be
done to you by others if they cherished any such motive toward
you. Then you are saved. Otherwise I advise you to beware.
For the Lord will keep this rule: ““The measure you give will
be the measure you get’’ [Matt. 7:2]. For he well perceives the
heart and the motives we cherish. Therefore, if we wish to be
requited by God as we do to our neighbor, then it is well with
us. But if in our ill will we say; I will let him go, disengage
myself from him, then I ask whether you also wish that God
should say to you: I will let you go, I will disengage myself
from you and neither give nor take anything from you? Who
would wish that? But this is precisely what he will do to us,
if this is what we do to our neighbor without sufficient cause.’

Brilioth describes the second stage in the development of the young
Luther’s preaching as the mystical period. In Luther’s sermons of
this period the influences of Tauler and the Theologia Germanica
are evident. In sermons from this period Luther begins to direct
critical remarks at the practices of the papal church. In a seimon
preached on St. Matthew’s Day, 1517, Luther takes aim at the clergy
who peddle indulgences:

For, not through indulgences, but through gentleness and
lowliness, so says he [Jesus], is rest for your souls found. But
gentleness is present only in punishment and suffering, from
which these indulgences absolve us. They teach us to dread the
cross and suffering, and the result is that we never become gentle
and lowly, and that means that we never receive indulgence
nor come to Christ. Oh, the dangers of our time! Oh, you snor-
ing priests! Oh, darkness deeper than Egyptian! How secure
we are in the midst of the worst of all our evils!'®

The year 1518 was a year of transition for Luther’s preaching,
according to Brilioth. His Ninety-Five Theses were having an
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explosive effect on the life of the church. It is no surprise, therefore,
that Luther’s sermons from this year were marked with an inten-
sified critique of the Roman Church as well as with deepened
catechetical content. In his recent study of Luther’s Christology, Mark
Leinhard notes:

The sermons of the years 1518-1519 are from the hand of
Luther himself and were published by him; they are instruments
deliberately chosen for the purpose of making known his views
“on the subject of the Gospel to a vast audience, views which
he set in motion by the affairs of the indulgences. One can
admire their tough and direct style. While commentaries in-
clude many essays and digressions, references to the Fathers
of the Church, and the fundamental discussions with
theologians, the sermons in question treat their subject step by
step without digression, going straight to the essential point.
However these are not sermons in the classic sense of the word.
There is no biblical passage commented on for the faithful,
but a devotional theme: meditation on the Passion of Christ,
a general human concern, how to prepare for death, or this
or that aspect of life in the church. Thus in these sermons the
celebration of the Eucharist, marriage, Baptism, and penitence
are all dealt with.'!

After 1519 the majority of Luther’s sermons are either textual or
catechetical, demonstrating a knowledge of the text coupled with
a desire to bring comfort to sinners through the proclamation of
Christ crucified.

It was not unusual for Luther to preach three or four times each
week, as the weekly schedule at Wittenberg provided for at least
three sermons each Sunday in addition to the daily sermons preached
each weekday. As assistant to Johann Bugenhagen, Luther carried
much of the responsibility for preaching in the parish church at Wit-
tenberg. ‘““‘Often I preach four sermons on one day,’’'? he once told
Bucer. Luther claimed ‘‘to have equaled the preaching activity of
both Augustine and Ambrose.”” He said, ‘I am not only Luther,
but Pomeranus, Moses, Jethro and what not — all things in all.”’'?
With so many opportunities for preaching, it is not startling to
discover approximately 2,300 of Luther’s sermons preserved in the
Weimar Edition of Luther’s works.

The significance of preaching in Luther’s ministry can be readily
seen in his explanation of the Third Commandment in the Small
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Catechism:

We should fear and love God, and so we should not despise
his Word and the preaching of the same, but deem it holy and
gladly hear and learn it."

In the Large Catechism Luther is even more explicit:

Therefore you must continually keep God’s Word in your heart,
on your lips, and in your ears. For where the heart stands idle
and the Word is not heard, the devil breaks in and does his
damage before we realize it. On the other hand, when we
seriously ponder the Word, hear it, and put it to use, such is
its power that it never departs without fruit. It always awakens
new understanding, new pleasure, and a new spirit of devo-
tion, and it constantly cleanses the heart and its meditations.
For these words are not idle or dead, but effective and living.
Even if no other interest or need drove us to the Word, yet
everyone should be spurred on by the realization that in this
way the devil is cast out and put to flight, this commandment
is fulfilled, and God is more pleased by this than by any work
of hypocrisy, however brilliant.'’

Unlike adherents to the Mysterientheologie of the contemporary
liturgical movement, Luther knew that ‘‘faith comes from what is
heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ”” (Romans
10:17). For this reason, Luther insisted that the sermon be given
a place of prominence in the service. God reveals Himself in and
through His Word. In the treatise of 1523, ‘“Concerning the Order
of Public Worship,” Luther writes:

The service now in common use everywhere goes back to
genuine Christian beginnings, as does the office of preaching.
But as the latter has been perverted by the spiritual tyrants,
so the former has been corrupted by the hypocrites. As we do
not on that account abolish the office of preaching, but aim
to restore it again to its right and proper place, so it is not
our intention to do away with the service but to restore it again
to its rightful use.

Three serious abuses have crept into the service. First, God’s
Word has been silenced, and only reading and singing remain
in the churches. This is the worst abuse. Second, when God’s
Word had been silenced, such a host of unchristian fables and
lies in legends, hymns, and sermons were introduced that it
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is horrible to see. Third, such divine service was performed as
a work whereby God’s grace and salvation might be won. As
a result, faith disappeared and everyone is pressed to enter the
priesthood, convents, and monasteries, and to build churches
and endow them.

Now in order to correct these abuses, know first of all that
a Christian congregation should never gather together without
the preaching of God’s Word and prayer, no matter how
briefly, as Psalm 102 says, ‘“When the kings and the people
assemble to serve the Lord, they shall declare the name and
the praise of God.”” And Paul in I Corinthians 14[:26-31] says
that when they come together, there should be prophesying,
teaching, and admonition. Therefore, when God’s Word is not
preached, one had better neither sing nor read, or even come
together.'®

Preaching was part of the mass in the Middle Ages, although it was
an optional feature of the service. The sermon “‘lacked an organic
relationship to the Mass.’’'” Luther’s liturgical revision, far from
being a piece of bungled liturgical surgery, was a necessary outcome
of his theology of justification by grace through faith for Christ’s
sake. The liturgy serves the preached and sacramental Word which
bestows the benefits achieved by Christ. Word and sacrament, sermon
and liturgy are not in competition with each other; rather Luther
sees them in co-ordination with one another. In his treatise of 1525,
‘“‘Against the Heavenly Prophets,”” Luther writes:

