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The Eucharistic Sacrifice in Early Lutheranism 
By Jordan Cooper 

 
Chief among the disagreements between the Lutheran Reformers and the 
Roman Catholic tradition was that regarding the Eucharistic sacrifice. In 
one of his more blunt statements, Luther writes that, “[T]he Mass under the 
papacy has to be the greatest and most terrible abomination, as it is directly 
and violently opposed to the chief article” (SA 2.1).1 According to Luther, 
the Roman Catholic teaching of the Mass, primarily its view of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice, obscures the teaching of justification by grace alone 
through faith alone. In the Reformers’ thinking, the Roman position on the 
Mass replaced the efficacious nature of the cross and positioned salvation 
into the hands of the priesthood.2 Essentially it assumes that human effort, 
rather than faith, is the instrumental cause of justification. 
 Due to Luther’s harsh attitude toward the Mass, one may be 
tempted to purport that Luther rejected the category of Eucharistic sacrifice 
altogether. However, as some more recent writers have argued, there is talk 
of Eucharistic sacrifice in some sense in the writings of Luther, 
Melanchthon, and other early Reformers.3 The proper attitude toward 
Eucharistic sacrifice, as was the general attitude of the Lutheran Reformers 
regarding the Medieval liturgical beliefs and ceremonies, is not to reject it 
but cleanse the concept of false scholastic subtleties which obscure the 

                                                           
1 All citations of the Lutheran Confessions are from: Kolb, Robert and 

Timothy J, Wengert, The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000). 

2 “For it is held that this sacrifice or work of the Mass (even when 
performed by a rotten scoundrel) delivers people from sin both here in this life and 
beyond purgatory, even though the Lamb of God alone should and must do this, as 
mentioned above” (SA, 2.1). 

3 See: Stuckwisch, Richard D. Philip Melanchthon and the Lutheran 
Confession of Eucharistic Sacrifice. (Bynam, TX: Repristination, 1997). This essay is 
an invaluable work on the subject, wherein Stuckwisch demonstrates that 
Eucharistic sacrifice was central to Melanchthon’s thought, especially in his 
writing on the mass in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession. The volume: Empie, 
Paul et. al. Lutherans and Catholic in Dialogue III: The Eucharist as Sacrifice. (New 
York: Lutheran World Federation, 1967), also contains several essays rethinking the 
Eucharistic sacrifice in Lutheran theology. For a summary on the Eucharistic 
discussions among Lutherans and Catholics in various ecumenical dialogues which 
often touch on the nature of sacrifice, see: Aulen, Gustaf. Eucharist and Sacrifice. 
(Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1958). 
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gracious nature of the sacrament.4 The sacrament is the Gospel in visible 
form, granting forgiveness and life to the recipient in faith. However, that 
does not negate the fact that believers are also called to give themselves as a 
Eucharistic sacrifice, not in order to merit grace, but as an act of freedom 
and thanksgiving. 
 This essay will examine the writings of two early Lutheran 
Reformers on the topic of the Eucharistic sacrifice, and will demonstrate 
that there is an early consensus on both the false nature of the Roman 
Catholic teaching on the Mass, as well as the true nature of Eucharistic 
sacrifice. The two writers that will be discussed are Martin Luther and 
Philip Melanchthon. It will be shown that the primary criticism of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice as found in medieval theology is its meritorious 
character, not the language of sacrifice itself. Both writers allow for a 
sacrifice of thanksgiving as part of the Eucharistic service. 
 

Martin Luther 
 

Luther’s Eucharistic works can be broadly divided into two categories. The 
first are written against the Roman view of the Mass as sacrifice, in defense 
of the gracious nature of the Sacrament; the second are written against the 
Zwinglian party in defense of the real presence of Christ. For the sake of 
the present argument, Luther’s early works on the Sacrament will serve to 
demonstrate exactly what Luther’s problem with the medieval view of 
sacrifice was, and how to correct that view with an evangelical doctrine of 
sacrifice. Two works will be examined for our purposes. First is his 1519 
work, Treatise on the Blessed Sacrament, and second his treatise from 1520, 
The Babylonian Captivity of the Church.5 These are both works of the early 
Luther, so that one might argue that they cannot be used in any way to 
define Luther’s mature view of the Eucharistic sacrifice. I would retort that 
since these works are the earliest to give an extensive critique of medieval 
sacrificial theology, it is in them that the roots of his critique of the sacrifice 
are to be found. In these works it becomes apparent what exactly would 
underlie his continual rejection of the concept of propitiatory sacrifice. 

                                                           
4 This is consistent with Charles Porterfield Krauth’s contention that the 

Lutheran reformation, in contradistinction to the Reformed church, was a 
conservative Reformation, keeping patristic and medieval ceremonies and doctrine 
wherever possible without violating Scripture.  

5 Both works are contained in the volume: Schindell, J.J. Works of Martin 
Luther II. (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1943). 
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These works continued to be printed throughout the 1520s, and were thus 
viewed as an accurate representation of the Reformers developed position 
on the issue.6 Since Luther later focused his attention primarily on the 
errors of the sacramentarians, these are the primary resources available in 
evaluating the precise nature of his critique of the Roman view on this 
point. 
 Luther’s Treatise on the Blessed Sacrament is primarily a defense of 
the Eucharist as an act of grace rather than a human work; it connects one 
to Christ and to his saints. Through the Eucharist,7 the believer experiences 
mystical communion with both Christ and his saints. Luther argues that 
this “fellowship is of such a nature that all the spiritual possessions of 
Christ and His saints are imparted and communicated to him who receives 
this sacrament.”8 Rather than an act of propitiatory sacrifice, the Eucharist 
is a channel through which God communicates his blessings, won by 
Christ, to the believer. For Luther, this has specific import for the person 
burdened by their sin. The Lord’s Supper is a sign of God’s grace toward 
the one who feels the weight of their sin, as well as an instance in which 
one is comforted by the unity of Christ’s church. Luther defines the proper 
attitude of one who receives the Sacrament in the following words: 
 

Though I am a sinner and have fallen, though this or that misfortune has 
befallen me, I will go to the sacrament to receive a sign from God that I 
have on my side Christ’s righteousness, life and sufferings, with all holy 
angels and all the blessed in heaven, and all pious men on earth. If I die, I 
am not alone in death; if I suffer, they suffer with me. I have shared all my 
misfortune with Christ and the saints, since I have a sure sign of their love 
toward me.9 

                                                           
6 Though, it is to be noted that there are certain elements of Luther’s 

theology in the Treatise on the Blessed Sacrament which would later be discarded, 
such as the invocation of saints, the allowance of withholding the cup from the 
laity, and a form of Transubstantiation. However, the primary point of the treatise 
remains in Luther’s later theology. 

7 Luther still allows, at this point, for the withholding of the cup from the 
laity, though he does not recommend the practice: “Although at present the two 
kinds are not given the people daily, as of old—nor is this necessary,—yet the 
priesthood partakes of it daily in the sight of the people, and it is enough that the 
people desire it daily and receive one kind at the proper time, as the Christian 
Church ordains and offers.” Works of Martin Luther II, 19. 

8 Works of Martin Luther II, 11. 
9 Works of Martin Luther II, 13. 
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In later Lutheran categories, Luther is defends the Eucharist as Gospel 
rather than Law. The worthiness to receive the Sacrament is not the 
holiness or piety of the recipient, but an attitude of repentance and 
reception, being granted God’s gifts apart from works.  
 Luther consistently refers to the Sacrament as a sign.10 He does not, 
however, divorce the sign from the thing signified. Luther is willing at this 
time to even confess that, “[T]he bread is changed into His true natural 
flesh, in the bread, and His natural and true blood, in the wine, that He 
might give us a really perfect sacrament or sign.”11 He still adheres to 
transubstantiation but has shed its philosophical language. It is clear that 
Luther is not teaching a Zwinglian doctrine of “sign” which purports that 
the bread and wine simply signify the absent body and blood of Christ. 
Instead, the Sacrament is a sign of God’s favor which actually imparts 
Christ’s work. That which is signified is given in the elements. 
 Luther is concerned to defend faith as the means of receiving the 
benefits of Christ instead of viewing the Sacrament as a mechanical work 
which conveys benefits apart from the attitude of the recipient. He argues 
that the Sacrament is not a work which man does, or something to please 
God; rather, the Eucharist was instituted “for our sake, that we might use it 
rightly, exercising our faith by it, and by it become pleasing to God.”12 The 
benefit of the Sacrament depends not on the merit or worthiness of the 
individual, or an offering to God, but an attitude of receptivity, wherein one 
is content to receive God’s grace in the Sacrament.  
 Though he does not use the explicit language of sacrifice, Luther 
argues that there is an active element in the mass. The sacrament not only 
grants forgiveness through fellowship with Christ’s body and blood, but 
unites Christians to one another. Through this spiritual union, the believer 
shares the burdens of one’s fellow congregants. Luther argues that when 
“you have partaken of this sacrament, therefore, or desire to partake of it, 

                                                           
10 “All this makes it clear that this holy sacrament is naught else than a 

divine sign, in which Christ and all saints are pledges, granted and imparted, with 
all their works, sufferings, merits, mercies and possessions, for the comfort and 
strengthening of all who are in anxiety and sorrow, and are persecuted by the 
devil, sin, the world, the flesh and every evil; and that to receive the sacrament is 
nothing else than to desire all this and firmly to believe that it shall be done.” 
Works of Martin Luther II, 19. 

11 Works of Martin Luther II, 19. 
12 Works of Martin Luther II, 23. 
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you must in turn also share the misfortunes of the congregation, as was 
said.”13 In the sacrament, Christ gives the believer the benefits of his love 
and suffering, and consequently, the Christian then serves his neighbor 
through love and bearing other’s burdens.14 Luther purports that in the 
sacrament Christ says: 
 

I am the Head, I will first give myself for you, will make your suffering 
and misfortune Mine own and bear it for you, that you in turn may do the 
same for Me and for one another, have all things in common in Me and 
with Me, and let this sacrament be unto you a sure token of this all, that 
you may not forget Me, but daily call to mind and admonish one another 
by what I have done for you and still am doing, that you may be 
strengthened thereby, and also bear with one another.15 

 
Luther references the ancient practice of taking a collection for the poor in 
the church service as a way in which the Christians fulfills the sacrificial 
aspect of the mass.16 Even if this no longer happens during the service 
itself, it should be the Christians attitude outside of the service, lived in 
thanksgiving to God.  
 There are certain people who take advantage of the sacrament by 
imagining that they receive forgiveness ex opere operato and neglect the 
good of their neighbor. Luther says:  
 

There are those, indeed, who would share the benefit but not the cost, that 
is, who gladly hear in this sacrament that the help, fellowship and 
assistance of all the saints are promised and given to them, but who, 
because they fear the world, are unwilling in their turn to contribute to 
this fellowship, to help the poor, to endure sins, to care for the sick, to 
suffer with the suffering, to intercede for others, to defend the truth, to 
seek the reformation of the church and of all Christians at the risk of life, 
property and honor.17 

                                                           
13 Treatise on the Blessed Sacrament, 13. 
14 “Again, through this same love, we are to be changed and to make the 

infirmities of all other Christians our own, take upon ourselves their form and their 
necessity and make theirs all the good that is within our power, that they may 
enjoy it.” Blessed Sacrament, 18. 

15 Blessed Sacrament, 14. 
16 Blessed Sacrament, 16. 
17 Blessed Sacrament, 17. 
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These individuals receive no benefit from the sacrament, because “the 
sacrament has no blessing and significance unless love grows daily and so 
changes a man that he is made one with all others.”18 Luther is not making 
the efficacy of the sacrament dependent upon the love one has for their 
neighbor, but he recognizes that true faith in the sacramental promise 
results in a life of sacrificial love and service for one’s neighbors.  
 In the Babylonian Captivity, one of Luther’s three famous 
Reformation treatises, Luther argues against several aspects of the Roman 
practice of Holy Communion. He argues first against the withholding the 
cup from the laity, demonstrating a departure from his earlier treatise; 
secondly he argues against the scholastic distinctions used by Thomas to 
explain the nature of the presence of Christ in the elements. Luther then 
touches on the issue of this present article, the sacrifice of the Mass. He 
states that the belief that “the Mass is a good work or a sacrifice” is “the 
most wicked abuse of all.”19 Luther argues that this has happened due to the 
selling of Masses, placing salvation in the hands of the Priesthood and 
doling it out for money.  
 Luther argues for the Eucharist’s testamentary character. He 
demonstrates that the Supper was instituted as a divine promise to be 
enacted upon the testator’s death.20 It is the nature of the Sacrament as 
promise that had been obscured in the middle ages. Luther states that, “If 
the mass is a promise, as has been said, it is to be approached, not with any 
work or strength or merit, but with faith alone. For where there is the word 
of God who makes the promise, there must be the faith of man who takes 
it.”21 As in the earlier treatise, Luther emphasizes the Sacrament as an event 
of Gospel. It is given to comfort the sinful conscience, rather than burden it 
by being a meritorious action. The only action man needs to take is faith in 
the promise, so that the divine benefits offered in the Supper can be 
received.22 Also commensurate with his earlier treatise is Luther’s continual 
                                                           

18 Blessed Sacrament, 17. 
19 Babylonian Captivity, 194. 
20 Luther distinguishes between a testament and a promise: “For the one 

difference between a promise and testament is that a testament is a promise which 
implies the death of him who makes it.” Babylonian Captivity, 197. 

21 Babylonian Captivity, 197. 
22 “Herefrom you will see that nothing else is needed for a worthy holding 

of mass than a faith that confidently relies on this promise, believes Christ to be 
true in these words of His, and doubts not that these infinite blessings have been 
bestowed upon it.” Babylonian Captivity, 199. 
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reference to the Sacrament as a sign. Luther argues that, “In every promise 
of God two things are presented to us—the word and the sign—so that we 
are to understand the word to be the testament, but the sign to be the 
sacrament.”23 The word is primary, and the Sacraments are instruments 
which God has attached his word to, so that forgiveness might be delivered.  
 Luther’s problem with the medieval tradition of Eucharistic 
sacrifice is that the purity of faith has been replaced with an ex opere 
operato approach to the Sacrament.24 In this view, one’s faith does not 
matter, since the sacrament is efficacious regardless of the state of one’s 
faith. In this way, people are deceived into thinking they can merit grace by 
paying for a mass rather than receiving forgiveness with a receptive hand 
of faith.  Also problematic for Luther is the idea that one can perform a 
mass for the sake of someone else. For Luther, the idea that one can do a 
good work for another is tantamount to denying the necessity of personal 
faith. He writes: 
 

But if it is true that I can do this, then I can also hear and believe the 
Gospel for others, I can be baptized for another, I can be absolved from 
sins for another, I can also partake of the sacrament of the altar for 
another, and—to run the gamut of their sacraments also—I can marry a 
wife for another, be ordained for another, receive confirmation and 
extreme unction for another!... Therefore, let this irrefutable truth stand 
fast. Where there is a divine promise every one must stand upon his own 
feet, every one’s personal faith is demanded, every one will give an 
account of himself and will bear his own burden.25 

 
Luther’s view of the Eucharistic sacrifice is dependent upon his overall 
theological program which is founded upon the passive nature of the 
Christian in salvation.  
 Luther does allow, in The Babylonian Captivity, for good works and 
prayers as an important aspect of the Eucharistic service. He writes: “I am 
ready, however, to admit that the prayers which we pour out before God 
when we are gathered together to partake of the mass, are good works or 
benefits, which we impart, apply and communicate to one another, and 

                                                           
23 Babylonian Captivity, 203. 
24 Luther refers to this as “the very height of madness,” Babylonian 

Captivity, 207. 
25 Babylonian Captivity, 208-209. 
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which we offer for one another.”26 Thus, if there is any offering in the mass, 
it is not Christ himself who is offered, but the prayers of the faithful. 
Luther’s critique is not of the language of sacrifice,27 but that priests 
“imagine themselves to be offering up Christ Himself, as all-sufficient 
sacrifice, to God the Father, and to be performing a good work for all whom 
they have the intention to benefit.”28 In doing this, they neglect the chief 
article because “they put their trust in the work which the mass 
accomplishes, and they do not ascribe this work to prayer.”29 The Roman 
view of sacrifice is a confusion of Law and Gospel by “offer[ing] to God 
what should be received as a benefit.”30 
 Luther argues that a necessary distinction must be help between 
the reception of the Sacrament, and the offering of praise that is given 
during the mass.31 God’s gifts are primary, and the sacrifice of praise arises 
only in response to God’s gift of Christ’s body and blood. Faith receives 
God’s forgiveness through the elements, and consequently offers up 
prayers on behalf of others. The reception of the elements cannot be done 
on behalf of other people, since it is received personally in faith;32 however, 
the prayers of the faithful during the Eucharistic service “may be extended 
to as many persons as one desires.”33 These offerings in response to God’s 
grace received in the bread and wine are, according to Luther, what the 
fathers spoke of when discussing the Eucharist as sacrifice. He writes: 
 

                                                           
26 Babylonian Captivity, 210. 
27 Luther himself does use the term “sacrifice” as a description of the 

prayers offered in the mass. He says: “We must, therefore, not confound these 
two—the mass and the prayers, the sacrament and the work, the testament and the 
sacrifice; for the one comes from God to us, through the ministration of the priest, 
and demands his answer. The former descends, the latter ascends.” Babylonian 
Captivity, 217. 

28 Babylonian Captivity, 211. 
29 Babylonian Captivity, 211. 
30 Babylonian Captivity, 211. 
31 “It is necessary, therefore, to make a sharp distinction between the 

testament or sacrament itself and the prayers which are offered.” Babylonian 
Captivity, 211 

32 “It is certain, therefore, that the mass is not a work which may be 
communicated to others, but it is the object, as it is called, of faith, for the 
strengthening and nourishing of the personal faith of each individual.” Babylonian 
Captivity, 211. 

