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Dedicated to the Memory of 
Robert David Preus (1924-1995): 

President, Colleague, Teacher, and Friend 



A Brief Chronology of 
Robert Preus' Work 

at Concordia Theological Seminary 

May 24, 1974 The CTS Board of Control extends a call to Robert 

David Preus to be president of the seminary. 

June 20, 1974 Board of Control Chairman Harold Olsen announces 

Preus' acceptance of the call. 

Sept. 14, 1974 Meeting with the Board of Control, Preus stresses 

the need for three endowed chairs at the seminary: 

Missions, Stewardship, and Evangelism. His 

advocacy for these themes will continue throughout 

his presidency. 

Sept. 15, 1974 Installed in Alumni Memorial Hall at 4:00 p.m. as 

13th President of Concordia Theological Seminary. 

A banquet is held that evening at which he gives 

his inaugural address (published in Springfiefder 38 

[Sept. 1974], 91-94). 

July 1975 Synod resolves to move the seminary from 

Springfield to Ft. Wayne (Anal1eim, 6-08). Preus 

directs the move, which is finalized in 1976. 

Fall 1976 The Graduate School is founded at CTS, adding the 

Master of Arts in Religion, Master of Sacred 

Theology, and Doctor of Ministry degree programs. 

The extension campus of CTS at St. Catharines, 

Ontario, Canada, begins holding classes. 

January 1978 The Annual Symposium on the Lutheran 

Confessions is established. 

July 27, 1989 The Board of Regents votes to honorably retire Dr. 

Preus, effective August 15, 1989. 

July 1992 At the Pittsburgh convention of Synod, Preus agrees 

to a compromise resolution (11-02) that reinstates 

him as President of CTS. 

Fall 1992 The Doctor of Missiology program becomes a 

reality. 
Fall 1995 Preus anticipates a quick return to CTS 's 

classrooms. 
Nov. 4, 1995 God calls His faithful servant to Himself. 
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Robert D. Preus: A Tribute 

Eugene F. Klug 

There is an old German proverb-probably Latin or Greek in 
origin-which proclaims a vital truth: "Worte lehren, Beispiele 
erziehen." Words can teach, but it is examples that educate. Each 
generation has to discover for itself how true this proverb is in 
bringing up children as good, creditable, and productive citizens 
among their contemporaries, for the sake of the home, the country, 
and the communion of saints in the church of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

We could readily muster the evidence demonstrating how this 
truth would apply to the life and work of Robert Preus, referencing 
his remarkable family of children, the many literary produc
tions-books and essays-that issued from his pen; the influence 
which he had on the life and education of the synodical seminaries 
in St. Louis as well as in Springfield and Fort Wayne; the synod
wide sway which he exercised (applauded by his loyal supporters 
and criticized by his opponents), the respect which he enjoyed in the 
realm of his academic peers, and so on. But these things have 
already been addressed elsewhere and by others in sundry ways. 

The purpose here is to pinpoint the all-consuming focus of his 
life. Really it is nothing unique; it is the heart of Christian theology. 
Every loyal and knowledgeable Christian, particularly every 
Christian theologian devoted to the confessions of the Lutheran 
Church, readily assents to it. In tl1eology we denote it as tl1e 
material principle, the central core around which everytl1ing else in 
doctrine moves in an harmonious whole. It is the answer of Holy 
Scripture to the question over which Luther agonized so desperately 
as he grovelled under the oppressive system of the Roman Church, 
which turned a person inward to his own pious striving (incun1atus 
in se). It is this answer which finally brought Luther tl1e joyful 
comfort of the knowledge of the grace of God for Christ's sake 
through faith, the gratutitus favor Dei propter Christum per fidem. 

Robert Preus resonated whole-heartedly with Luther's emphasis on 
this gospel, by which the church stands or falls, the articulus stantis 
et cadentis ecclesiae. There is no other gospel than the one which 
Luther rediscovered! Preus lived his life and did his teaching along 
the lines that Luther long ago had charted as the right course for his 
own life and for the church if it was to avoid and be spared 
shipwreck on the rocks of natural theology, especially the various 
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brands of works-righteousness which persistently seek to insinuate 
themselves into Christian theology. Luther observed in introducing 
the examination of a candidate for the doctoral degree in 1537: 
"The article of justification is the master and the prince, the lord, 
ruler and judge over all doctrine; it preserves and rules all teaching 
of the church and establishes our consciences before God. Without 
this article the world is nought but death and darkness."1 Those who 
knew Robert Preus-including, of course, all who were his stu
dents-would agree that these words would accurately characterize 
his teaching in every respect. 

His passion for the central article of the Christian faith initially 
came to this writer's notice when Robert Preus was not yet a 
member of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, when he was 
serving as a delegate of the so-called "Small Norwegians"-pre
sently the Evangelical Lutheran Synod-at some of the last meetings 
of the now-defunct Synodical Conference, meeting then (1954) first 
in East Detroit and then in Chicago at historic old St. Paul's Church. 
Already then, in that august assembly, the young Norwegian
American theologian, equipped with a new doctoral degree (along 
with his brother J. A. 0. Preus, likewise so accoutered) shone as an 
articulate spokesman for his synod. Sadly, the synods involved 
never could achieve consensus on the issues still dividing 
them-minor things like involvement in the Boy Scouts and military 
chaplaincy and a more major one involving the teaching on church 
and ministry-and so eventually the demise of the Synodical 
Conference came about and fellowship between the synods involved 
came to an unfortunate end. Soon thereafter, however, the brothers 
Preus came to employ their talents within the Missouri Synod, first 
Robert Preus in the seminary in St. Louis and then his brother in the 
seminary in Springfield and eventually as president of the synod for 
some twelve years. 

Those of us involved with the synod's agonizing struggle during 
the sixties and seventies to keep the church true to its confessional 
heritage valued the commitment and talent of Robert and J. A. 0 . 
Preus in the effort to stanch the bleeding that was going on under 
the onslaught of higher criticism on the synodical theology during 
those years. Both of them, along with many other stalwarts-also 
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uncounted faithful laymen who refused to see their church sold down 
the river-managed with the help of God and the authoritative power 
of His inscripturated word to steady the synod's drift and to bring 
the ship of the church back on course. 

Through the years, in all centuries past, the church of Christ has 
struggled-made up as it is of sinner-saints in whom the Old Adam 
is still very much alive and mightily at work-to keep the mandate 
given by the Lord through His apostle "tl1at ye all speak tl1e same 
thing, and that there be no divisions among you; but that ye be 
perfectly joined togetl1er in tl1e same mind and in the same judg
ment" (1 Corinthians 1: 10). To achieve such ecclesial unity the 
pendulum has swung-at times wildly-between viewpoints tlrnt 
defined true Christianity in terms of its doctrine, demanding its 
purity (orthodoxy), and in terms of its life and piety, demanding its 
rightness (orthopraxis). Most often lost is the truth which Luther 
had recovered and reaffirmed for his time-and for the church till 
the end of time-that both must be there, right teaching and right 
living. Consciences, as stated above, are established before God 
through faith in the vicarious atonement of Christ. "This is the 
hinge on which our discussion turns," Luther stated, in arguing 
against the way in which Erasmus elevated the capacity of the 
human will to achieve piety before God with its own volitional 
power. And then, in exasperation witl1 his opponent's minimizing of 
doctrinal purity-as he urged, rather, a capacity to lead a pious life 
in tune with the Savior's model-Lutl1er explodes, "Silly, ignorant 
remarks, all of them! We teach nothing save Christ crucified. But 
Christ crucified brings all tl1ese doctrines with Him."2 The whole 
notion of relativizing doctrinal integrity as taught by God in His 
word, the Bible, was repugnant to Luther. "What Christian could 
talk like that? ... The Holy Spirit is no Sceptic ... What can the 
church settle that Scripture did not settle first?"3 

The key to unity and harmony within the Christian church begins 
and ends witl1 orthodoxy, not orthopraxis-important as it also 
is-in Luther's thinking. It is pietism in all times past, but especial
ly as eloquently refined and argued by Friedrich Schleiermacher, 
which has accented life, ratl1er than doctrine, as the pivot upon 
which peace and unity within the church turns. Erasmus had 
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resonated to that stance earlier. But Luther's position, as stated in 
his famous treatise Against Hanswurst (1541), was simple and clear: 

The holy church cannot and may not lie or suffer false 
doctrine, but must teach nothing except what is holy and 
true, that is, God's word alone ... Whatever departs from 
the word of God ... is without question error, lie, and 
death. And what would we have of the word if we could 
find ways for ourselves without it? ... If the plumb-line or 
the T-square were false or crooked, what kind of work 
would or could the master-builder produce? One crooked 
thing would make the other crooked, without limit or 
measure. Life too can be sinful and untrue in the san1e 
way-unfortunately life is indeed very untrue-but doctrine · 
must be straight as a plumb-line, sure, and without sin.4 

It is in that context that Luther's famous statement concerning the 
role of the preacher _in the pulpit and his use of the Lord's Prayer 
occurs: "A preacher should neither pray the Lord's Prayer nor ask 
for forgiveness of sins when he has preached (if he is a true 
preacher, but ... should say firmly, Haec dixit Dominus, 'God 
Himself has said these things."' And Luther goes on in this way: 
"This we say about doctrine, which must be pure and clean, namely, 
the dear, blessed, holy, and one word of God without any addition. 
But life, which should daily direct, purify, and sanctify itself 
according to doctrine, is not yet entirely pure or holy, so long as this 
maggoty body of flesh and blood is alive." These words summed 
up the Reformer's reply to Duke Henry of Braunschweig, who had 
scurrilously defamed Luther's prince, Elector John Frederick of 
Saxony. With biting satire-of which Luther was capable when first 
baited by his vicious opponents-he characterized Henry as that 
"excellent man, as skillful, clever, and versed in Holy Scripture as 
a cow in a walnut tree or a sow on a harp."5 

The Reformation with its stress on purity of doctrine was by no 
means unconnected with piety and loving concern for the neighbor. 
Very early in his professional life Luther had written his extremely 
beautiful and rightly famous The Freedom of a Christian (1520), 
dedicating it to Leo X in a conciliatory spirit as he pursued his 
efforts to reform the Church of Rome, if possible. There he touched 
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upon the Christian life in a man of faith and his pursuit of godly 
living. "Good works do not make a good man, but a good man does 
good works; evil works do not make an evil man, but a wicked man 
does evil works. Consequently, it is always necessary that the 
substance or person himself be good before there can be any good 
works, and that good works follow and proceed from the good 
person, as Christ also says, 'A good tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor 
can a bad tree bear good fruit.' (Matthew 7:18).' ,6 

But when it came to a clash between doctrine and life Luther was 
prepared to speak with vehemence, as in his lectures on Galatians 
(1535): 

With the utmost rigor we demand that all the articles of 
Christian doctrine, both large and small-although we do 
not regard any of them as small-be kept pure and certain . 
. . . Therefore, . .. doctrine must be carefully distinguished 
from life. Doctrine is heaven; life is earth .... There is no 
comparison at all between doctrine and life .... We can be 
lenient toward er:rors of life. For we, too, err daily in our 
life and conduct; so do all the saints, as they earnestly 
confess in the Lord's Prayer and the Creed. But by the 
grace of God our doctrine is pure; we have all the articles 
of faith solidly established in Sacred Scripture. The devil 
would dearly love to corrupt and overthrow these; that is 
why he attacks us so cleverly with this specious argument 
about not offending against love and the harmony among 
the churches. 

It is for this reason that the apostle speaks with such sharp denunci
ation of false doctrine and false spirits in his exhortation to the 
Galatian Christians: "Even if we, or an angel from heaven, should 
preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we preached to you, 
let him be accursed." In other words, damned be that love by which 
the truth is lost.7 

Such sentiments have characterized all conscientious followers of 
Luther since the dawn of the Reformation, and Robert Preus is 
clearly to be numbered an10ng them. Whatever else could be added, 
the doctrinal fidelity, urged in these words of Luther, must certainly 
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be affirmed of Robert Preus: "Just as the world with all its wisdom 
and power cannot bend the rays of the sun which are aimed directly 
from heaven to earth, so nothing can be taken away from or added 
to the doctrine of faith without overthrowing-it all."8 

As was stated at the outset here, such a focus is not unexpected 
in a Christian theologian; it derives from his passion for and 
commitment to the central article of the Bible, the sinner's justifica
tion before God so/a gratia sola fide . It was the guiding star in 
Luther's life and theology; and the same may be said of Robert 
Preus. No higher tribute can be spoken. The old adage still holds 
true that the closer a man stands to Luther, the better a theologian 
he will be: quo propior Luthero, eius melior theo/ogus. 
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Luther: Word, Doctrine, and Confession 

Robert D. Preus 

This essay covers an immense area of interests. What Luther says 
on the subjects of the Word of God, Christian doctrine, and confess
ing that doctrine permeates all his writings and is far too vast to treat 
in a so few pages as these. The purpose here, then, will be 
specifically to examine some of the writings of Luther de nova, 
using almost no secondary sources and then to come to some 
conclusions about his position on the three topics named above and 
the relationship of these three topics to each other. 

I. The Word 

1. Scripture as the Word of God 

In common with his day, Luther simply and ingenuously identifies 
Scripture with the Word of God. "You are so to deal with the 
Scriptures that you bear in mind that God Himself is saying this. "1 

We fear and tremble before the very words of Scripture because they 
are words of God, all of them, for "whoever despises a single word 
of God does not regard any as important. "2 Speaking against the 
Enthusiasts, Luther insists that one cannot have the Spirit of God 
who does not have the visible, external Word: "For it will surely 
not be a good spirit but the wretched devil from hell. The Holy 
Spirit has embodied His wisdom and counsel and all mysteries of the 
Word and revealed them in Scripture and so no one needs to excuse 
himself or look and search for anything else. "3 Speaking again in 
the same vein against the Enthusiasts, Luther says, "God speaks to 
us through Scripture and through the man who teaches Scripture. 
He who hears is not deceived, but we are to flee from special 
revelations concerning the faith which are satanic delusions.'"' 

In all his many writings against the Enthusiasts, as he insists that 
the Holy Spirit always works His blessings and salvation through the 
Word, Luther is thinking ordinarily of the preached Word, as based 
upon the Scriptures. This fact is made clear in the Smalcald Articles 
(Ill, VIII, 3-4), where he extols the external spoken Word, averring 
that God gives no one His Spirit or grace except through it. The 
external Word comes before the Spirit is given. Luther rejects the 
Schwaenner and Munzer who boast that they possess the Spirit 
without and before the Word and thus interpret and distort the 
Scriptures and the spoken Word according to their pleasure. The 
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papists too, at bottom, are Enthusiasts in this sense, for the pope 
boasts that "all laws are in the shrine of his heart," even when his 
commands are "above and contrary to the Scriptures and the spoken 
Word." It is safe to say, therefore, that there is no preached Word 
of God which is not based upon the Scriptures, and the reason why 
is that the Scriptures are the Word of God in the foundational sense. 

