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PREFACE 
The publication of Confessing the Gospel: A Lutheran Approach to 
Systematic Theology is the culmination of a project that began over 
three decades ago. In 1983 Dr. Ralph Bohlmann, President of The 
Lutheran Church  —  Missouri Synod from 1981 to 1992, in response 
to repeated requests from pastors, professors, and seminary students, 
as well as from the Synod’s Commission on Church Literature, 
appointed a special editorial committee to prepare a proposal “for the 
development of a new dogmatics that would serve the needs of the 
LCMS and other Lutherans.” Serving on this committee were 
representatives from Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, Concordia 
Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne, the Council of Presidents, the 
Commission on Theology and Church Relations, and Concordia 
Publishing House. 

Following four meetings, which included consultations with 
parish pastors and the members of the departments of systematic 
theology at the Synod’s two seminaries, this special editorial 
committee recommended that “the President of the Synod endorse the 
publication of a new Lutheran/Christian Dogmatics”; and, it 
encouraged Concordia Publishing House “to proceed with the 
development of such a resource.” Included in the committee’s 
specific recommendations were the following four points: 

1. The President of the Synod should serve as the general editor 
to guide and encourage the development of this project. 

2. The associate editors should be selected to edit and/or rewrite 
into an integrated format and style the contributions of invited 
national and international Lutheran scholars. 

3. Contributing authors should be selected from a list of 
recognized Lutheran scholars and assigned a portion of the 
classical dogmatic topics in their areas of expertise. 

4. Each chapter should include at least four perspectives: (a) 
biblical; (b) confessional; (c) historical; and (d) 
contemporary. 
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These recommendations were accepted by the President of the 
Synod and by the CPH Board of Directors, and the project was 
subsequently recognized and endorsed by the 1986 Synod Convention. 
The academic deans of Concordia Seminary in St. Louis and of 
Concordia Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne (Drs. John Johnson 
and Howard Tepker, respectively), and the Executive Director of the 
Commission on Theology and Church Relations (Dr. Samuel Nafzger) 
were asked to serve as the associate editors. Dr. David Lumpp, 
professor of theology at Concordia University in St. Paul, was asked to 
take the place of Dr. Tepker following his death in 1998. 

Over 70 theologians from the LCMS and its partner churches 
from around the world were invited to participate in this project, and 
almost all of them agreed to serve as contributors. However, the 
editors as listed above are alone responsible for the final contents of 
Confessing the Gospel: A Lutheran Approach to Systematic Theology, 
which has been approved at various stages in the process of its 
preparation by doctrinal reviewers appointed by Synod Presidents 
Ralph Bohlmann, Alvin Barry, Gerald Kieschnick, and given final 
approval by two reviewers appointed by President Matthew Harrison. 

It has been nearly a century since the Missouri Synod last 
published a new dogmatics. Volume II of Francis Pieper’s three-
volume Christliche Dogmatik was published in 1917. Volume III 
appeared in 1920, and Volume I was published in 1924. The order of 
publication is significant. Pieper reveals in the preface to the second 
volume why it was printed first. He begins by stating that this volume 
takes up “the doctrines of saving grace, of the person and work of 
Christ, of faith, of the origin of faith, and of justification by faith.” He 
continues, “The reason for the very full presentation of the articulus 
stantis et cadentis ecclesiae, the doctrine of justification, requires no 
explanation. All doctrine of Holy Scripture is either antecedens or 
consequens of this article, and all false teachings antagonize it either 
directly or indirectly.” He writes, “Faith as far as it justifies, concerns 
itself only with the Gospel, not with the Law or the entire Scripture. 
…Only after a man is justified does he take the right attitude toward 
the entire Scripture, believing that Scripture is God’s Word” (Pieper, 
Volume II, pp. 423–24). The person and work of Christ, together with 
the way sinners come to faith, are the very heart and core of the 
gospel. This is of paramount importance. 

Pieper also writes in the Preface to Volume II that in this 
Dogmatics he has endeavored to offer “a modern presentation [of 
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Christian doctrine] in the true sense.” A “truly modern presentation of 
Christian doctrine,” one that is “abreast of the times,” must first be 
“oriented” solely to the Word of God, that is, it makes the Word of 
God its sole source of knowledge.” The second characteristic of a 
truly modern presentation of Christian doctrine, Pieper says, is that it 
must “take account of ecclesiastical developments both past and 
present. It must propound and maintain the truth revealed for all times 
in Scripture over against human deviations not only in the past, but 
also today” (p. iii). 

Pieper’s success in this endeavor is borne witness to by the fact 
that Christliche Dogmatik, published in English in the 1950s, has 
continued to serve as a basic textbook for the preparation of pastors 
and church leaders in the Synod for almost 100 years. But if Pieper is 
correct in his assessment of what a truly modern presentation of 
Christian doctrine in its true sense is, then there is a pressing need for 
The Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod to do for our day what Pieper 
did for his, namely, to present the gospel taught in Scripture and 
confessed in the Lutheran Confessions in light of ecclesiastical 
developments of both the past and the present. It is for this reason 
that this project was initiated 30 years ago. 

This project has as its fundamental presupposition the conviction 
that a systematic treatment of Christian doctrine is nothing more nor 
less than an explication of the gospel as summarized by Jesus in John 
3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that 
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” A 
Lutheran approach to this task recognizes that this explication must 
be normed by “the Scriptures of the Old and the New Testament as 
the written Word of God and the only rule and norm of faith and of 
practice,” and as confessed in “the Symbolical Books of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church as a true and unadulterated statement 
and exposition of the Word of God” (LCMS Constitution, Article II). 

Confessing the Gospel: A Lutheran Approach to Systematic 
Theology seeks to demonstrate this Lutheran approach to confessing 
the gospel not only with respect to its content, but also with respect to 
the method of its presentation. Each chapter of this Dogmatics begins 
with a presentation of what the Bible has to say about the topic under 
discussion, followed by a review of what the ecumenical creeds and 
the historic confessions of the Lutheran church teach about this topic. 
Only then do we present a concise, organized, systematic treatment of 
each of the 15 articles of Christian doctrine addressed. We have 
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attempted, for the most part, to relegate critique and possible 
polemics to the historical section of each chapter, where a brief 
overview of the history of each topic is presented. We conclude each 
chapter with a brief application of each topic to the exercise of gospel 
ministry, showing how this topic belongs to the proclamation of the 
gospel today. (See the explanation of the “building blocks approach,” 
which follows below.) 

We would be remiss if we did not here recognize the important 
contributions of theologians from churches belonging to the 
International Lutheran Council (ILC), and from the ILC itself, in the 
preparation of this work. Their contributions to this project give 
witness to our shared partnership in the gospel. It also makes us bold 
to hope and pray that this systematic presentation of the good news of 
the Word of Life in and through the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ will be helpful not only to our partner churches but also 
to our brothers and sisters in Christ in all Christian churches 
throughout the world and also to people who do not yet know and 
confess Jesus as Savior and Lord. 

In conclusion, we want to acknowledge the contributions of 
President Ralph Bohlmann, who initiated this project and who had 
been originally asked to serve as its general editor. Without his 
leadership and vision this project would never have been undertaken. 
The title given to this systematics  —  Confessing the Gospel: A 
Lutheran Approach to Systematic Theology  —  captures the insight, 
the humility, and the spirit of our teacher, Professor Bohlmann, who 
taught us that evangelical, orthodox Lutheran theology must always 
be a faithful confession of the gospel of Jesus Christ as revealed in the 
Holy Scriptures. 

“And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming 
to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. For I 
decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him 
crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). 

 
Soli Deo Gloria! 

 
For the editors, 
Samuel H. Nafzger 
June 3, 2016 
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STATEMENT ON 
THE BUILDING-BLOCK 

APPROACH 
Confessing the Gospel: A Lutheran Approach to Systematic Theology 
adopts a unique format for presenting the classical tenets of Christian 
dogmatics called the “Building Block” approach. It seeks to 
demonstrate, through the very method of doing systematic theology, 
the nature of the gospel of forgiveness, life, and salvation in Jesus 
Christ alone, as this gospel is taught in Scripture alone and is rightly 
confessed in the Book of Concord. 

Each chapter of this Dogmatics is structured around five 
“building blocks.” These blocks organize a wide array of biblical, 
doctrinal, and historical data that define and inform the Christian faith 
as it is confessed in the Lutheran tradition. Five “blocks” or sections 
provide the framework for each chapter. (The first chapter, 
Prolegomena, because of its introductory nature, does not follow this 
method of presentation.) These blocks are: 

Scriptural Foundation: In this section the relevant biblical texts 
for each topic are presented, with a minimum of theological 
interpretation, in canonical order and according to broad 
categories (e.g., Pentateuch, Historical Books, Gospels, etc.). 
Holy Scripture, the written word of God, is the final norm for 
the confession of the gospel, and what it has to say about each 
topic is therefore presented first. 

Confessional Witness: The second building block reviews what 
the confessional writings of the Book of Concord have to say 
about each topic, beginning with the three ecumenical creeds 
and continuing with the historic Lutheran confessional 
writings of the 16th century. Lutheran pastors, at the time of 
their ordinations, publicly confess their conviction that these 
writings are a correct doctrinal exposition of the Holy 
Scriptures. The material presented in these first two building 
blocks is presented with a minimum of theological argument, 
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interpretation, or polemics. Instead, in both cases the material 
is designed to help the reader understand how Scripture and 
the Lutheran Confessions are fundamental to all subsequent 
theological reflection in the Lutheran tradition. 