If now I seek the forgiveness of sins, I do not run to the cross,
for I will not find it given there. Nor must I hold to the suffering
of Christ, as Dr. Karlstadt trifles, in knowledge or
remembrance, for I will not find it there either. But I will find
in the sacrament or gospel the word which distributes, presents,
offers, and gives to me the forgiveness which was won on the
cross. Therefore, Luther has rightly taught that whoever has
a bad conscience from his sins should go to the sacrament to
obtain comfort, not because of the bread and the wine, not
because of the body and blood of Christ, but because of the
word which in the sacraments offers, presents, and gives the
body and blood of Christ given and shed for me. Is that not
clear enough?'®

How, then, did Luther preach? As we have already observed,
Luther’s preaching did change under the ‘‘impact of the Gospel.”’
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By 1522-1524 we see Luther completely at the home in the Bible.
Heinrich Bornkamm writes:

All those things of prominence in medieval preaching — the
game of allegorical exposition, the miraculous legends of the
saints, the extolling of aids to devotion such as the rosary or
other prayer forms, as well as the moralizing — were dropped.
He preached precisely and penetratingly on the text, not on
a dogmatic theme suggested by the text. To be sure, he did
not simply expound or illustrate the text but led his hearers
on to the enduring truths, valid then as well as earlier, in and
behind each word of Scripture. Only rarely did he touch on
current events that had nothing directly to do with the text,
such as the imperial mandate of 1523 or the conflict with the
chapter members of the Castle Church.'

In the early 1520’s Luther was not completely free from the use of
the allegorical method as a way of deriving Gospel-content from
Old Testament texts. His struggles with Muntzer and Karlstadt
impressed Luther with the grave dangers inherent in the
“‘spiritualization” of the scriptural texts. Eventually Luther becomes
less and less reliant on allegory and finally abandons it altogether.

Luther never wrote a homiletics textbook, although he did threaten
to do so on occasion. He did, however, make practical suggestions
regarding the practice of preaching to both his students and
colleagues. Luther emphasized the necessity of preaching with clarity
and simplicity. A few samples from his Table Talk will suffice:

In my preaching I take pains to treat a verse [of the Scriptures],
to stick to it, and so to instruct the people that they can say,
““That’s what the sermon was about.”’

When Christ preached, he proceeded quickly to a parable and
spoke about sheep, shepherds, wolves, vineyards, fig trees,
seeds, fields, plowing. The poor lay people were able to
comprehend these things.?

Once a pastor, Bernard von Dolen, who was a minister in Herzberg,
complained to Luther that members of his congregation were
unwilling to read or study the Catechism. Luther responded to von
Dolen urging him to preach the Gospel in such a way that it would
be comprehended by his hearers:

Cursed be every preacher who aims at lofty topics in the church,
looking for his glory and selfishly desiring to please one
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individual or another. When I preach here [in Wittenberg], 1
adapt myself to the circumstances of the common people. I
don’t look at the doctors and masters, of whom scarcely forty
are present, but I look at the hundred or the thousand young
people and children. It’s to them that I devote myself, for they,
too, need to understand. If the others don’t want to listen they
can leave. Therefore, my dear Bernard, take pains to be simple
and direct; don’t consider those who claim to be learned but
be a preacher to the unschooled youth and sucklings.?

Luther was a university professor, a doctor of the church, yet he
saw his primary calling and vocation as a preacher of the Word.
It is obvious from his writings that Luther was not opposed to careful
theological study and precise doctrinal formulations. In the pulpit,
however, Luther insists that the preacher speak directly and plainly
to the people. In 1540 Luther wrote:

Philip doesn’t need to be instructed, and I don’t teach or lecture
for his sake, but we preach publicly for the sake of the plain
people. Christ could have taught in a profound way but he
wished to deliver his message with the utmost simplicity in order
that the common people might hear and understand. Good
God, there are sixteen-year-old girls, women, old men, and
farmers in church and they don’t understand lofty matters!
If one can present fitting and familiar comparisons, as Link
can do in masterful fashion, the people will understand and
remember. Accordingly he’s the best preacher who can teach
in a plain, childlike, popular and simple way. I prefer to preach
in an easy and comprehensible fashion, but when it comes to
academic disputations watch me in the university; there I'll make
it sharp enough for anybody and will reply, no matter how
complicated he wants to be. Some day I’ll have to write a book
against artful preachers.?

In 1528 Luther provided a set of instructions for ‘‘visitors’’ to use
in training the parish clergy in the evangelical congregations of
Saxony. Luther urges that they preach on the basics of Christian
doctrine: the decalog, the Our Father, baptism, and the Holy Supper.
This preaching is to be expository.

In such preaching we should spell out, word for word, the Ten
Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, and the articles of the
Creed for the sake of the children and other simple unschooled
folk.
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The preachers are to refrain from all libelous utterance and,
without becoming personal, condemn the vices of which they
are personally aware, and not preach about those of which they
are not personally aware, e.g., those of the pope, bishops, or
the like, except where it is necessary to warn the people by
example.?

Luther advised preachers to remember that in reality preaching
is God’s work. The preacher is only an instrument in the hands of
God. This fact keeps the preacher in his place as a humble servant
of God.

In all simplicity seek only God’s glory and not the applause
of men. And pray that God will put wisdom into your mouth
and give your hearers a ready ear; then leave it to God. For
you must believe me, preaching is not the work of men.?

Preaching is the work of the Lord Christ, who is still active in and
through His Word. Thus the mouth of every true preacher is the
mouth of God Himself. The Lord God, who called the universe into
existence by the power of His Word, puts that life-creating, faith-
bestowing Word on the tongues of His servants. That fact gives
comfort to both preachers and hearers. Preachers are given the joyful
consolation that God’s Word really does work. Reflecting on his
return to the Wittenberg Pulpit in 1522 to counter the mischief
wrought by Karlstadt and company, Luther would later state:

I simply taught, preached, wrote God’s word; other than that
I did nothing. And while I slept, or drank Wittenberg beer with
Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the papacy, that never
a prince or emperor inflicted such damage upon it. I did
nothing; the Word did it all.?

The laity are given the confidence that, as their pastor speaks God’s
Word, they are auditors of the voice not merely of a man but of
God Himself. In a sermon on John 4 Luther says:

When burgher or peasant hears a pastor, he must say: “I do
indeed hear and recognize the voice of the pastor. But the words
which he utters are not his. No, he would be incapable of them.
It is the sublime majesty of God that is speaking through him.”’
Likewise, when a lowly pastor comforts me, then I must be
discerning enough to say: ‘It is not you who is speaking to
me. The voice is yours indeed, but it is really God who is
speaking through you.’’?¢
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Luther knew that Christians live not by their eyes, but by their ears.

For if you ask a Christian what the work is by which he
becomes worthy of the name ‘‘Christian,” he will give
absolutely no other answer than that it is by hearing the Word
of God, that is, faith. Therefore the ears alone are the organs
of a Christian man, for he is justified and declared to be a
Christian, not because of the works of any member, but because
of faith.”