Luther is most insistent that God actually speaks in the Scriptures. 

The Scriptures are Deus loquens. "It is cursed unbelief and odious 
flesh which will not permit us to see and know that God speaks to 
us in Scripture and that it is God's Word, but tells us that it is the 
word merely of Isaial1, Paul, or some other man who has not created 
heaven and earth."5 The above citations prove, along with innumer
able others, that Luther believed in what has more recently been 
called verbal inspiration, as Michael Reu has amply documented.6 

Luther says, for instance, "The Holy Scriptures are the Word of God 
written-I might say, lettered-and formed in letters, just as Christ 
is the eternal Word of God veiled in human nature."7 To Luther, 
calling Scripture the Word of God, meant that it was word for word 
divine. 

2. The Divine Authority of Scripture 

Scripture is divinely authoritative because Scripture is divine. The 
Scriptures derive their authority not from their content, which is 
essentially law and gospel, but from their origin and nature.8 Luther 
makes the most superlative claims concerning the divine authority 
of Scripture. "Therefore let us learn to praise and magnify the 
majesty and authority of the Word. For it is no trifle, as the fanatics 
of our day suppose; but one dot (Matthew 5: 18) is greater than 
heaven and earth." Luther is speaking against the fanatics on the 
basis of Galatians 5:9, "A little yeast leavens the whole lump." He 
concludes by saying, "If they refuse [to leave the Word sound and 
unimpaired], let them perish and be banished to hell, and not only 
they themselves but the whole world with its godly and ungodly 
inhabitants, just as long as God remains; for if He remains, life and 
salvation remain, and so do the truly godly."9 Luther does not 
hesitate to pronounce curses on those who distort or blaspheme the 
divinely authoritive written Word. 
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In accordance with his view that the Spirit of God is the author 
of Sciipture Luther looks for the guidance of the Spirit in the church 
in the Scriptures themselves. Neither the Papists nor the Enthusiasts 
really base their doctrine and practice on the Scriptures, but both 
claim that the Holy Spirit teaches the church without the necessity 
of a scriptural norm. Luther counters by asking how they know that 
they are the true church. The children of God can only decide by 
the presence of God's Word, for the Holy Spirit comes and reveals 
God and His will in the Word: 

If it is not in accordance with My Word, it is not the 
Christian Church. For what could induce the Christian 
Church to change and undermine the Word of its Lord? 
The true church would say: I cling to the Word of my dear 
Lord Christ. I insist on this. According to this Word I will 
make my decisions. I will not hold with those who do 
otherwise. This the Christian Church has always done in 
previous times. It condemned heresy and all false doctrine 
not according to its own opinion, as the pope and his people 
do, but according to the Scripture and the Word of Christ. 10 

This authority pertains to everything that the Word teaches. Every 
article of faith must be based upon the Word of God alone. 11 The 
sofa scriptura principle is simply assumed by Luther in all his 
commentaries and throughout them again and again. One of his 
notable statements, commenting on Galatians 1 :9, bears this point 
out well: "Here Paul subordinates himself, an angel from heaven, 
teachers on earth, and any other masters of all to Sacred Scripture. 
This queen must rule, and everyone must obey, and be subject to 
her. The pope, Luther, Augustine, Paul, an angel from heav
en-these should not be masters, judges, or arbiters but only 
witnesses, disciples, and confessors of Scripture. Nor should 
doctrine be taught or heard in the church except the pure Word of 
God. Otherwise, let the teachers and hearers be accursed along with 
their doctrine."12 It is interesting in this passage that Luther refers 
to all three themes of our article, Scripture, doctrine, and confession. 
Luther had alluded to the same passage from Galatians in his 
Smalcald Articles (II, II, 15) when, in writing on the mass. he 
insisted that "the Word of God shall establish articles of faith and no 
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one else, not even an angel."13 The citations above refer to the 
authority of the biblical text as such, what later Lutheran theologians 

called the canonical, or normative, authority of Scripture. This is the 
authority of the text as written, what Luther and the Lutheran 
Confessions and the later dogmaticians of the Lutheran Church assert 

as the so/a scriptura principle. Scripture is cognitive discourse 
about God and is, in fact, the source and norm for all cognitive . 

discourse about God. 

Such authority is predicated on the total truthfulness and reliability 
of Scripture. Later Lutheran dogmaticians distinguished often 
between the truthfulness and the canonical authority of Scripture. 

Luther did not do so. In emphasizing one he emphasizes the other, 
for they entail each other. "The integrity of Scripture must be 
guarded, and a man ought not to presume that he speaks more safely 

and clearly with his mouth than God spoke with His mouth. "14 By 

the truthfulness of Scripture Luther is operating with the plain 
garden-variety of truthfulness assumed in the second and eighth 
commandments. He is simply talking about true assertions in 

contrast to false assertions and lies. "The lie has always had the 
greater following; the truth is smaller. Indeed, ... if only a few 

insignificant men were attacking me, then what I have taught and 
written would not be the truth from God. St. Paul caused a great 

uproar with his teaching, as we read in Acts [17:5, 18; 18:12; 19:23-

41], but that did not prove his teaching false. Truth has always 
caused disturbance and false teachers have always said 'peace' as 
Isaiah and Jeremiah tell us."15 

The truthfulness of Scripture to Luther is predicated on its 

essential clarity, a concept which we will discuss in more detail 
later. His position is simply that what is clear and simple is 

therefore reliable if the one who is speaking is reliable, and such is 
the case with the Word of God, Scripture. "Holy Scripture must 
necessarily be clearer, simpler, and more reliable than any other 

writings. Especially since all teachers verify their own statements 

through the Scriptures, as clear and more reliable writings, and 
desire their own writings to be confirmed and explained by them. 
But nobody can ever substantiate an obscure saying by one that is 
more obscure; therefore, necessity forces us to run to the Bible with 
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the wntmgs of all teachers, and to obtain there a verdict and 
judgment upon them. Scripture alone is the true Lord and Master of 
all writings and doctrine on earth. If that is not granted, what is 
Scripture good for?" 16 Earlier Luther had insisted that the Scriptures 
do not err, but the fathers, even Jerome and Augustine, have erred. 
All teachers in the church must prove what they say is the truth by 
what the Holy Scriptures say. And so we find Luther repeatedly 
affirming the absolute infallibility and truthfulness of Scripture. 
"Natural reason produces heresy and error. Faith teaches and 
adheres to the pure truth. He who adheres to the Scriptures will find 
that they do not lie or deceive."17 "Scripture cannot err."18 Luther 
is well aware of the fact that often the Scriptures seem to err and 
especially to contradict themselves (as we shall discuss later), but 
that appearance is due to our faulty reasoning and our flesh and 
should never be construed as an aberration or error in the Scriptures 
themselves. "The Holy Spirit has been blamed for not speaking 
correctly. He speaks like a drunkard or a fool. He so mixes things 
up and uses wild, queer words and statements. But it is our fault, 
who have not understood the language nor known the manner of the 
prophets. For it cannot be otherwise; the Holy Ghost is wise and 
makes the prophets also wise. A wise man may be able to speak 
correctly; tlrnt holds true without fail." 19 

To Luther the authority of Scripture involves not only its 
truthfulness but its utter unity and consistency. Scripture does not 
contradict itself. This is a basic hermeneutic for the pastor who 
reads and preaches the Scriptures. One text does not contradict 
another text. One doctrine does not contradict another doctrine, even 
though they may seem utterly contradictory, as we shall see in the 
case of law and gospel. Arguing against Oecolampadius who would 
not take the intended literal sense of the words of institution as tl1ey 
stand, Lutl1er simply says that tl1e texts of Scripture do not contradict 
themselves, no matter how ridiculous they may seem.20 Oecolam
padius finds contradictions where, in fact, tl1ere are no contradictions 
in tl1e Scriptures. What confused Oecolampadius was tl1e fact tliat 
scriptural texts which seem contradictory must be reconciled and one 
passage must be receive an interpretation which will accord with 
another; for it is certain that the Scriptures cannot be at variance 
with themselves. If only Oecolampadius had understood the 
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principle that "the Scriptures do not contradict themselves," he 
would have come out correctly in his christology and his doctrine of 
the sacrament. But rather than do so, he seizes the Scriptures with 
guile and malice in order to use them as a cloak. And under such 
a guise he spreads poison among the people. Oecolampadius makes 
the fatal mistake, Luther says, of asking the wrong questions of 
Scripture. The usual wrong question is "why?" And so he finds 
hopeless contradictions where none exist and, in trying to solve 
them, obscures everything. 

3. The Preacher and the Scriptures 

Because the Scriptures are God's Word to us and because they 
authoritatively teach us what we are to believe and do as the 
children of God, the pastor should be a minister of the Word. This 
ministry means, first of all, that he studies the Scriptures and derives 
his entire message from them. In short, the theologian, or pastor, 
must be a bonus textualis, one who reads the Scriptures and rereads 
them,21 and one who believes and yields to the clear words of Holy 
Writ.22 Luther asserts: 

The first concern of a theologian should be to be well 
acquainted with the text of Scripture, a bonus textua/is, as 
they call it. He should adhere to this primary principle: in 
sacred matters there is no arguing or philosophizing; for if 
one were to operate with the rational and probable argu
ments in this area, it would be possible for me to twist all 
the articles of faith as easily as Arius, the Sacramentarians, 
and the Anabaptists did. But in theology we must only hear 
and believe and be convinced in our heart that God is 
truthful, however absurd that which God says in His Word 
may appear to be to reason.23 

Reading the Scriptures according to Luther requires what he calls 
meditation. One does not simply read them like any other human 
book. Study, reflection, rereading are called for again and again if 
one is to preach or apply their message. Luther states: 

You should meditate, that is, not in the heart alone, but also 
externally. You should work on it and ply the oral speech 
and the lettered words in the book, read them and reread 



Luther 181 

them again and again, noting carefully and reflecting upon 
what the Holy Spirit means by these words. And take care 
that you do not tire of it or think it enough if you have read, 
heard, said it once or twice, and now profoundly understand 
it all; for in that manner a person will never become much 
of a theologian.24 

4. The Clarity of Scripture 

Luther is speaking of what we might call an active use of the 
Scriptures, so essential to their right interpretation and application.25 

Ordinarily by the clarity of Scripture Luther simply means the plain 
and simple sense of the text. This is predicated on the hermeneuti
cal assumption that the text of Scripture has one literal sense: 
sensus literalis unus est. "In controversy we must follow the literal 
sense of Scripture alone, and this is one and the same throughout 
Scripture. "26 

In his Bondage of the Will Luther speaks at great length on the 
clarity of Scripture and the necessity of the clarity of Scripture if 
there are to be assertions in the church, that is, if there is to be the 
teaching of pure doctrine in the church. After making his well
known polemic against skepticism-"the Holy Spirit is no skep
tic"27-and insisting that the church cannot stand without "asser
tions," he addresses himself to the clarity of Scripture. He is not 
primarily concerned with the grammatical and historical clarity of 
the text as such, which he already assumes, but with tl1e subject
matter of the text, the things (res) of God. In God, of course, tl1ere 
are many tl1ings that are hidden and will remain so to tl1e end of 
time.28 This fact, however, does not mean that the Scriptures 
themselves are unclear as they present the articles of faith and tl1e 
great mysteries of the gospel. Luther's position may be summed up 
as follows: 

To put it briefly, there are two kinds of clarity in Scripture, 
just as there are two kinds of obscurity: one is external and 
resides in tl1e ministry of the Word [verbi ministerium]; the 
other is located in the understanding of the heart. If you 
speak of the internal clarity, no man perceives one iota of 
what is in the Scripture unless he has tl1e Spirit of God. All 
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men have a darkened heart, so that, if they can recite 
everything in Scripture and know how to quote it, yet they 
apprehend and really understand nothing of these things 
[horum sentiant aut vere cognoscant]; neither do they 
believe in God, nor that they themselves are creatures of 
God, nor anything else; as Psalm 13 [14: 1] says, "The fool 
has said in his heart, 'There is no God.'" For the Spirit is 
required for the understanding of Scripture, both as a whole 
and in any part of it. If, on the other hand, you speak of the 
external clarity, nothing at all is left obscure or ambiguous, 
but all things which are in the Scriptures are made perfectly 
clear and brought into the light through the Word and 
declared to the whole world.29 

Luther's view concerning the external clarity of Scripture involves 
also the practical and saving purpose of Scripture. "I said above that 
things which are either contained in or proved by Holy Writ are not 
only plain, but also salutary and can therefore safely be published, 
learned, and known, as indeed they ought to be."30 In other words, 
the Scriptures are not merely true and clear as such, but also offer 
a true and clear message (res), cognitive in content, which can be 
preached and "which saves people eternally." This claim Luther 
makes against Erasmus who believed (a.) that the Scriptures were 
not clear externally and (b.) that their message was not of such 
momentous content that a person's salvation was dependent upon 
knowing that message. To Luther, "Souls will be inevitably lost if 
they are not changed by the Word of God; and if that Word were 
taken away, then eternal good, God, Christ, the Spirit would go with 
it. But surely it is preferable to lose the world rather than God the 
Creator of the world, who is able to create innumerable worlds again 
and is better than infinite worlds!"31 To Luther Erasmus simply does 
not value the Word of life and salvation which Scripture brings poor 
sinners. Erasmus simply does not know and understand the 
tremendous importance for every lost sinner to know that the 
Scriptures are clear. "But that impudent and blasphemous saying 
that the Scriptures are obscure had to be overwhelmed in this way, 
so that even you, my dear Erasmus, might realize what you are 
saying when you deny that Scripture is crystal clear .... For who is 
there to make us sure of their light if you make the Scriptures 
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obscure? So those who deny that the Scriptures are quite clear and 
plain leave us nothing but darkness. "32 For Luther, therefore, the 
Scriptures as such are as clear as glass, their saving message crystal 
clear. This truth is fundamental to the divine authority of Scripture 
and its saving purpose and to the attaining of the pure and saving 
doctrine of the gospel. 