Systematic Formulation: The systematic building block is 
designed to be the heart of each chapter in this Dogmatics. It 
brings together the biblical and confessional data in an 
organized way, and it builds a systematic formulation of each 
topic on this normative foundation. In so doing it also makes 
use of the work of important theologians and traditions 
throughout history. It also importantly focuses on confessing 
each of the topics treated in this Dogmatics through the lens 
of the proper distinction between the law and the gospel. The 
purpose of this formulation is to offer a concise presentation 
of what Lutherans believe, teach, and confess about each of 
the topics addressed. 

Historical and Contemporary Developments: This section of 
each chapter presents a summary review of the key issues, 
persons, and movements down through the Christian tradition 
on each of the topics. Its primary purpose is to review the 
history of this doctrine through the centuries, noting 
especially the significant controversies and errors that have 
arisen in the course of the church’s proclamation and defense 
of the gospel. False doctrines and teachers are evaluated and 
critiqued in the light of and on the basis of the Scriptures and 
the Lutheran Confessions. This building block seeks to 
provide readers with a basic understanding of the major 
problems and challenges in the church's ongoing task of 
confessing the gospel. 

Implications for Life and Ministry: This concluding building 
block is a short, reflective essay on key pastoral and 
congregational concerns as theology is applied to daily living. 
In essence, it responds to the question, “What does this topic 
have to do with the gospel and its proclamation at the 
beginning of the 21st century?” 

This building block format has been designed to allow scholars 
from all four customary theological disciplines  —  exegetical, 
systematic, historical and practical  —  to bring their respective insights 
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to this project and to point out the richness and the complexity of the 
church’s confession of the gospel. This approach also demonstrates 
how Lutherans write systematic theology from a Christ-centered, 
gospel-focused perspective, under the authority of Holy Scripture and 
the Lutheran Confessions, which are the norma normans and norma 
normata respectively of what Lutherans believe, teach, and confess. 
The review of the history of the church’s teaching helps Christians 
today to understand how it has arrived at this point in time in its 
understanding and proclamation of the gospel. 

Finally, each building block makes abundant use of footnotes 
containing references to additional primary and secondary resources. 
Especially with respect to the primary sources, the notes have been 
prepared so as to make the references accessible to the widest 
audience possible. This entails, whenever possible, the use of 
standard English editions, as well as the including of sufficient 
information so as to render the source of the reference accessible even 
to those with no prior familiarity with the structure and organization 
of the primary source in question. 
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1 

PROLEGOMENA 
THEOLOGY AS CONTEMPORARY 
“CONFESSION OF THE GOSPEL” 

A treatment of theological prolegomena typically begins with a 
definition of theology that goes beyond the self-evident “reasoned 
articulation about God.” Such a definition, in turn, helps to shape 
other aspects of the prolegomena (e.g., purpose or agenda, integrating 
or core doctrinal datum, theological criteria, and theological method). 
The following is a working point of departure: Theology is the 
church’s sanctified, disciplined reflection on and articulation of the 
gospel (justificatio sola gratia, propter solum Christum, per solam 
fidem), in “teaching and in all the articles of the faith” (FC SD XI, 
31); arising in faithful response to the Word of God; for purposes of 
proclamation, confession, catechesis, liturgy, and diakonia. Such 
theology is to be drawn from and normed by the inspired Holy 
Scripture (sola Scriptura as norma normans), stated in conformity 
with the church’s confessions (as norma normata), attentive and 
sensitive to the tradition of the church catholic, and expressed in 
language appropriate to the total milieu to which the kerygma is 
addressed. 

Theology brings one’s experience, knowledge, and 
understanding of the triune God to coherent and intelligent 
expression. In St. Anselm’s (ca. 1033–1109) words, it is “faith 
seeking understanding.” Because there is a New Testament kerygma, 
there must be reflection about this kerygma; and this reflection is 
theology. So understood, conscientious theological work is one form 
of obedience to Jesus’ directive to love the Lord with all one’s heart, 
soul, and mind (Matt 22:37) and to St. Paul’s admonition to “take 
every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor 10:5; cf. 1 Pet 3:15). 
At the same time, the primary end of theology is never the 
contemplation of truth per se, but always the salvation of men and 
women for whose trespasses Jesus Christ was put to death and for 
whose justification he was raised (Rom 4:25). 
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At its best, the history of Christian thought represents an effort 
to communicate the biblical gospel given the exigencies of 
successive intellectual and cultural contexts. It is easy to look back 
and identify moments of success and failure. The larger point, 
however, is that the intelligible and winsome articulation of the 
gospel is theology’s chief reason for being; and the present aim is to 
state the gospel and its implications, not to attribute praise or blame 
to those who have gone before. 

This framework for theological reflection and discourse follows 
the priorities of the Reformation fathers. Theology for Martin Luther 
and the confessors reflects Thesis 62 of Luther’s Ninety-five Theses: 
“The true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the glory 
and grace of God.”1 The starting point, then, for classical Reformation 
theology is the gospel revealed in Jesus Christ and testified to in Holy 
Scripture. Luther particularly eschewed a speculative vision of God, 
insisting instead that the proper task of theology was the practical 
understanding of the blessings God mercifully bestows on men and 
women through Jesus Christ. “The cross of Christ is our sole 
instruction in God’s Word, an utterly pure theology.”2 

There is only one article and one rule of theology, and this is 
true faith or trust in Christ. Whoever doesn’t hold this article 
and this rule is no theologian. All other articles flow into and 
out of this one; without it the others are meaningless. The 
devil has tried from the very beginning to deride this article 

                                                        
1 “Ninety-Five Theses,” of 1517, in Luther’s Works, American Edition, ed. Jaroslav 
Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House; 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1955–86), vol. 31, p. 31. Hereafter “LW.” 
2 Luther’s comment regarding Psalm 6:10, in “Works on the Psalms,” 1519–21, in 
volume 5, p. 217 of D. Martin Luthers Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe (Weimar: H. 
Böhlau, 1883– [hereafter “WA”]). See also the table talk entry: “True theology is 
practical, and its foundation is Christ, whose death is apprehended by faith,” in 
volume 1, no. 153, of WA Tischreden (Weimar: H. Böhlau, 1912–21; hereafter “Tr”). 
The centrality of the cross in Luther’s theology does not mean that one is free to 
disregard the teachings of Scripture which are not an explicit part of the gospel of the 
crucified Savior. In his response to Erasmus in The Bondage of the Will (1525) 
Luther asserts that the preaching of Christ crucified is not simply a matter of making 
the bare statement, “Christ has been crucified.” Rather, “Christ crucified brings all 
these things such as the dogmas and teachings revealed in Scripture with him” (LW 
33, p. 71). The whole counsel of God revealed in Scripture, with the gospel as its core 
and center, is to be proclaimed in the church. 
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and put his own wisdom in its place. However, this article has 
a good savor for all who are afflicted, downcast, troubled, and 
tempted, and these are the ones who understand the gospel.3 

To pursue his agenda one step further, Luther understood and 
expressed the gospel as the saving grace of God in Jesus Christ 
addressed to human beings as sinners. This polarity is reflected in 
Luther’s penchant for such linguistic and theological contrasts as 
sin/grace, fall/restoration, bondage/liberty, and, most overwhelmingly, 
law/gospel or judgment/promise. The law/gospel polarity or dialectic 
has been accurately described as the interpretative or methodological 
key to Luther’s theology.4 This accent, coupled with the 
Christocentrism noted above, is stated brilliantly in his “Commentary 
on Psalm 51”: 

This is the twofold theological knowledge which David 
teaches in this psalm, so that the content of the psalm is the 
theological knowledge of man and also the theological 
knowledge of God. Let no one, therefore, ponder the Divine 
Majesty, what God has done and how mighty He is; or think 
of man as the master of his property, the way the lawyer does; 
or of his health, the way the physician does. But let him think 
of man as sinner. The proper subject of theology is man 
guilty of sin and condemned, and God the Justifier and Savior 
of man the sinner. Whatever is asked or discussed in theology 
outside this subject, is error and poison. All Scripture points 
to this, that God commends His kindness to us and in His Son 
restores to righteousness and life the nature that has fallen 
into sin and condemnation.5 

                                                        
3 From Luther’s “Table Talk,” no. 1583, in LW 54, p. 157. 
4 See Gerhard O. Forde, “Forensic Justification and Law in Lutheran Theology,” in 
Justification by Faith: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII, ed. H. George 
Anderson, T. Austin Murphy, and Joseph A. Burgess (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Publishing House, 1985), p. 293. 
5 LW 12, p. 311. See also, “God’s Word Kills and Makes Alive,” in Robert Kolb 
and Charles P. Arand, The Genius of Luther’s Theology: A Wittenberg Way of 
Thinking for the Contemporary Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker-Academic, 
2008), pp. 148–59. 
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Even more telling than these references to Luther is the abundant 
and consistent testimony of the New Testament. For all their 
diversity, the New Testament gospel accounts and letters converge in 
making one unifying point: Jesus Christ is God’s merciful response to 
human fallenness; and in his death and resurrection congenitally 
sinful men and women find pardon and peace. 