33 Babylonian Captivity, 211. 
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The Apostle instructs us in 1 Corinthians 11 that it was customary for 
Christ’s believers, when they came together to mass, to bring with them 
meat and drink, which they called “collections” and distributed among all 
who were in want, after the example of the apostles in Acts 4. From this 
store was taken the portion of bread and wine that was consecrated for 
use in the sacrament. And since all this store of meat and drink was 
sanctified by the word and by prayer, being “lifted up” according to the 
Hebrew rite of which we read in Moses, the words and the rite of this 
lifting up, or offering, have come down to us, although the custom of 
collecting that which was offered, or lifted up, has fallen long into disuse.34 

 
In this view, the sacrifice is primarily a reference to giving alms to the poor, 
which was an essential aspect of the early mass. Luther connects this to the 
Elevation of the Host. He purports that this act is “a survival of the Hebrew 
rite of lifting up what was received with thanksgiving and returned to 
God.”35 Along with being an act of thanksgiving, the act of elevation is also 
performed to encourage and strengthen the faith of the congregation in the 
words of institution.36 Accompanied by the sacrifice of thanksgiving which 
occurs in view of the testamental character of the sacrament, Luther is also 
willing to see the giving of the bread and wine, prior to consecration, as an 
act of sacrifice. He states that “the bread and wine are offered at first, in 
order that they may be blessed and thus sanctified by the Word and by 
prayer; but after they have been blessed and consecrated, they are no 
longer offered, but received as a gift from God.”37 
 It has been demonstrated that the doctrine of Eucharistic sacrifice is 
not absent from Luther’s theology. What the reformer attacked was the 
popular conception of the Supper as a sacrificial work of the priest. This, in 
his view, completely destroyed the testamentary character of the 
sacrament, in which God’s unilateral promise is granted. The priest does 
not offer Christ to the Father, but the Father offers Christ and his benefits 
to the believer. There is, however, another sense in which it is valid to 
speak of sacrifice. Through faith, one offers themselves to God as an act of 
thanksgiving. This occurs in the liturgy through acts of prayer and 

                                                           
34 Babylonian Captivity, 213. 
35 Babylonian Captivity, 214. 
36 “For it is faith that the priest ought to awaken in us by this act of 

elevation.” Babylonian Captivity, 214. 
37 Babylonian Captivity, 215. 
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thanksgiving, along with almsgiving. The church also offers the bread and 
wine to God so that he might sanctify the elements.  

 
Melanchthon 

 
It is in Melanchthon’s writings that the theology of Eucharistic sacrifice 
becomes defined. Drawing on Luther’s criticism of the Roman mass, as well 
as his emphasis on the praise offered in thanksgiving during the church 
service, Melanchthon proposes a doctrine of Eucharist sacrifice which is 
thoroughgoing in the life of the Christian. The life of the Christian is one 
lived in perpetual thanksgiving for God’s grace, and is in this way 
Eucharistic. There is, however, special import for this thanksgiving in the 
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  
 Melanchthon expounds upon his doctrine of the Eucharist in the 
Apology of the Augsburg Confession. This is important to study both as a 
testimony to Melanchthon’s approach to the subject, and due to the 
Confessional status of this document. Before entering into polemical 
dialogue, Melanchthon is quick to clarify that: 
 

We do not abolish the Mass but religiously retain and defend it. Among us 
the Mass is celebrated every Lord’s day and on other festivals, when the 
sacrament is made available to those who wish to partake of it, after they 
have been examined and absolved. We also keep traditional liturgical 
forms, such as the order of readings, prayers, vestments, and other similar 
things. (Ap. XXIV.1) 

 
This expresses the conservative nature of the Lutheran reformation; 
Melanchthon did not desire to aid in the founding of a new church, but 
sought to keep the liturgical developments of the medieval church while 
rejecting the elements that contradicted the gospel. This conservatism 
included the celebration of the mass, demonstrating the central role of the 
Eucharist in Lutheran worship, as opposed to other movements of reform in 
the sixteenth century.  
 The ex opere operato nature of the sacrament is chief among 
Melanchthon’s criticisms of the Roman mass. Like Luther, Melanchthon 
argued that a mechanical approach to sacramental grace negates the 
necessity of personal faith, and places salvation into the hands of one 
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administering the sacrament.38 He also vehemently opposes the idea that 
one can perform a sacrament on behalf of another person, and the practice 
of selling grace, by making people pay for private masses. This makes the 
Supper a good work which can be transferred from one person to another, 
and again contradicts the chief article of the Lutheran Reformation: sola 
fide. Melanchthon concludes that “no sane person can approve this 
Pharisaical and pagan opinion about ex opere operato.” (Ap.XXIV.13)  
 The argument then proceeds with an extended discussion of the 
nature of sacrifice, which is at the heart of the present discussion. At the 
center of Melanchthon’s argument is the distinction he makes between 
sacrament and sacrifice. The reformer is following Luther on this point, as a 
similar distinction was made in the Babylonian Captivity. Melanchthon 
defines a sacrament as “a ceremony or work in which God presents to us 
what the promise joined to the ceremony offers” (Ap. XXIV.18). He then 
distinguishes between two different types of sacrifice. The first is the 
atoning, or propitiatory, sacrifice. This type of sacrifice is salvific—it 
reconciles to God. The second type of sacrifice is Eucharistic. Eucharistic 
sacrifices are in no way meritorious, but are performed as an act of 
thanksgiving for God’s grace. Melanchthon warns that “we must never lose 
sight of those two kinds of sacrifices, and we should take special care not to 
confuse them” (Ap. XXIV.20). It is in this context that Melanchthon’s view 
of a proper Eucharistic sacrifice is explained. 
 For Melanchthon, there is only one sacrifice that is propitiatory—
that of Christ on the cross.39 The Old Covenant sacrifices were often called 
atoning, but this signification was relative; they were not atoning in 
themselves, but pointed forward toward the one atoning sacrifice.40 
Melanchthon rejects the assertion of Aquinas that “the body of the Lord, 

                                                           
38 “It is impossible to receive the forgiveness of sins ex opere operato on 

account of our works. Instead, faith must conquer the terrors of sin and death, 
when we comfort our hearts with the knowledge of Christ and realize that we are 
forgiven on account of Christ and are given the merits and righteousness of 
Christ.” (Ap. XXIV.12) 

39 “Therefore let this remain the case, that the death of Christ alone is 
truly an atoning sacrifice” (Ap. XXIV.23). 

40 “Moreover, because they had come to an end with the revelation of the 
gospel, they were not truly atoning sacrifices, since the gospel was promised for 
the very reason that it set forth the atoning sacrifice” (Ap. XXIV.24). and again: 
“Levitical sacrifices for sin did not merit the forgiveness of sins before God; as we 
have already said, they were only an image of the sacrifice of Christ, which was to 
be the one atoning sacrifice.” (Ap.XXIV.53) 
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once offered on the cross for original debt, is daily offered on the altar for 
daily offenses, so that in this [offering] the church might have a service that 
reconciles God to itself” (Ap. XXIV.62). This view of the Eucharist displaces 
the cross and confuses the two types of sacrifices discussed in Scripture. 
 Melanchthon identifies Eucharistic sacrifices as “sacrifices of 
praise,” which are: “the preaching of the gospel, faith, prayer, thanksgiving, 
confession, the afflictions of the saints, and indeed, all the good works of 
the saints.” (Ap.XXIV.26). These are not sacrifices that merit grace, but are 
grateful responses to the grace already given. As is apparent from this list, 
these Eucharistic sacrifices encapsulate nearly every aspect of the Christian 
life, from one’s faith which gives God the glory due him, to the suffering of 
Christians, to every good work a believer performs. Rather than limited the 
concept of sacrifice to the mass, Melanchthon expounds upon the concept 
as something that happens outside of the Worship service. The key 
component to these sacrifices of praise is the faith that stands behind the 
action. This is in contrast to the ex opere operato view of his opponents.41 
 Though he often refers to good works as acts of sacrifice, 
Melanchthon does confess that the Communion service itself is Eucharistic. 
He states: 
 

We readily concede that all who want to include the ceremony [of the 
Mass] here may do so as long as they do not interpret it as a mere 
ceremony or do not mean that by itself (ex opere operato) the ceremony is 
beneficial. For just as among the sacrifices of praise, that is, among the 
praises of God, we include the proclamation of the Word, so the reception 
of the Lord’s Supper itself can be a praise or thanksgiving. (Ap. XXIV.33) 

 
In the above text, Melanchthon goes beyond Luther in allowing reception to 
be an instance of sacrifice. For Luther, the celebration of the mass was 
considered a sacrifice only when viewed in its entirety. He desired to 
distinguish between sacrament and sacrifice to such an extent that 
reception was to be identified as a sacrament but not a sacrifice. 
Melanchthon is more willing to identify all aspects of the Communion 
service as Eucharistic. 

                                                           
41 “He commands us to offer praises, that is, prayer, thanksgiving, 

confession, and the like. These avail not ex opere operato, but on account of faith.” 
(Ap. XXIV.26) 
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 Sacrifice is a daily reality for the Christian. This is not because the 
body and blood of Christ are offered before the Father daily, but because 
the Christian church offers praise daily. In contrast to the Roman approach, 
“the commemoration is the real daily sacrifice, that is, proclamation and 
faith that truly believes God is reconciled by the death of Christ” 
(Ap.XXIV.38). This sacrifice is not a mere intellectual recollection of the 
events that compromise the gospel, but also includes “being put to death 
and being made alive” (Ap. XXIV.39). The Christian daily offers their old 
self to God, to be put to death, as God raises the new man to life through 
the power of the gospel. Melanchthon fears that the Roman church has 
spoken of the daily sacrifice in a ritualistic manner, neglecting the 
importance of true faith and repentance. The liturgical action has replaced 
the meaning behind the act.  

Melanchthon is careful to distinguish ritual and appearance from 
the necessary aspects of sacrifice in the service. He argues that “true 
adornment of churches is godly, useful, and clear doctrine, the devout use 
of the sacraments, ardent prayer, and the like” (Ap. XXIV.51). Excessive 
obsession with the appearance of the church, in his view, had replaced 
these more important aspects of the service. He purports that “if the 
opponents make such things the center of worship rather than the 
proclamation of the gospel, faith, and its struggles, they should be 
numbered among those whom Daniel describes as worshipping their god 
with gold and silver” (Ap. XXIV.51). Though liturgy, vestments, and the 
appearance of the sanctuary are important, they must never replace true 
faith and worship.42 

Another false conception of sacrifice arises from the view of the 
new covenant priesthood held by the Roman church. There is no priest in 
the new covenant who is able to offer sacrifices for the forgiveness of sin, 
save Christ himself.43 Melanchthon warns that, “[I]f we required some other 
satisfaction for application to the sins of others and reconciliation with 
God, we would simply be setting up another mediator besides Christ” (Ap. 
XXIV.58). In contradistinction to the Levitical priesthood, the church’s 
ministry is “spiritual,” and “presents the gospel and sacraments to others so 

                                                           
42 Melanchthon conjectures that, “the services of the Mass and the rest of 

the papal order are nothing else than false zeal arising from a misinterpretation of 
the Levitical order.” (Ap. XXIV.32). 

43 “Therefore, if anyone argues that the New Testament must have a priest 
who makes offerings for sins, this must be applied only to Christ.” (Ap.XXIV.58) 
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that they might thereby receive faith and the Holy Spirit, be put to death 
and be made alive” (Ap. XXIV.59). This is a ministry of the Spirit, whereby 
the Spirit convicts of sin and “gives them new birth and life” (Ap.XXIV.59). 
Melanchthon concludes that “neither can our opponents produce a single 
syllable from the Scriptures in defense of these fables, which they teach 
with such great authority in the church; nor do they have the support of the 
ancient church and the Fathers” (Ap. XXIV.65). 

The final point Melanchthon makes in the Apology is written 
against the Zwinglian approach to the Supper. He argues that the Supper is 
not purely a testimony of the Christian’s faith, but is a gift of God to the 
believer. He defines “sacrament” in the same manner that Luther does, 
including the necessity of both an outward sign and the Word. He argues 
that “the Word, therefore, offers forgiveness of sins…The ceremony is like a 
picture of the Word or a “seal,” as Paul calls it [Rom. 4:11], that shows forth 
the promise” (Ap. XXIV.70). It is in this context that Melanchthon 
distinguishes the Zwinglian use of the term “sign,” and the Lutheran 
utilization of signification language. He writes that: “Sacraments are signs 
of God’s will toward us, not simply of the people’s will among themselves, 
and so it is right to define the New Testament sacraments as signs of grace” 
(Ap.XXIV.69). Melanchthon does not divorce the sign from that which is 
signified, purporting that grace is both signified and given in the 
sacraments.  

As the Christian receives the sign of God’s favor through the 
sacraments, he then gives God thanks.  

 
Once a conscience has been uplifted by faith and realizes its freedom from 
terror, then it fervently gives thanks for the benefits of Christ and for his 
suffering. It uses the ceremony itself as praise to God, as a way of 
demonstrating its gratitude, and as a witness of its high esteem for the 
gifts of God. In this way, the ceremony becomes a sacrifice of praise. (Ap. 
XXIV.74) 

 
Thus, the sacramental celebration is not simply a one way event. God both 
offers his grace to the recipient, and the believer uses this ceremony as an 
opportunity to praise God for his great gifts. What is important to 
Melanchthon is the priority and prominence of God’s act in the mass, rather 
than man’s. Both the Roman Catholic and Zwinglian parties had neglected 
the gracious nature of the sacrament, by making it a work of man. In 
contradistinction to this, Melanchthon is careful to emphasize that man’s 
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role is secondary and responsive to God’s prior action. Through citations of 
Ambrose44 and Cyprian,45 Melanchthon purports that the patristic approach 
to the Supper is commensurate with his own. It is the Roman church that 
has departed from the historic church’s view of the Lord’s Supper, not the 
reformers.  
 Throughout the Apology it is apparent that Eucharistic sacrifice is 
an important element of Melanchthon’s theology. He, like Luther, criticizes 
the Roman Church, not for viewing the Eucharist as a sacrifice, but as the 
wrong kind of sacrifice. The Eucharist is not a propitiatory and atoning 
sacrifice, because that would displace the cross from its central position as 
the only truly atoning sacrifice. Through the sacrament, God’s forgiveness 
is granted, and his good will toward his people is signified. When receiving 
the elements, one should give thanks and praise to God as an offering in 
response to God’s gracious action. This thanksgiving extends itself 
throughout the mass, as one offers up praise, prayers, and petitions; it also 
extends beyond the church service itself and defines the good works of the 
believer in the world.  
 

Conclusion 
 

Luther and Melanchthon’s approaches to the Eucharist paint a consistent 
picture of both the orthodox and heterodox approaches to Holy 
Communion. For both writers, there is an important distinction to be made 
between sacrament and sacrifice. A sacrament is the work of God alone 
which brings forgiveness. Sacrifice is an act of man. A confusion of these 
two concepts had occurred in the Roman mass, and amounted to a 
confusion of law and gospel, displacing the centrality of grace. However, so 
long as this distinction is clearly explained and understood, it is valid to 
speak of the Eucharist as sacrifice. The Eucharist is not an atoning sacrifice, 
but is a thank-offering, given in response to God’s act of justification. For 

                                                           
44 “Concerning consolation Ambrose says, ‘Go to him and be absolved, 

because he is the forgiveness of sins. Do you ask who he is? Listen to him when he 
says [John 6:35], ‘I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be 
hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.’” Ap. XXIV.75. 

45 “There are also statements about thanksgiving, like that very beautiful 
statement of Cyprian concerning those who receive the sacrament in godly 
fashion: He says, ‘In returning thanks to the Giver for such an abundant blessing, 
piety divides its thanks between what has been given and what has been forgiven.’” 
Ap. XXIV.76. 
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Luther, this shows itself throughout the service as one offers continual 
praises to God, as well as through the ancient practice of giving alms to the 
poor. Sacrifice is also offered through the prayers of the faithful which are 
offered on behalf of others. Finally, the giving of the bread and wine for use 
in the service is an act of sacrifice, giving the elements to God so that they 
might be sanctified. Melanchthon repeats all of these same aspects of 
sacrifice, but also adds that the reception itself can be an act of 
thanksgiving if the elements are received in faith. If the views of Luther and 
Melanchthon are harmonized, the entire mass can be seen as an instance of 
Eucharistic sacrifice, from the prayers, to the hymns sung, to the giving and 
reception of the elements, and even the sermon. This demonstrates that the 
worship service is not entirely a one way act; it involves both God as the 
giver of gifts, and man as the thankful recipient of those gifts.  
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Communion Conflict:  
The Disagreement between the ALC and  

the LCA During the Formulation of  
The Lutheran Book of Worship1 

By Curtis E. Leins  
 

Introduction 
 

During the early 1970’s, a loud and long conflict took place between the 
major forces for liturgical formulation in the American Lutheran Church 
and the Lutheran Church in America. That which precipitated the 
controversy was the development of Communion prayers for the new 
Lutheran Book of Worship.2 However, one might suspect that even were 
no new hymnal being prepared, a fiery debate was inevitable given the 
diametrically opposed points of view of the A.L.C. and the L.C.A. 
concerning Luther’s and Lutheran sacramentology.3  

It is the purpose of this paper to outline the viewpoints of these 
two churches as represented by their leading theologians in a symposium 
held in Waukegan, Illinois in October of 1973. The Waukegan 
Symposium provides us with a rather clear picture of the enormous 
differences in interpretation and direction exhibited by the two bodies. 

                                                           
1
 Reprinted with permission from Gettysburg Seminary 

Bulletin (now Seminary Ridge Review) 67.4 (1987): 17-34. 
2 Lutheran Book of Worship Prepared by the churches participating in the 

Inter-Lutheran Commission on Worship: Lutheran Church in America, The 
American Lutheran Church, The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Canada, The 
Lutheran Church Missouri Synod (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 
Philadelphia: Board of Publication, Lutheran Church in America, 1978). 

3 Though its expressed purpose is not necessarily to do so, this paper will, 
in some part, show how painful a disagreement this was. On one level, all 
Lutherans, were affected by the strain and struggle of these two large bodies toward 
unity, even though the conflict was perceived as occurring, as it were, "higher up." 
However, on a personal level, the process was much more painful for the principal 
theologians involved because they were long-standing friends, and well regarded by 
one another. They recognized the far-reaching impact their task would have upon 
the nature of Lutheran worship for years to come. They became committed to their 
opposing positions fearing that any compromise, even for the sake of Christian 
unity, could be regarded by others and perhaps even themselves, as a betrayal of 
biblical truth and Lutheran theology. A great deal was at risk historically, 
theologically, and personally. 
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Surely there were many indications before this time. The Inter-Lutheran 
Commission on Worship4 had been testing and surveying the preliminary 
Communion liturgy of the two churches for three years and had received 
hundreds of responses from seminary faculties, pastors and lay persons. 
However, when the two church presidents called for a symposium, to be 
attended by twenty-seven professors, pastors, and staff,5 the stage was 
set for a volatile and passionate expression of differences. This was the 
logical and necessary next step in the development of a mutually 
acceptable worship form. The presidents, as well as Eugene Brand, the 
I.L.C.W. chairman, are to be commended for devising such an arena. It 
should be noted that though there were certainly theologians and pastors 
in each church body who held viewpoints on either side of the issues 
about to be discussed, the fact that these particular persons were chosen 
as spokespersons by their respective bodies dramatically demonstrates 
the overall direction and desire of each church. 