What, however, of the internal obscurity and confusion and 
unbelief which cannot comprehend the saving grace of God and the 
mysteries of the gospel? These mysteries are utterly terrifying and 
"utterly contradictory amid temptation."33 But the Holy Spirit, 
working through the Scriptures, and the Scriptures, by their own 
salvific and creative power, create the very understanding which we 
cannot of ourselves muster. For God reveals the mystery of 
salvation "through the external Word. This Word He has ordained 
to serve as a means and as a hollow reed through which He conveys 
saving truth in his heart."34 And so the Word, pure in itself; obscure 
to us, becomes the most valuable of all t~1e gifts of God to us 
sinners. If you take it away, it is like taking the sun away from the 
earth. "For if the Word were removed, what would the world be but 
a hell, a mere realm of Satan, though wealthy people, lawyers, 
doctors, and others dwell in it? For what can people do without the 
Word? For only the Word keeps a joyful conscience, a gracious 
God, and our entire religion, for from the Word flows as from a 
spring all religion; yes, it upholds the entire world."35 So the Word 
to Luther is the greatest blessing in all the world, because God gives 
us there His merciful promises of forgiveness and life everlasting. 
The Word, by the gift of the Holy Spirit, creates the very under
standing which we are unable to accord it. Luther says, therefore: 

Now, when I say that you should fix the Word of God in 
your heart, I do not mean merely that you should know it 
and meditate on it. That is nothing. I mean rather that you 
should regard and esteem it as it ought to be regarded and 
esteemed . That is, you should hold it to be a living, eternal, 
all-powerful Word that can make you alive, free from sin 
and death, and keep you so eternally; that brings with it 
everything of which it speaks, namely, Christ, with His flesh 
and blood and everything He is and has. For it is the kind 
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of Word that can and does do all these things, and therefore 
it should be so regarded. That is its own proper honor. It 
is not satisfied with any other kind of honor. In short, the 
proper honor for the Word is nothing else than a genuine 
faith from the bottom of one's heart, a faith that holds the 
Word to be true, that trusts it, and stakes its life upon it for 
eternity.36 

Thus, a Christian simply holds to the clear and simple Word of God, 
and he believes it and follows it. If only men would so believe, 
there would indeed be more peace on earth. Sects and heretics 
would arise, but the churches would remain agreed in sound 
doctrine. 

If the Word does not say it, the assertion is nothing to us, whether 
we are talking of Christ or God or anything.37 For Luther it is all or 
nothing. It is the Word of God and God's truth or nothing. If the 
ord of Scripture and preaching is sinful and wrong, then there is 
nothing left to direct our lives. The state of the church would be 
like a blind man leading another blind man (Matthew 15:14). One 
crookedness would create another crookedness, endlessly and 
immeasurably. Our lives, of course, are sinful and wrong all the 
time, but our doctrine must be straight and certain. "Therefore 
nothing except the certain, pure, and only Word of God must be 
preached in the church. Where that is lacking, an institution is no 
longer the church but the school of the devil. "38 

Is Luther speaking only of the Holy Scripture when he talks about 
the Spirit of God working through the Word, the clarity and creative 
power of the Word to work faith and salvation? Not at all-if one 
were to read through the writings of Luther, one would find that the 
term "Word of God" refers more often to the gospel than to Scrip
ture. The term "Word of God" may also mean simply the whole 
Christian doctrine, or the law, or some article of faith.39 It really 
does not matter much to Luther. For our doctrine is based upon 
Scripture, and the preachers preach from Scripture; and what they 
preach is the Word of God. Commenting on Galatians 4:19, Luther 
says, "So the Word proceeds from the mouth of the apostle and 
reaches the heart of the hearer.''4° Is he speaking of the words of 
Paul in the Book of Galatians, or the preaching of Paul, or the 
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preaching of the church on the basis of the apostolic Word? As 
usual, he is speaking of all of these; for he proceeds, "There the 
Holy Spirit is present and impresses that Word on the heart, so that 
it is heard. In this way every preacher is a parent, who produces 
and forms the true shape of the Christian mind through the ministry 
of the Word."41 Luther is talking indiscriminately about the Word 
of Scripture, the apostolic Word, and the preached Word when he 
says, "Faith is nothing else but the truth of the heart, that is, the 
right knowledge of the heart about God. But reason cannot think 
correctly about God; only faith can do so. A man thinks correctly 
about God when he believes God's Word. But when he wants to 
measure and to believe God apart from the Word, with his own 
reason, he does not have the truth about God in his heart and 
therefore cannot think and judge correctly about Him." Later in this 
context he says, "Truth is faith itself, which judges correctly about 
God. And that correct judgment is that God does not look upon our 
sins but believes that we are cleansed through Christ and justified 
through faith in Him." Luther in this context is speaking about the 
Word as the gospel itself. He says that the true idea about God is 
really nothing other than faith based upon the Word of the gospel. 
By reason we cannot apprehend or affirm [statuere] that we are 
accepted into grace for the sake of Christ. But this truth is an
nounced [annuntiari] through tl1e gospel and we take hold of this 
gospel by faith. Luther thus never separates the gospel from the 
Word of Scripture, which is always centered in Christ. Nor does he 
separate faith from the gospel and Scripture; and faith, wrought 
through tl1e Word, is always directed toward Christ.42 

In another section in his commentary of 1535 on Paul's Epistle to 
the Galatians Luther in the same way blends the concepts of Word 
and faith, but explicitly brings in the Holy Spirit. He is commenting 
on Galatians 4:6 and says that the Holy Spirit is sent "through the 
Word" into the hearts of believers. This action does not happen in 
a visible way, nor are the change in us and our new understanding 
the work of human reason or power. Instead the Holy Spirit comes 
through "the preached Word," and He purifies our hearts and 
produces spiritual motives in us. Therefore we are able to make 
judgments with certainty, on the basis of the Word, about God's will 
toward us, about all laws and teachings, about our own lives and 
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those of others. For "without the Word it is impossihle to form any 
sure judgments about anything."43 For Luther, therefore, there is no 
real difference between the preached Word and the prophetic and 
apostolic Word of Scripture. Although canonical authority resides 
in the written Word, the same truth and power adhere to the Word 
preached on the basis of the Word of Scripture. And the same Holy 
Spirit is working through the Word of the gospel. Again, Luther 
does not distinguish for us whether he is referring to the gospel in 
the narrow or the broad sense. It really seems to make no difference 
to him, for the gospel in the broadest possible sense surrounds the 
center of the circle, the doctrine of justification; and the gospel in 
the narrow sense entails the entirety of Christian doctrine. 

II. Doctrine 

1. Terms 

The tenns "gospel," "doctrine," and "Word" are used interchange
ably by Luther throughout his writings.44 At times Luther uses the 
word "theology" as a reference to the gospel, or to law, or to Scrip
ture, or to doctrine.45 Since the Word and doctrine are identified by 
Luther, he invariably speaks about the doctrine as "genuine"46 or true 
simply because God's Word, whether written or preached, is true. 
Often in hundreds of contexts he is thinking of God's Word as 
consisting of law and gospel, or sometimes just as the gospel in the 
broad sense. The point is that Luther values purity of doctrine just 
as he values the Word of God. For the doctrine has its origin in 
God just as the Word does, and the doctrine is derived totally from 
the Word.47 In a sermon for Judica Sunday dealing with the way in 
which the Jews rejected Christ and His Word and insisted that they 
were the children of God, Luther says, "What does Christ do here? 
He lets His life be put to shame; He is silent and suffers Himself to 
be called a Samaritan. But the doctrine He defends. For the 
doctrine is not ours, but God's, who shall suffer nothing. Here there 
is no patience, but I shall suffer and do everything I can to keep 
God's honor and Word from suffering. It does not matter much if 
I perish. But if I let God's Word perish and am silent, I do harm to 
God and to all the world." 

Luther is particularly insistent that his office as pastor is to preach 
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and defend and confess the pure doctrine, for not only his doctrine 
but his office "are from God alone."48 A pastor, of course, like the 
Apostle Paul in Galatians 3 and 4, will prove everything with 
passages of Scripture, examples and analogies from the Word. It is 
out of his concern for the message of the gospel and for the 
salvation of lost sinners, as well as his concern to glorify God that 
Luther constantly strives for the pure doctrine and rails against all 
"shameful doctrines" which tread under foot the teaching of Christ 
and salvation.49 It is particularly against the Papists and Enthusiasts 
that Luther directs his polemics. Whether it be the Papists, speaking 
of idle ceremonies and calls and such liturgical rites as are adia
phora, or the Schwaermer-including Karlstadt, Schwenckfeld, and 
Zwingli with their special revelations and twisting of the texts of 
Scripture-speaking of the Lord's Supper or baptism or the doctrine 
of Christ, the "doctrine" is being attacked. To Luther the pure 
doctrine is defended and taught as much when the purpose of the 
law is rightly taught, or tl1e doctrine of the Lord's Supper or baptism 
or worship, as when the central article of justification is taught. For 
everything hangs together, as we shall see. 

2. Christ, the Center of all Doctrine 

This observation leads us to the most important principle of 
Luther's theology, the dominating theme of all his prodigious 
theological work as preacher and teacher of tl1e church and confessor 
in the church: so/us Christus. What does this principle mean? This 
question may best be answered by citing Luther and making 
comments concerning the citations.50 

It is primarily, but by no means solely, from Luther's Lectures on 
Galatians tl1at we obtain his views on tl1e principle of so/us Christus 
and his rationale for it. Therein Luther treats justification in the 
broad sense as tl1e praecipuus articulus of Christian doctrine, and he 
discusses Paul's defense of that doctrine and principle. "For the 
issue here," Luther says, "is nothing trivial to Paul. It is the 
principal doctrine [articulus] of Christianity. When this is recog
nized and held before one's eyes, everything else seems vile and 
worthless. For what is Peter? What is Paul? What is an angel from 
heaven? What is all creation in comparison with the doctrine of 
justification [articulus justificationis]? Therefore if you see tltis 
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threatened or endangered, do not be afraid to stand up against Peter 
or an angel from heaven. For this cannot be praised highly 
enough."51 Luther points out that Paul is opposing not the apostolic
ity of Peter (Galatians 2: 11), but his practice, which seemed to yield 
something to the Judaizers and thus endangered "the majesty of the 
doctrine of justification." Luther goes on in this way: 

When it comes to the defense of the truth of the gospel, 
therefore, we are not embarrassed to have the hypocrites 
accuse us of being proud and stubborn, the ones who think 
that they alone have the truth, those who refuse to listen or 
to yield to anyone. Here we have to be stubborn and 
unbending. The cause for whose sake we sin against men, 
that is, trample under foot the majesty of someone's social 
position or of the world, is so great that the sins that are the 
worst in the eyes of the world are the highest virtues in the 
eyes of God. It is good for us to love our parents, to honor 
the magistrates, to show respect for Peter and for other 
ministers of the Word. But what is involved here is not the 
cause of Peter or our parents or the emperor or the world or 
any other creature; it is the cause of God Himself. 52 

For God, says Luther, is the incomparable Creator. All creatures 
compare with Him as a drop of water with the ocean. 

According to Luther, then, the justification of a sinner before God 
for Christ's sake is not only the principal doctrine of Christianity, 
but also the very essence of it. Furthermore, it is really the essence 
of the gospel itself and of all Christian faith, the Leitmotiv of the 
Christian life and the reason for all that exists. It is the only 
doctrine or message which can offer a poor sinner hope, salvation, 
and life and fellowship with God. 

For Luther, to lose the doctrine of justification is to lose the very 
grace and peace offered and brought by Christ in the gospel. It 
furthermore makes one a prey to the devil and all kinds of heresies. 
"For if we lose the doctrine of justification, we simply lose every
thing. Hence the most necessary and important thing is that we 
teach and repeat this doctrine daily as Moses says about his law 
(Deuteronomy 6:7). For it cannot be grasped or be held enough or 
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too much. In fact, though we may urge and articulate it vigorously, 
no one grasps it perfectly or believes it with all his heart. So frail 
is our flesh and so disobedient to the Spirit."53 "Grace" and "peace" 
contain a "summary of all of Christianity," and grace and peace are 
impossible unless we have first learned to know the forgiveness we 
have through Christ.54 For to take away this article is to take away 
Christ the "Propitiator."55 For only Christ can make atonement to 
God, not works, fasts, cowl and tonsure, and meditation. Without 
Him we inevitably fall and enter into horrible despair and "lose God 
and everything." True theology begins by taking hold of salvation 
in Christ, to "begin where Christ began-in the virgin's womb, in 
the manger, and at His mother's breast. For this purpose He came 
down, was born, lived among men, suffered, was crucified, and died, 
so that in every possible way He might present Himself to our sight. 
He wanted us to fix the gaze of our hearts upon Him and thus to 
prevent us from clamoring into heaven and speculating about the 
Divine Majesty." Therefore, "whenever you consider ·the doctrine 
[locus] of justification and wonder how or where or in what 
condition to find a God who justifies and accepts sinners, then you 
must know that there is no other God than this man Jesus Christ. 
Take hold of Hirn. Cling to Hirn with all your heart, and spurn all 
speculation about the Divine Majesty; for whoever investigates the 
majesty of God will be consumed by His glory." Alluding to his 
own experience, Luther concludes this section by saying, "Take note, 
therefore, in the doctrine (causa) of justification that, when we all 
must struggle with the law, sin, death, and the devil, we must look 
at no other God than this incarnate and human God."56 Luther is 
most insistent that Jesus Christ be linked with God the Father. And 
it is the Spirit of God who brings us to Christ (John 14:6). Any 
other way to God causes one only to stray from the truth into 
hypocrisy and lies and eternal death. Therefore Christ, the center of 
the article of justification, "should be such a treasure to me that in 
comparison with Him everything else is filthy. He should be such 
a light to me that when I have taken hold of Him by faith, I do not 
know whetJ1er there is such a thing as law, sin, or unrighteousness 
in the world. For what is everytJ1ing in heaven and on earth in 
comparison witJ1 the Son of God?"57 Statements like tJ1e foregoing 
recur many times in Luther's Lectures on Galatians and throughout 
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his works.58 

One more statement of Luther must be cited before we respond to 
the question of the nature, meaning, and scope of Luther's principle 
of so/us Christus, the centrality of the doctrine of justification. The 
following sentences are found in Part II of the Smalcald Articles: 

The second part treats the articles which pertain to the office 
and work of Jesus Christ, or our redemption. 

The first and chief article is this, that Jesus Christ, our God 
and Lord, was "put to death for our trespasses and raised 
again for our justification" (Romans 4:25). He alone is the 
"Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 
1 :29). "God has laid upon Him the iniquities of us all" 
(Isaiah 53:6). Moreover, "All have sinned" and "are 
justified freely by His grace through the redemption which 
is in Christ Jesus by His blood" (Romans 3:23-25). 

Inasmuch as this must be believed and cannot be obtained 
or apprehended by any work, law, or merit, it is clear and 
certain that such faith alone justifies us, as St. Paul says in 
Romans 3, "For we hold that a man is justified by faith 
without the deeds of the law" (Romans 3 :28), and again, 
"That He [God] Himself is righteous and He justifies him 
who has faith in Jesus" (Romans 3:26). 

Nothing in this article can be given up or compromised, 
even if heaven and earth and things temporal should be 
destroyed. For as St. Peter says, "There is no other name 
under heaven given among men by which we must be 
saved" (Acts 4:12). "And with His stripes we are healed" 
(Isaiah 53 :5). 