God serves the Christian congregation by means of His Word. Holy
Scripture is not only to be read, but preached. Originally, the Gospel
was not a book but a sermon, and the church was not a ‘“quill house”
but a “‘mouth house,”’ says Luther.?® The heart and core of that
Gospel is the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The unfolding of the theology of the cross in Luther’s thought
parallels his growth and maturation as an evangelical preacher. As
we have already noted, Luther’s early sermons bore the imprint of
medieval theological patterns. In a very instructive essay,
“Sacramentum et Exemplum in Luther’s Understanding of Christ,”
Norman Nagel traces Luther’s use of Christ as ‘‘sacrament’’ (gift)
and Christ as example as a way of gauging Luther’s evangelical
development. In his marginal notes written in 1509 on Augustine’s
De Trinitate Luther says:

The crucifixion of Christ is a sacrament, because it signifies
the cross of penitence (poenitentiae), in which the soul dies to
sin; it is an example, because it incites us truly to offer our
body to death or to the cross.?”

Here Luther’s attention is focused on what goes on within man,
namely, that penitence by which man is to die to sin, rather than
on the atonement accomplished solely by Christ on Calvary; Christ
is a sacrament or gift only insofar as He makes man’s death to sin
a possibility. Or, as Nagel says, Christ becomes the ‘‘paradigm,”
so that ““what Christ went through the Christian is to be put through
too. ‘Christ crucified’ means not so much His unique cross as the
cross seen in Him and the saints, the cross we are to bear and to
which we are to be conformed.””*® This view of Christ represents
no substantial advance over the medieval imitatio Christi. In his
lectures on the Psalms in 1513 Luther comments on Psalm 84:3 (‘“‘at
Thy altars, O Lord of hosts’’):
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The altar is the mystical Cross of Christ, on which all ought
to be offered. Because ‘‘he who does not take his cross and
follow me is not worthy of me”’; for just as he was offered
on the Cross, so also ought we in like manner be offered on
the cross.?!

Luther’s theology of the crosses had not yet given way to the theology
of the cross. Salvation is still seen as a result of suffering in
conformity with Christ.

We see a profound change in Luther’s Christmas Postil of 1522
(which comes from Luther’s own hand, written to help poorly trained
pastors preach the Gospel):

You must not make Moses out of Christ as if He did no more
than teach and give an example as the other saints do, as if
the Gospel were a book of instructions and law. There you
must grasp Christ, His Word, work, and suffering in two ways.
On the one hand is an example that is put before you that you
are to follow and do likewise, as St. Peter says (I Peter 4:1),
“Since therefore Christ suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves.
with the same thought, for whoever has suffered in the flesh
has ceased from sin.”” But this is the least of the Gospel if indeed
it may still be called Gospel, for then Christ is of no more use
than another saint. His life remains with Him and still does
not help you. In short, by this way no Christians are made,
only hypocrites . . . The chief part and ground of the Gospel
is that, first of all, before you grasp Christ as an example, you
receive and recognize Him as a gift and present, given to you
by God to be your own, so that when you look to Him or
hear that He does or suffers something, you are not to doubt
that the same Christ is yours with all that He suffers or does.
You may place your confidence on this as much as if you had
done it, yes, as if you were the same Christ . . .

When you thus have Christ as the ground and highest good
of your salvation, then follows the other part that you grasp
Him as an example and give yourself to your neighbor as He
gave Himself for you. See then how faith and love are in full
swing, God’s commandment fulfilled, and the man glad and
unafraid to do or suffer anything. Therefore mark well that
Christ finishes your faith and makes you a Christian, whereas
Christ as an example exercises your works. They do not make
you a Christian, but they come from you as one already made
a Christian. The difference between gift and example is as
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great as that between faith and works. Faith has nothing of
its own but only Christ, His work, and His life. The works
have something of your own about them, but they are not to
belong to you but to your neighbor.*

Here ““Christ as example’” is no longer seen as the pattern one must
imitate to gain salvation. Rather, Christ is pure gift; all that He has
achieved by His vicarious suffering and death belong to the Christian
through faith alone. ““Christ as example”” is now assigned to its proper
place as the pattern for the Christian in loving service to the neighbor.
Luther is even more explicit in his sermon on the Gospel for the
Third Sunday in Advent of 1524:

Donum [gift] is the chief thing. Don’t believe it if anyone
preaches otherwise. The devil can bear Christ being propounded
as an example. He did this; therefore you must do it too. John
and Peter did similarly. If you do not preach otherwise, of
what use is Christ to me? The devil has the victory if we take
Christ’s doctrine for Law and His life for example. Only Christ
is a gift; other saints can be examples. He is above all others
in that He is a gift . . . The Gospel is not the preaching of
Christ as example, but proclaiming Him as a gift. Whether
a man stands or falls he is a Christian only if he has Christ.
Looking for evidence elsewhere only brings uncertainty. Cling
only to the word.**

For Luther the preaching that is shaped by the theology of the cross
is proclamation that holds up Christ alone as Savior of the world.
Any other theology is a theology of glory.

Luther gives his most precise summary of the theology of the cross
in Theses 18 through 26 of the Heidelberg Theses of 1518:

18. It is certain that man must utterly despair of his own
ability before he is prepared to receive the grace of Christ.

19. That person does not deserve to be called a theologian
who looks upon the invisible things of God as though
they were clearly perceptible in those things which have
actually happened [Rom. 1:20].

20. He deserves to be called a theologian, however, who
comprehends the visible and manifest things of God seen
through suffering and the cross.

21. A theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil. A
theologian of the cross calls the thing what it actually is.
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22. That wisdom which sees the invisible things of God in
works as perceived by man is completely puffed up,
blinded, and hardened.

23. The law brings the wrath of God, kills, reviles, accuses,
judges, and condemns everything that is not in Christ
[Rom. 4:15].

24. Yet that wisdom is not of itself evil, nor is the law to
be evaded; but without the theology of the cross man
misuses the best in the worst manner.

25. He s not righteous who does much, but he who, without
work, believes much in Christ.

26. The law says, ‘‘do this,” and it is never done. Grace says,
“believe in this,” and everything is already done.*

Here Luther makes it clear that it is only through the cross of our
Lord Jesus Christ that we come to behold the glory of the God who
saves sinners. All attempts to know God by way of philosophical
speculation are doomed to failure. God makes His wisdom manifest
in the foolishness of the cross. As Paul Althaus puts it, ‘“the true
knowledge of God is not found through Romans 1 but through I
Corinthians 1.”’** This theology of the cross was not a passing fad,
limited only to the young Luther, as Ritschl contended over a century
ago; but, as Walther von Loewenich and others in contemporary
Luther studies have demonstrated, “‘the theology of the cross is a
principle of Luther’s entire theology and it may not be confined to
a special period in his theological development.’’*$

The theology of the cross is a theology of the Word. In his Genesis
commentary of 1535 Luther says:

It is therefore insane to argue about God and the divine
nature without the Word or any covering, as all the heretics
are accustomed to do. They do their thinking about God with
the same sureness with which they argue about a pig or a cow.
Therefore they also receive a reward worthy of their rashness
in that they arrive at so dangerous a view. Whoever desires
to be saved and to be safe when he deals with such great
matters, let him simply hold to the form, the signs, and the
covering of the Godhead, such as His Word and His works.
For in His Word and in His works He shows Himself to us.
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Those who are in touch with these are made sound, as was
the woman with the issue of blood when she touched Christ’s
garment (Matt. 9:20-22).