The kingdom of God, God’s active rule of grace in and among his 
people, is “at hand” in Jesus the Messiah (Matt 3:2). Moreover, this 
kingdom comes at the “fullness of time” (Gal 4:4) by divine initiative 
alone, apart from human preparation. Immediately after Peter’s great 
confession in Matthew 16, Jesus begins the painstaking and sobering 
explanation of the real nature of his mission: “From that time Jesus 
began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 
many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, 
and on the third day be raised” (Matt 16:21 and parallels). Indeed, Jesus 
himself defines his messianic work in the language of Isaiah’s fourth 
Servant Song: “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). Because 
Jesus thus identifies his work with the work of Isaiah’s Suffering 
Servant, the prophet’s poetry becomes at once the kerygma, the 
confession of faith, and the doxology of today’s Christian people. 

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet 
we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. 
But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed 
for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that 
brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed. All we 
like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his 
own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all 
(Isa 53:4–6). 

On the basis of this message, the resurrected Jesus gives to his 
disciples the mandate and privilege to declare this forgiveness to 
others (Matt 16:19; 18:18; John 20:19–23). The apostle Paul refers to 
this magnificent responsibility as “the ministry of reconciliation,” the 
content of which is both unequivocal and unconditional: 

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old 
has passed away; behold, the new has come! All this is from 
God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us 
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the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 
against them, and entrusting to us the message of 
reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God 
making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of 
Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be 
sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God (2 Cor 5:17–21). 

Paul was not among those who had heard, seen, and touched Jesus 
during his earthly ministry (contrast 1 John 1:1). Nevertheless, as one 
whom God had set apart before he was born and called by his grace and 
to whom God was pleased to reveal his Son (Gal 1:16), Paul 
proclaimed and interpreted the one gospel in the various congregations 
and mission fields in the Mediterranean world. Clearly, the gospel of 
the crucified and resurrected Christ as God’s one provision for human 
sin determined Paul’s self-understanding and defined his vocation (see 
1 Thess 2:4). Nowhere is this more evident than in Romans, where Paul 
elaborates the gospel in more systematic fashion. 

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart 
from the law, although the law and the Prophets bear witness 
to it  —  the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ 
for all who believe. For there is no distinction: for all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by 
his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, 
to be received by faith (Rom 3:21–25a). 

The apostolic tradition (paradosis) is evident in the other New 
Testament writers as well. Vivid statements of the common kerygma 
abound, most notably in the Petrine and Johannine corpora. The 
beloved disciple articulates beautifully both the depth and scope of 
the unifying new covenant message: “If anybody does sin, we have an 
advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ, the Righteous. He is the 
propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of 
the whole world” (1 John 2:1b–2). 

Finally, in writing to the Corinthians, Paul includes what is 
generally regarded as a portion of a primitive Christian catechism: 
“Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, …he was 
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buried, …he was raised on the third day in accordance with the 
Scriptures, and …he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve” (1 Cor 
15:3–4). Equally noteworthy is Paul’s introduction to this creedal 
fragment: “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also 
received” (1 Cor 15:3a, emphasis added). The message is simple: the 
gospel of the incarnate Christ can admit no competitors. It is the 
singular burden of apostolic proclamation, of church practice, and of 
all theological polemic. (In Galatians, possibly the most polemical 
New Testament document, Paul asserts: “To them [the Judaizers] we 
did not yield in submission even for a moment, so that the truth of the 
gospel might be preserved for you” (Gal 2:5, emphasis added.) 

These New Testament passages converge in making an essential 
point: theology is preeminently the exposition of the biblical gospel, 
and, at a fundamental level, theology’s responsibility is to present the 
gospel purely and clearly, in an understandable and meaningful way 
to today’s audiences. Following the overwhelming precedent of the 
New Testament authors, the theological task is to articulate the full 
implications of the gospel of Jesus Christ for the contemporary age. 

Such an articulation was the particular burden of the 16th-
century reformers. The Reformation, at its root, was a theological 
movement, a “resurgence of evangelical Christianity.”6 It was, as 
Hermann Sasse notes, “a renovation of the church brought about by 
the rediscovery and renewed proclamation of the pure doctrine of 
the gospel of the forgiveness of sins.”7 With this self-understanding, 
the contributors to the Book of Concord were intent on keeping 
God’s unconditional absolution propter Christum central in their 
exposition of controverted issues. 

[The unity we desire] keeps God’s honor intact, does not 
abandon the divine truth of the holy gospel, and concedes 
nothing to the slightest error. Instead, it leads poor sinners to 
true, proper repentance, raises them up through faith, strengthens 

                                                        
6 Lewis W. Spitz, Jr., “Impact of the Reformation on Church-State Issues,” Church 
and Statue Under God, ed. Albert C. Huegli (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1964), pp. 62–63. 
7 Hermann Sasse, Here We Stand: Nature and Character of the Lutheran Faith, 
trans. Theodore G. Tappert (St. Louis: Concordia Heritage Series, n.d.; original 
1938), p. 61. 
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them in new obedience, and thus justifies and saves them 
eternally, solely [through] the merit of Christ (SD XI, 96). 

This concern is evident in the theological polemic employed by 
the Confessions’ authors. For Melanchthon, Luther, and the compilers 
of the Formula of Concord, no indictment was more serious than the 
assertion that an opponent’s position “[obscures] the grace of Christ 
and the teaching concerning faith” (AC XXVI, 4, G), “[slanders] the 
honor of Christ’s merit …[and suppresses] the righteousness of faith” 
(AC XXVII, 38, G), “bur[ies] Christ” (Ap IV, 18), and “do[es] away 
with both the gospel and Christ and teach[es] nothing but law” (Ap 
IV, 70). Melanchthon’s many similar comments in the Augustana and 
Apology are summarized by Luther in the Smalcald Articles: 
“Nothing in this article can be conceded or given up, even if heaven 
and earth or whatever is transitory passed away. …On this article 
stands all that we teach and practice against the pope, the devil, and 
the world” (SA II, 5). Throughout the confessional writings, polemics 
has a pastoral purpose: “This controversy deals with the most 
important topic of Christian teaching which, rightly understood, 
illumines and magnifies the honor of Christ and brings the abundant 
consolation that devout consciences need” (Ap IV, 2). 

Often the confessors’ view of theology as an exposition of the 
gospel for the contemporary church is expressed within the context of 
the law/gospel polarity. The Formula of Concord, in particular, 
develops this position as a basic Lutheran perspective and the key for 
correctly explaining and understanding the Scriptures and their 
central message of salvation in Jesus Christ. 

The distinction between law and gospel is a particularly 
glorious light. It serves to divide God’s Word properly [cf. 
2 Tim 2:15] and to explain correctly and make understandable 
the writings of the holy prophets and apostles. Therefore, we 
must diligently preserve this distinction, so as not to mix these 
two teachings together and make the gospel into a law. For this 
obscures the merit of Christ and robs troubled consciences of 
the comfort that they otherwise have in the holy gospel when it 
is preached clearly and purely. With the help of this distinction 
these consciences can sustain themselves in their greatest 
struggles against the terror of the law (SD V, 1). 
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This concern received its classic exposition in C. F. W. Walther’s 
addresses to seminarians, The Proper Distinction Between Law and 
Gospel. Echoing Luther, Walther asserted that the Spirit-taught ability 
properly to distinguish and apply law and gospel is indispensable for 
anyone aspiring to the pastoral office: “Also for theologians as such 
the proper distinction between law and gospel is the highest and most 
difficult art …[E]verything else that a theologian must know is of less 
value than this art.”8 

The Holy Spirit’s gift of distinguishing law and gospel is the 
confessional means of keeping the one “doctrine of the gospel” 
(justification) central and distinctive, and this has implications for 
every article of faith. After quoting John Gerhard, “The distinction 
between the law and the gospel must be maintained at every point,” 
Walther comments, “Mark well  —  at every point. There is not a 
doctrine that does not call upon us rightly to divide law and gospel.”9 

CENTRAL THEOLOGICAL DATUM 
A second critical concern in theological prolegomena is to 

identify the operative framework, that is, the doctrinal structure or 
Gestalt within which theological thought and Christian life are 
conducted. The following is the core theological datum of which 
Lutheran dogmatics is an elaboration: God has become incarnate in 
human history in Jesus Christ, through whom he has justified the 
ungodly and reconciled fallen creation to himself. In him, the 
promised kingdom of God is present reality. Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection have secured  —  unconditionally  —  the forgiveness of sin, 
new life, and the sure hope of eternal salvation. 

In some Lutheran circles, this datum has been termed the “radical 
gospel”  —  the doctrine of justification by grace, for Christ’s sake, 
through faith, without works of law10 (to Luther and all dogmaticians 

                                                        
8 C. F. W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel, trans. W. H. T. 
Dau (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1897, 1928), p. 51. 
9 Ibid., p. 37. 
10 This is unfolded by Martin H. Franzmann, “Seven Theses on Reformation 
Hermeneutics,” a Report of the Commission on Theology and Church Relations 
(hereafter CTCR) of The Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod, n.d., pp. 4–5; reprinted 
in Concordia Journal, vol. 45, no. 3 (Spring 2010): 122–23. 
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thereafter the articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae).11 This theology 
is radical (i.e., fundamental, basic, going to the root) in three respects. 
First, it recognizes the condemning law and wrath of God and the 
guilt and lostness of humanity. Second, it recognizes the exclusive 
working of God in human salvation (sola gratia). Third, it recognizes 
the transformation of human existence that is produced by the saving 
act of God.12 

This emphasis on the centrality of justification does not exclude 
or disregard the New Testament’s other linguistic descriptions for the 
work of Christ (e.g., redemption, sacrifice, reconciliation, etc.). 
Rather, forensic justification is an important mode of expression in 
Luther and is predominant in the Lutheran Confessions and 
consequently in much of subsequent Lutheran theology. As such, it 
helps to provide a hermeneutic for any contemporary exposition of 
soteriology. 