On this article rests all that we teach and practice against 
the pope, the devil, and the world. Therefore we must be 
quite certain and have no doubts about it. Otherwise all is 
lost, and the pope, the devil, and all our adversaries will 
gain the victory. 

What, then, can we glean from the many, many assertions of Luther 
concerning what we have called the principle of solus Christus? 
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(1.) It is obvious that justification before God and the work of 
Christ as Propitiator and Redeemer belong extricably 
together and, so far as Luther is concerned, really constitute 
the same article (articulus, doctrina, locus). We must add 
that at times Luther will call the doctrine of the Lord's 
Supper a praecipuus locus, a chief theme of the faith, at 
other times absolution, and at other times other articles of 
faith. And, of course, he calls each of these articles in 
various contexts and other articles in various contexts 
doctrina. 

(2.) Luther's principle of solus Christus springs from his 
exegetical studies which conclude that the entire Scripture 
is christocentric in its content. He often makes statements 
like the following, "Christ is the sum and truth of Scrip
ture";59 "The Scriptures from beginning to end reveal no one 
besides the Messiah, the Son of God, who should come and 
through His sacrifice carry and take away the sins of the 
world";60 "Outside the book of the Holy Spirit, nan1ely, the 
Holy Scriptures, one does not find Christ."61 Such state
ments make the christocentricity of Scripture a hermeneu
tical principle for Luther. "One must not understand 
Scripture contrary to Christ, but in favor of Him; therefore 
Scripture must be brought into relationship to Christ or must 
not be regarded as Scripture. "62 To Luther Scripture cannot 
teach anything against the vicarious atonement of Christ and 
the doctrine of justification.63 

(3.) Since Scripture is christocentric, and therefore all Christian 
doctrine must center in Christ the Savior, the purpose of 
Scripture and the purpose of all doctrine in the church is 
soteriological. It is for our comfort, our forgiveness, our 
union with God. Luther never tires of making this point. 
Scripture makes us happy, trustful, confident Christians and 
puts us at peace with God.64 It is our defense against 
temptation and the devil, the world, and our flesh.65 It 
instructs us in true worship and service of God66 and in how 
to be a good theologian.67 All these and other blessings 
Christian doctrine affords us because of the great power of 
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Scripture which underlies all teaching in the church. And 
Scripture and Christian doctrine and preaching are powerful 
because they point us to Christ and His grace. 

(4.) Christian doctrine and preaching not only point us to Jesus 
only but also confer upon us sonship, faith in Christ, 
fellowship with Him, and all blessings which we have 
through Christ. "All the works which Christ performed are 
recorded in the Word, and in the Word and through the 
Word will He give us everything, and without the Word He 
will give us nothing."68 By "Word" in this connection 
Luther means not simply the Scriptures but all teaching and 
preaching based upon that Word. 

(5.) Christian doctrine, however, the solus Christus, not only 
points the way to Christ, but also confers upon us sonship 
and faith in our Savior and the only possible true relation
ship we can have with God, because Christ is the only way 
to God. Christ is in me and I am in Him through faith. 

It is at just this point concerning the hermeneutical function of the 
so/us Christus that Luther's radical statements about Christ being the 
"Lord over Scripture" should be interpreted and understood.69 

Luther at times "opposes" Christ to Scripture and to all doctrine in 
the church. What does this mean? By no means can he be 
understood as characterizing then Scripture as unclear or self
contradictory. What is he saying? We may cite his most celebrated 
passage in this regard. In his comments on Galatians 3:14 Luther is 
criticizing his opponents who produce Scripture passages regarding 
works in opposition to Christ's final work of atonement and redemp
tion. Luther writes in this way: 

Therefore one should simply reply to them as follows: Here 
is Christ, and over there are the statements of Scripture 
about works. But Christ is Lord over Scripture and over all 
works. He is the Lord of heaven, earth, the sabbath, the 
temple, righteousness, life, sin, death, and absolutely 
eve,ything. Paul, His apostle, proclaims that He became sin 
and a curse for me. Therefore I hear that I could not be 
liberated from my sin, death, and curse through any other 
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means than through His death and His blood. Therefore I 
conclude with all certainty and assurance that not my works 
but Christ had to conquer my sin, death, and curse. Even 
on natural grounds reason is obliged to agree and to say that 
Christ is not my work, that His blood and His death are not 
a cowl or a tonsure or a fast or a vow, and that in granting 
me His victory He is not a Carthusian. Therefore if He 
Himself is the price of my redemption, if He Himself 
became sin and a curse in order to justify and bless me, I 
am not put off at all by passages of Scripture, even if you 
were to produce six hundred in support of the righteousness 
of works and against the righteousness of faith, and if you 
were to scream the Scripture contradicts itself. I have the 
Author and the Lord of Scripture, and I want to stand on 
His side rather than believe you. Nevertheless it is impossi
ble for Scripture to contradict itself except at the hands of 
senseless and stubborn hypocrites; at the hands of those who 
are godly and understanding it gives testimony to its Lord. 
Therefore see to it how you can reconcile Scripture, which, 
as you say, contradicts itself. I for my part shall stay with 
the Author of Scripture.70 

The meaning of Luther's outburst at this point is perfectly clear. He 
is not contradicting the unity of Scripture or the unity of Christian 
doctrine but expressing his absolute commitment to the principle of 
solus Christus. Scripture must be interpreted according to Christ and 
His vicarious atonement. Nothing in Scripture can oppose that great 
fact. Nothing in our doctrine can be taught which opposes that great 
fact. Nothing in our worship or lives can oppose it.71 

3. Law and Gospel 

Scripture does not contradict itself, but it seems to do so to 
senseless and obstinate hypocrites. The seeming contradiction which 
one finds throughout Scripture leads us to Luther's understanding of 
the distinction between law and gospel.72 In fact, the law and gospel 
do not contradict each other, and Christian doctrine does not 
contradict itself at this point. But it seems so. Scripture often 
presents the paradox (contraria) that a Christian man is "righteous 
and a sinner at the same time," that he is "holy and profane, an 
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enemy of God and a child of God."73 People who do not understand 
this paradox are confused because they do not "understand the true 
meaning of justification [rationem justificandi]." The natural man 
and even the Christian is inclined to take statements of the law in 
Scripture as gospel and thus become confused and despair. To 
Luther the paradox simul Justus et peccator is not an ontological 
description of man as righteous and a sinner, nor a statement about 
the old and new man, but a simple affirmation of two biblical 
assertions concerning man, the assertion of the law that man is a 
sinner and under God's wrath and the assertion of the gospel that 
man is righteous and God is at peace. Both assertions are true in 
fact, ontologically. The second verdict, however, or assertion, takes 
total preeminence over the first by virtue of the principle of so/us 
Christus. Christ is Lord! He is Lord of the Scriptures, of all 
doctrine, theology, and "everything."74 

Luther stresses the "paradox" (contraria) by stating that the 
verdict of law and gospel are absolutely contradictory (contradic
toria). He says, "These two things are diametrically opposed [ipsa 
ex diametro pugnant]: that a Christian is righteous and beloved by 
God, and yet he is a sinner at the same time. For God cannot deny 
His own nature. That is, He cannot avoid hating sin and sinners; 
and He does so by necessity, for otherwise He would be unjust and 
would love sin. Then how can these two contradictory things both 
be true at the sametime, that I am a sinner and deserve divine wrath 
and hatred and that the Father loves me? Here nothing can intervene 
except Christ the Mediator." This last simple sentence explains the 
paradox. It explains the whole Christian religion. It explains the 
Scriptures. It is the secret to all exegesis of Scripture and all 
theologizing. It is the only comfort that a poor sinner has in life and 
in death. It is "Christ alone." So we have in the principle of solus 
Christus not only a hermeneutical rule, not only the basis for all 
comfort, not only the basis for our union with God and for reconcili
ation and salvation, but the principle of all human knowledge and 
understanding. 

4. The Unity of all Christian Doctrine 

It is obvious from the principle of solus Christus that all Christian 
doctrine is a unity. It is, as Luther says, like a large circle with 
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Christ at the center. Again and again Luther in his sermons and 
elsewhere affirms the unity of Christian doctrine and the importance 
of this fact.75 He urges that we should abide by the Scriptures in 
purity and "unanimity." The greatest and most harmful offence to 
the church is to stir up discord and division in doctrine. This causes 
harm and ruin in the church. "Therefore doctrine must be one 
eternal and round golden circle, in which there is no crack; if even 
the tiniest crack appears, the circle is no longer perfect. What does 
it profit the Jews to believe that there is one God and that He is the 
Creator of all, to believe all the other articles [alias articulos] and 
to accept the whole Scripture, when they deny Christ?"76 Luther 
urges Christians to be of one accord in doctrine, not to despise one 
another. When pure doctrine is divided, Christendom is divided. 
Disunity of doctrine causes separation in the church and Satan builds 
his chapel or tabernacle next door.77 

The unity of doctrine is not just a desideratum, as Karl Barth and 
our modem relativistic theologians would aver. "It is rather a fact. 
The doctrine which belongs to God, not to us, is like a mathematical 
point [mathematicus punctus]. Therefore it cannot be divided; that 
is, it cannot stand either substraction or addition."78 Finally Luther 
argues, "One word of God is all the words of God; one article is all 
the articles and all are one, and when one article is lost, then by the 
loss of that one all are lost eventually. For all the articles belong 
together in one common chain."79 

If all doctrine is one, if all the articles of doctrine are one and one 
is · all, if doctrine is like a perfect golden ring, then Christ as the 
center is the whole essence of Christian doctrine just as He is the 
center and heart of the Scriptures. The so/us Christus is not an 
abstraction but a reality embracing everything that Christ has done 
to save fallen mankind. The so/us Christus embraces the entire 
work of God from creation to Christ's return. It is the total opus ad 
extra of the Trinity. The so/us Christus embraces not merely the 
work of Christ and the Father who sends Him, but also the work of 
the Spirit who sanctifies us. In fact, it is Christ who is our sanctifi
cation as well as our righteousness. The unity of doctrine is both 
christological and doctrinal, for the doctrine is Christ's and Christ is 
the center of all the doctrine, pe1fecta doctrina.80 To Luther, then, 
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the solus Christus dominates every article of faith, whether it is 
creation, redemption, the sacrament of the altar, baptism, worship, 
or whatever. It also dominates the third article. Christ is not only 
our righteousness, He is our holiness.81 Luther says, "The church is 
indeed holy, but it is a sinner at the same time." Here simul Justus 
et peccator becomes simul sanctus et peccator. Luther goes on in 
this way: "Therefore it believes in the forgiveness of sins and prays 
'forgive us our debts' (Matthew 6:12) ... Therefore we are not said 
to be holy formally as a wall is said to be white because of its 
inherent whiteness. Our inherent holiness is not enough. But Christ 
is the perfect and total holiness of the church fpe1fecta et tota 
sanctitas ipsius]. When our inherent holiness is not enough, Christ 
is enough [satis est Christus]."82 

Luther commonly uses the term holiness and the term righteous
ness interchangeably, just as he uses doctrine, gospel, and Word 
interchangeably. Like the Apostle Paul, he speaks less "precisely" 
than some of our fundamentalist or scholarly theologians do today 
with their endless word studies, which often prove nothing. In 
"Sanctification in the Lutheran Confessions,"83 David Scaer has 
stated, "Any attempt to make christology preliminary to theology or 
even only its most important part, but not its only part is a denial of 
Luther's doctrine and effectively destroys the gospel as a message 
of completed atonement." This statement summarizes Luther's 
principle of solus Christus. To Luther the solus Christus includes 
not merely justification but also sanctification. With him Christ, 
"because of His sheer mercy and love, gave and offered Himself to 
God as a sacrifice for us miserable sinners, to sanctify us forever [ut 
nos sanctificaret in aeternum]."84 Luther, as seen above, sees 
doctrine as an organic whole, not a linear progression of ideas. It 
is at just this point that Lutherans in name deviate from each other: 
Lutherans following the linear, pietistic, and fundamentalistic model, 
separate the articles of faith, trying vainly to classify them according 
to some order of importance or logic; the true and confessional 
Lutherans, following their mentor, see all the articles as essentially 
one. Christ is the center and focal point of every article of faith, and 
this fact in the paradoxical context of law and gospel, simul Justus 
et peccator. Quite possibly the next serious controversy and split in 
American Lutheranism will center around two radically different 
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interpretations of the praecipius locus in Christian theology. The 
controversy is already raging. 

What is to be done about this matter? First of all, we must 
understand and see clearly where the controversy lies, that it does 
affect, in fact, the heart of the very gospel, the solus Christus. 
Luther has stem and wise words to say on this matter: "If I profess 
with the loudest voice and clearest exposition every portion of the 
truth of God except precisely that little point which the world and 
devil are at that moment attacking, I am not confessing Christ, 
however boldly I may be professing Christ. Where the battle rages, 
there the loyalty of the soldier is proved, and to be steady on all the 
battlefields besides is more flight and disgrace if it flinches at that 
point."85 These words of Luther show us the way we must battle for 
the truth of the gospel and all its articles. But such battling is 
exactly what we fail often to do; and Luther in his Lectures on 
Isaiah alludes to this tragic development which so often obtains in 
the church.86 The ministers and teachers of the church of all times 
have often failed to recognize for one reason or other (often venality 
or cowardice or greed) the issues of the day which impinge upon the 
church and its correct teaching of the gospel. In the Old Testament 
Isaiah calls the ministers of the church "watchmen." He likens the 
watchman to a dog. "The dog is a picture of the preacher in whom 
there is watchfulness and faithfulness. He is on guard by day and 
night, watching and barking. A dog is a faithful animal." But what 
happens if the dog is dumb and cannot bark? What happens if tJ1e 
prophet and preacher teach and preach but have no reference to the 
"matter at hand"? They wind up not lifting up consciences and 
terrifying tJ1e wicked, but dealing harshly when men should be 
comforted. "They are learned and verbose in leading tJ1e people 
astray." "They do not lay bare their sins so as to draw them to 
repentance and to a thirst for grace. No, they even defend their sins 
and mistakes and blaspheme the truth. Therefore they are blind and 
neither know anytJ1ing nor can they teach others. If Isaiah got away 
without losing his head, he was lucky indeed." How many of these 
dumb dogs, who cannot bark, who dream and lie down and love to 
slumber, tJ1ere are in our day in the Lutheran Church just as in the 
church in Luther's day or in the day of Isaiah! Luther calls tJ1em 
"pillow dogs," animals concerned only about tJ1eir belly. They are 
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preachers who preach much but accomplish nothing because they do 
not preach to the issues and dangers at hand. They are not watch
men. They are lazy and dumb and protect no one with their 
teaching. "This is precisely the description of our bishops, they are 
lazy dogs who loll all day and night on the pillow and gorge 
themselves, and they have not experienced the contrition of Joseph" 
(with reference to Amos 6:6). Then there are men like Cochlaeus 
and Erasmus, who are dumb too, since they speak what is agreeable 
and look out for their own welfare. The Word of God calls them 
fat, supine, and sleepy watchdogs, and "so it is with our bishops." 
They pile up nothing but wealth and prestige for themselves and 
they look out for nothing but their own interests and the strength of 
their own body and welfare and meanwhile they neglect the church. 