The symposium documents,6 along with the minutes recorded by 
the I.L.C.W. Subcommittee on Eucharistic Prayers7 allow us to focus our 
attention upon three crucial criteria considered in the liturgical 
formulation process, namely conformity with Holy Scripture, Lutheran 
theology, and accepted liturgical precedents. However, one of the most 
interesting features of the disagreement that surfaced is that, though the 
                                                           

4 “In 1965, after abandoning work on a project of its own begun in 1953, 
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod issued an invitation to other Lutheran 
churches in North America to join it in work toward a common hymnal and service 
book. Ground work for such a venture had been laid in joint work on Culto 
Cristiano (1964), a book for Spanish-speaking Lutherans. The invitation was 
accepted by the Lutheran Church in America, the Synod of Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America, the Synod of Evangelical Lutheran Churches (Slovak), and The 
American Lutheran Church, and in 1966 the Inter-Lutheran Commission on 
Worship was formed. Soon thereafter the Slovak church merged with The Lutheran 
Church-Missouri Synod, and was replaced as a partner in the ILCW by The 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada, formerly the Canadian district of The 
American Lutheran Church.” Lutheran Book of Worship, p. 7. 

5 For a listing of the 27 participants of the Waukegan Symposium, see The 
Lutheran Quarterly (May 1974) Vol. 2: 109. 

6 ‘The Symposium Papers are published in The Lutheran Quarterly 26 (May 
1974) Vol. 2. 

7 Inter-Lutheran Commission on Worship’s Subcommittee on Eucharistic 
Prayers has its Minutes on microfilm. Record Group #31: Inter-Lutheran Commission 
on Worship (New York, N.Y.: The Library, Lutheran Council in the USA). 
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same criteria are used by each church body, interpretations are so 
extremely different that the conchs sins reached are exactly opposite. At 
times the possibility of any resolution appears remote and the likelihood of 
a joint publication extremely doubtful.8 

One may think that because this inter-Lutheran conflict is some 
thirty years old, it is dated and irrelevant material. However, these 
issues are and will continue to be of vital importance, especially during 
the incipient years of the new Lutheran Church, the E.L.C.A. Because 
the persons involved have not changed their positions appreciably, 
because we continue to look to these persons for theological authority 
and leadership, and because the merger can only heighten rather than 
lessen the opportunity for further confrontation, the question of 
appropriate Communion prayers acceptable to all Lutherans in the 
E.L.C.A. is more than ever a crucial one. It is implicit in our last 
statement that the prayers provided in the LBW are not acceptable to all 
Lutherans in the new Church. This is because parts of prayers or entire 
prayers contained therein are objectionable to both the A.L.C. and the 
L.C.A. theologians reviewed in this paper. This truth will be borne out in 
the pages which follow. However, it should be noted again that the fact 
that a group of co-published Communion prayers exists at all is a tribute 
to the tireless efforts of Eugene Brand and the I.L.C.W., the unanimous 
commitment to work for unity exhibited by every theologian and synod 
leader involved, and the overpowering work of the Holy Spirit.  

 
The L.C.A. Position 

Realizing Eschatological Significance 
 

In preparation for the Waukegan Symposium, Robert Jenson was asked 
to produce a paper on the work of the Spirit in the liturgy.9 During his 
study of several ancient liturgies in preparation for the writing of his 
paper, he was, “...struck more than by anything else, by the 
eschatological richness and creativity of the eastern anaphorae, and by 
the dismal poverty of the western canons.”10 Eschatological promise and 
                                                           

8 Forde makes comments to this end. See "Forde-Jenson Papers," Record 
Group #31: roll #10. 

9 Robert Jenson, "Liturgy of the Spirit," Lutheran Quarterly 26 (May 1974) 
vol. 2: 189-203. 

10 Ibid, p. 191 
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anticipation must be present in the Lutheran eucharistic liturgy if it is to 
be spirited worship. Therefore, Jenson encourages those in the process 
of developing a new canon to emulate the east. 

After a critique of recent American Lutheran prayers, Jenson 
proposes the inclusion of several eastern components. The eucharistic 
prayer should first include a section of “direct praise to God.”11 This should 
be a recitation of salvation history which goes beyond the mere recounting 
of past events. It should contain the anticipation of the future and 
completing work of the Lord. Then the anamnesis should be included as a 
meeting of the completed, past work and the promised, future work of the 
Lord in the present-tense. As for the epiclesis itself, it is a given and 
essential portion of the prayer. Historically, it has had the following 
characteristics: a call for the Spirit to come or be sent; an invocation upon 
the elements, sometimes an invocation upon the people; a request for the 
Spirit’s presence; by the fourth century, a request for consecration; and a 
statement concerning the reality of an open future. 

Jenson advocates the inclusion of an epiclesis in the Lutheran 
liturgy because it, better than any other component of the prayer, allows 
the people of God to give voice to the eschatological tension in which 
they live. “Throughout the thanksgiving-tradition, the invoked presence 
of the Spirit is intrinsically eschatological-telic.”12 Through the prayer for 
the Spirit, the Christian community calls upon God to bring to fulfillment 
in the Church and the world all that is begun in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus. Jenson further argues that, because the bread and 
cup are already the body and blood of Jesus Christ, to invoke the Spirit is 
simply to bring his body into proper relation with his spirit. To do 
otherwise would be to have only a dead Corpus Christi both on the altar 
and in the pew.13 

Jenson concludes by clarifying that the purpose of the epiclesis can 
never be to consecrate elements. Neither do the verba consecrate. Within 
the context of the worshiping community, bread and wine simply are body 
and blood of Christ. “The whole notion of a liturgical consecration of the 
elements to be the body and blood misses the eschatological time-structure 
of the event,”14 says Jenson. It is the action of the people, eating and 

                                                           
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid, 195. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid, 196. 
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drinking in faith according to the Lord’s command, through which they 
receive the body and blood. Here, he cites the Lutheran axiom that 
“outside the use there is no sacrament,” saying that to identify a 
consecratory moment or act, after which the body is present, leads to a 
materialism which treats the Lord’s presence as a thing. 

However, toward the end of his paper, Jenson goes a step farther than 
we might have expected. For though it appeared unlikely from his 
statements above, he is willing to identify a moment at which a 
consecration takes place. It cannot be at the verba or the epiclesis; this 
much is obvious. But at the offertory, he maintains, when the elements are 
set on the table for the purpose of adhering to the Lord’s command, then, 
they “simply are without further ado, the body and blood.”15  

Therefore, Jenson offers his hearers an innovative suggestion, one 
which was later adopted by the Subcommittee on Eucharistic Prayers, 
though never acted upon. He proposes the insertion of a “consecratory” 
epiclesis at the time of the offering.16 A model for such a prayer is provided 
in the text of his paper. 

 
Our Father, accept these gifts of bread, wine, and money. Use the 
money to work your good will in the world. Let your Spirit hallow the 
bread and wine, that in the use for which we bring them, our Lord’s 
body and blood may be for us life-giving, liberating body and blood, 
true seals of your gift of new life to us, and of our offering to you of 
our bodies and hopes.17 

 
In summary, though the Symposium is reminded by Dr. Jenson that neither 
the thanksgiving as a unit, nor any portion of it, are consecratory, he 
encourages the I.L.C.W. to adopt a Trinitarian form for the eucharistic 
prayer: a praise of the Father, anamnesis of the Son (with eschatological 
vision), and epiclesis of the Spirit. Such an invocation of the Spirit is attested 
to by virtually every ancient canon and is not optional. It is in full keeping 
with scripture to invoke the Spirit upon gifts and persons. Finally, because 
the Spirit is that person of the Trinity which is the future of God to Himself 

                                                           
15 Ibid. 
16 “LTC Subcommitte on Eucharistic Prayers,” initial meeting, March 12-

13, 1974. Record Group #31. roll #2. 
17 Robert Jenson, "Liturgy," p. 199.  
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and his people as Fulfillment, it is fitting that in order to express our 
eschatological hope, an invocation of the Spirit should be made.18 
 

Following Jewish Prayer Forms 
 

Soon after the first meeting of the Subcommittee on Eucharistic Prayers, 
which took place about six months after the Symposium, Jenson produced a 
document entitled, “The Reason and Character of the ‘Great 
Thanksgiving.’”19 The thrust of this paper is to show that the proper 
eucharistic form which both adheres to Jesus’ scriptural command and 
preserves the Jewish liturgical context must be based upon its Jewish 
antecedents. Jenson presents a four step argument.  

1) The scriptural command to "Do this" refers specifically to the prayers 
and actions of Jesus before and after the supper.20 Jesus and his disciples 
understand the command to require a prescribed set of verbal and non-
verbal actions corresponding to his own actions, that is, corresponding to 
his reinterpretation of the Jewish prayer form. The "this" to which Jesus 
refers is his reinterpreted Jewish prayer-meal. 

2) By examination of the form and intention of Jewish table graces, we 
can better understand what it is that Jesus meant and did, and thereby, 
what Jesus means us to do. In this way, we can more accurately fulfill his 
command. Such an examination yields that Jews offered prayers of 
thanksgiving for the saving deeds of God, especially calling to remembrance 
before God and his people those past actions and promises as a means of 
invoking his Spirit to bring to fulfillment the remainder of his promises. 
Utilizing this same form, Jesus constructed a new prayer with his own 
salvific deeds as the central feature. We see the early Christians following 
his command to repeat this meal, offering prayers of thanksgiving to God, 
especially calling to remembrance the actions and promises of Christ, and 
invoking his Spirit to bring all to perfect fulfillment. We can only know the 
form of the thanksgiving as intended by Jesus through the examination of 
Jewish meal prayers. Further, we can only make Eucharist in his 

                                                           
18 Ibid, 190. 
19 At least two drafts of this paper appear in the Minutes of the 

Subcommittee. Our remarks are based upon the Second Draft, presented in 
October of 1974, unless noted otherwise. Robert Jenson, "The Reason and 
Character of the ‘Great Thanksgiving, Record Group #31: roll #4. 

20 Ibid, 1. 
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remembrance and in accordance with his divine injunction by following the 
ancient Jewish form.21 

3) The Eucharist is not “prayer only not proclamation only, but a third 
embracing both: thanksgiving.”22 At this point Jenson is responding to the 
position which maintains that the prayer and especially the verba must be 
proclamatory. Contrarily, the call, "Bless God" is directed both toward God 
and his people, Jenson holds. The grace at the table is addressed both to the 
companions seated and the God of deliverance. His opponents claim that 
anything other than a proclamatory emphasis allows for works 
righteousness. Sacrificial motifs creep in and confuse the fact that the 
Lord’s Supper must be, from start to finish, God’s work alone. Jenson 
disagrees, saying that by virtue of our participatory actions we are 
necessarily doing something. It is not possible or correct to exclude our 
actions. 

 
Law and gospel must be "rightly divided" here as elsewhere. What we 
should do as our thanksgiving is one thing, what God promises to do 
with what we do is another, and the two may neither be confused nor 
separated. We are to perform our whole act of thanksgiving and 
fellowship — and abandon it to Cod as the element of his act of self-
giving presence.23 

 
4) The final portion of the paper suggests a classic pattern for the 

Lutheran canon, a "prayer-proclamation" form: 
a) Sursum Corda — The thanksgiving begins with a dialogue between 

presider and people. 
b) Salvation History — A protracted section of praise recounts God’s acts 

of saving love. A portion of this section has, in the West, occurred before 
the Sanctus and is called the Preface. 

c) Sanctus — The Salvation History is interrupted by the Hymn of the 
Angels. It quickly continues with the recitation of God’s mighty acts, culmi-
nating in the life, death, resurrection, ascension, and future coming of 
Christ. 

                                                           
21 Ibid, 2. 
22 Ibid, 1. 
23 Ibid, 3. 
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d) Verba — Jenson states specifically that the Institution Narrative must 
not be a reading or conflating of scripture. It is an expressive telling of 
the story. 

e) Anamnesis — This is a call given both to God and to the fellowship to 
remember the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. Jenson is careful to 
explain that, because the Eucharist is an act utilizing both words and 
actions, at times in history some have construed our words or actions to be 
the saving deeds. Hence, the language of sacrifice must be carefully 
expressed. 

f) Epiclesis — Because only God’s action through Christ is what brings 
salvation and not any action of our own, the prayer continues with a call to 
God that his Spirit be sent to bring to fulfillment his promises for us and our 
world. 

g) Doxology — A grand and concluding doxology sings God’s praise. In 
his symposium paper, “Liturgy of the Spirit,” Jenson has fewer, if any, 
known targets. He is fulfilling a request to write a general paper on the 
Spirit. He was actually out of the country for a good portion of time prior 
to the writing of it and was not abreast of the debate over the structure of 
Communion prayers.24 However, this paper, “The Reason and Character of 
the ‘Great Thanksgiving,’” shows Jenson assuming a polemical stance 
against those who claim that there is no place in the prayer for an 
anamnesis or epiclesis. He does so by maintaining that Jesus has 
commanded the duplication of his words and actions, both of which are 
distinctively couched in the form of Jewish prayer ritual. Further, he is 
holding a hard line against those who would restrict the prayer or the 
verba alone to a proclamation only. Jenson will not make a radical 
distinction between sacrament and sacrifice, calling this notion, 
“preposterious.” “The beruch is addressed neither to God nor the 
congregation but to both.”25 In his estimation, it is not only improper but 
impossible to hold the two as distinct from one another. 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
24 Interview with Robert Jenson, Lutheran Theological Seminary at 

Gettysburg, 3 April 1987: 

25 Ibid. 
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Obeying the Biblical Command 
 

Gordon Lathrop was also asked to prepare a paper to be delivered at the 
Waukegan Symposium. His article, "Prayers of Jesus and the Church," 
provides an understanding of the structure of Jesus’ table grace by 
outlining a variety of New Testament and Jewish table prayers. He shows 
that the subapostolic tradition which developed into the current 
eucharistic prayer form is based upon its Jewish predecessors. Therefore, 
rather than being innovators, those who support a full eucharistic prayer, 
including the three parts described below, are actually being truer to 
historical context and biblical injunction. 

Lutherans have often cited the Formula Missae of 1523, which 
contains a prayer with the verba standing alone, as Luther’s preference. 
The argument has often been on biblical grounds, that is, the eucharistic 
prayer should not include human elaboration but only verba Christi. 
Lathrop holds that the same motivation, the primacy of scripture, can 
lead one to a fuller eucharistic prayer. 

He begins, as did Jenson, by interpreting the scriptural command, "Do 
this," to have as its referent the prayers of Jesus before and after the meal. 
Because Lutherans are required by the Solid Declaration26 to do the 
actions of Jesus when we celebrate, and because we now have a fuller 
understanding of his actions, our new liturgy can better fulfill our 
confessional mandate. 

 
The Confessions require for the celebration of the Eucharist the 
actions implied by Jesus’ words, "do this." If on the basis of modern 
biblical studies we may now understand "do this" and "bless" or "give 
thanks" more clearly than we have, we need not then be afraid to 
draw the ritual conclusions these studies imply.27 

 
In fulfillment of Jesus’ command, we must adhere to the structure of the 13 
era koth and Hodayoth. The Birkat ha-Mazon reveals a threefold pattern of 
interdependent motifs: “creation, redemption, fulfillment or on praise for 
food, anamnesis of Torah and the promised land, prayer for God to 
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remember and fulfill what he has done.”28 Comparison of these Jewish 
patterns with New Testament prayer forms and early Christian forms 
reveals a similar structure. Lathrop shows that the meal berakoth 
correspond directly to Jesus’ actions on several occasions of prayer and to 
other prayers contained in scripture. This was also the pattern followed by 
the patristic liturgiologists. The Lutheran community, in keeping with early 
Christian prayers, New Testament prayers, the prayers of Jesus, and Jewish 
prayer forms, must construct its eucharistic celebration according to the 
same model. 

 A powerful and recurring theme of all these prayers has been and must 
continue to be participation in the "eschatological situation." For Jesus, the 
meal was a "Kingdom-meal" which initiated the beginning of the Kingdom 
of Heaven in the present and looked to the future for its perfect fulfillment. 
According to Lathrop, the Eucharist of the Christian community should "be 
understood as a reappropriation in a new cultural situation of what it 
meant in earlier times to say the berakah: the act of God for which he is 
praised is still engaging the community (anamnesis); the prayer brings the 
community face to face with the reality of God (sacrifice); God is asked to 
work out in us and to fulfill in the world that for which he is praised 
(epiclesis).”29 

We may understand that the formulation of a eucharistic prayer 
which includes anything less than a fluid yet distinct occurence of the three 
required moments is no eucharistic prayer, for it does not fulfill the divine 
command to "do this." 

 
Reinterpreting Luther’s Celebration 

 
Though Frank Senn was neither a participant at the Waukegan 
Symposium nor selected as a member of the Subcommittee on Eucharistic 
Prayers, he has been a long-standing leader in Lutheran liturgical 
renewal. His article, “Martin Luther’s Revision of the Eucharistic Canon in 
the Formula Missae of 1523,” is referred to by Lathrop in the document 
reviewed above.30 Another article, "Some Notes On the Evolution of the 
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Eucharistic Prayer with Reflection on. the New Lutheran Form," is 
included in the minutes of the Subcommittee on Eucharistic Prayers.31 
Here we will briefly review his interpretation of the Formula missae. 