But those who want to reach God apart from these coverings
exert themselves to ascend to heaven without ladders (that is,
without the Word). Overwhelmed by His majesty, which they
seek to comprehend without a covering, they fall to their
destruction. This is what happened to Arius. He thought that
there was some intermediate being between the Creator and
the creature and that all things were created by that intermediate
being. It was inevitable that he should hit upon this after he
had denied, contrary to Scripture, the plurality of the Persons
of the Godhead. Since he argues his position apart from and
without the Word of God and relies on his thinking alone, he
cannot avoid falling into error.*

Reliance on good works is a rejection of the theology of the cross
in favor of a theology of glory. In the same section of the Genesis
commentary Luther argues:

. . . because a monk does not adhere to the Word, he thinks
that there is a God sitting in heaven who intends to save anyone
wearing a cowl and following a definite rule of life. He is also
ascending to heaven without God’s disclosure of Himself or
without His face leading the way. So also the Jews had their
idols and their groves. They fell and the destruction of these
is the same; they all run into the same difficulty because,
forsaking the Word, they each follow their own thoughts.*

The proper preaching of the theology of the cross necessitates that
both Law and Gospel be correctly distinguished and applied. One
has only to recall Luther’s exposition of the First Commandment
in the Large Catechism to see how incisively Luther uses the Law
to uncover sin. The Law seeks out and destroys false gods, thus
driving the sinner away from trust in his own works or piety to Christ,
the substitute who has perfectly fulfilled the demands of the Law
in the sinner’s stead. The Gospel gives and bestows the glad tidings
that on account of Christ’s death there is indeed forgiveness for the
ungodly. The Gospel is not an invitation to imitate Christ, which
would make Christ into a new Lawgiver, another Moses. Rather,
the Gospel is the announcement that God is gracious for Jesus’ sake.

Thus, Luther says in a fragment of a sermon preserved from 1515,
“Preach one thing: the wisdom of the cross.”’* This is the actual
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content of all Christian preaching. The cross permeates Luther’s
preaching. Sasse says it well:

Obviously the ‘“‘theology of the cross’’ does not mean that for
a theologian the church year shrinks together into nothing but
Good Friday. Rather, it means that Christmas, Easter, and
Pentecost cannot be understood without Good Friday. Next
to Irenaeus and Athanasius, Luther was the greatest theologian
of the incarnation. He was this because in the background of
the manger he saw the cross. His understanding of the Easter
victory was equal to that of any theologian of the Eastern
Church. He understood it because he understood the victory
of the Crucified One. The same can be said of his understanding
of the work of the Holy Spirit.*

Ulrich Asendorf, in an essay entitled ‘“Luther’s Sermons on Advent
as a Summary of His Theology”’ (published in A Lively Legacy:
Essays in Honor of Robert Preus), shows how Luther’s preaching
on Advent texts urges hearers to the crucified Immanuel who has
executed ‘‘the happy exchange” whereby He takes the sinner’s sin
as though it were His own and gives the sinner His own righteousness.
Drawing on Luther’s comment, ‘“Even though Christ is named,
preached, and pictured in sundry ways, He is ever the same Christ,””*!
Ian Siggins, in Martin Luther’s Doctrine of Christ, demonstrates
that no matter on which biblical picture of Christ he preached,
whether it be the Good Shepherd, Sun of Righteousness, Lamb of
God, Bridegroom, or any of the others, Luther always proclaimed
Christ crucified for sinners.

This Christ alone is comfort for sinners terrified by their sin. Listen
to these lines from a Christmas sermon of 1527:

Reason and will would ascend and seek above, but if you would
have joy, bend yourself down to this place. There you will find
that boy given for you who is your Creator lying in a manger.
I will stay with that boy as He sucks, is washed, and dies . .
There is no joy but in this boy. Take Him away and you face
the Majesty which terrifies . . . I know of no God but this one
in the manger.*

For Luther, preaching was not “edifying discourse’’ designed to
~ manipulate the emotions of his hearers. Nor was the sermon a
“political discourse’” with its aim of rousing the congregation to
support some political program or social cause. The glory of Luther’s
preaching was its cruciform shape and content. It was indeed the
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viva vox evangelii, the living voice of the Gospel of the cross. ‘““One
thing you must preach: the wisdom of the cross’** was his motto
and watchword, for Luther knew that faith ‘‘comes only through
God’s Word or gospel, which preaches Christ, saying that he is God’s
Son and a man, and has died and risen again for our sakes . . .”’*
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A LUTHERAN RESPONSE TO EVANGELICALISM:
ORDINATION OF WOMEN

A number of years ago a survey found that Christianity Today was one of the
more widely read periodicals among LCMS pastors. An October 1986 issue con-
tained as an insert a supplement entitled ‘“The Changing Role of Women,”’ which
for all practical purposes finds the ordination of women as pastors acceptable. Since
the 1960’s, when Christianity Today was founded, an unwritten alliance existed be-
tween the LCMS and the editors and writers of the evangelical journal, since the
journal was taking similar stands toward contemporary theologies which were making
inroads into the LCMS. Evangelicals and Lutherans shared many of the same con-
cerns, although LCMS pastors may have been more dependent on Evanglicalism,
especially as it was expressed in the pages of Christianity Today, than the reverse.
Still, some LCMS clergy became associated with the Evangelicals as writers for the
evangelical journal and through participation in other groups. Since the ordination
of women pastors became the one decisively recognizable question leading to the
break of fellowship with the American Lutheran Church, Christianity Today’s en-
dorsement or, at least, allowance of the ordination of women is not without prob-
lems for confessional Lutherans who may have felt a degree of kinship with the
Evangelicals, especially for their strong commitment to biblical inspiration and
inerrancy.

Outside of the Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodox Christianity, the
Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod is perhaps the only major American Christian
denomination which has consistently opposed the ordination of women as pastors.
From reading the special supplement in Christianity Today one can only conclude
that the LCMS will have to continue its opposition without the aid of the Evangelicals.
In spite of Bruce Waltke’s valiant attempt to offer an opposing view in the supple-
ment, the impression given is that Christianity Today endorses the ordination of
women as pastors. In ‘“‘Proceed with Care’’ Kenneth Kantzer drags his feet a little,
but not enough to say a clear no to the practice as unbiblical.