Luther has been quoted at length here to show us what are the 
great dangers as we contend for the gospel and all its articles. To 
touch the gospel at any point is to touch it at its heart. To recognize 
what is going on in our day in the church and in the world is the 
great responsibility of a watchman, a pastor. And to face up to the 
issues of the day with courage and stubbornness and tenacity is the 
calling of every evangelical preacher and his confession to his 
church and to the world. A good look at Luther's theology of solus 
Christus might do much to stave off a potential controversy which 
could engulf all of American Lutheranism. Atomistic, wooden, 
Arminian fundamentalism is no friend of Lutheran doctrine, nor of 
the sola scriptura or the sola fide or the sola gratia or what 
embraces these three principles and all Christian doctrine, practice, 
and worship as well, the solus Christus. 

5. Doctrine and Practice, Doctrine and Life 

So far as the author's awareness extends, Luther does not 
distinguish between doctrine and practice in the sense in which the 
term practice is used in our day. In speaking about the unity of the 
church in his Smalcald Articles Luther urges Christians to be 
"diligently joined together in unity of doctrine, faith, sacraments, 
prayer, works of love, etc." (SA II, IV, 9). Obviously he is thinking 
about different things here but he is making no distinction between 
doctrine and practice. The words in the Lutheran Confessions and 
in Luther which are often translated by "practice" (uben, treiben, 
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Leben, tun) sometimes refer to doctrine as it is taught and carried out, 
sometimes simply to good works and the Christian life in a very 
general sense. Everything the Christian does is connected to 
doctrine, but not everything that is done in the church or in the 
world is practice in the sense in which we use the word today. 
Luther evidently made no strict distinction as we have done in our 
day. There was certainly a doctrine of baptism taught by Christ and 
the Scriptures. The minute a child is baptized, there is the practice 
of baptism. The same could be said of the Lord's Supper. There is 
a doctrine of prayer taught by Jesus in many pericopes, but the 
practice of prayer takes place when we actually pray. Prayer, 
however, is a good work and, therefore, must be distinguished from 
doctrine (as we shall see). If we wish to be faithful to Luther's 
theology, we should probably distinguish practice from life by 
identifying practice as the carrying out of the means of grace, which 
is to say preaching the Word, administering the sacraments, and 
applying the keys of binding and loosing; whereas good works are 
simply anything that a Christian does as a child of God and in 
obedience to God's will and according to his own individual calling. 
Here, then, we shall work with this understanding of doctrine, 
practice, and good works. 

According to this definition of terms, doctrine and practice cannot 
really be separated. Doctrine must result in practice. This, as we 
shall see, is really the function of confession and preaching. Good 
works, on the other hand, result from faith or may be called, more 
strictly speaking, the fruits of the Spirit. Thus, one can speak of 
orthodoxy and orthopraxis, terminology which is common to 
Western Christendom; but one rarely talks about orthodox life in 
terms of obedience to the ten commandments and the like. Perhaps 
the best description of practice in the Lutheran Confessions is found 
in Luther's article on "The Gospel": 

We shall now return to the gospel, which offers counsel and 
help against sin in more than one way, for God is surpass
ingly rich in His grace; first, through the spoken Word, by 
which the forgiveness of sins (the peculiar office [Amt] of 
the gospel) is preached to the whole world; second, through 
baptism; third, through the sacrament of the altar; fourth, 



200 CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY 

through the power of the keys; and finally, through the 
mutual conversation and consolation of the brethren. 
(Matthew 18:20, "Where two or three are gathered," etc.)87 

So doctrine and practice are totally intertwined according to the 
theology of Luther. Practice is the doing and application of the 
gospel, or the doctrine. The moment that doctrine is taught or 
articulated in any way, practice is taking place. Obvious from 
Luther's statement cited above is that practice, if it is in fact the 
"publishing and proclaiming of the Word and work of Christ," 
excludes all works and human endeavors. The Christian life in the 
theology of Luther, as we shall see, is nothing else than good works 
done by the believer. 

Now we may explore how Luther regards the relationship between 
doctrine (including practice) and life. He leaves us in no doubt as 
to what doctrine is and what life is and how they relate to each 
other. 

Doctrine is heaven; life is earth. In life there is sin, error, 
uncleanness, and misery, mixed, as the saying goes, "with 
vinegar." Here love should condone, tolerate, be deceived, 
trust, hope, and endure all things (1 Corinthians 13 :7); here 
the forgiveness of sins should have complete sway, provided 
that sin and error are not defended. But just as there is no 
error in doctrine, so there is no need for any forgiveness of 
sins. Therefore there is no comparison at all between 
doctrine and life. "One dot" of doctrine is worth more than 
"heaven and earth" (Matthew 5: 18); therefore we do not 
permit the slightest offense against it. But we can be lenient 
toward errors of life. For we, too, err daily in our life and 
conduct; so do all the saints, as they earnestly confess in the 
Lord's Prayer and the Creed. But by the grace of God our 
doctrine is pure; we have all the articles of faith solidly 
established in Sacred Scripture . . .. 88 

Luther explains the relationship between doctrine and life, which 
basically is expressed by love, and how the former must be pure, 
and established solidly in the Sacred Scriptures. 

Elsewhere Luther insists that purity of doctrine (Reinigheit der 
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Lehre) must be held and "true religious worship (Gottesdienste) must 
be taught." Worship is the practice of doctrine. Luther maintains 
that idolatrous forms of worship, which embrace false doctrine, are 
examples of the most pernicious sinful life.89 Luther makes it very 
clear that true doctrine is a greater concern to the church than life, 
and false doctrine does more harm to the church than evil life, for 
false teaching, the "most pernicious thing on earth," leads souls to 
hell. "Whether you are good or bad does not concern me. But I 
will attack your poisonous lying teaching which goes against the 
Word of God. And with God's help I will oppose it with vigor."90 

To Luther the vast difference between doctrine and life is this: 
doctrine is based upon God's Word alone and is God's truth alone, 
whereas life is partly our own doing. Thus, doctrine must remain 
entirely pure. God will have patience with men's sins and imperfec
tions and forgive them. But He "cannot, will not, and shall not 
tolerate a man's altering and abolishing doctrine itself." For doctrine 
involves the exalted divine majesty of God. In the ~phere of 
doctrine, therefore, forgiveness and patience are simply not to be 
allowed.91 To Luther, if the doctrine is not right (wo die Lehre nicht 
recht ist), then it is impossible for the life to be right and good 
(recht und gut), for life must be prepared (anrichten) by doctrine.92 

The following proportion illustrates Luther's position, in the author's 
estimation: 

As doctrine and practice is to life, 
so faith is to works, or the fruits of faith. 

Or we might speak in this way: 

As doctrine produces life, 
so faith produces good works. 

We can then make this assertion, as a corollary: Doctrine (the 
gospel) brings about faith, love, and good works. 

According to Luther, if the doctrine (die Lehre) is impure and 
false, then faith cannot be pure either. If the faith is not right, then 
there can be no good works or fruits of faith. "Everything," he says, 
"has to do with doctrine. When the doctrine is right, then all things 
are right: faith, works, life, suffering, good and bad days, eating, 
drinking, hunger, thirst, sleep, being awake, walking, standing, etc. 
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Where the doctrine is not right, everything is in vain, everything is 
lost and entirely condemned, works, life, suffering, fasting, prayers, 
alms, cowls, tonsures, whatever more papistic holiness there is in the 
church."93 

To Luther "doctrine and life should be distinguished as sharply as 
possible. Doctrine belongs to God, not to us; and we are called only 
as its ministers. Therefore we cannot give up or change even one 
dot of it (Matthew 5: 18). Life belongs to us. "94 Doctrine to Luther 
is like a mathematical point. Therefore it cannot be divided. It 
cannot tolerate either subtraction or addition. Life is like a physical 
point; it can be divided and always yield something. And so we will 
live at peace with all men if they leave the doctrine of faith perfect 
and sound. If the adversaries will not do this, it is useless for them 
to demand love from us. Says Luther, "A curse on any love that is 
observed at the expense of the doctrine of faith, to which everything 
must yield."95 He continues, "Love can sometimes be neglected 
without danger, but Word and faith cannot. It belongs to love to 
bear everything and to yield to everyone . ... It belongs to faith to 
bear nothing at all and to yield to no one. Love yields freely, love 
gives in freely, believes, condones and tolerates everything. 
Therefore it is often deceived. Yet when it is deceived, it does not 
suffer any hardship that can really be called hardship; that is, it does 
not lose Christ, and therefore it is not offended but keeps its 
constancy in doing good even toward those who are unthankful and 
unworthy."96 If faith (doctrine) is lost, all is lost. "Therefore if you 
deny God in one article of faith, you have denied Him in all; for 
God is not divided into many articles of faith, but He is everything 
in each article and He is one in all the articles of faith."97 We see 
in this citation how Luther's principle of solus Christus and his 
conviction concerning the unity of all doctrine pervade his thinking 
and his distinction between faith (doctrine) and love (life). Luther 
is a far more systematic and synthetic thinker than most people 
imagine. The entire Smalcald Articles, which were written to be a 
confession for an ecumenical council, are structured around the solus 
Christus, and all his Lectures on Galatians and other writings tend 
to illustrate this total orientation of Luther's. 
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6. Doctrine and the Church 

In his Exhortation to All Clergy Luther tells us of the themes 
(loci) which must be dealt with in the Christian church by bishops 
and teachers. The following is the list: 

What the law is 
What gospel is 
What sin is 
What grace is 
What the gift of the Spirit is 
What true repentance is 
How true confession is made 
What faith is 
What forgiveness of sins is 
What Christian liberty is 
What free will is 
What love is 
What the cross is 
What hope is 
What baptism is 
What mass is 
What the church is 
What the keys are 
What a bishop is 
What a deacon is 
What the preaching office is 
The true Catechism, namely, the Ten Commandments, the 

Lord's Prayer, the Creed 
True prayer 
The litany 
The reading and interpretation of the Scriptures 
What true works are 
Instruction of married people, children, manservants, 

and maids 
Respecting authority 
Children's schools 
Visitation of the sick 
Providing for the poor and hospitals 
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Ministering to the dying98 

These are obviously topics about which the pastor should teach his 
people. In essence Luther is simply saying that the church lives on 
the doctrine of the gospel and all its articles.99 It is Lutl1er's firm 
conviction that Christians must be shepherded by pastors who can 
protect them from false doctrine and radical interpretations of 
Scripture. 100 Even councils of the church can err, and even the 
greatest pastors have erred; therefore the church must stand and rely 

· totally on the teachings of God Himself in Holy Writ. 101 Every 
Christian in the church has the right to judge doctrine (and to judge 
the pastors).102 This is not merely a right but a duty, which Christ 
Himself has established (Matthew 7:15). The sheep cannot avoid 
wolves unless they know the voice of the Good Shepherd. The 
prophets in the Old Testament did not tell the children of Israel to 
believe the false prophets. Neither should pastors do so today. But 
pastors must not only teach, but warn their people against false 
doctrine; and the people are responsible to hear the voice of the 
Good Shepherd and their pastors. 103 And so the church has the right 
to call pastors and the duty to judge the teaching of the pastors. 104 

In his many works against the papacy Luther extols the priesthood 
of all believers. 105 Perhaps his strongest statement on the matter is 
his essay of 1553 entitled That a Christian Assembly or Congrega
tion Has the Right and Power to Judge all Teaching and to Call, 
Appoint, and Dismiss Teachers, Established and Proven by Scrip
ture.1 06 The sure sign of a Christian congregation Luther says is that 
the pure gospel is preached there. The lack of the pure gospel 
means that bishops, religious foundations, and monasteries are not 
Christian or Christian congregations. Christ "takes both the right 
and the power to judge teaching from the bishops, scholars, and 
councils and gives them to everyone and to all Christians equally. "107 

The right to judge doctrine, according to Luther, is given not to 
prophets and teachers, but to pupils and sheep. "For how could one 

beware of false prophets if one did not consider and judge their 
teaching? Thus there cannot be a false prophet among tl1e listeners, 
only among the teachers. That is why all teachers and their teaching 
should and must be subject to the judgment of listeners."108 It is the 

right and also the duty, therefore, of all Christians to judge doctrine 
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on the basis of Holy Scripture. The congregation, of course, is 
obligated to call qualified men to be pastors. It is a terrible plague 
if a congregation has no pastor. But if false doctrine is taught, there 
is no need of any special divine command for any Christian to speak 
up.1

0') In this entire essay Luther is stressing two truths which are 
dialectically necessary: firstly, the divine institution of a minister of 
the Word and the mandate to the congregation to call one from its 
midst to be its pastor; and, secondly, the total responsibility of the 
congregation and of individual Christians to judge the doctrine of 
their pastor. Luther is especially concerned that bishops stay out of 
these matters in which they have caused more than enough harm by 
their tyranny and conniving. 