A THEOLOGY OF THE CROSS 
Theology conceived as the contemporary exposition of the gospel 

will be a theology of the cross, oriented exclusively to the Deus 
revelatus, and not a theology of glory with its attendant propensity for 
the Deus absconditus. Luther himself states the contrast vividly: 

But true Christian theology, as I often warn you, does not 
present God to us in his majesty, as Moses and other 
teachings do, but Christ born of the Virgin as our Mediator 
and High Priest. Therefore when we are embattled against the 
law, sin, and death in the presence of God, nothing is more 
dangerous than to stray into heaven with our idle 
speculations, there to investigate God in His 
incomprehensible power, wisdom, and majesty, to ask how 
He created the world and how He governs it. If you attempt to 
comprehend God this way and want to make atonement to 
Him apart from Christ the Mediator, making your works, 
fasts, cowl, and tonsure the mediation between Him and 
yourself, you will inevitably fall, as Lucifer did (Isa 14:12), 

                                                        
11 On this phrase, see Alister McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Doctrine of 
Justification, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 193, n. 3. 
12 Franzmann, pp. 4–5; or, in the reprinted edition, pp. 122–23. 
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and in horrible despair lose God and everything. For as in His 
own nature God is immense, incomprehensible, and infinite, 
so to man’s nature He is intolerable. Therefore if you want to 
be safe and out of danger to your conscience and your 
salvation, put a check on this speculative spirit. Take hold of 
God as Scripture instructs you (1 Cor 1:21, 24): “Since, in 
wisdom, the world did not know God through wisdom, it 
pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save 
those who believe. We preach Christ crucified, a stumbling 
block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are 
called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and 
the wisdom of God.” Therefore begin where Christ began  —
  in the Virgin’s womb, in the manger, and at His mother’s 
breasts. For this purpose He came down, was born, lived 
among men, suffered, was crucified, and died, so that in 
every possible way He might present Himself to our sight. He 
wanted us to fix the gaze of our hearts upon Himself and thus 
to prevent us from clambering into heaven and speculating 
about the divine majesty.13 

“Theology of the cross” is an expression coined by Luther and 
classically articulated in the “Heidelberg Disputation” of 1518. 
Theologia crucis is not one idea (or locus) among many; rather, it is a 
holistic term descriptive of a particular orientation.14 Though never 
expressly defined by Luther  —  and rarely if ever used after the 
Heidelberg Disputation  —  the following capsule summary is 
proposed: All knowledge of God and his dealings with humanity 
(epistemology and theology proper), all talk of redemption and 
deliverance from sin (Christology and soteriology), and any 
possibility for a new life and for hope under the impulse of God’s 
Spirit (pneumatology, sanctification, ethics, eschatology) are all 
entirely dependent on the cross of Jesus Christ. In more abbreviated 

                                                        
13 “Lectures on Galatians” of 1535, in LW 26, pp. 28–29. 
14 For two excellent treatments of the topic, see Walther von Loewenich, Luther’s 
Theology of the Cross, trans. Herbert J. A. Bouman (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Publishing House, 1976); and especially Gerhard O. Forde, On Being a Theologian of 
the Cross: Reflections on Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997). 
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form, the cross is the exclusive basis for, cause and source of, and 
paradigm for the Christian life. 

In his initial discussion, Luther focused on the nature of God, and 
thus on the nature of authentic faith vis-à-vis both philosophical 
speculation and ostentatious human works. Over his entire career, 
however, the theology of the cross comes to involve six 
interdependent and successive elements. 

First, the core and foundation of theology is the person and work 
of Jesus Christ  —  and one cannot say anything completely adequate 
about God without talking about Jesus Christ. 

Second, true theology is soteriology. In other words, true 
theology is not primarily concerned about God’s or even Christ’s 
being in the abstract, but about Christ’s blessings for sinful human 
beings (cf. Melanchthon’s axiom in Ap IV, 101 and elsewhere that 
knowledge of Christ is knowledge of his blessings). The fullest 
knowledge of God is not to be found in his essential attributes, but in 
the place of his apparent weakness  —  the cross. It is this 
condescension that comforts the heart, in contrast to contemplating 
the naked majesty of God (the Deus nudus). 

Third and closely related to the foregoing, the “hidden God” 
(Deus absconditus), in effect, the “God not preached,” is to be left 
alone. The God constructed by one’s own imagination is at best an 
insoluble problem, and at worst an idol. Paradoxically, God reveals 
himself (Deus revelatus), in effect, “the God preached,” in the 
hiddenness of the cross. Only in his Word and in his suffering, death, 
and resurrection does one find “God revealing God.”15 

Fourth, the work of Christ and the saving character of his life, 
death, and resurrection are declared in the Word of God and are 
apprehended through faith alone. Human beings properly relate to 
God only through faith, the humble trust and confidence that God is 
truly merciful through Jesus, “a mirror of the Father’s heart” (LC II, 
65). Twin emphases are at work here: (a) No human work avails 
coram Deo; instead, God’s promise realized in Jesus Christ 

                                                        
15 The language and development of “hidden God” as “God not preached” and 
“revealed God” as “God preached” is from Forde, “Proclamation: The Present Tense 
of the Gospel,” in Dialog, vol. 29, no. 3 (Summer 1990): 167–73; and abundantly 
expounded in Theology Is for Proclamation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990). 
Forde, in turn, bases his studies on Luther’s Bondage of the Will of 1525. 
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establishes and determines the relationship. (b) Neither the 
incarnation itself nor its import can be rendered accessible either 
through introspection or through empirical or rational investigation. 

Fifth, Luther’s atonement theology stresses Christ’s assuming our 
sin and death in himself. There is, correspondingly, a strong emphasis 
on the seriousness of human rebellion and sin, which could be 
engaged only by God through the cross. The resurrection is not 
thereby slighted, since it represents the outcome of God’s entrance 
into death in Jesus Christ and his definitive victory over the same. 

Sixth, Christian life under the cross involves selfless service, in 
which the disciple follows his or her Lord on a path that may well 
entail suffering (see 1 Pet 4:12–14). Moreover, in a theology of the 
cross one’s Christian life dare never be evaluated by the presence or 
absence of “success.”16 On the contrary, one’s Christian life is defined 
exclusively by the alien righteousness conferred by God in the death 
and resurrection of Jesus. 

SYSTEMATICS WITHIN THE DIVISIONS OF THEOLOGY 
To facilitate communication of the saving acts of God, Christian 

theology has evolved a fourfold division that has been popular since 
the mid-19th century. It is now customary to speak of exegetical 
theology, the interpretation of the Old and New Testaments in their 
total historical, linguistic, religious, and socio-cultural contexts; 
historical theology, “the genetic study of Christian faith and 
doctrine”;17 practical theology, the discipline of looking at the 
practice of the church in the light of its Christocentric biblical 
theology; and systematic theology, to be defined and considered in 
more detail below. The distinctions are not univocal, and 
interdependence is both inevitable and appropriate. Gerhard Ebeling 
comments: 

                                                        
16 To be sure, God can and does bless his children. What is excluded here is 
“success” construed in terms of “health and wealth,” which purportedly will be given 
to all “genuine” believers. 
17 Jaroslav Pelikan, Historical Theology: Continuity and Change in Christian 
Doctrine (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971), p. xiii. 
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Theology is an indivisible whole because it has to do with 
one single, fundamentally simple thing  —  the Word of God 
which is not many things but one. 

The articulation of theology into different fields of study is 
meaningful only if each partial concern can be understood as 
of such a kind that the whole is latent in it.18 

The early efforts of Origen (ca.185–ca. 254) and John of 
Damascus (ca.675–ca.749) notwithstanding, systematic theology was 
long indistinguishable from biblical theology. Indeed, for the most 
part the theological disciplines gained autonomy at various times 
since the Renaissance. In particular, systematic theology per se seems 
to have emerged in the mid-17th century only after the concept of 
“system” had been introduced in theology. Abraham Calov (1612–86) 
entitled his 12-volume work Systema Locorum Theologicorum 
(published 1655) and John Andrew Quenstedt (1617–88) referred to a 
systema theologica. Probably nothing more was intended than the 
orderly arrangement of theological topics. In any event, by the early 
18th century “systematic theology” had become common 
nomenclature. 

Far more important than any verbal etiology is one’s working 
definition. Here systematic theology refers to the activity of the 
Christian church whereby its teachers formulate and interpret the 
proclamation of the church for their own age and situation. It is a 
structured, orderly, and coherent exposition of the church’s witness in 
the language and thought-forms of the contemporary world. 

Both a spiritual and intellectual enterprise, systematic theology 
seeks to make normative  —  not just descriptive  —  theological 
assertions (in contrast, for example, to “religious studies” or the 
sociology of religion). The content of these assertions is the saving 
action of God in Jesus Christ in all its fullness; the source is the Holy 
Spirit communicating through the written Word of God. 

Properly understood, systematic theology is the integrative 
theological discipline. It is attentive not only to the basic normative 
source in Holy Scripture, but also to the creeds, confessions, and 
entire history of theological work since Pentecost. Therefore, 
                                                        
18 Gerhard Ebeling, Word and Faith, trans. James W. Leitch (London: SCM Press, 
1963), p. 425. 
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systematics plays a role in every theological discipline, and it is a 
specialized discipline by virtue of its explicit inquiry into theology as 
a whole and its resolute attention to current questions. 