Though several voices express themselves in the special Christianity Today sup-
plement, one general attitude characterizes all the approaches to the question. The
pastoral office is viewed purely from a functional perspective, and thus an easy equa-
tion between ““ministry”’ and ‘‘leadership” is made. Bringing up the example of
Margaret Thatcher is hardly appropriate or germane. To argue from the role of
a prominent woman statesman in a matter of church practice is hardly an endorse-
ment of sola scriptura. The question is not whether the Scriptures allow women
to carry out responsible functions and occupy particular offices in the church, but
whether they in the stead of Christ may occupy the office of pastor and carry out
all of its functions, especially the public proclamation of the Gospel, the consecra-
tion and distribution of the Sacrament, and the care of the congregation. To this
distinction between prominent and responsible roles in church for both men and
women and the uniqueness of the pastoral office there is no allusion by any of the
Christianity Today contributors. Mary became the mother of the Lord, but this
role has nothing to do with whether she would qualify as a pastor. It is beyond
debate that women served as vehicles of God’s revelation. The highest honor ever
given to a human being was given to the Virgin Mary in her being chosen as the
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mother of God. Women are described as more faithful than the fickle disciples;
but it was not to them the apostleship and the office of pastor were given. Jesus
stands in the place of the Father, and pastors stand in the place of Jesus. Where
this understanding is lacking, then it is not surprising that opposition to women
pastors becomes a historical relic of the past, which can be changed according to
either ‘“‘the Spirit’s guiding’’ or contemporary circumstances.

The late Peter Brunner, professor in the University of Heidelberg, predicted that
ordaining women as pastors would inevitably lead to a feminist or non-sexist
understanding of God. He did not live to see his prophecy come true in the non-
sexist language of the lectionary sponsored by the NCC, in which all the masculine
references to God are neutered or ‘“‘democratized.’”’” Though the Christianity Today
contributors are firm in their insistence on the unchangableness of the masculine
references to God because of a shared commitment to biblical infallibility, they have,
in effect, contravened that principle in excusing themselves from the Pauline pro-
hibition of women pastors. ‘‘Evangelicalism,”” at least in its contemporary under-
standing, was an attempt to form an alliance across denominations to withstand
an advancing front of a “liberalism” which questioned the historical quality of the
Bible and its authority for the church. The “‘evangelical’’ alliance had to overlook
the traditional sixteenth-century differences on baptism and the Lord’s Supper and
concentrate on what united its members (as I remember Dr. Carl Henry telling me
in Springfield, Illinois, sometime in the late 1960’s). The ability of Evangelicals,
especially of their scholars, to tolerate women pastors may indicate that an alliance
built on common attitudes to Christian theology was never really as solid as the
impression it gave. Scriptural infallibility is meaningless where the Holy Spirit is
seen as speaking outside the Scriptures. Anything then becomes possible. As the
Christianity Today supplement has shown, the Church of Rome (at least in its of-
ficial pronouncements) may, in fact, be more biblical in its theology than the
Evangelicals, at least on this point.

Tradition, though never the finally determinative factor in church belief, should
not be dismissed as having nothing or little to offer. Until just recently mainline
Protestant denominations had no ordination of women as pastors. It sprung up
in the holiness and pentecostal bodies where everyone in the worshipping congrega-
tion is seen as a potential vehicle of the Holy Spirit. This situation was not unlike
the Corinthian church, where an unbridled charismatic movement accompanied the
rise of women preachers. Tradition by itself is never determinative of doctrine, but
it does provide those churches who value it an opportunity to reevaluate any in-
novations. Protestants do have a tradition opposed to women pastors, but this tradi-
tion was not sufficiently strong to provide any support in this issue. Apart from
what is for some the debatable value of post-apostolic tradition, the tradition of
the early church, as it was set down in the Pauline corpus, simply does not know
of woman pastors. Outside of Corinth their first appearance was in the heretical
gnostic movements.

The real crux of the problem with Evangelicalism is that the office of the ministry
is viewed not as an office held by Christ and the apostles, but rather as an
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extension of the life of Christians. The ministry and sanctification are confused.
Wherever we see the Holy Spirit doing all sorts of marvelous works, there He must
be speaking authoritatively to us, whether it is through a man or a woman — so
it is reasoned. An office of the ministry built on the life of the believer has no certain
foundation. Only the command of Christ establishes this ministry among us. Those
who can exempt themselves from St. Paul’s prohibiton have to ask themselves to
what extent they are entitled to be called apostolic.

David P. Scaer

Dr. Scaer serves as a Christianity Today Resource Scholar. This contribution to
the CTQ is a revised form of a response requested by the Christianity Today Institute.
Dr. Robert Preus, president of Concordia Theological Seminary, is a Fellow of the
Institute.






Homiletical Studies

Series B Old Testament Lessons

FIRST SUNDAY IN ADVENT
Isaiah 63:16b-17; 64:1-8
November 29, 1987

Isaiah has recalled Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. God’s intervention at that
point in time brought the Israelites safely through Sinai into Canaan. But their later
rebellion necessitated God’s opposition to them. Against this background Isaiah
petitions the Lord. Israel’s sinfulness has been the breeding ground for more sin.
Isaiah begs God to deliver His forsaken people from their sin and to restore them.
He prays for divine intervention, that God may reveal Himself in power as in the
days of old. The prophet, on behalf of Israel, confesses her sin. Apart from the
Lord’s fathering hand, there can only be a pattern of mounting anxieties.

Introduction: A new church year affords opportunity for new resolves and new
beginnings. The first Sunday in Advent sets the stage for a return to the festival
seasons of worship. The cycle is repeated. The person and work of Christ are the
focus. The incarnational celebration is at hand. The zest of Emmanuel’s name and
the refreshing breezes of our redemption are drawing near! But penitential purple
drapes the altar and the pulpit. All is not well. Our sinful nature trails along with
us. The uncleanness of our flesh did not get left behind in the old church year.
The spoiling reality of our corrupted nature swirls around us as new resolves begin
to resemble old rubbish. Where there is sin there will be anxieties. Advent is no
exception.

A PROPHETIC PRAYER IN THE ANXIETIES OF ADVENT

I. The cause for our anxieties.
A. The long-time sin condition (vv. 5-6)

1. Breeds within us spiritual uncleanness which becomes evident in a world
of double standards (specific hidden anxieties could be considered).

2. Makes of us a polluted garment as we pretend to be what we are not
(the anxieties of an exposed self-righteousness or living a life of deception
could be considered).

3. Results of our leaf-like decay as our iniquity blows upon us the winds
of death (the many anxieties that append themselves to a frail, human
existence could surface here).