7. Christian Doctrine and Human Reason 

Again and again Luther shows the absurdity of Christian doctrine 
when measured by human reason, even the reason of the regenerate 
man. The greatest philosophers of 'the world know nothing of the 
great mercy and truth of God, according to Luther. They know 
nothing about sin and nothing about the promises and grace of 
God.110 

Luther's position concerning the relationship between doctrine 
(theology) and reason (philosophy) has been discussed definitively 
by scholars who are experts on his thinking. 111 Essentially Luther's 
view is that doctrine is not only above reason but against the 
unregenerate reason of man so that natural man simply does not 
understand spiritual things. 112 This opposition means that the 
doctrine of the Trinity and the incarnation and the other articles of 
the faith which we might call "pure articles" are simply foolishness 
to natural reason.113 Luther's entire treatise on The Bondage of the 
Will against Erasmus is a testimony to the fact that the articles of 
faith are contrary to reason. To Luther the articles of faith are 
simply "grasped" in such a way that one believes without under
standing or against one's own natural insight and knowledge. 114 

Luther 's anthropology dominates his entire thinking. To him 
Scripture "represents man as one who is not only bound, wretched, 
captive, sick, and dead, but in addition to his other miseries is 
afflicted, through the agency of Satan, his prince, with this misery 
of blindness, so that he believes himself to be free, happy, unfet-
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tered, able, well, and alive."115 In other words, it is not merely the 

categorical difference between doctrine and reason which makes man 

incapable of understanding the doctrine of the gospel and its articles, 

but man's own inherent spiritual blindness and death. Worse, 

indeed, God actually hardens the unregenerate man so that he gets 

everything jumbled up, just as He did the Egyptian pharaoh (Exodus 

4:21).116 

To Luther, then, the believer in Christ believes in all kinds of 

things which are totally contrary to nature and reason and which 
seem impossible and untrue. One recalls the well-known statement 

which Luther makes in his Commentmy on Galatians: 

For faith speaks as follows: "I believe Thee, God, when 

Thou dost speak." But what does God say? Things that are 
impossible, untrue, foolish, weak, absurd, abominable, 
heretical, and diabolical-if you consult reason.117 

Luther says these words in the very midst of his discussion on the 

doctrine of justification, the chief article, his expression of the solus 

Christus. Again he says, "Thus when God proposes the articles of 

faith, He always proposes things which are simply impossible and 
absurd-if, that is, you want to follow 'the judgment of reason. It 

does indeed seem ridiculous and absurd to reason that in the Lord's 

Supper the body and blood of Christ are presented, that baptism is 

'the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit' (Titus 

3:5), that Christ the Son of God was conceived and carried in the 

womb of a virgin, that He was born, that He suffered the most 

ignominious death on the cross, that He was raised again, that He is 

now sitting on the right hand of the Father, that He now has 

'authority in heaven and on earth' (Matthew 28: 18). " 118 Luther goes 

on to assert that Paul therefore calls the gospel of Christ "the folly 

of preaching" (1 Corinthians 1 :21). "Reason judges this way about 

all the articles of faith; for it does not understand that the highest 

worship (summus cultus) is to hear the voice of God and to believe . 

. . . When God speaks, reason, therefore, regards His Word as heresy 

and as the word of the devil; for it seems so absurd."119 And so, for 

Luther, faith must kill and slaughter reason. This slaying of reason, 

which is like Abraham slaying his son, affirms the wisdom, justice, 

power, truthfulness, mercy, majesty, and divinity of God, and 
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ascribes glory to Him alone. "Therefore no greater, better, or more 
pleasing religion or worship (melior aut gratior religio cultusque) 
can be found in the world than faith," faith in Christ alone and His 
Word.120 But Luther discusses the opposition between doctrine and 
reason in the same context in which he discusses justification by 
faith, and the simul Justus et peccator is therefore no accident. 
Luther's theology is very well integrated at this point. 

In all of Luther's writings he rails against false doctrine. The 
only way that false doctrine can be driven out is by true doctrine. 
And the true doctrine, which alone can protect the Christian against 
heresy and damnable and satanic lies, is the truth about himself and 
about Christ, the truth that no one can placate God; only Christ can 
do that and He can do it only by the immense an1 infinite price 
which He paid, His death and His blood, "one drop of which is more 
precious than all creation. "121 "Therefore I say that there is no force 
that can resist the sects, and no remedy against them except this one 
doctrine of Christian righteousness (is tum uni cum articulum justitiae 
christianae). If this doctrine is lost, it is impossible for us to be able 
to resist any errors or sects .... "122 

III. Confession 

1. The Meaning and Nature of Confession 

Whether Luther was writing the Smalcald Articles or some other 
Confession, or preaching one of his thousands of sermons, or 
teaching confirmands, or writing one his many treatises, or lecturing, 
or celebrating the sacrament, or doing the liturgy, or witnessing to 
some poor sinner, he was engaged in the act of confessing Christ 
and the doctrine of the gospel. In fact, the entire public ministry of 
preaching the Word and administering the sacraments is nothing but 
a confession of faith according to Luther. When a child is con
firmed and promises to remain faithful to what he has learned in the 
catechism, he is making confession of his faith and throughout his 
life he is living in the confession and continuing in it. When a 
pastor is called and ordained into the Christian ministry and he 
pledges to uphold the Scriptures and the confessions, he is confess
ing his faith and the faith of the church publicly and continues to do 
so as long as he remains a faithful and orthodox pastor. All of 
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Luther's works are, in a sense, nothing but his confession of faith. 
Speaking mainly as a pastor and public confessor of the faith, Luther 
sums the matter up quite well in The Bondage of the Will when he 
simply says that a Christian, and particularly a pastor, makes 
"assertions divinely transmitted to us in the Sacred Writings," and 
when one takes away assertions, then one takes away Christianity. 123 

When one makes assertions, having been given the Holy Spirit from 
heaven, he glorifies Christ by his assertions and confesses Him even 
unto death. Confession not only dominates the life and total 
ministry of the pastor, but is to Luther the highest form of doxolo
gy .124 In the same work, Luther makes it very clear that our 
confession is possible only by the work of the Holy Spirit in us 
through the Word, and therefore without bold confession nothing but 
tumults and disturbances beset the church, and sects and discord and 
wars result. 125 For when the Word is lost and confession is not 
made, "God, Christ, the Spirit would go with it."126 

It is clear from Luther's high view of the purity of doctrine and 
the necessity for confessing it that the essential work of a pastor, 
called to the public ministry of preaching the Word and administer
ing the sacraments, is simply confession, confession of Christ and 
His doctrine.127 Luther's comments on Galatians 6:6 are significant 
at just this point. The minister is a teacher according to Luther. He 
teaches the Word. The Word is the gospel of Christ. By instructing 
in the Word the minister shares all good things which God has to 
give. When Peter was enjoined three times to feed the sheep of 
Christ, Jesus meant that he should do the greatest work in the 
church, which is preaching, confessing Christ. 128 It is clear from all 
the writings of Luther that he believes that as a Christian and a 
minister and doctor of the church he is called upon to confess Christ 
and His doctrine in the sense in which the New Testament uses the 
word martyreo and homologeo. There is nothing complicated or 
sophisticated about his understanding. The creed confessed by the 
entire church is no more a confession than the simple witnessing of 
a child about his Savior. 

What, then, of creeds and symbols? Creeds and symbols 
(confessions) are formal statements of doctrine which the entire 
church subscribes and are a pattern of doctrine for all ministers in 
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the church. They are, of course, written and permanent. Subscrip
tion is forced upon no one but is voluntary. This is the case with 
the three ecumenical creeds which Luther subscribed as a minister 
in the Roman Western Church. 

When controversies arise in the church, there is a need often for 
a new confession, large or small, to settle matters. This was the 
case with the Augsburg Confession of 1530 which Luther supported 
and of which he claimed to be an author. Everytl1ing, therefore, that 
Melanchtl10n says in the Augsburg Confession or the Apology is 
completely endorsed by Luther. 129 The Augsburg Confession was 
meant to be ecumenical, that is, an orthodox confession which would 
represent tl1e whole church. When Luther wrote commentaries on 
the creeds, he assumed their authority and ecumenicity, which is to 
say orthodoxy. This was the same position he took toward the 
Augsburg Confession and the Apology. 

In 1536 Lutl1er was requested by many of tl1e Lutherans, both 
princes and tl1eologians, to write a confession for a council which, 
it was hoped, tl1e pope might call at an early date in Germany. This 
confession he wrote; and his views on the nature of a confession, the 
nature of confessional subscription, tl1e purpose of a confession, and 
other aspects relating to formal confessions can be rather easily 
deduced from comments he makes within the Smalcald Articles. 

He makes it clear, first, that a confession, written to serve a 
council, the largest Christian gathering possible and representative 
of Christendom, "is to be accepted unanimously. " 13° Clearly those 
who subscribe it do so sincerely and without qualification. The 
Smalcald Articles, like the creeds themselves, were made up of 
articles, that is, specific topics or points or parts of doctrine. 
Doctrine, as we have said above, was thought of as an organic 
whole, a unit, witl10ut break. And so Luther presents "publicly as 
the confession of our faith" the Smalcald Articles as a true creed, or 
confession. And he does so in good faith and without deception or 
treachery.131 He explains that the three articles of the ecumenical 
creeds are presented briefly because both parties involved confess 
them, the Romanists and the Lutherans alike. Part two of tl1e 
Smalcald Articles specifically states tl1e heart of tl1e Lutheran 
confession, namely, "the articles which pertain to the office and 
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work of Jesus Christ, or to our redemption." Then Luther explains 
the principle of solus Christus and how it operates as a hermeneuti
cal rule in judging doctrine and practice in the church.132 Every 
article in a confession such as the Smalcald Articles is a matter of 
confession.133 Finally, at the very end of the Smalcald Articles, as 
Luther speaks on "Human Traditions" and condemns the papists' 
view that such traditions effect forgiveness of sins or merit salvation 
as un-Christian, he makes the following statement: "These are the 
articles on which I must stand and on which I will stand, God 
willing, until my death. I do not know how I can change or concede 
anything in them. If anybody wishes to make some concessions, let 
him do so at the peril of his own conscience."134 These words 
clearly indicate the seriousness of confession for Luther. The 
Smalcald Articles are built around the doctrine of redemption, the 
solus Christus. Every abuse that Luther had attacked was con
demned because it conflicted with that Hauptartikel. This is the 
place where Luther takes his stand. We observe the same eschato
logical and pious truculence in Luther's great Confession Concerning 
Christ's Supper. 135 It is appropriate to quote him at length and then 
make a few pertinent comments: 

I see that schisms and errors are increasing proportionately 
with the passage of time, and that there is no end to the rage 
and fury of Satan. Hence lest any persons during my 
lifetime or after my death appeal to me or misuse my 
writings to confirm their error, as the· Sacramentarians and 
Anabaptists fanatics are already beginning to do, I desire 
with this treatise to confess my faith before God and all the 
world point by point. I am determined to abide it until my 
death and (so help me God!) in this faith to depart from this 
world and to appear before the judgment seat of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. Hence if anyone shall say after my death, "If 
Luther were living now, he would teach and hold this or 
that article differently, for he did not consider it sufficient
ly," etc., let me say once and for all that by the grace of 
God I have most diligently traced all these articles tl1rough 
the Scriptures, have examined them again and again in the 
light thereof, and have wanted to defend all of them as 
certainly as I have now defended the Sacrament of the Altar. 
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I am not drunk or irresponsible. I know what I am saying, 
and I well realize what this will mean for me before the last 
judgment at the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. Let no 
one make this out to be a joke or idle talk; I an1 in dead 
earnest, since by the grace of God I have learned to know 
a great deal about Satan. If he can twist and pervert the 
Word of God and the Scriptures, what will he not be able to 
do with my or someone else's words?136 

Luther expresses several important motifs in this defiant confes
sion of faith. Firstly, he realizes the reality of Satan and that the 
fight for the doctrine of the gospel is waged against satanic princi
palities and powers. Second, he is. oriented eschatologically as is the 
Apostle Paul throughout Galatians and many of his otl1er epistles. 137 

It is interesting tl1at this Confession Concerning Christ's Supper is 
structured much as the Large Catechism, sticking with the basic 
outline of the Apostles' Creed, but is much more polemical than the 
Large Catechism. It also bears great similarity to the Smalcald 
Articles in that it centers on the motif of so/us Christus and polemi
cizes against everything that would contradict or undermine it. 

2. Confessional Certainty 

Finally, Luther exhibits what we would today call doctrinal 
certainty, a quality which seems, like the rest of what we have just 
described, quite anachronistic in our day. Thus, Luther becomes one 
who can be admired, in the spirit of Thomas Carlisle, but cannot 
very easily be followed today as an example. Although being a 
confessional Lutheran in Luther's day could mean banishment or 
death, while in our day it means in most cases something far less
social estrangement, embarrassment, or financial loss-we can easily 
perceive how difficult it is for one who holds to Luther's doctrine 
and wishes to confess it to emulate him, especially his confident 
spirit. Certainty is the word. Just as the doctrine itself is certain, as 
we have seen, one who confesses the doctrine must be certain. 138 

Such certainty is exhibited by Luther not only in his confessional 
writings but throughout his sermons and all his writings. "I do not 
listen to anything at all that is contrary to my doctrine; for I am 
certain and persuaded through the Spirit of Christ that my doctrine 
of Christian righteousness is the true and certain one."139 Comment-
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ing on the Enthusiasts, who pervert the Word of God with their false 

doctrine of the work of the Spirit, Luther affirms that the Holy Spirit 

through the Word is sent into the heart of believers so they can 

know that they are the children of God and can believe the gospel 

of Christ, but also differentiate the enemies and perverters of the 

Word. Thus, the Papists and Enthusiasts are unable to judge with 

certainty about anything. "The latter distort and pervert the Word; 

the former persecute and blaspheme it." But, Luther affirms, "We 

know as a certainty that it is a divine gift when we not only believe 

in Jesus Christ but proclaim and confess Him openly before the 

world ["praedicamus et confitemur coram mundo"]. As we believe 

in our heart, so we speak with out lips. According to the statement 

of the Psalm (116: 10): 'I believed, and so I spoke; but I am greatly 

afflicted. "'140 

Luther states that we Christians fall into sin but not deliberately, 

and we sin through ignorance and we regret it. And while we can 

fall from grace, we trust the Holy Spirit to support us. Meanwhile 

if one loves the Word and enjoys hearing, speaking, thinking, 

lecturing, and writing about Christ, he should know that this is not 

a work of human will or reason but a gift of the Holy Spirit. The 

author of all our confession and all the misery and suffering and 

glory which might ensue from it is the Spirit of God. Christian 

ministers merely "proclaim" Christ as the instrument of the Holy 

Spirit. And with the help of theology, we become certain that our 

ministerial office is pleasing to God.141 Thus, certainty that we are 

in a state of grace and are saved is coupled with certainty of our 

doctrine and confession. 142 For one who does not confess Christ 

cannot be saved. 143 

3. Confession and False Doctrine 

To confess Christ and His Word involves condemning all false 

doctrine and warning of its dangers. These actions are essential 

elements of confession. This point is made in almost all of Luther's 

writings and particularly in his Confession Concerning Christ' s 
Supper and the Smalcald Articles. Luther, made a very strong issue 

with Melanchthon of insisting upon antitheses in the Augsburg 

Confession. Thereby he shows his concern that there be not only 

Lehre in the church but also Wehre. The condemnation of false 
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doctrine and the presence of clear and unequivocal antitheses in 
confessional writings is not a matter of indifference to Luther nor is 
it simply a matter of condemning and blasting heretical opinions and 
false teachers. The purpose of condemnatory statements and 
antitheses is to enhance the pure doctrine by revealing the false 
doctrine. The antitheses in confessions serve to clarify and to 
enhance the theses. 144 

4. Confession and the Cross 

To preach the gospel publicly and to confess the Christ and the 
faith inevitably brings crosses, affliction, and persecution upon the 
Christian and the church, especially the public ministers of the 
Word. These things happen without fail. But why must they must 
happen? 