Senn explains why Luther’s 1523 eucharistic prayer form omitted 
all but the barest eucharistic formula. As a product of the medieval 
Church, Luther retained the elevation and veneration, the emphasis on 
forgiveness, the centrality of verba as consecratory. But, as a reformer, he 
omitted all of the other portions for fear of popular sacrificial theology. It 
was his abhorrence for the popular notion that the sacrifice of Christ on 
the cross was being reenacted during each Mass which moved Luther to 
revision of the canon. Luther had heard countless stories about the host 
becoming a child or "living flesh" during the consecration.32 Such belief led 
to the removal of the cup from the laity. God was seen as continuously 
angry, needing constant placation in the form of the re-sacrificed Christ. 
The sacrifice of Christ was no longer accepted as God’s offering on man’s 
behalf. Senn cites Vilmos Vajta who, “demonstrated how Luther contrasted 
testamentum, God’s gift to man, with sacrificium, man’s gift to God.”33 

Luther was insistent upon the interpretation of the Mass as a gift 
from God. It is neither man who does the work of offering the sacrifice nor 
man who is, though his own work, meritorious enough to receive the 
sacrifice. Christ is always the actor, we the passive receivers. Christ has 
made the sacrifice once and for all, but he and he alone continues to present 
our offerings of prayer and thanksgiving to the Father. Christ is the 
reconciler and the reconciled; Christ is the sacrifice and. the one who offers 
the sacrifice.34 

Senn then claims that these issues affected Luther in two ways, 
both of which served to force him to extract crucial sections from the 
eucharistic prayer. 1) Luther’s vision was dated. He could not release 
himself from his battle with medieval eucharistic concepts. As a man of 
his own day, he could not see that the "idea of a ‘thanksgiving’ as an 
anamnesis of reactualization of the whole mystery of Christ’s work...”35 
was not a listing of the blessings of Communion received as a result of 
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man’s work. His concept of the Real Presence should have allowed him 
to connect the ideas of anamnesis and continuous sacramental presence, 
thus combating the errant notion of daily sacrifice of the Mass to atone 
for daily sins. 2) Luther’s pastoral concern caused him to eliminate any 
and all portions of the prayer which might lead to a superstitious or 
sacrificial concept of the Mass. It was better to subtract too much than 
too little, and have Christians still believing in the Church’s ability to 
provide its own gifts of grace. 

Senn reminds us that Lutherans are not required to follow the 
pattern of Luther’s Formula Missae of 1523. Luther advocated evangelical 
freedom. And though he eliminated the Offertory and portions of the 
eucharistic prayer as "polemic against the idea of the Mass as a propitiatory 
sacrifice...,"36 Luther gladly kept: Individual Confession and Absolution, 
Introit, Kyrie, Gloria in Excelsis, Collect, Readings, Gospel Procession with 
lights and incense, Preface Dialogue, Preface, Verba Christi, Sanctus, 
Benedictus, elevation and veneration of the host, Lord’s Prayer, and Agnus 
Dei. 

In short, Senn contends that Luther, because of historic circumstances, 
was forced to do those things which led to the omission of certain 
components of the Mass. It is the responsibility of contemporary 
Lutherans to restore the Mass to its fullness while continuing to 
recognize the dangers at which Luther pointed. 

 
...a fuller Eucharistic prayer is needed to cover the second and third 
aspect of the berakah; the dedication of the people through the self-
oblation of the Church and the eschatological orientation. The 
truncating of the Canon, therefore, is the most serious defect of 
Luther’s Eucharistic revision. But to say this is to indulge in 
hindsight.37 

 
 

The A.L.C. Position 
Returning to a Classical Lutheran Liturgy 

 
In its publication, CW-H, the I.L.C.W. had not provided a prayer which 
followed the traditional Lutheran pattern. There was no option provided for 
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a Communion Service in which the verba stood alone as proclamation. This 
fact greatly concerned several A.L.C. theologians and pastors, most 
prominent among them Oliver Olson and Gerhard Forde. A review 
committee was established by David Preus, President of the American 
Lutheran Church, to examine the direction that the formers of the new 
liturgy were taking and to determine the theological implications and 
repercussions of their proposals. The response of this Review Committee 
certainly was a contributing factor in the determination to call the 
Waukegan Symposium.38 

In preparation for the symposium, Oliver Olson wrote a powerful and 
comprehensive article, "Contemporary Trends in Liturgy Viewed From the 
Perspective of Classical Lutheran Theology." Though it is almost fifty 
pages in length and deals in great detail with a number of important issues, 
we will confine ourselves to his discussion of three crucial topics. 

1) Emphasis on Action. At the turn of the century, Lutherans were 
utilizing a Communion liturgy which was directly related to its 
sixteenth-century ancestor. Through the leadership of Luther Reed, the 
1958 Service Book and Hymnal provided for a slight departure. An 
expanded text for the eucharistic prayer was made optional. However, 
Olson believes that the newest form of liturgical text-expansion goes 
beyond the bounds of acceptable Lutheran liturgy because the 
implication of the new one is a theology of works righteousness. 

 
In its adoption of novel theological insights, the ILCW has failed to 
safeguard the biblical doctrine of Grace Alone. A liturgical 
commission appointed officially by Lutheran synods has a serious 
obligation to maintain continuity with the Lutheran theological 
tradition.39 

 
Olson’s concern, in a nutshell, is that the liturgy is literally going in the 
wrong direction. That is, it is man-centered and is directed from man to 
God , instead of vice versa. If this is the case, we have nothing more than a 
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new Pelagianism. The emphasis is on man’s sacrifice to God and 
necessarily claims human cooperation in the work of salvation. 

A starting point for Olson is to recognize that the Lutheran liturgical 
reformers are indebted to Gregory Dix and Odo Casel, a Roman and an 
Anglo-Catholic. The suppositions and scholarship of these two men 
have had far-reaching effect upon all recent liturgical formulation. Even 
the A.L.C. Statement of Communion Practices uses their language and 
conceptualization. 

 
It is anamnesis, (viz., the Lord’s Supper) a word rendered somewhat 
inadequately as ‘memorial.’ This means not only a reminder of Jesus’ 
life and death, but the present reaetualization (becoming a present 
reality) of God’s deed in Christ.40 

 
The problem with such a conception is that it unites the actions of man 
with those of God. It mixes the two. Casel had done so by saying that, "not 
only the essence of the two sacrifices was the same, but (for the first time?) 
that the two sacrificial acts are the same. The mass, then, is the 
crucifixion."41 According to Olson, the I.L.C.W. commentary to CW-H also 
interprets Communion chiefly as an act of the congregation. 
 

Worship is understood now as anamnesie, in which the action of 
Christ coincides with the action of the congregation: we now have 
the complete Roman doctrine of the mass-sacrifice in its Caselian 
version: “a living, active sharing in the redeeming deed of Christ.”42 

 
Olson calls this congregation-centered worship by a variety of terms. It is 
Caselian. It is Zwinglian, because the emphasis is on the action of the 
people. It is Platonic, for the notion that an action on earth can set off a 
corresponding action in heaven is decidedly cultish. Lutherans maintain a 
distinction between the words, "imitate" and "obey" in their understanding 
of the liturgy. This is the difference between an evangelical and cultic 
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worship. The Christian Communion must never be an imitation of an 
event. It is the event. It must never be an analogy of Christ’s presence. It is 
Real Presence. 

2) Against a Four-Action Shape. Olson goes to particular lengths to 
express why the "Four-Action Shape," proposed by Dix is necessarily 
unacceptable to the Lutheran Church. Recent Lutheran liturgiologists have 
begun to assert that the Dixian formula (took, gave, broke, and distributed) 
is "essential," necessary," or "unchangeable." However, this conclusion is 
false for at least two reasons. First, the "actions" are aorist forms while the 
Lutheran tradition has been to emphasize the imperative tense of the verbs 
(take, eat). Second, and of even more importance, the Solid Declaration, 
Article VII, 84 provides a different "shape." "The formal acts are eulogia 
(blessing), dosis (giving), and lepsis (receiving)."43 A Dixian requirement of 
the fraction is a reaffirmation of the cultic, analogical, resacrificial nature 
of anamnetic theology. To make it obligatory is to foist such Pelagianism 
upon Lutherans in contradistinction to their own doctrine.44 

3) Eliminating Cultic Elements. In this final section we will review 
Olson’s assessment of the offertory procession, anamnesis, and epiclesis. All 
three fall under the rubric of "cultic actions." Olson will admit that Brunner 
and now the I.L.C.W. have tried to shade these actions in such a way that 
they are not so obviously cultic. However, the fact still remains that, for 
him, it cannot be expressly said that they are each an action of which God 
is the initiator. Such words as "present re-actualization" exhibit the 
character of a drama in which man is the principal actor. He is on center 
stage; God is only replicating in the wings. 

His objection to the offertory procession is that it too easily 
identifies our gifts with Christ’s gifts and our sacrifice with his. A 
"doctrinal link"45 is made between our actions and Christ’s, implying our 
cooperation in salvation, our participation in our own redemption. Olson 
calls for the separation of the sacrifice of Christ from that of his people, 
maintaining that the offertory procession provides a mixed message and 
thereby adds to the confusion. 

His objection to the anamnesis is that it claims to be effectual. Who 
is at the mercy of whom, the sinner or the God who must conform to the 
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anamnetic "action?" The anamnesis is a cultic element "because of its being 
informed by the platonic anamnesis doctrine and hence "efficacious" in a 
Pelagian manner."46 In contradistinction to cultic reactualization, Lutheran 
doctrine has taught "anamnesis-by-act-of-reception." The emphasis here 
must not be upon our offering or oblation but upon our receiving, our 
eating and drinking. 

Olson also objects to the epiclesis, on the grounds that its origin is 
pagan, gnostic. This is, however, a rather secondary argument. It is much 
more important to Olson that we recognize that the epiclesis provides a 
blurring of Christocentrism. The emphasis should not be on the work of 
the Spirit, as if to convey the idea of a passive or even dead Jesus being 
brought to life every time the Spirit is invoked. Instead, the emphasis must 
remain on the Words of Institution. And it must remain so not because 
they are anamnetic or re-actualizing, but because they are the Word of 
God. Olson quotes Luther in this regard, 

 
Therefore... go to the sacrament and obtain comfort, not because of 
the body and blood of Christ, but because of the word which in the 
sacrament offers, presents and gives the body and blood of Christ, 
given and shed for me.47 

 
Lutherans must eliminate the offertory procession, fraction, anamnesis, 
and epiclesis, as the only means of safeguarding grace-proclaiming 
sacramentology. Olson is persuaded that the result of a course of action 
contrary to his admonition is already upon us. 
 

Proclaiming the Word of Grace 
 

Soon after Robert Jenson formulated his document, "The Reason and 
Character of the ‘Great Thanksgiving’," he and Gerhard Forde engaged in 
a public dialogue recorded by the I.L.C.W. under the title "A ‘Great 
Thanksgiving’ For Lutherans?: Theological Conversation in Progress."48 
As noted above, Jenson represented the liturgical interests of the L.C.A. 
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and as a member of the I.L.C.W. Subcommittee was actually drafting the 
new eucharistic prayers. Forde represented the concerns of the A.L.C. as a 
member of their specially appointed Review Committee and was, by 
means of this correspondence, attempting to forestall the publication of 
those prayers and call the assumptions underlying the formulative process 
into question. 

Forde claims that recent Lutheran liturgical developments are based 
upon an inadequate, if not erroneous, theological rationale. It employs a 
faulty exegesis of the scriptural command to "do this." Jenson, and others 
on the Subcommittee maintain that the command refers to the Prayer of 
Thanksgiving.49 They call upon Lutherans to be obedient to the command 
and thus to accept their proposed prayer formula. This interpretation is 
not theirs alone but is supported by Joachim Jeremias. Forde criticizes the 
Subcommittee for the conclusion they have reached and the resources they 
have relied upon. Though it is obvious that Jesus operated within a Jewish 
matrix, Forde will not agree that his command to "do this" refers to the 
Jewish prayer form or any such "shape." He is compelled to ask if the 
countless Lord’s Suppers which have been celebrated using only the 
Words of Institution are now viewed as invalid because they did not follow 
a Jewish prayer pattern. 

Forde suggests that when Jesus instituted his New Testament, this 
was a radical departure from past prayers and practices, the establishment 
of a completely new entity. He asks rhetorically if the New Testament can 
or even should be contained within the old Jewish form.50 

Another aspect of their dubious rationale is the I.L.C.W.’s assertion 
that the Lord’s Supper is neither proclamation, nor prayer, but a third 
thing: thanksgiving. By necessarily connecting the sacrament to a Jewish 
berakah, Jenson has exposed himself, and all Lutherans, to a variety of 
misunderstandings. 

I) If the Word of Christ is contained within a prayer, there is 
confusion as to the direction of action taking place within the 
sacrament. Forde claims that the prayer setting redirects the action from 
man to God; while Christ has instituted a sacrament of Grace which is 
necessarily directed from God to man. 
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    2) Forde, therefore, questions not only the direction of the prayer, but 
the idea of a prayer at all. Because the sacrament is a means of grace, and 
is so by the Word of God, our words should not be mixed or confused 
with God’s Word. The Words of Institution should be kept separate from, 
and not set within, man’s prayer. In order to counter claims that the 
prayer setting is still in keeping with Luther’s reforming intentions, 
Forde offers several quotations from Luther’s The Babylonian Captivity of 
the Church, one of which is here cited:  

 
Therefore, just as distributing a testament or accepting a promise differs 
diametrically from offering a sacrifice, so it is a contradiction in terms to 
call the mass a sacrifice, for the former is something we receive and the 
latter is something that we give. The same thing cannot be received and 
offered at the same time, nor can it be both given and accepted by the 
same persons, any more than our prayer can be the same thing as that 
which our prayer obtains or the act of praying be the same thing as the act 
of receiving that for which we pray.51 

 
3) Through the command to follow a form based upon a faulty exegesis, 

the ILCW has obviated Luther’s, and traditional Lutheran, Communion 
practice. There is not even the provision for the Lord’s Supper with the 
Words of Institution standing alone in any one of the eight different 
eucharistic prayers proposed by the I.L.C.W.52 

In response, Forde offers the following proposals: that the name "Lord’s 
Supper" and not "Eucharist" continue to be the standard of Lutheran usage, 
for one implies God’s action while the other implies our own; that if 
prayers are fashioned, they end with an "Amen" and the Words of 
Institution be kept separate from them; that the Words of Institution alone, 
as proclamation, be kept as a principle option in American Lutheranism as 
it is for Lutherans around the world; that continued and vigorous further 
discussion accompany all future decisions about direction, rationale, and 
form of the Great Thanksgiving." Forde expressed some additional 
objections over the I.L.C.W. recommendations concerning the invocation 
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of the Holy Spirit upon the elements, and the place of the offertory and the 
people’s participation in it.53 

In conclusion, Foerde finds the whole proposal ill-fated, 
unwarranted, and unbiblical. The I.L.C.W. has presented the Church with 
questions, not answers. He has doubts that any of their proposals can or 
should be implemented. In short, there needs to be a much more serious 
and thorough discussion in the Church before we can with good 
conscience adopt what the I.L.C.W. is suggesting—if it is to be adopted at 
all.54 

 
The LBW: A Resolution? 

 
We have shown that the three crucial criteria, conformity with: Holy 
Scripture, Lutheran theology, and accepted liturgical precedents, were 
accepted as standards by representatives of both churches. However, 
obviously, their interpretations of what constituted such conformity were 
radically different. In this final chapter we will recapitulate their 
arguments concerning these criteria, highlighting those places of greatest 
similarity and difference. We will show what resolution was feasible and 
what was beyond the possibility of resolution. Finally, we will see what 
insights these findings provide for guidance in the future of Lutheran 
liturgical development. 
 

Conformity with Holy Scripture 
 

Jenson and Lathrop interpret the biblical command, "do this," to refer 
specifically to the actions of Jesus before and after the supper. Jenson, 
basing his recommendations upon eastern anaphorae, offers this 
delineation of prayer components: praise, anamnesis, and epiclesis. 
Lathrop, through a detailed evaluation of the prayers of Jesus and the 
early Church recorded in the New Testament suggests that our liturgy be 
a reinterpretation of the berakah form. Jewish praise becomes Christian 
anamnesis, Israel’s remembrance becomes our recognition of the 
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sacrifice, and the prayer for the fulfillment of Israel’s promised 
deliverance becomes the Christian epiclesis. 

Forde criticizes the entire exegetical interpretation. He does not 
agree that "do this" refers specifically to the Jewish form. In his opinion, 
Jesus has instituted a completely new form which cannot and must not be 
contained within the shell of an ancient Jewish pattern. 

We see no possibility for compromise or resolution here. The LCA 
position states emphatically that the eucharistic prayer must be based 
upon Jewish forms and contain an anamnesis and epiclesis. The ALC 
rejects this requirement as biblically unfounded. 

 
Lutheran Theology 

 
Jenson contends that the right understanding of Law and Gospel allows us 
to divide prayer and proclamation. We perform our appointed action, God 
performs his. Therefore, Jenson holds that the Eucharist is not strictly an 
act of proclamation. It is neither prayer nor proclamation but something 
new, a third thing, thanksgiving. As such, it contains qualities of both. 

Lathrop calls upon the Solid Declaration to support his contention 
that Lutherans are required to do the actions of Jesus and therefore must 
follow the Jewish prayer formula. 

Senn reminds us that Luther was chiefly concerned with 
safeguarding the idea that the mass is a gift from God. His liturgical surgery 
was the result of his fear over the popular sacrificial theology of his day 
which claimed that the mass was a reenactment of the crucifixion and that 
priests were able to perform this act on behalf of the faithful who paid 
money for its merits. It is incumbent upon contemporary Lutherans, says 
Senn, to restore the mass to its proper fullness while maintaining the 
direction and intention of Luther. 

Olson believes that Lutheran theology requires us to recognize the 
"wrong direction" inherent in the above suggestions. An insertion of the 
words of institution into the canon or prayer of the Church is: Zwinglian, 
because it makes worship the action of the congregation; Pelagian, because 
it unites the actions of man with the work of Christ; and Platonic, because 
it suggests that the cultic actions by man on Earth cause corresponding 
actions by God in Heaven. 

Olson uses the Solid Declaration to drive home his point that there 
must be no Four-Action Shape in Lutheran liturgy. The command to do the 
Lord’s Supper is set in the imperative, not the aorist tense. 
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We find two statements with which both positions can agree. 1) 
Both Jenson and Olson place emphasis upon eating and drinking as a 
crucial action. Olson says that the Lutheran doctrine of real presence is 
"anamnesis-by act-of-reception." Jenson says that the consecration is done 
by eating and drinking, for faith devours the sacrament. Here, at least, there 
is unanimity. 2) Both views fervently maintain that the sacrament is a 
means of grace. Olson and Forde do so by continual referral to the proper 
"direction" of the action. Senn, quoting Luther, calls the "mass a gift from 
God." 

 
Accepted Liturgical Precedents 

 
When Jenson speaks of acceptable liturgies, he often refers to the Eastern 
prayers. Jenson and Lathrop together call upon the Jewish prayer pattern as 
acceptable precedent. Senn indicates that his revision of the canon is based 
upon Luther’s practice and the knowledge of what is consistent with 
Luther’s intention though different from his practice. 

Olson and Forde rely upon the past 400 years of Lutheran liturgy in 
this and other countries. They oppose the additional option provided in the 
Service Book and Hymnal which, they believe, signaled the beginning of the 
end of Lutheran doctrinal purity in its liturgy. 