B. “There is no one who calls upon Thy name” (v. 7)

1. Anxiety is inevitable if we cut ourselves off from that name which is
above every name.

2. Anxiety is inevitable if we are not using with regularity the means of grace.
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3. Anxiety is inevitable if we are not modeling Isaiah with a devotional
prayer life that cries for restoration.
II. The prophetic prayer has been answered.
A. God does “‘return for the sake of His servants” (v.17).
1. Our redeeming Father has come down from heaven in the person of
Jesus Christ (63:16; 64:3).
2. He has worked His full salvation “for those [the anxious ones] who
wait for Him” (v.4).
3. His justified anger has become justifying grace (v.5).
B. He continues to be ““our potter’” (v.8).
1. He remolds those deformed by their anxieties.
2. The clay which He fashions will display the Father’s goodness through
deeds that He declares to be righteous.
3. The work of the Father’s hand endures forever.

Conclusion: Learn to pray Isaiah’s prophetic prayer in the midst of your Advent
anxieties. Anxious moments will linger on, but not forever. The gentle, restoring
hand of the potter will continue to fashion you as His servant who needs not be
anxious and who prays without ceasing. The advent of God’s Son has accomplished
your restoration!

Randall W. Shields
Ann Arbor, Michigan

SECOND SUNDAY IN ADVENT
Isaiah 40: 1-8
December 6, 1987

Isaiah was writing to people whom the Lord would soon punish because of their
sin. Babylonian captivity would uproot them from their homeland. When that
predicted punishment fell upon Judah, it would mark the departure of God’s glory
from among them. And yet the severity of God’s rebuke did not mean that He
would forget His people. He had promised them a Savior and God never breaks
a promise. Far in advance of their captivity Isaiah alerts God’s people ‘‘to prepare
the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for your God.”

This text may well be considered an “‘Old Testament classic.”” The young preacher
has heard others expound upon it while many a pulpit-veteran has numbered this
pericope among his favorites. Rich indeed are the prophet’s words to the people
of Judah and to the church of today.

Some eight hundred years before the heralding angels astonished the shepherds
of Bethlehem with the birth announcement of Jesus, Isaiah heralded the Gospel
of the coming Messiah. And now some two thousand years after His birth the
message has not changed—the Lord is still coming. The sounds of this ancient Advent
message cannot fade away in a dusty corner of the distant past. The sounds of
Advent are to be heard still today.
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Introduction: We live in a world of sounds. Recording artists Simon and Garfunkle
put together a hit song in the 1960’s called ‘““Sounds of Silence.” Julie Andrews
is still remembered for her leading role in ““The Sound of Music.”” And big names
in the field of electronics compete to sell us the best sound system.

There are the quiet sounds of the countryside that contrast with the accelerated
sounds of fast-paced living in the city. There are the happy sounds of children at
play and the disturbing sounds of their parents in conflict. There are sounds that
we want to hear again and again, and there are sounds that need to be heard but
are often silenced.

This morning, for your listening enjoyment, you are invited to consider the sounds
of Advent. Perhaps these sounds will be familiar music to your ear, and if so, then
let the sound become even more pronounced in your life. If these sounds are
unfamiliar for you, let the Advent sound system of the prophet Isaiah echo around
you in a new kind of listening and living experience. Give ear to the message recorded
in Isaiah 40:1-8. These are

THE SOUNDS OF ADVENT

I. The sound of comfort (vv. 1-2).
A. God speaks tenderly to Jerusalem (you and me).
1. Warfare is ended.
2. Iniquity is pardoned.
B. The “‘comfort” of the Gospel is applied.
II. The sound of anticipation (vv. 3-5; see also Mt 3:3, Mk 1:3, Lk 3:4-6, Jn 1:23).
A. “A voice cries . . .Prepare the way.”
1. “Our God,” the Messiah, Jesus comes (and there should be an air of
excitement).
2. The sound of spiritual road-building bespeaks a life of repentence.
B. Glory is revealed for all to see.
1. How do we see Him?
2. Does this sound stir up a present-day anticipation that we live out?
III. The sound of the Eternal Word (vv. 6-8; see also 1 Pe 1:24-25).
A. The sounds of the world around us fade away.
1. Decay dominates in the physical world.
2. “Surely the people is grass.”
B. “The Word of our God will stand.”
1. The spoken Word has been revealed in Christ—the Advent sound made
flesh for us.
2. This eternal sound will silence all others.

Conclusion: There are so many sounds that intrude upon us and beckon to us.
There are so many sounds that disturb us and delight us. But in the midst of them
all tune in carefully to the sounds of Advent. The voice of our God has spoken
tender words of comfort, words of anticipation, and words of everlasting life. Absorb
the sounds of Advent and live them out!

Randall W. Shields
Ann Arbor, Michigan
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THIRD SUNDAY IN ADVENT
Isaiah 61:1-3, 10-11
December 13, 1987

Isaiah’s prophetic perspective sweeps forth from the present failures of Israel to
the fulfilment of a gracious God’s present promises. Isaiah 61, strategically placed
in the third triad (chapters 58-66) of Isaiah’s “Book of Comfort’’ (chapters 40-66),
builds on the confident hope for deliverance from sin (chapters 40-48) and the Ser-
vant’s atonement for sin (chapters 49-57). Here the benefits of the Servant’s vicarious
satisfaction are not only anticipated, but also truly present for those who believe
the promise.

The trajectory of this promise moves from the servant passages to Isaiah 61. F.F.
Bruce (This is That, Exeter, 1969, p. 90) suggests that Isaiah 61 ‘‘may have been
interpreted in terms of the Servant of Yahweh.” This quotation from Isaiah 61 is
used at Qumran with reference to the Teacher of Righteousness (1QH 18:14). The
true target, however, toward which these words were launched was the eschatological
prophet who was also the Servant (Luke 4:16-21) and the Son of David (Is 11:1-9).
The fact that Jesus inaugurates his mission in the synagogue at Nazareth by first
locating this passage in the prophetic scroll (Lk 4:17) and then declaring to a rapt
assembly, ‘“Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing,”” underscores what rich
Christological contours mark this text.

Introduction: Most of us have never been in jail. Imagine the incarceration of
a whole nation, even the whole human race. Israel’s captivity was a part of humanity’s
captivity. Her pain is one with our suffering.

THE PRESENCE OF THE FUTURE

I. The good news is meant for a bad situation (61:1).
A. Our rebellion, like Israel’s, closed all options.
1. We were bound by our sin and hence brokenhearted (61:1).
2. We were captive to a fallen order (61:1).
3. We were in the darkness of captivity (61:2).
B. Our rebellion, like Israel’s, brings the same old smart.
1. We grieve without God’s gracious presence (61:3).
2. We mourn, even despair, without His righteousness (61:3).
II. The good news effects a great reversal.
A. God frees us from captivity for freedom, from darkness for light (61:1).
1. The Lord’s salvation replaces our confinement (61:10).
2. The Lord’s righteousness breaks our wickedness (61:11).
3. The Lord’s proclamation brings about its context (61:2).
B. God’s liberation of Israel, and humanity, brings gladness (61:10).
1. We rejoice instead of grieve (61:3).
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2. We delight instead of despair (61:10).
III. The good news is Jesus Christ, the prophet, priest, king, servant, son of David
for us.
A, Jesus Christ is present for us in baptism.
B. Jesus Christ is present for us in the Eucharist.
C. Jesus Christ is present for us in the Gospel.