Luther responds: "The gospel was not given that we might seek 
our own praise and glory through it or that the cmpmon people 
might acclaim us, its ministers, on account of it. But it was given 
that through it the blessing and glory of Christ might be illumined, 
that the Father might be glorified, which He has shown us in Christ, 
His Son, whom He gave up for us and with whom He has given us 
all things."145 No one who preaches the gospel seeks his own glory; 
that is the last thing for which he looks. He who preaches salvation 
by grace and not by works, who preaches the unconditional love of 
God in Christ-how can such a one claim any glory for doing such 
a good work? Anyone who seeks his own glory as he preaches the 
gospel and confesses Christ is thereby a liar. 

And so Paul issues the warning to every minister of the Word that 
he must suffer opposition as he preaches the gospel. God has 
"attached suffering to the teaching of the gospel," and He does so 
for our own benefit. For otherwise God would never be able to 
repress and crush in us "this beast called kenodoxia." Luther spends 
a great deal of time explaining the sin of kenodoxia, that is, the yen 
for the admiration and praise of men and for the life of ease in the 
ministry of the gospel. This propensity in one who is supposed to 
be a witness "for the truth" is a certain sign that he is a false 
witness. For "the fact that you teach faithful doctrine and live a 
holy life is not your gift; it is God's. Therefore you do not receive 
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the praise; God receives it in you." Nor will you be elated by 
praise-nor will you be moved by insult, slander, or persecution or 
pressure to "desert your calling."146 

Therefore it is the very grace of God that He covers those of us 
who confess His Word with "slander, bitter hatred, persecution, and 
blasphemy from the whole world, as well as with contempt and 
ingratitude from our own followers." In fact, the devastation which 
we receive from followers and false brethren is worse than that 
which we openly suffer from outright enemies of the gospel. 

There are, of course, some among our followers who honor 
us on account of the ministry of the Word; but where there 
is one who honors us, there are a hundred who hate, 
despise, and persecute us. Therefore the slanders and 
persecutions of our opponents-as well as the great con
tempt, ingratitude, and secret bitter hatred of those in whose 
midst we live-are joyful sights and delight to us so much 
that we easily forget vain glory. 147 

Thus we are graciously preserved from kenodoxia . Luther adds 
sarcastically that the kenodoxoi who receive the applause of the 
crown are ever so proud and courageous, brave and daring. 148 

From Luther's writings an extensive phenomonology could be 
written of false teachers and false doctrine. They pretend to be 
martyrs.149 They profess to have only the unity, peace, and harmony 
of the church at heart. 150 They spend their time engaging in 
senseless and meddlesome controversies only to enhance their own 
reputation and wealth. 151 They start controversies in the name of 
orthodoxy and piety .152 Knowing that they have no Scriptures, they 
complain about their "ministry."153 The most insidious and destruc
tive weapon, however, in the arsenal of the devil and false teachers 
is, according to Luther, ironically the Word itself. In his treatises 
against the fanatics, This Is My Body, Luther points out that the devil 
finally permitted Scripture to become the sole authority, thus 
worming his way in and bringing things under his control and then 
creating a real brawl over Scripture and producing many sects, 
heresies, and factions among Christians. For everyone claimed to 
have Scripture on his side. And so the devil wrests from the 
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Christians the weapons, armor, and fortress which they have in Holy 
Scripture. Scripture becomes a broken net in the church. Either, 
like the Papists, people claim an authority alongside of or above the 
Scriptures; or, like the fanatics, people concoct the most idiotic 
theories as to what the Scriptures are teaching. And thus the "unity" 
of doctrine is lost in the church. All the articles of Scripture are 
attacked because the chief article, the solus Christus, is ignored. 
The verba of Scripture are meticulously studied and distorted, while 
the res of Scripture, Christ and the gospel, is abandoned, by both 
Papists and fanatics. 154 

The result is that God lets blasphemers against His Word and 
against His Holy Spirit be so hardened that they cannot be convert
ed.155 As Christ converted no high priest, Luther can convert no 
arch-fanatic. But he will most certainly make his confession. 
Meanwhile he condemns them. And if he is called loveless for so 
doing, he replies, "Cursed be such love and unity in the abyss of 
hell, for such unity not only divides the Christian church wretchedly, 
but in true devilish fashion even mocks it and pokes fun at it for its 
wretchedness." Qualifying the above statement, Luther says "I do 
not mean to judge so harshly as to hold that they do this out of 
malice. But I think they are blinded by Satan, and perhaps they 
have developed a conscience that bites them, saying 'Truly we have 
caused a great offence and kindled a great fire; now we must paste 
and putty up the affair with words and claim indulgence because it 
is not an important matter.' And even if we lose the argument, let 
us declare in advance that we have not lost anything important, but 
have committed only a minor offence, as we say of singers when 
they make a mistake, 'They only farrowed a piglet."' And Luther 
simply concludes, "No, gentlemen, 'None of this peace and love for 
me! , .. 1s6 

Luther insists that "in spiritual matters" as long as we have breath 
we must condemn, shun, and censure false teachers and corrupters 
of God's Word who are nothing but blasphemers and liars, knowing 
that they disguise themselves under false humility, peace, and 
forgiveness, and claim that they are not speaking to any particular 
article of faith at all. He who confesses Christ might think that he 
finds favor, especially among the brethren, for preaching the gospel 
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of peace, life, and eternal salvation. But often he incurs the most 
bitter hatred. 157 

5. Righteous Zeal as the Mark of One Who Loves 
Christ and Confesses Him 

Stubbornness, pious Christian stubbornness, is required in every
one--church, pastor, and people-who confesses Christ and His 
doctrine. We must be proud, Luther says, "proud in God." We 
must refuse to yield the least little bit in doctrinal matters. Not even 
to angels from heaven or Peter or Paul or a hundred emperors or a 
thousand popes or the whole world. 

On no account should we humble ourselves here; for they 
want to deprive us of our glory, namely, the God who has 
created us and given us everything and the Christ who has 
redeemed us with His blood. In short, we can stand the loss 
of our possessions, our name, our life, and everything else; 
but we will not let ourselves be deprived of the gospel, our 
faith, and Jesus Christ. And that is that! Accursed be any 
humility that yields or submits at this point! Rather let 
everyone be proud and unremitting here, unless he wants to 
deny Christ. With the help of God, therefore, I will be 
more hard-headed than anyone else. I want to be stubborn 
and to be known as someone who is stubborn. Here I bear 
the inscription "I yield to no one." I am overjoyed if I am 
called rebellious and unyielding. Here I admit openly that 
I am and will be unmovable and I will not yield a hair
breadth to anyone. "Love bears all things, believes all 
things, hopes all things, endures all things" (1 Corinthians 
13:7); therefore it yields. But not faith; it will not stand for 
anything. As the common saying has it, "A man's reputa
tion, faith, and eye cannot stand being played with." So far 
as his faith is concerned, therefore, a Christian is as proud 
and firm as he can be; and he will not relax or yield the 
least bit. For at this point faith makes a man God (2 Peter 
1 :4 ). But God does not stand for anything or yield to 
anyone, for He is unchanging. Thus faith is unchanging. 
Therefore we should not stand for anything or yield to 
anything. But so far as love is concerned, a Christian 
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should yield and stand for everything; for here he is only a 
human being.158 

It follows, then, anger is a virtue, zeal is a virtue, persistence is a 
virtue, stubbornness is a virtue, and intransigence, when the gospel 
is at stake. Yes, even pride and abstinence are virtues, for we are 
only listening to God and His voice. 159 This is the way one stands 
in the "strength of sound doctrine."160 This is the way we remain 
faithful to the Word and the doctrine. This is the way we confess 
our faith, boldly and without compromise.161

. 

Conclusion 

Seldom, presumably, has an essay on Luther's theology consisted 
of so much Luther and so little personal or subjective comment. 
Luther has been allowed to speak for himself on all points. In 
discussing Luther's view of the Word, doctrine, and confession this 
study has but scratched the surface of what he has to say on such 
fundamental issues. But it is the author's hope that these lines may 
contribute something to the cause of confessional Lutheranism and 
make us all more aware of our evangelical Lutheran heritage. We 
may conclude with the first stanza of one of Luther's best known 
hymns: 

Lord, keep us steadfast in Thy Word; 
Curb those who feign by craft and sword 
Would wrest the kingdom from Thy Son 
And set at naught all He hath done. 
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Dr. J. A. 0. Preus, professor and president of Concordia Theological 
Seminary, Springfield, Illinois, and for twelve years president of the 
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, spent the last productive and fruitful 
years of his life translating the theological works of Martin Chemnitz 
(1522-1586), the second most important confessional Lutheran theologian 
in the history of the Lutheran Church. The most significant of Chemnitz' 
many writings translated by Preus was his Loci Theologici, published 
posthumously in 1591 . That opus magnum, together with his contributions 
to the Formula of Concord as its foremost author, established Chemnitz 
as the "Second Martin." Chemnitz was an eminently gifted man: a first
rate exegete, historian, and patrologist. He was the father of modern 
dogmatics . He was also a pastor, a teacher of the church, and superinten
dent in the city of Braunschweig. Such a threefold ministry, carried out 
faithfully by Chemnitz, makes him an excellent model for pastors, 
teachers, and officials in the Lutheran Church today. Since there were no 
books in homiletics or practical theology in Chemnitz' day, his many 
books offered much needed help to pastors in writing their sermons and 
applying the evangelical doctrine in their ministries. His works are just 
as helpful today. 

Recognizing this fact and the great importance of Chemnitz' life as well 
as his writings, Jack Preus decided to write a book on the life and 
theology of Chemnitz. He made his decision not only for the purpose of 
reviewing the profound impact of Chemnitz on the church life and 
theology of his day, not only to comment on Chemnitz' role in the writing 
of the Formula of Concord and the rehabilitation of confessional 
Lutheranism in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, but to present 
this humble and peaceful man as an example for today of a faithful, 
confessional Lutheran pastor, professor of theology, and church official 
(bishop, district president, synodical president, circuit counsellor, etc.) in 
the Lutheran Church. 

What kind of example is Martin Chemnitz to a pastor who wants to be 
a confessional Lutheran today? Chemnitz put the pure doctrine of the 
Gospel first in his ministry. This involved much work and occasioned 
much trouble. But by his confession of the gospel of justification 
Chemnitz' pruishioners grew in grace and holiness, as Preus' biography 
shows. And so a pastor today who wishes to be edified or stimulated 
would be well advised to read this book, or better yet Chemnitz' books in 
translation, which deal with the great themes of salvation, rather than 
books from the plethora of modern, often light-weight, works on such 
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quasi-theological subjects as "stewardship," church growth, or "pastoral" 
counseling, which have little or no basis in Scripture and the Lutheran 
Confessions. 

Chemnitz is also a paradigm for those who are called to be professors 
and teachers of the church today. How so? In Preus' biography the point 
is made repeatedly that Chemnitz, whether acting as pastor or professor 
or official, makes his first concern to articulate and confess a c01pus 
doctrinae on which the theology of the church should be based. In other 
words, the priority of the teacher of the church should be to confess the 
truth of the gospel in all its articles. What was taught by the theological 
faculties at the universities and other schools in those days, whether 
exegesis or dogmatics or whatever, was in the service of the doctrine, the 
confession. Sadly, this is no longer the case in many quarters of the 
Lutheran Church. There are Lutheran seminaries today where more hours 
are devoted to sociology than to the teaching of the Bible (dogmatics or 
exegesis). And often dogmatic theology amounts to no more than the 
history of dogma or the history of "religion," or, worse still, an adjunct to 
sociology or anthropology of some kind. Students are graduating from 
Lutheran seminaries today who have never read the Lutheran Confessions 
nor had a course in them. The best thing that could happen at any 
Lutheran seminary today is that every professor would read Preus' The 

Second Martin, then proceed to Chemnitz' Loci Theologici , and then 
emulate that great teacher of the church. This is especially desirable for 
those whose courses are in the quasi-theological subjects mentioned above, 
which have gained ascendancy at many Lutheran seminaries. If this could 
happen, our seminaries would become more Lutheran, more theological, 
more evangelical, more practical, more relevant-yes, and more sensitive 
and devoted to the mission of the church. 

Chemnitz' activity as a faithful and busy superintendent should also 
serve as an example for every Lutheran official to follow today. And 
every Lutheran bishop, synodical president, and district president would 
benefit greatly if he were to take the time to read Preus ' book, which 
closely follows Chemnitz' superintendency. Chemnitz was a model 
superintendent, wise and compassionate, considerate of both pastor and 
congregation. As he began his ministry he had no compunctions, out of 
consideration to the church that was calling him, about preaching a 
prescribed trial sermon prior to being called as pastor and coadjutor at 
Braunschweig. Later, as superintendent he did not impose candidates or 
pastors on congregations, nor did he prevent congregations from making 
a knowledgeable decision to call the pastor of their choice. During his 
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entire superintendency he carried out his rigorous calling as pastor: 
preaching, teaching, visiting his people, and administering the keys. As 
superintendent he never suspended another pastor except for flagrant false 
doctrine or proven ungodly life, and then only after thorough investigation 
and due process. He faithfully inaugurated the visitation of pastors; and 
hard admonition was given to mean-spirited, incompetent, lazy pastors. 
But in such cases the pastor was advised to take another call or resign or, 
if old and tired, to retire from office; but these men, with all their faults, 
were not forced out of the ministry or blackballed, at least not by 
Chemnitz. Nor did he, with or without the connivance or active support 
of other superintendents, officials, or princes, try to control the call 
process. He was as concerned to be evaluated himself, along with other 
officials, as to evaluate his fellow pastors. Throughout his long superin
tendency he was deeply respected and loved for his evangelical treatment 
of fellow pastors and the congregations of the city. 

Why was this so? Because, as Preus abundantly shows, Chemnitz had 
the highest regru·d for the office of ·the minister; becaus~ he was deeply 
committed to the divinity of the call to that office; because he was 
dedicated to an evangelical church polity; because he was faithful to the 
Lutheran Confessions (everyone knew where he stood) and loyal to those 
ministers who steadfastly adhered to them; and because he loved Christ's 
sheep. In short, because he practiced what he taught so powerfully in his 
Loci Theologici (J. A. 0. Preus translation, II, 692-720) about church and 
ministry. And so he received the love and praise of the pastors and 
people in Braunschweig and of confessional Lutherans throughout the 
German Empire and beyond. 

A great problem faced Chemnitz throughout his entire ministry, the 
problem of developing an evangelical church polity which in those days 
had to conform to the articulate Lutheran position on the two kingdoms 
(See AC XVI, Ap XVI; see also Loci Theologici, Frankfurt and Witten
berg, 1653. II, 102-133 and passim), as well as to the real state of affairs 
prevailing in Braunschweig and other territories, mainly Lutheran and 
Roman Catholic, at that time. Throughout his biography Preus touches 
upon this matter. 