The various branches of systematic theology are oriented to this 
holistic definition. Dogmatics, sometimes casually used as a synonym 
for systematics, is the organized, coherent exposition and formulation 
of Christian doctrine for the contemporary church. Expressed in more 
current idiom, dogmatics considers the Christian story from the 
perspective of the end of history as this end has been revealed in Jesus 
Christ.19 “Dogmatic theology” was used by Georg Calixt (1586–
1656) in 1634 and by John Heinrich Alting (1583–1644) in 1635. It 
was first used in a book title by Lucas Reinhard (1623–88) in 1659.20 

The evolution of terminology underscores the fact that, perhaps 
more than any other couplet, exegetical theology and systematic 
theology are complementary disciplines. With the emergence of 
“biblical theology” as a discipline in its own right in the 17th 
century, the connections become even more evident. Biblical 
theology expresses the content of Scripture (its structure, component 
parts, and their interrelationship) in its own terms and largely 
according to its own categories. 

Hermeneutics appreciates the distance between text and reader and 
effects the transition from more descriptive biblical theology (“what did 
the inspired author mean in his original intent?”) to normative 
dogmatics. The latter restates the biblical faith in contemporary 
categories, attentive to how the New Testament kerygma interacts with 
the present thought-world (“what does it mean today?”).21 

Particularly within the Lutheran tradition dogmatics has profited 
immensely from its rich partnership with symbolics. Displacing the 
polemics (theologia controversa) of the Reformation, symbolics came 

                                                        
19 Gilbert C. Meilaender, “The Place of Ethics in the Theological Task,” in Currents 
in Theology and Mission, vol. 6, no. 4 (August 1979): 202. 
20 A convenient source for this nomenclature, used here and elsewhere in this locus, 
is Richard Klann, “Theology: An Essay in Introductory Elements or Prolegomena,” 
Concordia Journal, vol. 2, no. 5 (September 1976), p. 214. 
21 See the discussion along these lines in A. Berkeley Mickelsen, Interpreting the 
Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1963), pp. 
343–47. See also Krister Stendahl, “Contemporary Biblical Theology,” in 
Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible: An Illustrated Encyclopedia, ed. George Arthur 
Buttrick (Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press, 1962), vol. 1, pp. 418–32. 
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into its own from the 18th century onward. Today symbolics is the 
historical study, interpretation, and application of the ancient catholic 
creeds as well as the later Reformation confessions. The examination 
involves both the historical/theological provenance of confessional 
writings and their doctrinal content. As an activity of the church, 
dogmatics inevitably works from and builds on the creedal and 
confessional decisions of the classical Christian tradition. 

One bridge from systematics to practical or pastoral theology is 
ethics, or, in Roman Catholic discourse, moral theology. Stated in a 
most elementary way, theological ethics draws out the moral 
implications of the total Christian message in both the personal and 
social spheres.22 Though Georg Calixt in 1634 raised ethics to the 
status of a theological theme, he did not sever ethics from dogmatics. 
To be sure, the dogmatic locus on sanctification will always be an 
important part of an introduction to moral theology; and, at its best, 
ethics will be governed by the biblical story of creation, sin, 
redemption, and resurrection.23 “The purpose of theological ethics is 
…to seek to discern (so far as a faith seeking understanding can 
penetrate) the will of God for human conduct  —  the will of a God 
gracious in Jesus Christ.”24 

Perhaps the most controversial branch of systematics both in 
terms of its nature and appropriate role is apologetics, which emerged 
as a theological discipline near the end of the 18th century. As 
customarily defined, apologetics has both a negative and positive 
dimension. First, apologetics aims to counter criticism of Christian 
truth claims and provide a satisfactory intellectual defense of the 
same. Second, the more positive aspect of apologetics is 
communicative; it seeks to commend the gospel in terms people 
understand.25 One source of debate arises when extravagant claims 
are sometimes made for the utility of apologetics. Especially 

                                                        
22 Carl E. Braaten, “Prolegomena to Christian Dogmatics,” in Christian Dogmatics, 
vol. 1, ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 
pp. 12–13. 
23 Meilaender, p. 202. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Discussed by Braaten, pp. 12–16. 
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problematic is an unguarded use of “point of contact” language.26 
Obviously, those who speak the gospel will be attentive to the 
worldview of their audience. However, this is a far cry from the 
supposition that there is within unregenerate people some residual 
affinity for the gospel message. Apologetics can help remove 
intellectual prejudice against the Christian faith and possibly 
invalidate an attack upon it, but it can neither establish its truth nor 
facilitate its reception. 

The last branch of systematic theology is the history of dogma, 
that is, the record of the development of doctrinal forms and the 
fixation of dogma in the church (e.g., the trinitarian theology of the 
fourth century).27 While some overlap is inevitable, the history of 
dogma is not equivalent to the broader history of theology or the 
history of Christian thought. In its more precise denotation, history of 
dogma pertains to the common, confessed faith of the church.28 

SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY, THE KERYGMA, AND DOCTRINE 
The centrality of the kerygma to the above definitions of 

theology, systematic theology, and dogmatics necessarily brings one 
to the nature of Christian doctrine itself. Doctrine is the scriptural 
articulation of the gospel in all its articles. (If one distinguishes 
between doctrine and dogma, the latter has come to be defined as a 
teaching established by divine revelation and formally defined by the 
church.) This definition has three dimensions: the gospel of Jesus 
Christ as the central datum; sacred Scripture as doctrine’s source and 
norm; and “all the articles of the faith” (SD X, 31) as its 
comprehensive, inclusive scope. Doctrine, properly understood, is not 
simply a series of veracious propositions about God. Rather, it is 
revealed truth describing the reality of God’s saving relationship to 
human beings in Jesus Christ in all its implications. 

This definition of doctrine is really a synthesis, disguising to 
some extent the fluidity of usage long connected with the term. 

                                                        
26 This is a major concern of Helmut Thielicke. See The Evangelical Faith, vol. 1, 
Prolegomena: The Relation of Theology to Modern Thought Forms, trans. 
Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1974), p. 145. 
27 See Pelikan, pp. 13–20. 
28 Ibid. 
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In the New Testament, didaskalia and didache (from the verb 
didaskein, “to teach”) are usually translated “doctrine.” They are 
used synonymously, generally in the singular. The term can mean 
the act of teaching, doctrine, or instruction (1 Tim 4:13, 16; Rom 
15:4; 1 Cor 14:6; 2 Tim 4:2; and Mark 4:2). It can also refer to the 
whole content of what is taught. (See, for example, Titus 2:10, “the 
doctrine of God our Savior”; 1 Tim 1:10, something “contrary to 
sound doctrine”; 2 John 9–10, “the teaching of Christ”; Rom 16:17, 
“the doctrine that you have been taught.”) Christian doctrine is one; 
division of doctrine is a human convention. When one finds 
doctrines, the context indicates that these doctrines conflict with the 
doctrine that should be taught in the Christian church. (See Matt 
15:9, “teaching as doctrines the commandments of men”; Col 2:22, 
“according to human precepts and teachings”; 1 Tim 4:1, “teachings 
of demons”; Heb 13:9, “strange teachings.”)29 

Lutheran confessional usage parallels the New Testament. 
Doctrine means either “what is taught” or the “activity of teaching,” 
and often the emphasis is on what is taught publicly in the churches 
(note the Formula of Concord’s “We believe, teach, and confess”). 
The Augsburg Confession in particular stresses the public teaching of 
the gospel (doctrina evangelii): 

The church is the assembly of saints in which the gospel is 
taught purely [pure docetur] and the sacraments are 
administered rightly. And it is enough for the true unity of 
the church to agree concerning the teaching of the gospel 
[doctrina evangelii] and the administration of the sacraments 
(VII, 1b–2, L). 

Further, the Symbols use “teaching [Lehre]” for the total 
Christian doctrine (viewed as a whole) confessed by the Lutheran 
church, as in the Formula of Concord: “Fundamental, enduring unity 
in the church requires above all else a clear and binding summary and 
form in which a general summary of teaching is drawn together from 
God’s Word, to which the churches that hold the true Christian 
religion confess their adherence” (SD, Rule and Guiding Principle, 1). 

                                                        
29 Much of this terminological discussion can be found in the CTCR report, “A 
Review of the Question, ‘What Is a Doctrine?’  ” (n.d.). 
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Even more important in the Lutheran Confessions is the regular 
avoidance of the plural doctrinae. When 16th-century writers divide 
the corpus doctrinae into convenient topics, they use expressions 
such as “articles of faith” or simply “articles” (occasionally using 
“locus” instead of “article,” especially in dogmatic volumes). “Article 
of faith” emphasizes both the relationship of parts to the whole and 
the intimate relationship of all such parts to the gospel and saving 
faith. Occasionally, “article of faith” emphasizes that these biblical 
teachings are not the product of rational demonstration but are held by 
virtue of a faith wrought by the Holy Spirit. 

The preeminent place of the gospel in the definitions of theology, 
systematic theology, and dogmatics has its precedent in the 
confessional practice of using doctrina and evangelium as synonyms 
(see, for example, Apt IV, 2; Ep V, 5; SD X, 31) and in their 
reluctance to talk about doctrinae. Articles of faith are integral parts 
of the one doctrine of the gospel. It is crucial to recognize the 
theological rationale at work here: no aspect or component of 
Christian teaching dare be allowed to compete with the one, saving 
gospel of Jesus Christ for centrality, supremacy, or integrative 
efficacy. In the 16th century, one simply does not talk about other 
doctrines (unless they are false doctrines, or “another gospel”!); there 
is one doctrine, and a variety of revealed articles that serve, elucidate, 
and bring to expression its fullness. Thus justification by grace, for 
Christ’s sake, through faith is considered the chief article of Christian 
doctrine, the Hauptartikel or Hauptstück (AC XXVIII, 66, G; SA II, 
2, 1, 25; II, 3, 2; II, 4, 3). 