Dean Wenthe

FOURTH SUNDAY IN ADVENT
2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
December 20, 1987

The pivotal place of David in the messianic hope of Israel is the focus of this
text. His role as the father of the Messiah not only leads the prophets to portray
the latter in terms of the former (Jr 23:5; 30:9; 37:24), but also leads Matthew to
begin his gospel with “a record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David,
the son of Abraham” (Mt 1:1). As Walter Roehrs has succinctly stated: “David
was not only the inspired mouthpiece of divine words; he himself was a prophetic
figure. As God carried out His eternal plan of salvation, He made him a type of
the one who was to come and his kingdom a shadow of what is to come” (Concordia
Self-Study Commentary (1979), p. 339). A thorough description of the various facets
of that kingdom which was a shadow is John Bright’s Covenant and Promise (1976),
particularly pages 49-77.

In the Advent cycle, of course, the accent will fall on the promissory aspects of
the text (v.9, “I will make your name great...”’; v.10, ““I will provide a place...”;
v. 11, “I will also give you rest...”’; v. 16, “Your house and your kingdom will
endure forever...””). With David a new departure towards God’s future and final
deliverance has occurred. The seed of the woman, the seed of Abraham, will now
also be, without doubt, the seed of David.

Introduction: My father once told me: “Son, if you want to know what your
girlfriend will be like in years to come, look at her mother.”” A parallel to this advice
is the common expression *like father, like son.” Sometimes there is truth in folk
wisdom; but God leaves no doubt in David’s mind that the future Messiah will
be like him; that fact is established by the sure word of the prophet Nathan.

DAVID: THE GREAT DIVIDE
I.  The history of Israel was a spiral downward.

A. After the Exodus the people rebelled.
1. The golden calf episode is an epitome of Israel’s character (Ex).
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2. The new generation was warned by Moses (Dt).
B. After the conquest the people commit apostasy.
1. The repeated pattern of forsaking Yahweh for Canaanite deities is clear
(Jdg).
2. The rejection of Yahweh as king for a secular paradigm is transparent
(1 Sm).
C. Our lives, in Adam, too often mirror the activities of Israel.
II. Second Samuel 7 is a great turning point in Israel’s history.
A. God will build David a ‘‘house’’ (2 Sm 7:9).
B. God will provide a place for his people (2 Sm 7:10).
C. God will establish David’s house forever (2 Sm 7:16).
III. The promise is certain.
A. Those who are “in David”, i.e., who trust this promise, are also ‘‘in Christ,”
for it is Christ’s kingdom that David’s foreshadowed.
B. Unlike Israel’s record of defeats and defections from God (or ours), the
promise to David was fulfilled to the letter.
C. Christ, David’s Son, rewrote David’s history and rewrites ours by means
of his perfect obedience and vicarious satisfaction.

Dean Wenthe

CHRISTMAS DAY
Isaiah 62: 10-12
December 25, 1987

The prophet Isaiah lived seven centuries before the time of Christ. Little is known
of his antecedents except that he was the son of Amoz. But more than any other
person who lived in the centuries before Christ, Isaiah saw the glory of His coming
and wrote of Him—more than Moses who called Him a prophet, more than
Abraham who knew He would come from his seed, more than David who sang
of Him, more than all the other prophets who predicted His coming. Isaiah saw
the glory of the coming of Christ and he spoke of Him. His name ‘‘Isaiah’’ (‘“‘the
Lord saves’’) somehow epitomizes the long tenure of this prophet’s ministry among
God’s people in Judah before the judgement of the Lord brought them to their
knees in repentance for their careless disregard of His holiness and their lack of
serious attention to fulfilling the ““law of love’ in terms of service to their fellows.

In Isaiah 62 God’s man speaks of a return of the exiles from their Babylonian
bondage and then projects himself into the future reign of God’s Messiah. Worldly
scholars of Scripture would argue that these words came from a period at least two
hundred years after Isaiah, ascribing them to a Deutero-Isaiah. But neither Christ
nor the New Testament allow for such a critical creation. Isaiah 62 and particularly



Homiletical Studies 113

our text assures us that, as the captured people of Judah finally saw the Lord’s
deliverance, so people everywhere would see the deliverance that comes from Zion
in the person of God’s Messiah.

Introduction: A devoutly religious couple who loved all their children with self-
giving sacrifice had one son who was the proverbial “‘black sheep.” He had flitted
from one job to another. He had begged, borrowed, and stolen from all his friends
and relatives until he had become an unwelcome guest at almost every door. Still
the parents loved their wastrel son and prayed daily that their prodigal might shape
up. On a Christmas morning, after this boy had not been heard from in months,
he appeared at his parents’ home. He was neat, clean, and well-shaven. When his
father opened the door, the young man fell on his shoulders and cried like a child.
He admitted his failures but assured his parents that his life had changed. At the
brink of despair and suicide, a jail chaplain spoke to him firmly but lovingly of
a better way in Jesus Christ. The young man’s life, through help in a half-way house,
took on new meaning. Not only was there rejoicing in heaven, there was joy in
his parents’ home. It had finally happened!

There were centuries of watching and waiting in the Old Testament before God’s
promises of deliverance in a coming Savior would be fulfilled, but it finally happened.
We all, particularly the children, have waited for the coming of another Christmas,
and it has finally happened. It bursts upon our world and our lives with wonderful
good news.

IT HAS FINALLY HAPPENED

I. It has happened by God’s plan.
A. Tt was God’s plan that His exiled people should return to their homeland.
“Pass through the gates! Prepare the way for the people” (v. 10).
B. It was God’s plan that all mankind, exiled by sin, should be restored to
His love. “Build up, build up the highway! Remove the stones (the
impediments to God’s plan being fulfilled). Raise the banner for the nations’
(v. 10).
II. It has happened in the coming of God’s Messiah.
A. ““Say to the Daughter of Zion, see your Savior comes!” (v. 11); announce
to the returned exiles that there is salvation in the Savior whom God will send.
B. Say to people everywhere that the Savior has come. Such is the message
of the angels, of the prophets, of the evangelists of God. He has come to
Bethlehem in the birth of Christ. He brings His own reward, the gift of
God’s grace and forgiveness, to all people everywhere.
III. It has happened that lives may be changed.
A. The people of Judah were not to return to the same evils which brought
their destruction. They were to be a “holy people, the redeemed of the Lord”
(v. 12). People would “‘seek them out’ because they would be the saints
of God.
B. Let us not return to the things that profane Christmas among us. Let us



114 ‘ CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY

live as the people of God, whose lives the coming of Christ, the Messiah,
has changed that we may testify to what has happened to us in Him.