Again, there is no possibility for compromise or resolution. Because 
there is no common definition of "acceptable liturgical precedents," because 
differing sources serve as authorities, it is no wonder the resultant 
viewpoints are opposing. 

The outcome of this conflict of opinion was known before this 
paper was started. Over a decade ago the publication houses of the A.L.C. 
and L.C.A. co-published a new, green book, the LBW. It contains three 
Communion prayers in the pew edition. There is a prayer which is based 
upon the eastern anaphora, #31. This option is ardently opposed by Olson, 
Forde, and those who support their view. There is also an option for the 
proclamation of the Words of Institution alone, #32. This option is deemed 
unfit, not in keeping with the intention or command of Jesus, by Jenson, 
Lathrop, Senn, and others. There was no resolution to the conflict. There 
was compromise, acceptable, yet indigestible by each position. This is, 
perhaps, what is required in the Church, that no one get what they want 
in order that the cause of peace be best served. For though neither 
viewpoint carried the day, neither lost the right to celebrate according to 
its fashion. 
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It is, of course, impossible to see into the future of the Lutheran 
Church or even reliably to speculate about the outcome of trends and 
indications. However, we believe that some certain things can be gleaned 
from this information. First, because each position outlined above is able 
to justify itself on biblical, theological, and liturgical grounds, often 
decisions may not be made on those bases at all. When the Church is 
forced to choose between theological conclusions reached by scholars like 
Forde or Jenson, and few can, it may be forced to resort to other criteria in 
order to make judgment. Instead, determinations about liturgical options 
may be based on a desire to keep peace in the body of Christ, or to adhere 
to the louder or more powerful voice at the time. The former is a laudable 
desire, the latter is not. However, either may lead to a conclusion which, 
in hindsight, is open to criticism. Second, though there have obviously 
been some drastic changes in Lutheran liturgy since the Common Service 
of 1888, and though we now have established some new options as 
markers for future liturgical development, this is not to say that they will 
be regarded as "acceptable" precedents to be followed by our successors. 
After all, we could not agree upon acceptable precedents in the last 
decade, how can we expect to in the next one? It appears consistent with 
the findings of this paper to suggest that the future of Lutheran liturgy 
may not be based so much upon approved biblical, theological, or 
liturgical positions (for due to opposing viewpoints held by respected 
theologians, they are not easily ascertained), but upon recognition of the 
course of least resistance and of the "powers that be" at the time of 
publication. How woeful a day when power, or even peace, are more easily 
grasped than clear understanding of the Word of God! Given the extreme 
importance of these issues and the amount of personal and theological 
investment accorded the positions reviewed herein, I wish especially to 
express my appreciation to Dr. Robert Jenson and Dr. Oliver Olson for the 
tremendous assistance they have provided. Without their willingness to 
supply background information and additional, related resources, this 
study would have been woefully lacking. 
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Foundations for Bible Study 
By Richard P. Shields100 

Bible Study is a great opportunity and a great challenge! For those who 
teach, the question becomes: “What do we study?” That may appear odd 
because if it is Bible study, isn’t that decided? In many cases, the answer is 
no. Many study books have been published by the Christian publishing 
houses, “study guides,” which often take center stage. So the “Bible study” 
is really a study of a book about the Bible, not the Bible itself.  

Can these be helpful? Certainly. But the focus of this essay is “Bible 
study” in which the Bible text is the center of teaching and learning.  

So, how do we study the Bible? Over the past 45+ years of 
attending or teaching Bible studies, I have found that most pastors and 
teachers just jump into the Biblical text. There might be a short 
introduction, perhaps 30-60 minutes, in which the author, date, origin, and 
audience of the Biblical book are presented. But then the study begins with 
the text. I am not putting down this approach because I encourage everyone 
to teach the Bible text. I have, in fact, taught using this method in years 
past. 

Rather, I have discovered over the past three decades that I have 
made assumptions about what people know about the Bible and Bible 
study. I had assumed most people in the church had an extensive 
knowledge of the essential doctrines of the Christian faith through some 
type of Adult Instruction class (Catechism), but that assumption is not a 
given. We have guests who began attending Bible classes during the week 
who have not had that background, and members who transferred into the 
congregation without a formal or extended study of these doctrines. 

I had assumed that the people had a basic understanding of the 
Bible history, events, and people. But early on in my pastoral ministry I 
learned that this was not the case, even of lifelong church members. So 
about 23 years ago I developed an 11 week study guide for a survey of the 
Old Testament and an 11 week guide for the New Testament to fill this gap. 
I have used these guides in all congregations that I have served since that 
time. 

                                                           
100 Rev. Shields serves as President of American Lutheran Theological 

Seminary (TAALC) and as pastor of Shepherd of the Mountains Lutheran Church 
Frazier Park, CA (TAALC). 
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Most of the other topics in this paper I have developed as individual 
pieces of Bible study, but I had never linked them. That is, I would teach the 
topic (i.e. Law and Gospel) as necessary, but I had no cohesive study that 
drew all these pieces together. Three resources provided the starting point 
for teaching such a cohesive introductory Bible study, and these ideas form 
the framework for the introductory Bible Study.  

Dr. James Voelz precedes his book on Biblical interpretation with 
the observation that no one can approach a text as a neutral observer.101 For 
us as Christians who confess the faith as Lutherans, we approach the task 
of interpreting with several presuppositions. Additionally he recorded a five 
session Bible study on principles of interpretation at his home congregation 
in the St. Louis area.102 Carl Braaten offered a helpful summary of topics in 
Principles of Lutheran Theology.103 

At the congregation I currently serve, I had been asked to teach the 
book of Revelation. I had taught two classes of Basics (Adult Catechism), an 
Old Testament Survey course, and completed the New Testament survey 
last spring. So I agreed to teach Revelation.  

As I began preparing this study, I began looking at the larger 
context: end times study. And so the study became known as ER: End 
Times and Revelation. But I also began to draw together these various 
topical studies that were foundational for any study of Scripture. I then 
combined these with a study of some principles of interpretation that 
undergird our approach to the Biblical text. This article covers the main 
points of that introductory study (three months of class sessions, each 90 
minutes in length). 

1. Principles of Biblical Interpretation 1 

The first two weeks have been focused on issues of interpreting a text (in 
general, but specifically the Bible). I have used a simple outline of items that 
Dr. James Voelz uses for teaching the topic. 

                                                           
101 James W. Voelz, What Does This Mean?: Principles of Biblical 

Interpretation in the Post-modern World (Concordia Scholarship Today), 2 ed. 
(Concordia Publishing House, 1997-03-01)., pp. 19-20. 

102 Go to itunes.csl.edu and search for “Basic Principles for Interpreting the 
Bible” by James Voelz. 

103 Carl E. Braaten, Principles of Lutheran Theology, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 2007). 
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The most subtle assumption is that we think that people know how 
to “interpret” a text. After all, everyone interprets some kind of text: 
newspapers, magazines, and now blogs, internet reports, and tweets. But 
what is involved in such an assumption, especially in regard to the Biblical 
text? 

Challenges of Interpreting 

A. What are the Scriptures and what is the nature of this text? 

How do we approach the Scriptures?  

• Do we see the Scriptures as the words of humans? What are the 
implications of such an approach? 

• A follow-up question is: “Are the Scriptures the record of the 
developing religious consciousness of humanity of their sense of 
the divine?” The answer will affect how we approach the Bible, and 
how we explain the relationship between the parts.  

• Are they the words of God, but contextualized? That is, how does 
God maintain being the author of Scripture and still we find 
differences in style? 

• Or, are the Scriptures the words of God, but specialized, not 
contextualized? 

• Are the Scriptures truths dropped out of the sky? Does that mean 
that they are coded messages? That is, is every fifth letter taken to 
be significant? And it is the combination of those letters that reveal 
something (like an oracle)? Do they contain hidden messages? In 
each case, they are the words of God, but are not seen as literature. 

• Or, do we see the Scriptures as the words of God but also human 
words? In this case, we treat the Scriptures as any other writing, 
that is, as literature. So whatever they are, they are fully the words 
of God, but are never less than the words of humans, i.e. literature. 
This means that we can study the Scriptures using the tools that are 
useful for studying any literature. We can examine the genre, form, 
purpose, etc. 
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B. What will we interpret? What is the text? 
This sounds odd at first, but it is necessary for us to be clear about what we 
are actually studying. We do not have any original writings of the New 
Testament (or the Old Testament, for that matter). We have handwritten 
copies, called manuscripts, of copies of copies of the originals. And no two 
manuscripts are identical. What do we do when there are differences in the 
manuscripts?104 Perhaps a classic example serves us in addressing this issue. 

Mark 16:9-20 

When we come to a text to study, we have to see what the manuscript 
differences are. If there are differences in the available original language 
manuscripts, we have to see how that affects how to interpret and 
understand the text. Consider Mark 16 (specifically vv. 9-20) which in the 
manuscripts shows three different endings. Two of the oldest manuscripts 
end at v. 8. But that leaves an unsatisfactory, not to mention unusual, 
ending for the Gospel.  

And they went out and fled from the tomb, for trembling and 
astonishment had seized them, and they said nothing to anyone, for 
they were afraid. (Mark 16:8 ESV)  

And in the Greek, it is even more startling because it ends with the word 
γαρ (“for”), unknown elsewhere in the New Testament (and other era 
readings). And then it ends with dramatic statement: “the disciples were 
afraid.” 

So, we find two alternate endings for this text. The longer ending 
includes vv. 9-20 (as included the KJV/NKJV, and offset in other 
translations). And the shorter ending has two verses to “complete” the 
Gospel. Many scholars note the difference of style in these 12 verses from 
the rest of Mark’s Gospel. Also, many new terms are used in these 12 verses 
that are not used elsewhere in Mark. Thus, depending on whether you 
consider it part of the text, such a decision will determine how you will 
interpret the texts (16:15-16, and then 17-18). 

                                                           
104

 It should be noted that most differences in manuscripts are not 
significant. 



F o u n d a t i o n s  f o r  B i b l e  S t u d y | 49 

 

Matthew 24:36 

Here we find manuscript differences with three separate words. While 
these differences might seem small, they have significant influence on the 
text, and even influence doctrinal understanding. 

NKJV: But of that day and hour [the end] no one knows, not even the 
angels of heaven, but My Father only. 
NAS:  But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of 
heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.  

In this case, if the phrase is included, then that affects how we understand 
Christology (specifically the two natures of Christ: divine and human). The 
question arises: How can the Son not know, if he is true God? And that 
answer will affect our understanding of the trinity. 

C. What meanings do the words have? 

We actually have two problems here. The original language texts of the 
New Testament are in Greek. So we have to deal with the meanings of 
words in those languages, at the time they were written. But now, as people 
living in the 21st century we also have to deal with the text in English, and 
what these words mean. 

There are two extremes in regard to the necessity of knowing 
Greek to understand the text. One states that we must read the text in the 
original language. The other states that there is no reason to ever read the 
Greek, so translation is sufficient. The reality is between those extremes. 
That is, to read in the English allows the reader to gain a sense of the text 
and the main content, but reading the Greek provides greater precision and 
understanding. As Dr. Voelz notes, the difference is between watching a 
sports event on black and white TV as opposed to going to the game. The 
game and its overall movement are the same, but greater insight comes 
from seeing it live. That’s what Greek (and Hebrew for the Old Testament) 
provides for the text of Scripture. 

Examples of understanding the text and meaning: 

John 3:16 How do we interpret/understand “so” [Greek: οὕτως] (so much? 
or in this way?) 

NAS: For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life. 
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HCSB: For God loved the world in this way: He gave His One and Only 
Son, so that everyone who believes in Him will not perish but have eternal 
life. 

1 John 1:9 Compare whether there are two characteristics of God or more: 

NIV (two things, then also forgive) 
If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins 
and purify us from all unrighteousness. 
NKJV (ινα: purpose or result [less likely]) 
If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 

The Greek word is ἵνα. Voelz offers that the best translation might be 
“God’s faithfulness and justice/righteousness consists in forgiving sins.” 

D. How do words relate? Syntax 

Matthew 27:53. How do we understand the relationship between “coming 
out of the tombs” with the other events noted? Does it connect with the 
crucifixion? Or does it connect with the resurrection? What difference will 
that make in understanding, teaching, and preaching the text? 

E. How do meanings relate to one another 

1 Cor. 8:10 what is weak? Does the weakness refer to the person or 
conscience? 

“If his conscience is weak” ESV 
“Conscience of him who is weak” NKJV, weakness is not related to 
conscience but the person 

Do we translate and understand it as “If he is weak,” or “because he is 
weak”? Note that using the dictionary in this instance does not help the 
reader to understand the text. 

F. Complex issues (Blanks in the text) 

In these cases, the writer and original readers have some knowledge that 
allows them to understand gaps in the text. But for those of us removed 
from the original text by 20+ centuries, we have trouble filling the gaps. 
Perhaps the best example of this is 2 Thessalonians 2:7: 
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τὸ γὰρ μυστήριον ἤδη ἐνεργεῖται τῆς ἀνομίας· 
μόνον ὁ κατέχων ἄρτι ἕως ἐκ μέσου γένηται. 
For the mystery of lawlessness is already working; 
only the holding one right now until it/he comes to be out of the midst 

We will explore more of the text and syntax in the next session. 

2. Principles of Biblical Interpretation 2 

Modern vs. Post-Modern 

One underlying aspect of the world in which we live relates to how we 
view the world. It is helpful to contrast the Modern view and (Radical) Post-
Modern view. This following diagram helps: 
 

 POST-MODERNISM  

Modernism “Soft” Post-
Modernism 

Radical Post-
Modernism 

Objective Data Objective Data No Objective Data 

Objective Reality Objective Reality No Objective Reality 

Objective Access No Objective Access No Objective Access 

Objective 
Understanding 

No Objective 
Understanding 

No Objective 
Understanding 

 
 

In the Modern view, the objective standard in all four cases is science, 
which judges and measures. A person can be objective, neutral, separated 
from the data and understanding. 

The key for the (radical) post-modern: there is no standard. Each 
person can determine his or her own reality and understanding, even if 
they conflict or are contradictory. One common word to reflect this: 
“Whatever.” 

A Mediating Way: a person cannot approach any reality with a 
neutral, objective perspective. Thus, we have to identify our own 
presuppositions before we approach the text. 



52 | A L T J  1 . 1  

 

Levels of Meaning 

Dr. Voelz has brought much clarity to the interpreting task by noting that 
the word “meaning” is used in at least three different ways. This obviously 
causes confusion because people discuss the topic but use “meaning” in 
different ways, and hence they do not really communicate. The following 
provides a summary approach based on his work. 

Level 1: gives the “sense of the text” 

This is the most basic level, and it deals with the marks on the page 
(i.e. letters, words, etc.). We will use “signifiers” to refer to these 
marks. This level constitutes what a text says.  

Level 2: gives the “significance of the text” 

At this level, the reader does not read the marks on the page, but 
what is “image” of what Level 1 narrates. Thus, the signifiers 
become the actions, situations, attitudes that are portrayed in   
Level 1. The signifiers always have to be interpreted within a 
matrix, never in isolation. 
It would be helpful if the text itself added a Level 1 statement telling 
us the significance of the text. This is not always done, and not 
always correct. (See Matthew 12:22-24: Level 1 is found in v. 21, a 
correct Level 2 is in v. 23, and an incorrect Level 2 is in v. 24). 

Level 3: gives us the “implications of the text” 

At this level, we are not concerned with what is written, rather 
what the text tells us about the author. So, at this level, we are 
concerned with questions like: “Who is the author?”; “Who is the 
audience?”; “Where was it written?” and, “When was it written?” 
Often this is called “introductory matters” (technical term: 
isagogics). 

Note that using “meaning” to describe each level is not at all helpful. Thus, 
we will refer to the levels as convenient references. Often I will say, is this a 
Level 1 or Level 2 issue? How do we approach it on each level? An 
example: 
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Luke 7:14-16 

Level 1: The event is described 
And He came up and touched the coffin; and the bearers came to a 
halt. And He said, “Young man, I say to you, arise!” The dead man 
sat up and began to speak. And Jesus gave him back to his mother. 
(Luke 7:14-15 NAS) 
Level 2: assessment of the action (significance) in Level 1 (what 
Jesus did) 
Fear gripped them all, and they began glorifying God, saying, “A 
great prophet has arisen among us!” and, “God has visited His 
people!” (Luke 7:16 NAS) 
Level 3: The question is: Why does Luke include this instance in his 
Gospel account? Perhaps as a physician he is concerned with health 
issues more than other Gospel writers. 

Taxonomy of words 

Taxonomy refers to which components are necessary to identify and 
categorize something. For instance, a top-down taxonomy might look like 
this: 

Furniture > Chair > Rocking Chair > Swivel Rocking Chair 

Notice that the further we go, the more components are necessary to 
designate the item.  

In Biblical studies, we discover the same issue. Consider Matthew 
6:9 [Jesus said:] Pray, then, in this way: Our Father who is in heaven… 
The question here is what are the necessary components of “Father” that 
are included in this reference to God? Can there be good and bad? How do 
we determine that? Taxonomy is critical when we are working with non-
literal use (i.e. metaphors). Consider the statement “Jesus is the gate.” What 
components of “gate” are applicable to Jesus? 

Pragmatics, Commands, etc. 

How a text functions is also important. What is the force of the text? 
Philemon 22 is one example that looks at the force of Paul’s visit in light of 
everything he had written to Philemon about Onesimus prior to that. 

At the same time also prepare me a lodging, for I hope that through 
your prayers I will be given to you. (Philemon 22, NAS) 
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Performative speech is an imperative concept as well. This means that the 
words actually do what they say. In worship, the best example is after the 
confession of sins, the pastor says, “I forgive you your sins,” the words 
actually accomplish that very forgiving. 

Finally, we looked at the question of whether something 
commanded in Scripture is valid today? Or in Dr. Voelz’s terms: “Is a 
narrative an imperative for the Christian?” 

3. Canonical, Confessional, Trinitarian Principles 

As noted in our discussion of modern and post-modern views of reality and 
observation, no one can approach the text as a neutral observer. Thus, we 
have to examine our own presuppositions because that will inform how we 
approach the text. We are Christians who confess the faith as Lutherans. So 
let’s take a look at what we mean by that. 