With the rise of 17th-century Orthodoxy and its understandable 
desire for pedagogical clarity and classification, the term “doctrines” is 
used along with “articles of faith.” Although these terms never became 
precise synonyms, by the 19th century “doctrine” and “doctrines” were 
being applied to parts of and divisions within the one Christian 
doctrine. This more elastic use was naturally picked up by the early 
leaders of The Lutheran Church  —  Missouri Synod, among them C. F. 
W. Walther. The Missouri Synod fathers distinguished between biblical 
doctrines that are articles of faith (e.g., the real presence in the Lord’s 
Supper) and those biblical doctrines that are not (e.g., usury). Walther, 
among others, regarded the latter example as a “moral doctrine” but not 
an article of faith. This usage is rarely seen today. 

The foregoing can be summarized in several basic points. First, 
the gospel (gospel in the narrow sense; justification, by grace, for 
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Christ’s sake, through faith) is not one theme among many others; 
rather, the triune God’s saving action in the person and work of Jesus 
Christ is the central and utterly decisive core, which all the articles of 
faith explicate. Second, all the articles of faith derive their ultimate 
significance from their relationship to this gospel. Third, articles of 
faith must not be treated atomistically, but interdependently. Fourth, 
if a supposed article has nothing to do with this one doctrine, it will 
soon compete with the solus Christus. Finally, doctrinal error may 
often be a consequence of not fully appreciating a topic’s intrinsic 
connection to the gospel and the implications of this connection.30 

These simple theses reflect the classical Lutheran insistence that 
all Christian doctrine be presented from a soteriological standpoint, 
that is, in terms of the relationship of each article to our salvation. 
“All the articles of Christian revelation must be viewed in actu, not 
only in statu: an article must be seen within the focus of a real 
spiritual problem and be presented only in its soteriological 
significance.”31 This emphasis, given above in the language of F. E. 
Mayer, is as old as Luther himself: 

This is the most important article of the entire Christian 
doctrine, namely, how we are saved. All theological 
disputations should look to this article and be directed toward 
it. All the prophets emphasized this article and have cheered 
themselves with it. For when this article on the salvation of 
the soul is grasped and held with a certain and firm faith, so 
all the other articles proceed and follow from it, such as the 
Trinity. Also, God has declared no [other] article so openly 
and clearly, namely, that we are saved through Christ alone. 
Although God has said much on the Trinity, he has 
nevertheless always lingered over this article. There is also 
much [importance] given to other articles, but the most 

                                                        
30 This paragraph synthesizes two sources: first, Arthur Carl Piepkorn, “I believe,” in 
The Sacred Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions: Selected Writings of Arthur 
Carl Piepkorn, vol. 2, ed. Philip J. Secker (Mansfield, CT: CEC Press, 2007), pp. 
292–93; and Horace D. Hummel, “Critical Methodology and the Lutheran Symbols’ 
Treatment of the Genesis Creation Accounts,” Concordia Theological Monthly, vol. 
43, no. 8 (September 1972): 532. 
31 F. E. Mayer, The Religious Bodies of America, 2d edition (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1956), p. 145. 
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importance is given to this article. …When this article 
remains pure, the church remains pure too.32 

To this end, contemporary Lutheran theologians have noted the 
“metatheological” or “metalinguistic” function justification plays for 
Luther and the confessors. Justification serves as a rule for articulating 
the gospel and administering the sacraments. Justification is the dogma 
by which the entirety of the church’s proclamation is to be ordered and 
the dogma that sets the articles of faith into proper focus.33 

This interdependence is reflected in the practice of 17th-century 
dogmaticians to distinguish between antecedent, constituent, and 
consequent articles of faith. Though there are nuances from one writer 
to the next and clearly some articles cannot be confined neatly within 
any single classification, a basic typology emerges nonetheless. 
Antecedent articles in their own way contribute to and facilitate a 
proper understanding of the gospel (e.g., the Trinity). Constituent 
articles pertain immediately and most intimately to salvation itself 
(e.g., the vicarious atonement). Consequent articles derive ultimate 
significance and make sense only from their relationship to the gospel 
(e.g., church and ministry, the sacraments).34 

The Lutheran tradition has found various useful examples to 
communicate this interdependence. The gospel in all its articles has 
been likened to a seamless garment, a golden ring, the human body, 
or, perhaps most popularly, a wheel whose hub is Jesus Christ, whose 

                                                        
32 WA Tr 6, no. 6732. 
33 The terminology is George Lindbeck’s. 
34 See Heinrich Schmid, Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, 3d 
edition (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1961; German original 1843), pp. 
94, 98. The older dogmaticians also distinguished between “fundamental” articles 
(those pertaining to the foundation of saving faith, the forgiveness of sins in Jesus 
Christ) and “nonfundamental” articles (those Scriptural teachings that do not directly 
impinge on the foundation of faith and therefore may be unknown or even denied 
without destroying saving faith  —  provided the denial does not come from a 
conscious opposition to Scripture). Within the former category, “primary 
fundamental” articles (e.g., person and work of Christ) are constitutive for saving 
faith and thus can neither be unknown nor denied without loss of salvation. 
“Secondary fundamental” articles (e.g., the sacraments) are related to the foundation 
of saving faith but in such a way that one can be ignorant of them and still retain 
saving faith. 
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spokes are the articles of faith, and whose outer rim is the entire body 
of doctrine described in terms of law and gospel (cf. Ap IV, 5). 

The interrelationship can be seen by thinking through the simple 
gospel on the basis of John 3:16: “For God so loved the world, that he 
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but 
have eternal life.” Note well, in the following repetition, how so much 
of the corpus doctrinae is at least implicit in this text: 

For God [theology proper, trinitarian theology] so loved 
[soteriology; specifically, grace] the world [creation; 
anthropology and the fall, necessitating God’s ‘love’] that he 
gave his only Son [Christology, intratrinitarian relationships], 
that whoever believes in him [conversion and faith] should 
not perish but have eternal life [eschatology]. 

In passing, one might also observe how this type of exercise 
indicates why agreement in the gospel (gospel in the narrow sense) 
entails full doctrinal agreement (gospel in the wide sense), and why 
questions as to “how much” doctrine must be pure are always 
inappropriate. At the same time, “pure doctrine” is never a human 
achievement, but it too is always a gift of God’s grace. 

Seen in the larger context of the nature of dogmatics and this 
Christocentric, holistic understanding of doctrine, the task and 
purpose of the dogmatic enterprise are clear. Dogmatics presents the 
truth of God’s saving self-disclosure as it has been apprehended, 
reflected upon, and expressed by the faith (fides quae creditur) of the 
Christian church. It endeavors to set forth the basis and contents of 
the specifically biblical/Christian faith. In so doing, dogmatics ideally 
contributes to the proper understanding of and facilitates a more lucid 
communication of the gospel in the church.35 Indeed, dogmatics 
presupposes that the dynamic gospel (cf. Rom 1:16–17) is not 
inhibited or constricted by doctrinal formulations, for the whole point 
of dogma is  —  and always has been  —  to ensure a faithful 
proclamation and interpretation of the gospel. 

                                                        
35 Braaten, pp. 45–50. 
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The task of dogmatics can be appreciated best by a review of the 
specific functions of doctrinal affirmations. These tasks, it must be 
noted, are never mutually exclusive.36 

First, doctrinal assertions have a doxological function, as they 
help Christians fulfill the First Petition of the Lord’s Prayer. “For 
there is nothing [God] would rather hear than to have his glory and 
praise exalted above everything else and his Word taught in its purity, 
cherished and treasured” (LC III, 48). 

Second, doctrinal formulations help to establish the identity of the 
church’s message; that is, dogmatics and its best efforts anchor the 
church’s preaching and teaching in the truth that God’s personal and 
written revelation has disclosed. Simply put, on the basis of doctrinal 
affirmations one can identify what the church believes, teaches, 
confesses, and rejects. This concern prompted the presentation of the 
Augsburg Confession in 1530 (Preface to AC, 8) and the publication 
of the Book of Concord in 1580. Why assemble and publish these 
particular confessions? “In order that our dear descendants may 
actually be fully informed and given final certainty about which 
Christian confession we and the churches and schools of our lands 
have professed and appealed to” (Preface to Book of Concord, p. 10). 

Third, dogmatics at a very practical level assists in Christian 
catechesis, as it summarizes the Christian faith for the instruction of 
new converts. Obviously, catechesis long antedated dogmatics as an 
explicit branch of systematic theology, as is evident in the 
development of creeds in the earliest church. The evolution of creeds 
from simple, one-article Christological confessions to more elaborate 
bipartite and finally trinitarian symbols  —  perceptible in an early 
form in the New Testament  —  reached a catechetical climax in the 
Apostles’ Creed, the baptismal creed of the early church.37 Later, for 
all the talk about Martin Luther not being a systematic theologian, the 
Small and Large Catechisms of 1529 are masterpieces of doctrinal 
condensation and elucidation designed to meet a spiritual and 
pedagogical crisis in the churches of Saxony. 