In the sixteenth century the role of the prince or magistrate was 
prominent in the life of the church. The prince and civil rulers had a part 
in calling pastors, supporting the church financially and politically, and 
often in carrying out church discipline. They considered themselves the 
defenders of the faith, and frequently entered into the affairs and 
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theological controversies of the church. In Lutheran as well as Roman 
Catholic lands the churches were many times under the virtual hegemony 
of the prince or state, and such circumstances often compromised the 
church, the pastors, and, especially, the superintendent. For instance, in 
Braunschweig where Chemnitz labored, Duke Julius, an ardent Lutheran, 
was very supportive of Chemnitz, both of his theological leadership and 
administration, as well as of the Lutheran Refonnation. But when Julius 
for political reasons supported the ordination of his son to the bishopric 
of the nearby region of Halberstadt according to the Roman rite, Chemnitz 
was compelled to condemn the activity. He incurred the wrath of the 
duke who withdrew his support of Chemnitz and the Formula of Concord 
and dismissed Chemnitz as a member of his consistory. Often superinten
dents and pastors did not have the courage to stand up to the kingdom of 
the left with such finnness. 

Today in America we do not have to contend with the interference of 
the state, and we suppose that our separation of church and state under the 
first amendment solves that vexing problem, which has plagued European 
Lutheranism until this day. In Europe the church depended upon the state 
in many respects . . When Lutherans immigrated to America they were 
forced to change their church polity radically. The role of the civil 
government was no longer any factor in administering the church. And 
so a church polity had to be developed whereby the role of civil 
government was divvied up among the entities that were strictly ecclesias
tical, e.g., the laity, the pastors, the officials, and the church councils. In 
some cases the immigrant Lutheran pastors and people worked out a 
polity that gave too much authority to the laity (e.g., some of the "low 
church," anti-clerical, Scandinavian pietists). In some cases undue 
authority was given the clergy and the superintendents, or bishops (e.g., 
the Buffalo Synod). The Missouri Synod under the leadership of C. F. W. 
Walther and other fledgling synods trod a middle course whereby both 
pastors and people were encouraged to carry out their respective offices 
with integrity and according to biblical principles, and the function of 
synodical president and other officials was advisory. Thus, Walther and 
other immigrant Lutherans remained faithful to the evangelical polity of 
Chemnitz and at the same time were able to rid the Lutheran Church in 
America of both the encroachments of the civil government (which 
Chemnitz and his age had to endure), and the entrenched, at times almost 
Erastian, polity that marked later generations in Europe living within a 
state church. Today Lutheran synods have gradually handed over to 
church officials, who hold their offices jure humano, many of the legal 
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and legislative functions and powers that the state exercised in Chemnitz' 
day and that the pastors and people performed in Walther's day. A polity 
of entrenched ecclesiasticism seems to prevail in the larger Lutheran 
synods in America today. The extravagancies and power plays of the 
secular princes of Chemnitz' day are repeated by the princes of the church 
today. This turn of affairs has proven to be no blessing to the church, and 
the losers are both the pastors and the people who together make up the 
church.2 

Jack Preus devotes fully half of his book to Chemnitz' theological 
position on the chief articles of the Christian faith. He deftly draws from 
Chemnitz' prodigious theological output, including the Formula of 
Concord, a summary of the main themes of the Lutheran Reformation and 
of the Lutheran Confessions. This makes the book very helpful to the 
busy pastor and layman to understand the theology of confessional 
Lutheranism. Preus examines Chemnitz' brilliant treatment of such topics 
as Scripture and the theological task, the Person of Christ, and justifica
tion; and he shows in several instances how Chemnitz in the Formula of 
Concord and in his other writings correctly understood and presented 
Luther's position in contrast to Melanchthon's. This is important to Preus 
in light of the fact that modern day Lutherans have on crucial issues often 
swallowed more of the later Melanchthon than they have drunk from 
Luther or Chemnitz. The result has been synergism, the denial or 
compromise of the real presence of Christ's body and blood in the Lord's 
Supper (supported by the practice of open communion), unionism, and 
doctrinal indifferentism. 

Preus' book is especially helpful because Lutheranism today is beset 
with the same aberrations and unlutheran pressures from outside and 
within her ranks as in Chemnitz' time, e.g., Romanism, Antinomianism, 
Majorism, Osiandrianism, Crypto-Calvinism, and confusion concerning 
adiaphora. All these false doctrines struck at the very heart of the gospel. 
All of them have to varying degrees penetrated our Lutheran synods and 
congregations today. In the attractive dress of Ecumenism, popular 
Evangelicalism, the Church Growth Movement, and other fads and 
movements they have freely entered our Lutheran Zion and are causing 
a lot of trouble. Preus' book will be of great help to all Lutherans who 
wish to address our modern situation. It will help us all to meet the 
problems and challenges we as confessional Lutherans face in our 
complex and increasingly secularized society and to be faithful to our 
confessional heritage and to the mission of the church. It sounds a 
trumpet call to the Lutheran Church to heed the words of the prophet, 
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"Stru1d ye in the ways, and see, and ask for the old paths, where is the 
good way, and walk therein, and ye shall find rest for your souls" 
(Jeremiah 6: 16). For Lutherans-laypeople, pastors, teachers, and 
officials-to look to their past will provide the best means to face the 
present and the future. The great Reformer did this. So did the Second 
Martin. So did Jack Preus. 

The Endnotes 

l. J. A. 0. Preus, The Second Martin , the Life and Theology of 
Martin Chemnitz (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1994). 

2. A state of affairs has developed in the larger Lutheran synods in 
America today which is more akin to a Reformed model of polity 
than the free position on Kirchenregiment so typical of historic 
Lutheranism. The Westminster Confession (XXX, 1) says, "The 
Lord Jesus, as king and head of His church, hath appointed a 
government in the hand of church officers, distinct from the civil 
magistrate." At times officials in the Lutherru1 Church today act 
as if they hold office jure divino. This is seen most clearly today 
when officials exercise church discipline by suspending a pastor 
or congregation from a synod or church body without first 
observing due process (see Tr. 74). Such a mischievous practice 
is especially harmful in our country where neither pastor or 
congregation can seek due process in civil courts and in some 
cases no ecclesiastical due process is provided. Such was not the 
case in Chemnitz' day. I imagine thl).t the church and civil courts 
in Chemnitz' day were as inept and con-upt at times as in our 
modern day, but at least they were there. 



Chapel Sermon on 2 Timothy 4 
Winter Call Service, February 4, 1986 

Robert D. Preus 

Let us all pray. Lord God our heavenly Father, we thank You for 
these men who are going out into a ministry of the Word. Give 
them a rich measure of Your Holy Spirit and make them pious and 
faithful pastors. In Jesus' name we pray. Amen. 

Christian friends, grace be unto you and peace from God our 
Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Today I want to talk to you on the basis of this text, which is the 
best text possible for an occasion like this, on the subject of what 
you are to do as a pastor. Your paramount duty as a pastor is to 
preach the Word. Because it is not the fine education you have 
received here, and it is not your own spiritual acquired or not 
acquired gifts, and it is not synodical programs which will build the 
church of Christ, but the Word. The Word you preach. 

Without doubt, I believe, the greatest minister of the Word since 
the time of the Apostle Paul was Martin Luther. He was asked one 
day how he, one man, could do so many things in such a short life 
and that this great Reformation movement, the greatest evangelistic 
movement tl1e world has ever known since apostolic days, could 
have happened. And he replied, "I did nothing. God did it all! 
While my good friend Amsdorf and I were just sitting around 
drinking Wittenberg beer, the Word did it." 

The Word-what does Paul have in mind here in our text when 
he tells Timothy to "preach the Word?" Is he telling Timothy to 
preach some of Paul's animadversions and theories about God and 
grace and salvation? Or is he exhorting Timothy to preach Timo
thy's own tl1eories about such great themes? No. He is exhorting 
Timotl1y to preach God's Word, a divine Word from God revealed 
to this human race. 

But is there such a Word? And if so, where is this Word? In the 
verses immediately preceding our text, Paul tells us very clearly 
what tl1at Word is. It is the Word of sacred Scripture. You 
remember he talks about all Scripture being inspired and so forth. 
And he says many things about that Word of Scripture which 
Timothy and you are commissioned to preach. First of all, it is a 
clear Word because Timothy understood it from childhood, having 
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been taught it by his pious grandmother and mother. Paul goes on 
to say that it is a divine Word, inspired, breathed forth from the very 
mouth of God Himself. There are pastors today, even in the 
Lutheran Church, who say that there is nowhere in the Scriptures 
that actually we are told that the Bible itself is the Word of God. 
But that is exactly what Paul tells us in those words preceding our 
text when he tells us about the inspiration of holy writ. And he uses 
present tense. That Word of Scripture which will be Timothy's 
basis for everything he teaches and preaches and does as a minister, 
is not some Word that was once spoken or written down but is no 
longer accessible and available today. No, it is the Word of God 
and it will be the Word of God to you, too. 

Paul goes on. It is a powerful Word. It is able. It has the 
intrinsic power to make Timothy wise, or anyone wise, unto 
salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. That is exactly what it did 
with Timothy. He was saved by that powerful, Christ-centered, 
Gospel Word of Scripture. Then Paul finally says that the Scriptures 
are the source of Timothy's doctrine and all his activity as a pastor. 
And that it is useful for all kinds of things: for preaching and 
teaching the doctrine, for straightening people out, for convincing 
people, and for everything he has to do as a pastor. That's the Word 
of God that you will be preaching as pastors. 

Now here in our text Paul tells Timothy what he as a pastor is to 
do with that Word: he is to preach it. That does not just mean 
preparing a sermon throughout every week and delivering it well
executed on a Sunday. The word "preached" here in our text means 
something far broader than that. It means to declare, to witness, to 
proclaim, to teach, to get the Word out. Everything in your ministry 
will encompass getting the Word out. Whether you are ministering 
to some sick and dying person, whether you are organizing this or 
that, whether you are teaching the children in confirmation class, 
whether you are counseling with some poor, bewildered, frightened 
person-everything that you do in your ministry will be for the sake 
of getting the Word out! Everything that has gone into and 
contributed to your education and formation here at this semi
nary-chapel services, exegesis, dogmatics, parish administration-is 
for the sake of your getting that Word out. Everything that has 
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happened in your life, from the day of your baptism to this very 
moment. All of the wonderful, providential blessings with which 
God has showered you, all the crosses that have descended upon 
you, all, without exception have come for the sake of you getting 
this Word out. Therefore, you cannot, you must not, allow any
thing-not love or personal loyalty or synodical programs or any
thing-deter you from getting that Word out! 

Why? Because it is a saving Word, Paul tells us. No other 
message in the world can save a person. And, believe me, this 
world of ours needs to be saved. Every man, woman, and child on 
this globe needs to be saved. Why? Because all of us are sinners. 
That is part of the message that you are to preach, the message of 
the Word. To tell the world, to tell your parishioners, that they are 
sinners-real, concrete, hard boiled sinners, as Luther used to say. 
Lost, helpless, ruined sinners, because ruin is always the result of 
sin: ruined marriages, ruined opportunities, ruined jobs and 
occupations, ruined friendships, ruined lives, and worse, infinitely 
worse, eternal ruin, damnation. That is the message of the Word. 

But it has another message, doesn't it-salvation-rescue from 
ruin; rescue planned meticulously by God Himself from eternity. 
Rescue, salvation brought about infallibly, powerfully by Christ the 
Son of God who came into this world and became incarnate to be 
our substitute and to live the whole law of God being under that 
law, subjecting Himself to it. He suffered and died in our place. 
That is salvation-perfect, free salvation-offered, and not only 
offered but conferred in that Word which you are to preach. Eternal 
salvation-that's the message of the Word. And that is why you 
dare not allow anything keep you from preaching it. 

Not too long ago I asked a friend-he wasn't a Lutheran-what 
are the three most overrated things in the world. He said, "The 
Ministry," and never got to point two or three. Why? Not because 
you 're going to be such bad people. Because of the Word you 
preach. Invincible indifference-that's what you'll run up against. 
What are going to do about it? Well you know what you're going 
to do. There's only one thing you can do. You're going to preach 
the Word in season and out of season! That's what Paul goes on 
to say here in our text. He explains a little more how we are to get 
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this Word out, to preach it. He says be instant, be ready, in season 
and out of season. Be instant, that means to be ready, be prepared, 
be on hand, be wherever the Word is needed in season and out of 
season. When it seems the ideal, propitious time for applying the 
Word and when it doesn't. When it seems that you will succeed and 
when it seems that you will fail. Be there always with the Word. 

There's more involved. Paul says, "reprove." That means to 
convince people with the Word, to argue the Word, apply the Word, 
comfort with the Word, help people with the Word whenever you 
possibly can. Help them to believe it and to apply it to themselves. 

Paul goes on-"rebuke"-a very strong word. A terrifying word, 
it means to censure, to scold, to bawl a person out, to condemn, to 
show him that he's wrong, guilty before God. The law never makes 
a person feel good, it makes them feel bad, guilty, lost. And let me 
tell you it's no fun preaching the law. People don't like it. They 
don't like you, they don't like God, and they don't like the law. 
But you have to do it-because Paul says "rebuke." 

And then finally, the great exhortation. "Exhort," he says, "with 
all long-suffering and doctrine." What doctrine? The doctrine of 
the gospel. And here Paul is telling you to comfort people, to 
strengthen people, to help them with the Word. Comfort them with 
the only thing in this world that can offer a poor sinner comfort, the 
gospel; the gospel of a loving, gracious, forgiving God. That will 
be the burden of your ministry. That is the real, essential element 
of getting the Word out-to comfort with it. And that, I guarantee 
you, is going to be the crown of your ministry, the glory of your 
ministry. You'll see that mighty gospel Word you preach at work. 
You'll see hardened, unregenerate sinners repent at the foot of the 
cross and confess that Jesus Christ is their Savior. You'll see lives 
transformed. You'll see poor, miserable, sad, troubled people smile 
and laugh at the same time they are crying, because you've brought 
them comfort. And you'll see old, forsaken, dying people die with 
a smile on their face, knowing that they are going to go to that place 
God the Son has prepared for them because you preached the Word. 
It is the most rewarding, glorious calling in the world. 

Let me conclude with a little table talk from Luther. I hope you 
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like your call. I know you will. Now if there are a few things 
about it you don't like, remember this little story of Luther's. He 
was talking about his wife, Katy. And he said, "She is not a very 
good looking woman." If you've ever seen her picture, I think 
you'll agree with him. "And she's not a particularly bright woman. 
She's not the most spiritual woman I've ever met. But God gave 
her to me. And she's mine. And I love her." And that will be your 
attitude as you posture, your attitude as you enter the ministry to 
preach the Word to your congregation. 

Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to Holy Spirit, as it was 
in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. 
Amen. 
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