Chief Article of the Christian Faith (What matters most) 

For us, this chief article is clearly stated in Article IV of the Augsburg 
Confession: 

Also they teach that men cannot be justified before God by their own 
strength, merits, or works, but are freely justified for Christ’s sake, 
through faith, when they believe that they are received into favor, and 
that their sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake, who, by His death, has made 
satisfaction for our sins. This faith God imputes for righteousness in His 
sight. Rom. 3 and 4. 

The shorthand phrase is: justification by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. 
For a more complete statement of this teaching, see the Apology [Defense] 
of the Augsburg Confession.105 

The following principles have been adapted from Braaten’s book on 
Principles of Lutheran Theology and build on this chief article of the 
Christian faith.106 

                                                           
105http://www.bookofconcord.org/defense_4_justification.php#article4 
106 Braaten, Principles of Lutheran Theology. 

http://www.bookofconcord.org/defense_4_justification.php#article4
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Canonical Principle (the Bible is the Source for the above) 

We start by recognizing the historical distinction between the writings of 
the New Testament. There were 20 writings in the New Testament that 
were universally accepted as Scripture, called homologoumena (“speaking 
the same”): the four Gospels, Acts, Paul’s letters, 1 Peter, and 1 John. The 
other 7 writings were not universally accepted, and the term used is 
antilegomena (“spoken against”): Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, 2 John, 3 John, 
Jude, and Revelation. Historically the homologoumena are used to establish 
doctrine and the antilegomena are used to confirm doctrine. 
We use other terms to describe the Scriptures: 

Inspired (2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 1:21) 

Inerrant (John 10:35; Acts 24:14) (“without error”). Note that the referent 
for this word changed after 1880. Prior to that, the referent was to the 
existing original language texts. After that date many have changed the 
referent to the original writings (autographs). The problem with this shift 
is that we do not have any autographs, and probably never will. 

Perspicuity: Scripture is clear in the main teachings of the Bible. 

Efficacy: Scripture accomplishes what it says (Isaiah 55:10-11). 

Uses of the Bible 

Worship, using pericopes in lectionaries 

Bible Study (formal) 

Personal reading and devotion 

Note that we believe in Jesus Christ, which then leads to accepting the Bible 
as God’s Word. 

Confessional Principle 

As Christians who confess the faith as Lutherans, this implies something 
about how we publicly confess that faith. The three Ecumenical Creeds 
(Apostles, Nicene, and Athanasian) establish the public confession of the 
Christian church throughout the ages. Note that the creeds do not add to 
the Bible, but rather, they are short statements that summarize what the 
Bible teaches. 

Likewise, the Confessional writings that form the rest of the Book 
of Concord are statements drawn from Scripture. We do not hold the creeds 
and confessions above Scripture; nothing is above Scripture because it is the 
source of all teaching and preaching. Rather, the creeds and the confessions 
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address false teachings that have arisen over the centuries. In the Book of 
Concord, two statements reflect this position: 

“The Church has always taught.” This notes that what the papal church 
taught in the late middle ages and the Reformation era had deviated from 
Scripture and the historic church. The Reformers (Luther, Melancthon, et 
al) write that what is presented in the confessions matches Scripture and 
what the Church has always taught. 

“We believe, teach, and confess.” This explains that the church, along with 
its pastors and teachers commit themselves to publicly accept the doctrinal 
statements. 

Trinitarian Principle 

The church has faced many challenges to the Christian faith. Perhaps the 
most significant were the anti-Trinitarian challenges. The earliest was the 
teaching of Arius, a Bishop of North Africa, who taught that Jesus was God, 
not the true God. The matter was discussed at the Council of Nicea in AD 
325, and resulted in the writing of the Nicene Creed. It was later revised 
slightly in the council of Constantinople in AD 381. 
 As Christians who stand in the light of that Creed, we still battle 
against the anti-Trinitarian teachings. The most prominent today is the 
Jehovah Witnesses. Another that bears mentioning is the Oneness 
Pentecostal movement. Even the view that God is “progressing” calls into 
question the Triune God. 

Ecumenical Principle 

The historic use of “ecumenical” was to establish unity for the church as a 
whole, which was based on doctrinal unity. Sadly, in the late 19th and 20th 
centuries, the term was used in a different way, denoting unity as outward 
unity, without regard to doctrine, or minimal doctrine.  

There are three aspects of that unity that still are pertinent today 
for us as Christians.  

Holy: The Church of believers in Jesus Christ is called holy. Paul uses the 
phrase frequently to describe the Christians in various churches in the 
first century Mediterranean region (i.e. Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:2).  

Catholic: The word means “universal,” and refers to everyone who believes 
in Jesus Christ. The Church catholic has nothing to do with a 
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denomination or outward church body (i.e. the papal church), but 
identifies all who believe in Jesus Christ regardless of outward association. 
Obviously this does not include heretical groups such as Mormons and 
Jehovah Witnesses (among others). 

Apostolic: As Christians, we are conscious that the writers and 
companions were the source of teaching about Jesus Christ and the early 
church. We cannot move beyond that foundation. Thus, when we begin 
any kind of ecumenical discussions, the apostolic nature of the Scriptures 
and the Church must be front and center. 

Thus, in the creed we use the phrase: “I believe in one, holy, catholic, and 
Apostolic Church.” Beyond these terms, two others have been used in 
reference to the church at large: 

Orthodox: Originally the word meant “straight praise” and soon became 
synonymous “straight doctrine.” Worship, teaching, and preaching need to 
be “straight” for the ecumenical principle to be effective. 

Evangelical: The Greek word is “good news” or “Gospel.” Historically this 
belonged to the Church catholic. During the time of the Reformation the 
term designated the followers of Martin Luther who recovered the Gospel. 
So for centuries, the Lutheran Church in Germany was known as the 
Evangelishe Kirke (Evangelical Church). In the past century, one portion of 
Protestants in the US have coopted the term to refer to themselves, and so 
we hear of the “Evangelical movement.” But that is a narrow, even 
sectarian use of the term. 

4. Christology, Soteriology, and Eschatology 

Last week we covered three terms that are interrelated and are critical for 
maintaining a Biblical focus: Christology, Soteriology, and Eschatology. 
Any time you see -logy at the end of a word, that denotes “study of,” or 
“account of,” or “words about.” So Christology refers to the “study of 
Christ.” Soteriology refers to the “study of Soter/Soteria,” or “study of 
Savior/salvation.” And Eschatology refers to the “study of the end.” 
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Christology 

An early Christian attribution to Jesus Christ was: 

Ιησους (Jesus) 
Χριστος (Christ) 
θεου (God’s) 
Υιος (Son) 
Σωτηρ (Savior) 

If we use the first letter of each word, then in Greek it spells ΙΧΘΥΣ, which 
spells out the word “fish.” This is, in fact, an early symbol to designate who 
Jesus is and what he has done. 

Where do we find Jesus? 

We sometimes hear that we need to “run to the cross.” This phrase 
indicates an inability of the person to find a solution, so we turn to the 
cross. The problem is: how do we do that? 

In Exodus 20 we find an often overlooked statement, but this 
statement helps us as we look to solve this question: 

[Yahweh says:] in every place where I cause My name to be remembered, I 
will come to you and bless you. (Exodus 20:24 NAS) 

Note that Yahweh (LORD) is setting the precedent about who determines 
where God is and how that happens. God himself causes his name to be 
remembered. It is there that the Israelites were to look, not to their own 
places or according to their own imagination. As time passes in the Old 
Testament, we discover Israel trying to establish where God “has to be, 
because we have said so.” Ultimately, the “high places” reveal this 
fundamental misunderstanding. Even Solomon struggles: 

Now Solomon loved the LORD, walking in the statutes of his father David, 
except he sacrificed and burned incense on the high places. (1 Kings 3:3 
NAS) 

As we move into the New Testament, we discover the same issue. Simeon 
was told he would not die until he saw the “salvation of the Lord.” We 
might expect that since the temple was the “traditional dwelling place” of 
God, that his being in the temple would be sufficient. But no, only when he 
saw the baby Jesus, could he exclaim, “For my eyes have seen Your 
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salvation” (Luke 2:32 NAS). That was the place where God caused his name 
to be remembered. 

Later, Jesus himself provides four specific instances, places where 
Jesus has caused his name to be remembered: 

Word:  

“Truly, truly, I say to you, he who hears My word, and believes Him who 
sent Me, has eternal life, and does not come into judgment, but has passed 
out of death into life. (John 5:24 NAS) 

So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ. (Romans 
1:17 NAS) 

Baptism (and Word): 

And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been 
given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all 
the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the 
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I 
am with you always, even to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20 NAS) 

Peter said to them, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift 
of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and your children and for all 
who are far off, as many as the Lord our God will call to Himself.” (Acts 
2:38-39 NAS) 

Lord’s Supper: 

While they were eating, Jesus took some bread, and after a blessing, He 
broke it and gave it to the disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is My body.” 
And when He had taken a cup and given thanks, He gave it to them, 
saying, “Drink from it, all of you; for this is My blood of the (new) 
testament [covenant], which is poured out for many for forgiveness of 
sins. (Matthew 26:26-28 NAS) 

For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you, that the 
Lord Jesus in the night in which He was betrayed took bread;  and when 
He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is My body, which is for 
you; do this in remembrance of Me.” In the same way He took the cup also 
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after supper, saying, “This cup is the new testament [covenant] in My 
blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.” 
(1 Corinthians 11:23-25 NAS) 

Pronouncing Forgiveness 

[Jesus said:] If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if 
he listens to you, you have won your brother. But if he does not listen to 
you, take one or two more with you, so that “By the mouth of two or three 
witnesses every fact may be confirmed.” If he refuses to listen to them, tell 
it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to 
you as a Gentile and a tax collector. Truly I say to you, whatever you shall 
bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and whatever you shall 
loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” 
“Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that 
they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven. 
For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there in 
their midst.” (Matthew 18:15-20) 

Notice that salvation, forgiveness of sins, etc. are given through these, and 
there is remembrance connected with each. Jesus causes his name to be 
remembered in his Word, in Baptism, and in the Lord’s Supper. And the 
promise of Jesus’ presence in Matthew 18:20 is often taken out of context to 
mean any generic presence anywhere. But in the context it is specifically 
connected with the pronouncing of forgiveness in verses 15-18. 

Salvation Accomplished 

Jesus died on the cross about 2000 years ago, a once-in-the-history-of-the-
world event. Everything that God promised is fulfilled and accomplished in 
Jesus Christ: 

Fulfilled the Law 

[Jesus said:] Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I 
did not come to abolish but to fulfill. (Matthew 5:17 NAS) 

And he did so perfectly, 

We have a chief priest who is able to sympathize with our weaknesses. He 
was tempted in every way that we are, but he didn’t sin. (Hebrews 4:15 
GW) 
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For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who 
believes. (Romans 10:4 NAS) 

Died for the sins of the whole world 

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous (1 
Peter 3:18 ESV) 

He is the payment for our sins, and not only for our sins, but also for the 
sins of the whole world. (1 John 2:2 GW) 

How do we find the “cross”? Even as old as I am, I was not around when 
Jesus died on the cross. So how do I “find the cross”? Instead of finding 
Jesus in my imagination, Jesus tells us in the above passages where He may 
be found. This is also identified as “objective justification.” It is done 
entirely outside of us, accomplished by Jesus Christ. 

Salvation Delivered 

But how does all the work that Jesus did come to us? We have to look at 
how God has promised to deliver His benefits. This connects us back to the 
promise of “where God causes his name to be remembered.” Thus, we are 
not left to our imaginations. Rather, we find forgiveness of sins, life, and 
salvation where Jesus tells us to find it: Word, Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, 
and Absolution [Forgiveness pronounced]. 

This is called “subjective justification.” That is, the Salvation 
Accomplished by Jesus is now brought to the person. This, too, is done 
entirely outside of us. God makes us alive (Ephesians 2:4-5), so that even 
faith is a gift (Ephesians 2:8-9). God regenerates (Titus 3:4-7), forgives, etc., 
but all this is done through the delivery means. Our worship services focus 
on those delivery vehicles. Worship is centered on Word, Sacrament 
[Baptism and Lord’s Supper], and Absolution. 

Thus, if we are troubled, anxious, sorrowful, or distraught, we need 
to turn to the Salvation Delivered, which brings us the benefits of Salvation 
Accomplished. 

Now Applied to End Times 

It is interesting that much of the talk about end times focuses on the latest 
news and what happens in certain countries with certain leaders. The 
assumption is that the better we know the signs, the better prepared we 
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will be for the end times, but when we read 2 Peter, a letter definitely 
focused on end times, we discover something far different. 
 

You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, be on your guard so that 
you are not carried away by the error of unprincipled men and fall from 
your own steadfastness, but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord 
and Savior Jesus Christ. (2 Peter 3:17-18 NAS) 
 

The preparation for the end is to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” And how do we do that? We go where Jesus 
told us his name is remembered and receive Christ’s benefits through those 
delivery methods. 

5. Law and Gospel 

Law and Gospel Review 

God is perfect and holy (Leviticus 19:2; Matthew 5:48). We often try to 
determine how good we are by comparison with someone else. “If I can be 
better than someone else then I must be alright.” Yet, if we compare 
ourselves with what God demands we find that we fall short (Romans 3:10). 
And it takes only one sin to be guilty of all of God’s demands (James 2:10). 
The problem is worse because by nature we are sinful; we are born that 
way (Ephesians 2:1; Psalm 51:4). The wages of our sin is death (and 
ultimately hell, Romans 6:23). 

God sent His Son Jesus Christ to live the perfect life in obedience to 
God’s (the Father) demands (Matthew 5:17). He was sinless in this work 
(Hebrews 4:15; 2 Corinthians 5:21). Jesus also came to take the punishment 
that humans deserved. He died on the cross to take away God’s anger at sin 
(Romans 3:24–27) and paid the penalty we deserved (1 Peter 3:18). 

We cannot do anything about our condition, but God can. While we 
were dead in sin, God made us alive in Jesus Christ (Ephesians 2:4–5).  
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By Jesus’s work we are now declared to be in a right relationship 
with God. That new standing with God is received only by faith, which is a 
gift from God (Ephesians 2:8–9). That faith which receives God’s gift is an 
active, living, growing, God-pleasing faith (Hebrews 11:6; Ephesians 2:10; 2 
Peter 3:18). 
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Passive Righteousness 

The above diagram and numbered points refer to 
righteousness before God (Latin, coram Deo). This is the 
righteousness of Jesus Christ that is given to believers. 

2 Corinthians 5:21: He made the One who did not 
know sin to be sin for us, so that we might become 
the righteousness of God in Him.  

Thus, this is called passive righteousness. We can do 
nothing to earn it, be better at it, because it is the righteousness of Christ 
given to us. Before God, only passive righteousness is sufficient. That is, 
Christ’s righteousness is perfect, meeting all the standards of God as well as 
satisfying the punishment that we deserved because we failed. A person 
cannot add anything to this righteousness. 

Active Righteousness 

At the same time, God has placed in this world to 
serve his purposes by serving others. This is our 
active righteousness (before people, Latin coram 
mundo). This is the righteousness of the person 
relative to everyone else. That is, we actively 
serve other people and God’s creation. 
Note: This active righteousness has no bearing on the passive 
righteousness. If we serve more fervently and more often, we cannot 
“improve” our passive righteousness before God. At the same time, our 
passive righteousness informs, forms, guides, and motivates our active 
righteousness. In effect, we are God’s mask as we serve others. 

Vocation 

God places us in situations and roles in life where we exercise our active 
righteousness. Historically, this is called vocation. Thus, I have vocations as 
son, brother, husband, father, grandfather, great-grandfather, pastor, and so 
on. In each vocation I am actively serving someone, carrying out God’s 
desires for human/creature benefit. But none of that makes me a better 
person before God, because I already have the perfect righteousness of 
Christ, passively received through faith. 
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Vocation in the End Times 

As we live in our vocations, God strengthens us in passive righteousness 
through His Word, Baptism, Lord’s Supper, and Absolution (notice: 
forgiveness of sins, strengthening of faith, restoring, renewing, etc. which 
are all God’s work for us and in us). That is, we grow in the grace and 
knowledge of Jesus Christ. At the same time, we are strengthened to serve 
in our active righteousness. 

For living in the End Times (which we are!), the key is what Peter 
wrote in his second letter. 

2 Peter 3:18 But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. 

Thus, we receive (passive righteousness) and serve (active righteousness) in 
vocations as we wait for the return of Jesus Christ. We live not in fear, but 
in faith; not in scrambling for a “war,” but in service to others. 

6. Two Kingdoms 

Contrary to what some people say, this is not the separation of church and 
state. God operates in this world in two distinct ways, in two kingdoms: the 
kingdom of the left (State or Government), and the kingdom of the right 
(Church). Thus, the Christian lives in two kingdoms simultaneously. This 
helps clarify what is happening. But it can also lead to tension for the 
Christian. 

Kingdom of the Left 

This refers to the way that God works through the “state” (in historic terms, 
but sometimes called “government”). The kingdom of the left is based on 
law to maintain order. The instrument to accomplish its ruling function is 
the “sword” (or any weapon that will serve the same purpose). 

The law in the kingdom of the left is designed to maintain order. A 
simple example is the speed limit on the interstate system (here in the U.S.). 
The speed limit is set for the overall efficiency of transportation and for the 
safety of all who travel. If someone exceeds the speed limit, then the 
consequences are not just a ticket, but possibly accidents, injuries, and 
death.  
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…realizing the fact that law is not made for a righteous person, but for 
those who are lawless and rebellious, for the ungodly and sinners, for the 
unholy and profane, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for 
murderers (1 Timothy 1:9) 

As Christians living in the kingdom of the left, we want to follow the laws 
because we are not rebellious or lawless. 

Kingdom of the Right 

The kingdom of the right refers to the Church (not as an institution but as 
the people of God). The kingdom of the right is based on the Gospel, and 
the tools to accomplish its mission are the Word and Sacraments (Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper).  

It is important to remember that the outward institutions of the 
church in the U.S. are governed according to the laws of the state in which 
the congregation is located. The reason congregations have presidents, 
treasurers, and other church offices, are because the government laws 
require such positions for running non-profit organizations. And so we 
have elements of the kingdom of the left within the congregation, but the 
essence of the congregation is to proclaim Jesus Christ and Him crucified 
(Gospel: what God does for us in Jesus Christ). And the basis for such is the 
delivery of grace: Word, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper. 