Fourth, the products of dogmatics ideally further theological 
maturation and formation. When done properly and in keeping with 
                                                        
36 Ibid., p. 55. This is a typical survey of the functions of dogmatic statements. 
37 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 3d edition (London: Longman, 1972), pp. 
100–130. 
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biblical priorities, doctrinal affirmations instruct the teachers of the 
church so that the message spoken and heard is really Good News. 
Thoroughly evangelical confessions, most overtly those in the Book 
of Concord to which Lutheran pastors subscribe, are a fertile resource 
for theological renewal. The gospel is means of grace in any form in 
which it reaches men and women (SA III, 4), and the manifest 
Christocentrism of the Lutheran Confessions makes them a rich 
source for one’s preaching, teaching, and pastoral care. 

Along very similar lines, the fifth function of doctrinal assertions 
concerns the church’s vitality. With its exclusive anchorage in the 
biblical revelation, dogmatics enables the community of faith to 
criticize and renew itself through explicit reference to the one source 
and norm of its life and message. The sedes doctrinae for biblical 
inspiration is apropos here. Scripture is useful, among other things, 
for teaching, correcting, and training in righteousness (2 Tim 3:16). 

Sixth, the products of dogmatics have great bearing on the 
integrity of the church’s message. Dogmatics enables the church to 
distinguish between the “invariant essence of the gospel”38 and the 
cultural forms in which it is sometimes inadvertently embodied. Often 
problems can be avoided merely by paying closer attention to what 
one conveys unintentionally (e.g., language or other obvious 
adiaphora). Sometimes, however, the theological stakes are much 
higher, and the church through precise doctrinal formulations will be 
able to heed Paul’s rejoinder in Colossians 2:16 (”Therefore let no 
one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with 
regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath”) and Philip 
Melanchthon’s unequivocal satis est in Augustana VII. 

In passing, the antitheses in Augustana VII to “the gospel 
…preached harmoniously according to a pure understanding and the 
sacraments …administered in conformity with the divine Word” (AC 
VII, 2, G) are not other articles of faith purportedly dispensable to this 
core. Rather, the express antithesis is “human traditions, rites, or 
ceremonies instituted by human beings” (AC VII, 3, L). These, Philip 
says, need not “be alike everywhere” (AC VII, 3, L). In this way, pure 
doctrine is indispensable to and a means to the achievement of 
harmony and concord in the church. 

                                                        
38 Braaten, p. 55. 
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Seventh, doctrinal statements facilitate historical continuity 
within the church, as they enable the church to deal with and refute 
error. Every positive assertion has its antithesis, and dogmatics 
enables the church to discriminate between a true and false preaching 
of the gospel. This function has abundant precedent in the history of 
the church. Perhaps most dramatically, in addressing Arianism the 
Nicene Creed responded to a trinitarian and Christological heresy that 
threatened the very existence of the church. In the 16th century, the 
Book of Concord arose out of a decidedly polemical context, and the 
confessors are just as vehement in their renunciation of error as they 
are elegant in their affirmation of evangelical truth: 

It is our will and intention …to condemn only the false and 
seductive teachings and the stiff-necked teachers and 
blasphemers of the same, whom we will by no means tolerate 
in our lands, churches, and schools, because they contradict 
the expressed Word of God and cannot coexist with it 
(Preface to Book of Concord, p. 13). 

Finally, an eighth function of doctrinal assertions can be 
identified, which complements all of the foregoing and yet often is 
not directly mentioned in listings of this sort. At their best, dogmatic 
statements are both expressive and evocative.39 They not only express 
the faith of those who confess them; ideally, they also instill or 
intensify faith in those to whom they are addressed. The New 
Testament offers a clear illustration in Philippians 2:5–11, the locus 
classicus for the doctrine of Christ’s states of humiliation and 
exaltation. This pericope is usually regarded as a Christian hymn with 
which both the Philippians and the apostle Paul were familiar and 
sang during worship. In this way, the link between profound 
systematic theology and doxology/liturgics is explicit. 

                                                        
39 See, for example, Avery Dulles, The Survival of Dogma: Faith, Authority, and 
Dogma in a Changing World (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1982), pp. 
195–96. An appreciation of this evocative role will mean that George Lindbeck’s 
threefold typology of doctrine as “cognitive-propositional,” “experiential-
expressive,” and “cultural-linguistic” does not amount to mutually exclusive 
categories. See The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), pp. 16–18, for Lindbeck’s first statement of 
the three models. 
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To be sure, the church does not formulate doctrinal statements as 
ends in themselves. “Doctrine” has been called the “secondary 
discourse” of the church. It is third person and past tense in 
grammatical form, even if it does address a contemporary need in the 
church. It is explanatory in character. The “primary discourse” of the 
church is present-tense proclamation, the most obvious form being 
first-person absolution. This proclamation pronounces the 
accomplished forgiveness of sins “by grace for Christ’s sake” without 
any conditions. Theological reflection is the necessary and even 
indispensable servant of such proclamation, and, while proclamation 
is not the only intended by-product of the church’s theological efforts, 
the community of faith drastically impedes its work whenever it 
segregates proclamation and teaching.40 

Before leaving this section, it is helpful to clarify the relationship 
between the terms “theology” and “doctrine.” Doctrinal teachings 
themselves are invariable. Their content (res, substance or subject 
matter) is not determined by the church or its theologians but is given 
to the church  —  a necessary concomitant of the Reformation sola 
Scriptura. The church interprets this revealed content to the world. 
Theological formulation or expression (verba) can change. Each 
epoch presents a fresh set of problems that call for examination in the 
light of the analogy of faith. 

The terms “actualization” and “accommodation” are often used in 
this connection. The former is a new interpretation or formulation of 
the truth, wherein the truth itself remains intact. The latter is the 
adaptation of the message (involving substantive change) to the 
context of the recipient.41 When so defined, it is theologically 
inappropriate. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS OF THEOLOGY 
Human beings cannot by themselves discover God in his grace and 
mercy. Christian existence, to say nothing of Christian theology, 
recognizes that knowledge of God presupposes God’s own revelation. 
The definitive, personal revelation of God comes in the incarnation: 
“The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). In order 

                                                        
40 See especially Forde, Theology is for Proclamation, pp. 167–73. 
41 See Thielicke, pp. 26–27. 
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that men and women might encounter Jesus Christ  —  the way, the 
truth, and the life  —  God’s Spirit spoke and speaks through prophets, 
evangelists, and apostles. Under the Holy Spirit’s inspiration, they 
chronicle and proclaim God’s rescue of sinful humanity in the person 
and work of Jesus. Human beings today are the objects of God’s 
merciful condescension, and the New Testament invites them to peer 
into the open tomb with the women and disciples who visited Jesus’ 
empty grave on the first Easter morning. 

One hears of these saving acts of God only when he or she is 
attentive to the inspired witness of the Old and New Testaments. 
More than a truthful report, the promise of the New Testament is that 
Jesus Christ died and rose again for sinful humanity and for its 
salvation. The gospel Word evokes faith, and reflection on and 
exposition of this gospel is the distinctive task of theology as pursued 
in the confessional Lutheran tradition. 

This is not the place to develop the locus de scriptura, though 
theological prolegomena has often incorporated an extended 
treatment of Scripture. For the present it is sufficient to note that the 
definition of doctrine given earlier (the scriptural articulation of the 
gospel in all its articles) assumes that the one principle of knowledge 
in theology is God’s inspired self-communication in Holy Scripture. 
In simplest language, to talk about God in his saving relationship to 
his creatures, one first has to listen. 

In keeping with this “formal principle” and in the light of 
everything thus far claimed for theology and doctrine, this dogmatics 
works with a “hermeneutical circle.” What follows is an operative 
Vorverständnis or preunderstanding  —  presuppositions for Lutheran 
theological reflection as that theology is rooted in Holy Scripture. (1) 
Lutheran interpreters of Holy Scripture regard these Scriptures as the 
Word spoken by God himself; they know that God is addressing them 
in every word of the Bible. (2) They know that God himself must 
enlighten their understanding in order for them to believe what God is 
saying in Holy Scripture; they read the Scriptures as men and women 
who have the Spirit and expect the Spirit. (3) They know that in Holy 
Scripture God speaks a condemnatory word (law) and a forgiving 
word (gospel), the former for the sake of the latter; therefore, they 
seek to distinguish rightly between the two words of God lest the 
word of gospel become a word of law or vice versa. (4) They read the 
Scriptures as people who have been justified by God’s grace for 
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Christ’s sake through faith; they know that Jesus Christ is the center 
of all the Scripture.42 

This is a hermeneutical circle inasmuch as these convictions are 
not only presuppositions for but also products of biblical 
interpretation and theological activity. Reciprocally, the church’s 
doctrine (justification, law and gospel) derives from Scripture and 
then circles back as a prism for the interpretation of Scripture. 