Conclusion: 1 remember as a child the joyful anticipation of Christmas. Then
it happened; it really did. Somehow, mysteriously, there were gifts under the tree
and the gleeful excitement of tearing them apart to see what we had received. This
day reminds us again that it finally happened. It happened when God’s Messiah
came, and it happened that our lives might never be the same.

Edmond E. Aho
Chula Vista, California

FIRST SUNDAY AFTER CHRISTMAS
Isaiah 45:22-25
December 27, 1987

The Scriptures of the Old Testament repeat the refrain: “Thus saith the Lord.”
In Isaiah 46:11 we read, ‘““What I have said, that will I bring about.”” God was
speaking of His promise that in the Seed of the Woman would all people be blessed.
A covenant is an agreement. God says, ‘I shall be your God and you shall be my
people.” God fulfilled this covenant by keeping His promise to send the Savior
to the world. Isaiah repeatedly alludes to God’s promise to send the Savior, the
Lord and King of all. This is the theme of chapter 45 from which our text is taken.
The Word admonishes us to ‘look to the Lord!” So were the people of Judah
urged to “look to the Lord”’ from the bitterness of their bondage in Babylon. God
would deliver them. But God’s everlasting King and David’s greater Son would come
and establish God’s covenant of grace with a far greater and all-inclusive ‘‘Israel”’
than that remnant which would return from the Babylonian episode.

Introduction: The Sunday after Christmas can be a ‘“‘downer”’ for most pastors
and a lot of congregations. One pastoral journal urged congregations to give their
pastors the week off after Christmas and Easter so that they might recoup their
strength. But is Christmas to be rapidly tucked away for another year when it is
over? Should it be quickly forgotten as businesses plan for the ‘“End of the Year
Sale’’? Our text encourages us to continue the celebration by honoring Him whose
word cannot be shaken and who came to establish a covenant of grace with us?
How fitting it is for us in this yet fresh Christmas to worship the King!

.O WORSHIP THE KING!

I.  Who is this King?
A. He is the Lord God of heaven and earth (vv. 22, 24).
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II.

III.

Iv.

B. He has revealed Himself as Lord and King in His Son.
How are we to honor this King?

A. By turning to Him in worship and adoration (vv. 22-23).

B. By acknowledging Him as God alone.

What will this King do for His subjects?

A. He will save them (vv. 24-25).

B. In this King they will triumph and glory.

What will this King do to those who reject Him?

A. He will put them to shame (v. 24).

B. They will regret eternally their rejection of His righteousness.

Edmond E. Aho
Chula Vista, California
SECOND SUNDAY AFTER CHRISTMAS
Isaiah 61:10-62:3

January 3, 1988

In verse 10 Isaiah uses the infinitive absolute with the finite verb, which is translated
with the adverb “greatly””. Isaiah as spokesman for both old and new Zion expresses
emphatic joy in salvation. He says his soul rejoices; this is an intense joy of faith
not dependent on outward circumstances. Verse 3 features an aspect of our faith
too rarely treated. Where our Reformed friends celebrate the Sovereign Lord who
“‘holds the whole world in His hand,” Isaiah tells us the redeeming Lord finds His
greatest joy in the salvation of sinners as the most glorious of His mighty works.

Introduction: The radio stations shelved Christmas carols a week ago. Television
specials have shifted to the year-in-review. But on this tenth day of Christmas the
Holy Spirit is still singing, through Isaiah,

IL

JOY TO THE WORLD

Christmas is God’s joy (v. 3).

A. The most joyful celebrant at Christmas is God Himself. When party time
came (Ga 4:4), the Lord crowned all His mighty works with a crown of
thorns that gives His elect the crown of life.

B. The people for whom Jesus was born, lived, died, rose, ascended, and rules
are the diadem with which He proclaims victory over sin, over death, over
the devil — yes, even over the sorrowful events of the year-in-review.

Christmas is the church’s joy (vv. 10-11).

A. In Jesus we are newly dressed (v. 10).

1. We sinners are clothed in garments of salvation.
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2. We baptized ones wear robes of righteousness.
a. This is no inherent righteousness.
b. Ours is a righteousness imparted to us (Ro 3:21-22).
3. Now we are clothed for the wedding banquet (Mt 22).
B. In Jesus we grow in the joyous fruits of faith (v. 11).
Isaiah used the same picture in Isaiah 55:9-11.
Jesus used the same picture in Mark 4:1-20.
Isaiah, like Abraham (Jn 8:56), rejoiced to look ahead to the day of
Jesus Christ.
4. Paul in today’s epistle rejoiced in his own salvation, the salvation of
the Ephesians, and the salvation of the Bride of Christ.
III. Christmas is the world’s joy (vv. 1-2).
A. The glory of the church, hidden in Isaiah’s day, lights the world like the
dawn, like the rising sun (Mal. 4:2).
B. The Bride of the Light of the World cannot hide her light under a bushel.
C. The world must be shown that we who were once forsaken sinners have
new names: the Lord’s righteous, the Lord’s glory.

ot i

Conclusion: Christmas joy is, first of all, God’s joy. He imparts His joy to us.
Now we, anticipating Epiphany, must proclaim His joy to the world.

Warren E. Messmann
Plain City, Ohio

FIRST SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY
THE BAPTISM OF OUR LORD
Isaiah 42:1-7
January 10, 1988

The same Old Testament and epistle readings are used for this Sunday in all three
years of the lectionary. The epistle is but one of fifteen references to Isaiah 42 in
the New Testament. Jesus’ baptism is one of the few events in His life treated in
all four Gospels. The preacher will want especially to research the concept of “‘justice”
in verse 1 and the word tsedheq in verse 6. This passage clearly speaks, already
in the Old Testament, of the Trinity. We can use it to help our people remember
that Jesus’ baptism is not just an event in His life. In view of widespread confusion
regarding John’s baptism, Jesus’ baptism, and our baptism, it is good to study
baptism in the context of Epiphany. In Isaiah we have an Epiphany theme — the
promise of the Servant of the Lord, anointed by the Holy Spirit, who brings hope
impartially to all.
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Introduction: Sometimes we baptize babies, children, and adults almost too
mechanically at this font. The Gospel (Mk 1:4-11) and Isaiah remind us that at
each baptism we

CELEBRATE THE BAPTISM OF SPEAKER, SERVANT, AND SPIRIT

I. God the Father speaks in baptism (vv 1a,5-7).

A. The Creator of heaven and earth took the initiative in declaring Jesus to
be righteous (Is 53:11).

B. God the Father took the initiative in taking the hand of Jesus during His
earthly life (Mt 2:13-14; Lk 4:30; Jn 18:6; and others). Jesus in turn took
the hand of Peter and of each of us of “little faith.”

C. The Father took the initiative in declaring Jesus to be His covenant with
His people.

D. The Speaker took the initiative in making Jesus the Light of the World
(Jn 8:12) in order to
1. Give sight to the blind.

2. Free us from all forms of captivity.
3. Lift us from dark dungeons of despair.
Transition: Baptism is God the Father in action, and
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