Living in the Kingdom of the Left 

The tension for the Christian comes when living in both kingdoms. As 
Christians in the kingdom of the left, we follow what Jesus said: 

They asked him, “Teacher, we know that you’re right in what you say and 
teach. Besides, you don’t play favorites. Rather, you teach the way of God 
truthfully. Is it right for us to pay taxes to the emperor or not?”  
He saw through their scheme, so he said to them, “Show me a coin. Whose 
face and name is this?”  
They answered, “The emperor’s.”  
He said to them, “Well, then give the emperor what belongs to the 
emperor, and give God what belongs to God.” (Luke 20:22-25 GW) 

Paul wrote further on this: 

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no 
authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by 
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God. Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has 
appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. For rulers are not a 
terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who 
is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, 
for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for 
he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an 
avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer. Therefore one 
must be in subjection, not only to avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake 
of conscience. For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities 
are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. Pay to all what is owed 
to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is 
owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed.  
(Romans 13:1-8 ESV) 

Living in the Tension 

But what do we do when we face a situation where the kingdom of the left 
conflicts with the kingdom of the right? The early church faced such a 
situation: 

So they called them and charged them not to speak or teach at all in the 
name of Jesus. But Peter and John answered them, “Whether it is right in 
the sight of God to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge, for 
we cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard.”  (Acts 4:18-20 ESV) 

Peter and John saw the limits of the kingdom of the left: when the kingdom 
of the left demanded the person in the kingdom of the right violated God’s 
command. In this case, proclaiming Jesus Christ. 

Many more examples can be found where there is a clash between 
the two kingdoms. For instance, the Christians living within the sphere of 
the Nazi regime from 1933 to 1945. How does one resist the kingdom of the 
left, yet still remain faithful to the exhortation of Romans 13?  
Peter in his first letter helps in regard to the two kingdoms. 

But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a 
meddler. Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but 
let him glorify God in that name. For it is time for judgment to begin at 
the household of God; and if it begins with us, what will be the outcome 
for those who do not obey the gospel of God? And “If the righteous is 
scarcely saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?” 
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Therefore let those who suffer according to God’s will entrust their souls 
to a faithful Creator while doing good.  (1 Peter 4:15-19 ESV) 

Dietrich Bonhöffer wrestled with this tension before and during the war, 
eventually assisting in some way with the assassination attempt on Hitler. 
He was arrested and eventually executed by direct order of Hitler before 
Hitler’s own death. Lest we think this is an easy decision made in a matter 
of days, Bonhöffer agonized over this decision for years. 

But we face challenges in today’s world today. How do we address 
the issue of illegal aliens? How many of our own ancestors were illegal 
aliens in this country? Should Christians minister to them, even if the state 
prohibits such care? 

The Real Problem 

Perhaps one of the biggest issues we face is to separate how the “state” 
operates and how the Church operates. That is, is the kingdom of the left to 
be used, manipulated to become an instrument of the kingdom of the right? 
This is critical when studying the end times. It is interesting how the Left 
Behind series of books reflects the kingdom of the right primarily engaged 
in kingdom of the left activity. Is that legitimate Biblically? Given the 
above, that is a confusion of the two kingdoms and reduces the Church to 
just another “state” force. 

7. Saint-Sinner 

In a paraphrase of Paul in Romans 7 

Doggone it, the things I want to do, I don’t do. But the things I don’t want 
to do, I end up doing! 

Does that sound like your life? It doesn’t take long for us as Christians to 
realize that while we live in this world we struggle with sin. Our intentions 
are good, but sometimes we still sin. More often than we want. Sometimes 
we are tempted to think that our lives are on a scale of 100%, and that we 
are sinners 50% of the time and saints 50% of the time. We gage how 
“mature” we are by shifting the balance to the saint side. 

But is that helpful? Sadly, we might become proud of our effort to 
shift to 70% saint. Or we might be discouraged when the sinner increases to 
70%.  Is this how the Bible describes this saint-sinner issue? The Reformers 
provided us with the Latin phrase as they sought to describe the life of the 
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believer in this issue: simul iustis et peccator, meaning: “at the same time 
saint and sinner.” 

Saint-Sinner in the Bible 

In the New Testament, “saint” (holy one) is used to describe anyone who 
believes in Jesus Christ (see Acts 9:13, 32). Thus, you are a saint right now, 
by God’s declaration. But we still sin. And according to what James wrote, 
it is more than just a sin action, we are sinners, guilty of all. 

For whoever keeps the entire law, yet fails in one point, is guilty of 
breaking it all. (James 2:10 HCSB) 

Hence we are 100% saint, but also 100% sinner. 
Paul writes about this in Romans 7: 

For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am made out of flesh, sold into 
sin’s power. For I do not understand what I am doing, because I do not 
practice what I want to do, but I do what I hate. And if I do what I do not 
want to do, I agree with the law that it is good. So now I am no longer the 
one doing it, but it is sin living in me. For I know that nothing good lives 
in me, that is, in my flesh. For the desire to do what is good is with me, but 
there is no ability to do it. For I do not do the good that I want to do, but I 
practice the evil that I do not want to do. Now if I do what I do not want, I 
am no longer the one doing it, but it is the sin that lives in me.   
So I discover this principle: When I want to do what is good, evil is with 
me. For in my inner self I joyfully agree with God’s law. But I see a 
different law in the parts of my body, waging war against the law of my 
mind and taking me prisoner to the law of sin in the parts of my body. 
(Romans 7:14-23 (HCSB) 

Paul describes the struggle with sin, and from one perspective he is 100% 
sinner (v. 15). Even more look at the present tense of the verb about how he 
describes himself: 

This is a statement that can be trusted and deserves complete acceptance: 
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, and I am the foremost 
sinner. (1 Timothy 1:15 HCSB) 

At the same time he “joyfully agrees with God’s law.” That is, he is 100% 
saint. Paul continues: 
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What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this dying body? I 
thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with my mind I myself 
am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh, to the law of sin. (Romans 
7:24-25 HCSB) 

That describes my life, and your life as well: “my dying body” and “a slave 
to the law of God.” But, Romans 7 is not the end of the discussion. Note the 
next, and final solution. 

Therefore, no condemnation now exists for those in Christ Jesus (Romans 
8:1 HCSB). 

So, while it is frustrating to live in the tension of saint-sinner, the final 
word is God’s verdict: “those in Christ Jesus,” are saints. That is our hope as 
we live in this life. Our journey is not determined by this life with all the 
enemies of good (sin, Satan, death), but Jesus Christ, who conquered all of 
these for us. 
Paul provides that final look: 

No, in all these things we are more than victorious through Him who 
loved us. For I am persuaded that not even death or life, angels or rulers, 
things present or things to come, hostile powers, height or depth, or any 
other created thing will have the power to separate us from the love of 
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord! (Romans 8:37-39 HCSB) 

Daily living as Saint-Sinner 

We often hear that we can overcome sin, and live a more perfect life. Thus, 
the Christian is challenged to follow a prescribed set of rules (laws) and 
therefore will be more holy. But Paul provides a far different picture.  

For through the law I have died to the law, so that I might live for God. I 
have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. 
The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
me and gave Himself for me. (Galatians 2:19-20 HCSB) 

Note that solution is not reforming my behavior. Instead, we are crucified 
with Christ. We die to sin! Self-generated works will only lead to more 
failure, or worse, an arrogance that does not see how bad my situation is. 

Paul continues in Galatians 5 by expanding on this struggle. 
Specifically, he shows that the Holy Spirit is about more than repairing 
moral weaknesses. Rather, the Holy Spirit transforms from within, 
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changing the heart (fruit of the Spirit, Galatians 5:22-23). And immediately 
he ties that back to the crucifying that takes place in our daily lives: 

Now those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires. (Galatians 5:24 HCSB) 

How do we treat other saint-sinner people? 

If we recognize this battle within us, how does that affect our relationship 
with fellow Christians? Do we manifest the sins of the flesh, being ready to 
point out their failures in order to feel better about ourselves? Or is there a 
better way? Paul answers that for us: 

Brothers, if someone is caught in any wrongdoing, you who are spiritual 
should restore such a person with a gentle spirit, watching out for 
yourselves so you also won’t be tempted. Carry one another’s burdens; in 
this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. (Galatians 6:1-2 HCSB) 

As a saint-sinner, I look at how Christ has treated me: with compassion, 
with truth about my sin, but also with gentleness in restoring me. That is 
how we then treat other saint-sinner people around us.  

Notice how all this crucifying, dying, rising, and the work of the 
Holy Spirit sets a new community in place. Instead of judgment, 
condemnation, gossip, backbiting, and anger as the modes of operation, we 
live out the reality of the risen Jesus in us. As Paul wrote: “I no longer live, 
but Christ lives in me.” 

May we live in God’s grace as saint-sinners. We hear the judgment 
of God’s law on our sins. But more importantly we hear from God’s Word 
about Jesus and what He has done, is still doing, and will do for us. We are 
nourished by the Lord’s Supper where we once again hear that Jesus 
forgives our sins. We are restored, anticipating the end of this life, and the 
new life, where there is no sin, no fear, no condemnation, no cancer, no 
conflicts, nothing but God’s perfect peace. And then we will be Saints only 
in the Church Triumphant. And that is how we live in light of the end 
times: as saint-sinners who daily die with Christ, daily rise with Christ, and 
live in hope and certainty about the end and what comes after. 

8. Theology of Glory vs. Theology of the Cross 

These two approaches to life (and theology) meet us head-on every day. 
The theology of glory vs. the theology of the Cross can be confusing. All 
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Christians believe in the glory of heaven—that is not the issue here. Rather, 
the problem comes when someone tries to impose that future glory into the 
present realm through our own efforts. You will hear statements such as, “It 
is God’s intention that you be rich.” 

Such a claim shows that the theology of glory has imposed itself 
into this current life. The reality under the cross is that we should expect 
persecution, suffering, and even death. Living in this world as Christians 
means life under the cross of Christ. 

[Jesus said:]  “Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of 
righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when 
people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil 
against you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven 
is great; for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were 
before you.” (Matthew 5:10-12 NAS) 
[Jesus said:] “These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may 
have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have 
overcome the world.” (John 16:33 NAS) 

Notice that these realities have present consequences. And Paul wrote 
much about the present world in which we live and the suffering and 
persecution that exists in this life. 

For it has been given to you on Christ’s behalf not only to believe in Him, 
but also to suffer for Him, having the same struggle that you saw I had 
and now hear that I have.  (Philippians 1:29-30 HCSB) 

Theologies of Glory 

God’s desire for humans is that they receive all his gifts, especially his 
righteousness; this righteousness is called passive righteousness, entirely 
God’s work and gift to us. However, humans want to do, achieve, and 
control their lives, and destiny. In order to do that, humans construct their 
own theology in which their works contribute to salvation, or are the basis 
of salvation. Robert Kolb and Charles Arand wrote about it this way: 

They find that putting their faith in the promises of God alone is too 
unsatisfying and too risky. It is like putting all their eggs in one basket. 
This is not to say that God cannot be involved or a part of the picture. But 
we want to minimize the risk, and so we want to keep one hand on the 
wheel, or have a backup system in place; to be a part of a cooperative 
partnership where we rely partly on God and partly on ourselves. This 
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would allow us to exercise a certain amount of control over our own 
destiny. Luther called these attempts “theologies of glory,” in which 
human deeds elicit and thus predict (at least in part) God’s deeds.107 

Common to all theologies of glory is the role humans play in assisting God 
to “make things work out right in this life.” Thus, a key component of these 
theologies is to try to impose all the future glory of heaven into the present 
world. You might hear statements such as:  

Christians should never be sick! 
If you just give to the Lord he will bless you with far greater riches (in this 
life)! 

Real Christians are always successful! 

And the list could go on. As Kolb/Arand note, the theologians of glory have 
to rewrite the script for the relationship between God and humans, the 
script for the human, and the script for human relationships with each 
other.108 

Theology of the Cross 

The theology of the cross looks at life realistically. That includes 
recognizing the devastating effects that sin has brought into the world. The 
theologian of the cross sees life as it really is, not as they wish it to be. They 
call a spade a spade. They recognize that God is God. We, as humans, are 
his creations, and that calls us into a life marked by service to others. 

We often do not have the answers to many questions like this: 
“Why does God allow suffering?”; “Why does it take so long?”; “When will 
there be relief?” But, in the Bible we find many expressions of the theology 
of the cross. Take a look at the many Psalms of lament, such as Psalm 55: 

God, listen to my prayer and do not ignore my plea for help. Pay attention 
to me and answer me. I am restless and in turmoil with my complaint, 
because of the enemy’s voice, because of the pressure of the wicked. For 
they bring down disaster on me and harass me in anger. 
My heart shudders within me; terrors of death sweep over me. Fear and 
trembling grip me; horror has overwhelmed me. I said, “If only I had 
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wings like a dove! I would fly away and find rest. How far away I would 
flee; I would stay in the wilderness. I would hurry to my shelter from the 
raging wind and the storm.” (Psalm 55:1-8 HCSB) 

The Son of God came to defeat sin (1 John 2:2), death (1 Cor. 15:26), and the 
Devil (1 John 3:8). We live between the time of Christ’s death and 
resurrection, and his return in glory at the end of time.  

Paul had preached Christ to people in Thessalonica, but they were 
run out of town after a short period of time (perhaps as little as three 
weeks). Paul writes two letters to them concerning the Christian life and 
what these new believers were facing. 

[A]nd you became imitators of us and of the Lord when, in spite of severe 
persecution, you welcomed the message with joy from the Holy Spirit. (1 
Thessalonians 1:6 HCSB) 

For you, brothers, became imitators of God’s churches in Christ Jesus that 
are in Judea, since you have also suffered the same things from people of 
your own country, just as they did from the Jews who killed both the Lord 
Jesus and the prophets and persecuted us; they displease God and are 
hostile to everyone,  (1 Thessalonians 2:14-15 HCSB) 

Therefore, we ourselves boast about you among God’s churches—about 
your endurance and faith in all the persecutions and afflictions you 
endure. It is a clear evidence of God’s righteous judgment that you will be 
counted worthy of God’s kingdom, for which you also are suffering (2 
Thessalonians 1:4-5 HCSB) 

Comfort in the Theology of the Cross 

Paul and Peter give the theologian of the cross the proper perspective on 
the glory that awaits all Christians in heaven: 

[A]nd if children, also heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ—seeing 
that we suffer with Him so that we may also be glorified with Him. 
(Romans 8:17 HCSB) 

You rejoice in this, though now for a short time you have had to struggle 
in various trials so that the genuineness of your faith—more valuable than 
gold, which perishes though refined by fire—may result in praise, glory, 
and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. You love Him, though you 
have not seen Him. And though not seeing Him now, you believe in Him 
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and rejoice with inexpressible and glorious joy, because you are receiving 
the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls. (1 Peter 1:6-9 HCSB) 

For you were called to this, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving 
you an example, so that you should follow in His steps. (1 Peter 2:21 
HCSB) 

Dear friends, don’t be surprised when the fiery ordeal comes among you 
to test you as if something unusual were happening to you. Instead, 
rejoice as you share in the sufferings of the Messiah, so that you may also 
rejoice with great joy at the revelation of His glory. (1 Peter 4:12-13 HCSB) 

Then, in relationship to others who suffer in this life, we do not offer them 
false hope or temporary solutions. Paul expresses this to the Corinthian 
believers in Christ when he writes: 

Praise the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies 
and the God of all comfort. He comforts us in all our affliction, so that we 
may be able to comfort those who are in any kind of affliction, through 
the comfort we ourselves receive from God. For as the sufferings of Christ 
overflow to us, so through Christ our comfort also overflows. If we are 
afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation. If we are comforted, it is for 
your comfort, which is experienced in your endurance of the same 
sufferings that we suffer. And our hope for you is firm, because we know 
that as you share in the sufferings, so you will share in the comfort.  
(2 Corinthians 1:3-7 HCSB) 

What does this mean? 

We live under the cross in this life, not as defeated people, but as sharers in 
the cross of Christ. God’s Word, Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and 
Absolution all speak to our hearts words of comfort, forgiveness, renewal, 
and hope. These means of grace sustain us in the worst of times. For we 
know that “whether we live or die we are the Lord’s” (Rom. 14:8).  

We live realistically in light of what God’s Word declares about 
who we are: saint-sinners, redeemed by Christ. We are not deceived by the 
temporary fixes of our own doing, the community, the government. In 
reading the New Testament, it becomes apparent that much of it is focused 
on the theology of the cross. The theology of glory is based on American 
civil religion and individualism; therefore, it is not based on the Bible. In 
my interactions with Christians from other countries, I have found that the 
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theology of glory does not relate to their experiences and life, but the 
theology of the cross speaks to the heart.  

9. Now, Not Yet 
 
The Past and Present Aspects of Salvation 

Past (for all) 

This refers to the salvation accomplished by Christ on the cross nearly 
2,000 years ago. 

He is the payment for our sins, and not only for our sins, but also for the 
sins of the whole world. (1 John 2:2 GW) 

namely, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not 
counting their trespasses against them (2 Corinthians 5:19 NAS) 

Past (for the individual person) 

Salvation delivered to us through God’s Word (1 Thessalonians 2:13, 
Romans 10:17, etc.) and Baptism (1 Peter 3:21, etc.). 

Present (for the individual Christian) 

Salvation delivered to us through God’s Word (2 Peter 3:18, etc.), the Lord’s 
Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23-27), and Absolution (Matthew 18:15-20; 
Ephesians 4:32). 

Ephesians 2:8 offers the above two aspects of salvation. The verb 
(ἐστε σεσῳσμένοι) is in the perfect tense, meaning that something 
accomplished in the past is still effective in the present. Note how the NAS 
and HCSB cover both notions in their translations: 

NAS: For by grace you have been saved through faith (past tense) 

HCSB: For you are saved by grace through faith (present tense) 

The Future Aspect of Salvation 

Now, we look to the future aspect of salvation:  

[Jesus said:] “When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels, 
with Him, then He will sit on the throne of His glory. All the nations will 
be gathered before Him, and He will separate them one from another, just 
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as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on 
His right and the goats on the left. Then the King will say to those on His 
right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by My Father, inherit the kingdom 
prepared for you from the foundation of the world. (Matthew 25:31-34 
HCSB) 

Notice that Jesus mentions that on the last day that we gain the inheritance 
that has been promised for those who believe in Him. There is something 
ahead: the promise of heaven, and all that God desires. This is the future 
aspect of our salvation. Hence, we live in the “now, not yet.” Are we saved? 
Yes! Have we received everything that Christ has obtained? Not yet.  

Living in the Now, Not Yet 

How do we as Christians live and grow in this “now, not yet” life? God has 
given us His Word and the Lord’s Supper for that growth. 

So Jesus was saying to those Jews who had believed Him, “If you continue 
in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine; (John 8:31 NAS) 

They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 
to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  (Acts 2:42 NAS) 

Paul encourages the Christians in Philippi concerning the end, “holding fast 
the word of life, so that in the day of Christ, I may be proud that I did not 
run in vain or labor in vain” (Philippians 2:16). 

In the New Testament, the Greek word “covenant” also can be 
translated as “testament,” or even in some contexts, “last will and 
testament.” In legal terms, a testator is a person who has written and 
executed a last will and testament that is in effect at the time of the 
person’s death. Thus, Jesus institutes his last will and testament, which 
becomes effective when the Jesus dies on Good Friday. 

[F]or this is My blood of the (last will and) testament, which is poured out 
for many for forgiveness of sins.  (Matthew 26:28 NAS) 

For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you, that the 
Lord Jesus in the night in which He was betrayed took bread; and when 
He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is My body, which is for 
you; do this in remembrance of Me.” In the same way He took the cup also 
after supper, saying, “This cup is the new (last will and) testament in My 
blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.”  
(1 Corinthians 11:23-25) 
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In addition to all of this, when the believer receives the Holy Spirit, the 
person receives a down payment, a guarantee that they will receive the 
future blessings of salvation. 

When you heard the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 
when you believed in Him, you were also sealed with the promised Holy 
Spirit. He is the down payment of our inheritance, for the redemption of 
the possession, to the praise of His glory. (Ephesians 1:13-14 HCSB) 

10. Conclusion 

Some of these topics took two weeks to cover sufficiently. This allowed 
time for questions, discussions, and digressions. I have found that in this 
give-and-take presentation, many of these concepts are more easily 
understood and retained. Obviously, the actual study materials are more 
detailed than this presentation allows. 

Overall, this approach to introducing the foundations of Bible study 
has proven to be effective. My hope is that this guide will help all pastors 
and teachers in the church to explore ways to better teach the people, and, 
in the process, equip them for service in God’s kingdom.  
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Book Reviews 
 

Matthew Levering, The Theology of Augustine: An Introductory 
Guide to his Most Important Works (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2013). 
 

Review by Jordan Cooper 
 

Augustine is undoubtedly the most prolific and influential writer in the 
history of the Western church. He is one theologian who Roman Catholics, 
Lutherans, and Calvinists alike cite as a primary influence on their varied 
theological traditions. Because of this fact, treatments of Augustine since 
the Reformation have often taken on a polemical tone, trying to place him 
into whatever theological framework one holds to. In this way, Augustine’s 
ecumenical appeal has been both his greatest asset and the greatest 
hindrance to an honest investigation of his writings. 

Levering’s work does not engage in theological polemics. Though 
himself a Roman Catholic, he does not try to fit Augustine into any 
particular theological mold, but engages Augustine as an independent 
theologian in his own right. Treatments of Augustine have often suffered 
from two primary deficiencies: either they try to explain too much in a 
single volume, becoming rather garbled and inaccessible, or they paint him 
as a one sided theologian, centering on a single aspect of his thought. For 
the Calvinist writer, he has been viewed as the ultimate predestinarian; for 
the Roman Catholic, the defender of the Roman Church against the 
schismatic Donatists; and for the Lutheran tradition, an early voice for 
justification by faith. Levering avoids these extremes by centering his work 
on seven distinct works of Augustine. Rather than trying to encapsulate 
everything taught by Augustine (which is impossible for a work this size), 
or centering on works that deal with the same topic, this approach allows 
Levering to be both balanced and comprehensive in his interpretation. 

The seven works which Levering focuses on are: On Christian 
Doctrine, Answer to Faustus a Manichean, Homilies on First John, On the 
Predestination of the Saints, the Confessions, The City of God, and On the 
Trinity. With On Christian Doctrine, Levering demonstrates Augustine’s 
exegetical method. This involves the confession of the historical reality 
behind the Biblical narrative, as well as the typological and allegorical 
nature of the Biblical texts. This allows Augustine to remain historically 
grounded while affirming the unchanging truths of the Christian faith. 
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Augustine’s response to Faustus is an extremely helpful work to include in 
this volume because it succinctly shows both how Augustine responded to 
his Manichean past, and how he, as a catholic Christian, approached Old 
Testament revelation. Augustine’s commentary on 1 John may seem like 
something of a random selection in this work, as it is not a primary work 
discussed in contemporary theological dialogue, but Levering has an 
important reason for including it in this work. If there is any unifying 
theme in Augustine’s theology, it certainly is not predestination or 
justification by faith, but love. Levering uses this work to demonstrate the 
complexity and predominance of love as the essence of the Christian life. 
This includes love toward God and creation in a rightly ordered fashion, 
and Augustine is even willing to employ the principle of love as a 
hermeneutic. The final smaller work Levering deals with in this book is On 
the Predestination of the Saints. If I were to write this book, I would have 
likely chosen another work like On the Spirit and the Letter, which focuses 
on the priority of divine grace against the Pelagians rather than 
predestination per say, but that may be due to my own theological biases. 
Levering treats this work honestly, demonstrating that Augustine is 
concerned with the providence of God over human salvation while denying 
that God is active in predestining evil actions.  
  The final three chapters in the book are the most beneficial, as they 
overview Augustine’s three theological masterpieces: The Confessions, The 
City of God, and On the Trinity. The final two works are quite a challenge to 
get through due to their length and the seeming tangential nature of many 
of his arguments. Levering offers a helpful overview of the arguments and 
content of these books. This allows new readers of Augustine to read 
through these works with the overall context and purpose of Augustine’s 
writing in mind. 

This book is the best introduction to Augustine available. 
Levering’s work is extremely accessible without sacrificing theological 
depth. The lay reader may get somewhat lost in the final chapter on the 
Trinity, but that is due to the speculative nature of Augustine’s work rather 
than Levering’s writing which is extremely lucid on such a profoundly 
complex topic. If you are interested in reading Augustine, or you are 
teaching a seminary/college course on his thought, this book is highly 
recommended. Do not however, let this be a replacement for reading the 
works of Augustine themselves, which have so many treasures that no 
treatment of his thought could capture them all. 
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John Warwick Montgomery, Tractatus Logico Theologicus (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013). 
 

Review by Charles Wiese 
 
John Warwick Montgomery has been one of my favorite guests on Issues 
Etc., but this is the first of his works I have read. This book is an 
evidentialist apologetic for the Christian faith, and is centered on seven 
major propositions. These propositions are then defended by subsidiary 
points which are in turn defended by subsidiary propositions and so on 
with numbers and decimal points to help along the way. The format was 
somewhat difficult to get used to but very effective. Some of the 
propositions are better defended than others but his overall argument for 
Christianity is organized well. There is an occasional untranslated French 
or Latin sentence but the reader who is unacquainted with these languages 
can skip these sections without missing the point being made. The best 
sections of the book are his argument against post-modernism, and his 
defense of the resurrection.  
 Montgomery’s section on the canon failed to be convincing. He 
seems to adopt the modern Protestant conception of a flat view of the 
canon, and his statements about which books should and should not be 
included in the canon of Scripture had little evidence to back up his 
assertions. Dr. Montgomery argues that the early church accepted the book 
of Hebrews, but this is not the case, having known that the book was not 
written by Paul himself, but by one of his disciples. The debate among the 
fathers concerning Hebrews centered on its Pauline authorship. Those who 
accepted Paul’s authorship adopted the book as canonical, while those who 
doubted Pauline authorship did not. The contemporary Protestant 
understanding of Hebrews denies its Pauline authorship, but still accepts its 
canonicity; this was not the position of the early church. Despite its 
problems, this volume is well worth reading and is unique in its approach. 
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Lars Kierspel. Charts on the Life, Letters, and Theology of Paul 
(Kregel Charts of the Bible). Kregel Publications, 2012. 

Review by Richard P. Shields 

Kregel hits another home run with this book! This follows the same 
approach as Charts on the Book of Hebrews, which I have previously 
reviewed. Like that book, this one provides necessary information in a 
readily usable format, which makes it ideal for detail study as well as easy 
for quick reference. For a pastor/teacher this is an excellent resource. 

Content 
The charts are extensive, well organized, and logical. There are four 
major parts: 

A. Paul’s Background & Context 

B. Paul’s Life & Ministry 

C. Paul’s Letters 

D. Paul’s Theological Concepts 

The largest parts are, appropriately, the last two, but we cannot ignore the 
first two (Note: I am using shortened chart titles). Charts 1 (Roman 
Emperors), 4 (Roman Military Structure), and 5 (Greco-Roman Religions) 
are well worth having available when questions arise, but which the serious 
studies may not provide in summary form. Likewise Charts 7 (1st Century 
Judaic Groups) and 8 (1st Century Judaism Characteristics) provide more 
detail than some table formats permit.  But, in this case the format works 
well.  

In Part B, Chart 11 (Parallels Acts and Pauline Corpus) is helpful, 
but I found the table somewhat confusing regarding the relationship 
between Acts 11 and 15 and Galatians. This might be one area in which the 
table/chart format fails to convey the challenges of such matching. Charts 
13 (Jesus in Luke, Paul in Acts) and 14 (Peter and Paul in Acts) are excellent. 
I remember Robert Hoerber teaching using the same kind of tables 30+ 
years ago at seminary. Chart 18 (Missionary Journeys) is another superb 
summary of critical information related to Paul’s ministry. Chart 19 
(Coworkers) is helpful, but it seemed incomplete. That is, the author divides 
the references into Male and Female. The missing part would be to look at 
the various terms used and how that is used relative to male and female. I 
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found Chart 28 (Names, Titles, etc.) very helpful, information often needed, 
but not often put together in one place. Likewise Chart 31 (Sufferings) is 
essential because suffering influences so much of Paul’s life and writings. 

Part C For those using the Greek, Chart 35 (Manuscripts) sets forth 
an easy to understand and use reference list, in conjunction with Chart 41 
(Arrangement of Letters). Chart 42 (Structural Comparison) is one of the 
best in the entire book! Charts 45-50 show the quotes and allusions of the 
Old Testament. Chart 47 also provides whether the quote is MT or LXX; 
Chart 50 gives the OT order of the allusions. Charts 51-52 extend the same 
for Intertestamental writings. In Charts 53-76 the author sets forth the 
snapshot of each letter, followed by a listing of key words in the longer 
letters. I was pleased to see Chart 62 (Ephesians and Colossians) because 
often this parallelism is overlooked; but both deal with the Church from 
two perspectives (Body of Christ and Christ the Head). The author uses 
Charts 68-73 to address the pastoral epistles and similarities as well as 
authorship issues (72) and relationship to Paul’s ministry (73). Excellent 
tools.  

Part D is perhaps the most intense part of the book. That is, 
theology can be systematized and condensed, but this section assumes the 
most background knowledge. This is not a criticism at all. After all, this is a 
tool for serious students and pastors/teachers. I commend him for doing so 
in an easily understood manner (with the above caveat), organized, and 
compiled for maximum usability. For me the most important Charts are 81 
(Christological), 82 (Pneumatological), 84 (Soteriological: Objective), 85 
( Soteriological: Subjective), 90 (Eschatological), and 92 (Ecclesiological). 
One area which I have just begun studying in detail is “Faith of Jesus” 
(Chart 89) and the controversy of translation as either objective (NAS) or 
subjective (NET). Helpful starting point for identifying the issues and texts. 
So also, Chart 111 (New Perspectives on Paul). Charts 96-107 present ethics 
and related topics as addressed by Paul. 

In the Comments part at the end, Dr. Kierspel offers reasoning for 
decisions and how he understands the issues. And he provides specific 
bibliographic references for further study. This section is worthwhile for 
gaining insight into the whole enterprise. 

Formatting 

Titles of charts should continue on each page with the same chart (I.e. 
Charts 5 and 8, and throughout book). But interestingly in Chart 98-100, the 
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headings continue on each page. Many of the charts have vertical lines that 
help guide the eye through the material. But some charts that could benefit 
from this do not have the vertical dividers (Charts 22, 23, 25, etc.). There is 
not Chart title/heading for pages 86-88.  
These formatting issues are indeed minor and do not detract from this 
valuable resource.  

Evaluation 

In sum, this book should be in every pastor’s and teacher’s library. Any 
student of the Bible and Paul’s letters, in particular, will benefit from Dr. 
Kierspel’s meticulous and thorough work. Well done to Kregel and Dr. 
Kierspel for a top notch book. 

Note: Thanks to Kregel Academic & Professional for the review copy of this 
book in exchange for an unbiased review. 
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Sermon: Home is Where… 
Dave Spotts 

 
It’s an honor to write a sermon for the inaugural issue of our theological 
journal. A sermon is a very different creation from a scholarly article, a 
position paper, or an exegesis. Much of the writing which we find in 
journals is intended for careful study, examination, and repeated review. 
On the other hand, a sermon is normally prepared for oral presentation and 
will be heard exactly once. It proclaims God’s Law and Gospel, hopefully 
striking at the hearts of the hearers and then bringing healing and grace. 
Because the sermon will be presented to a wide variety of hearers it has to 
speak on many different levels at once. And because some of those hearers 
may be hearing God’s Word for the first or the last time, this is one of the 
most important pieces of communication we can ever provide. I hope and 
pray that this sermon will both be used by God’s Spirit to minister to the 
congregation and that it will help my fellow servants of Christ to learn, 
both from its weaknesses and its strengths, to wield the powerful tools of 
Law and Gospel better. 
 
Grace, mercy, and peace to you in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the Holy Spirit. 

Come back home! It sounds like a fine idea, and many of us are 
doing something like that. Our families gather for holidays and reunions. 
We had a church anniversary celebration and many people were present, 
some from very far away, gathering together again. After a funeral we 
often have some of the family members who have moved away and want to 
come into the nave and be in the place where they grew up in church, 
where they confirmed their faith as young people, maybe where they were 
married. We want to come back home. 

Where is that home? In our Introit (Jeremiah 31) the children of 
Rachel have been taken away. They have been taken away from their own 
land. They are in a far-off country and Rachel cannot find them. Some of 
our children have left us. They have left our homes, they may have left our 
city, our state, even our country. And we yearn for them. How many times 
we would go to visit them, call them on the telephone, care for them even 
when they are far away. Are my children at home? They aren’t all at my 
home. We miss them, we fear for their safety, we yearn for their happiness. 
What if?? And some of our children have departed even farther. Some have 
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denied their parents, some have wandered from the Church, some have lost 
their lives. Where have you gone? Come back home! We miss you, and we 
weep, because we see no way that you will return to us. What is God’s 
word? Your children are not lost to God. He knows where they are, what 
they are doing, what they are valuing. And our God is able to call his 
people to himself. Has he called his people through Water and the Word? 
He is able to bring his people back from the lands where they have gone. 
They may never be in our house again. But our Lord can hold them in his 
righteous hand. 

Where is that home? In our reading from Isaiah (63) the home of 
the people of God is right in the presence of the Lord. He has given us a 
home, a place of compassion, a place of goodness, a place where his people 
are perfectly safe. And what have we, the Lord’s people done? We engage 
in rebellion, we flee from God, we treat him as our enemy and we become 
God’s enemy. The home becomes a place that we can hardly call a home. 
It’s a place of division, a place of strife. Who is the one being divisive? It 
isn’t God. He’s the one called steadfast. He’s the one who is true. He’s the 
one who was afflicted for us, who suffered on our behalf when we were 
under attack. He’s the one who then turned and rescued his people, giving 
them their home in a promised land. Where is our home? It is in the land 
the Lord has given us, the place of his presence, the place of his blessing, 
which he has prepared for us. We can dwell in the presence of our God and 
Maker unafraid. He has brought us into our home, by his side. 

Where is that home? It is surely with Jesus the Son of God. At just 
the right time, Galatians (4) says, the Son came. Are we only guests in the 
house of God? No, we are not just guests. Jesus, like you and like I, was 
born of a woman. He was born into this world full of the law, full of God’s 
commands, just like we were. And what do we see in this world, this place 
of the law? In the time of the Reformation the sentence, lex semper accusat, 
“the law always accuses” became a foundation of understanding the law 
and the gospel. Sometimes we look for the specific command of God which 
accuses us. But really we don’t have to look too far. Are you in a world that 
operates under the law? A world where bad things happen and you can’t 
escape them? A world of pain, suffering, weakness, and grief? A world of 
guilt? A world of shame? Then you are in the same world into which Jesus 
was born. It isn’t a nice place. It’s a place of sorrow. It’s a place of terror. 
It’s an “eat or be eaten” world, and we don’t have any teeth. Maybe that is 
your home today. It’s the same home where Jesus was born. What was he 
born for? Galatians 4:5 (ESV) says “to redeem those who were under the 
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law.” He buys us back from the power, out of the grip, of this world and its 
law. He adopts us, sons of God, sons who receive an inheritance, sons who 
have legal rights, sons who inherit the home. What kind of a home is it? It 
is a home that is redeemed. It is a home where Jesus is taking us from the 
law of sin and death and revealing his grace, mercy and peace. 

Where is that home? We have one more place to go, and it is 
Matthew’s Gospel, the second chapter. We, like Jesus, don’t always know 
where our home is. When Jesus was a baby, he was not necessarily very 
aware of geography. He was not someone who would go places by himself. 
Babies don’t do that. He was dependent on others, Joseph and Mary. Where 
is home? It’s where Joseph takes him. And when Joseph, the guardian, 
really the earthly father figure for Jesus, hears about the danger from 
Herod, he packs their things and they move to Egypt. They hide here, they 
hide there, they watch, wait, and listen for it to be safe. As we are adopted 
into our Lord’s family, we also find our home in the place of safety and 
protection. We live as brothers of Jesus, adopted sons of God, in the family 
that he has provided. Where do we look for counsel? Where do we look for 
hope? Where do we look for guidance? We look to the Lord. But we do it in 
the position of safety provided for us in the Lord’s household, his Church. 
Here is where we will find the support we need. Here is where we will find 
the Word of God read, proclaimed, and explained, in the Divine Service and 
in other teaching opportunities, week after week. Here is where we can 
safely ask questions of the Lord and be trained by him at the hands of his 
undershepherds. Here is a home where we can come for refuge, for 
comfort, and for peace. 

So in this time of Christmas, this time when we celebrate Jesus’ 
birth, we gather here, in the local church, where the body of Christ is 
present, the gathered Church, those adopted by Jesus. We gather here 
around Word and Sacrament. We gather, confessing our sins to God and 
receiving forgiveness, for Jesus has prepared the way for us, to bring us 
home. All our hopes, all our dreams, all our future in eternity, is right here. 
Welcome home. 

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard 
your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus our Savior. Amen. 
 