Do principles such as these simply ignore the major questions 
raised by post-Enlightenment biblical criticism? Do they beg the 
question? Are they arbitrary, or can the theological epistemology they 
reflect withstand critical inquiry? Do they invite or preclude scrutiny? 
If they are a priori postulates hermetically sealed from the corrosive 
acids of criticism, it would seem inescapable that an authentically 
biblical theology would forfeit any pretense to scientia and thereby be 
reduced to just another ideology. In fact, the willingness of theology 
to reflect on its presuppositions helps the discipline retain its 
scientific dimension.43 

Of course, these questions and the manner of their formulation 
raise the crucial issue of the nature and propriety of historical-critical 
methodology. These matters will receive further treatment later in 
connection with Scripture itself. For the moment, the key question is 
whether an autonomous historical-critical method will be permitted to 
impose alien categories on the Bible  —  either Ernst Troeltsch’s 
(1865–1923) celebrated principles of criticism, analogy, and 
correlation or some mediating axioms  —  or whether, by means of a 
historical-grammatical method, one will interpret the biblical history 

                                                        
42 See Ralph A. Bohlmann, “Principles of Biblical Interpretation in the Lutheran 
Confessions,” in “Aspects of Lutheran Hermeneutics: Confessional Principles and 
Practical Applications,” Concordia Theological Monthly, Occasional Papers, No. 1 
(1966), p. 21. 
43 See the useful discussion of theology as science in Helmut Thielicke, Being 
Human …Becoming Human: An Essay in Christian Anthropology, trans. Geoffrey 
W. Bromiley (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1984), p. 175. See 
also especially Wolfhart Pannenberg, Theology and the Philosophy of Science, 
trans. Francis McDonagh (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976); M. D. Chenu, 
O.P., Is Theology A Science? trans. A. H. N. Green-Armytage (New York: 
Hawthorn Books, 1959); Karl Rahner, Science and Christian Faith, vol. 21, 
Theological Investigations, trans. Hugh M. Riley (New York: Crossroad Publishing 
Company, 1988); and Gerald O’Collins, Foundations of Theology (Chicago: 
Loyola University Press, 1970), pp. 16–18. 
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on the basis of the grammar of the inspired text.44 In fact, most of the 
questions posed in the previous paragraph could, with minor 
adjustments, be inverted and posed to historical criticism. 

Over against radical calls for a “demythologizing” of the biblical 
message, the classical and confessional doctrinal model (Vorbild, or 
pattern) affirms and presupposes a realist ontology, which means that 
God and his saving actions are objective, or ontologically antecedent 
to all theological conceptualization. One’s pattern of theology must 
correspond to what God is like in himself and to what he has done 
according to his own self-disclosure. To the extent that they are 
faithful to the biblical revelation, theological assertions are not 
abstractions but express concrete reality about God, human sin, 
Christ’s person and work, and so forth.45 Human finitude and 
fallenness keep theological and doctrinal statements from being 
exhaustive, but this limitation does not compromise their accuracy. 

In the elaboration of the above datum there can be no disjunction 
between Historie, the bare facts of what actually happened, and 
Geschichte, the events of significance as indicated by their 
accompanying interpretation. To be sure, there is a distinction. The 
former is public and verifiable and can be demonstrated scientifically. 
The latter cannot be rendered public or verifiable by historical canons 
alone. (Nor, however, can Geschichte be falsified on the basis of such 
canons.) For classical Christianity it is crucial to maintain that 
something cannot be geschichtlich without being historisch. Any 
attempt to maintain Geschichte without Historie exchanges the 
substance of Christian proclamation for a series of metaphors that 
purportedly say something useful about human existence. Confessional 
Lutheran theology always asserts the objectivity (extra et ante nos) of 
God’s saving action in Christ and of his means of grace: 

                                                        
44 Horace D. Hummel, The Word Becoming Flesh: An Introduction to the Origin, 
Purpose, and Meaning of the Old Testament (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1979), p. 559. 
45 Robert D. Preus, “Perennial Problems in the Doctrine of Justification,” 
Concordia Theological Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 3 (July 1981): 173–76 for the 
“realist ontology” language; reprinted in Doctrine Is Life: Essays on Justification 
and the Lutheran Confessions, ed. Klemet Preus (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing 
House, 2006), pp. 97–117. 
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And this is the reason why our theology is certain: it snatches 
us away from ourselves and places us outside ourselves, so 
that we do not depend on our own strength, conscience, 
experience, person, or works but depend on that which is 
outside ourselves, that is, on the promise and truth of God, 
which cannot deceive.46 

In this selection from his Galatians lectures of 1535, Luther is 
opposing all dualistic attempts to split the “theological” or “personal” 
dimension from historical and objective reality. The biblical view of 
truth is incarnational and holistic (even “sacramental”): subjective, 
existential truth cannot be divorced from its objective and empirical 
foundation, for the two are inextricably intertwined. A realist 
ontology precludes attempts to separate the events of “salvation 
history” (sometimes called “suprahistory” or “metahistory”) from the 
observable events of general history, which happened in space and 
time for all to see. This is not merely a partisan proposal in an 
ongoing theological debate; rather, the underlying unity between 
Historie and Geschichte must be maintained if the church is to 
continue to confess the actual substance and content of the New 
Testament gospel.47 

Theology in the classical confessional tradition must build with 
the blocks of revelation that God has provided in and through Holy 
Scripture. Inevitably, some criterion will assume methodological 
hegemony. Of the many criteria competing for overt or covert 
dominance, several are of immediate interest here. 

First, “culture” has an important and undeniable role to play in 
theological deliberation. Culture is dynamic; it exists in plurality and 
changes rapidly. Bernard Lonergan (1904–84) has contrasted this 
“empirical” view of culture with the earlier “classicist” or more 
monolithic and static understanding. A culture is a set of meanings 
and values that informs a common way of life.48 As such, a culture 

                                                        
46 Martin Luther, “Lectures on Galatians,” of 1535, in LW 26, p. 387. 
47 These points were made in the context of biblical authority and hermeneutics in the 
“Conservative Position Paper  —  Inspiration and Inerrancy,” of the “Report of the 
Advisory Committee on Doctrine and Conciliation”; distributed by Concordia 
Publishing House, 1976; p. 11. 
48 Bernard J. F. Lonergan, Method in Theology (New York: Seabury Press, 1972), p. 11. 
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must be taken into account in both direct gospel proclamation and 
more reflective theological expression. This, in turn, hearkens back to 
a previous distinction between theology and doctrine and, 
specifically, between actualization and accommodation. Cultural 
variations will impact the actualization of the gospel message  —
  witness the Pauline procedure in his Mars Hill address to the 
Athenians in Acts 17. But it will not be permitted to shape or in any 
way abridge the corpus doctrinae or substance (res) of the church’s 
kerygma. This “contextualization,” to borrow the language of 
missiology, is not as easy a determination as it first appears. In 
practice it can be maintained only by paying the most resolute, 
consecrated attention both to one’s culture and to the doctrinal core 
one aspires to communicate. 

Likewise, “tradition” rightly enjoys a venerable position in 
theological formulation, with precedents already in the church of 
first-century Jerusalem (see also 1 Cor 15:3). The classical definition 
of tradition comes from Vincent of Lerins (d. before A.D. 450): “That 
which has been believed everywhere, always, and by all” 
(Commonitorium II, 3). In one important aspect, tradition is the 
history of the church’s efforts to receive and faithfully pass on the 
gospel, and to expound, clarify, and defend it. But in its finest 
theological sense, tradition is also a living reality: “It is the ongoing 
appropriation of the Good News, the daily self-insertion into and 
reflection upon the narrative that has displayed God’s gracious 
dealings with us.”49 Most fundamentally, tradition is the way in which 
biblical authority becomes manifest and effective for those who live 
in post-apostolic times. Tradition, Avery Dulles asserts, “lives off 
Scripture and, at the same time, makes Scripture live.”50 

To ignore tradition as one does theology, given these evangelical 
definitions, is both perilous and quite foolish, since it amounts to a 
wholesale rejection of the work of faithful Christians who have gone 
before. However, while this arrogance cannot be countenanced, 
tradition itself has no normative role apart from the biblical witness. 
To the extent that tradition faithfully communicates the authoritative 
New Testament proclamation of God in Jesus Christ in all its fullness, 
                                                        
49 Richard A. McCormick, Health and Medicine in the Catholic Tradition (New 
York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1985), p. 3. 
50 Dulles, p. 83. 
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the church’s theologians will honor the tradition and seize it as a rich 
theological resource. Such was St. Paul’s procedure: “For I delivered 
to you as of first importance what I also received” (1 Cor 15:3). In 
this best sense, tradition does not augment the canon but is the “living 
voice” of the apostolic message. 

The most vexing of the prospective formative factors is reason 
and its role in the theological enterprise. This is especially so in 
confessional Lutheranism, given Luther’s colorful and sometimes 
inelegant denunciations of reason in theology. Luther, however, did 
not seek to replace reason with absurdity, nor did he entirely object to 
rational discourse in theology. In brief, his objection to ratio referred 
to the regnant Aristotelian metaphysics as the basis of theology. 
Reason signaled the critical and speculative (metaphysical) 
domination of theology by philosophy.51 

Luther’s overriding concern, as Brian Gerrish has indicated, was 
not only with theological epistemology. Luther distinguished between 
(1) natural reason, which properly functions within the earthly 
kingdom; (2) arrogant reason, which presumes to speak in matters of 
Christian faith and so trespasses upon the heavenly kingdom; and (3) 
regenerate reason, which serves humbly in the household of faith and 
under the Word of God.52 Moreover, Luther was convinced that 
theology would not long remain exposition of the gospel if this 
second role was conceded and its insidious character not recognized. 
The real issue was soteriological: arrogant reason cannot 
comprehend  —  and therefore will not permit  —  the gospel 
announcement of free forgiveness by grace alone.53 For Luther, 
reason and law were as much correlatives as grace and faith.54 

                                                        
51 See Brian A. Gerrish, Grace and Reason: A Study in the Theology of Luther 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), pp. 10–27. 
52 Ibid., pp. 26, 170. 
53 Ibid., pp. 9, 135. 
54 Ibid., pp. 169–70. See also especially pp. 135–36: “As with all Luther’s teachings, 
we find ourselves understanding the meaning of his utterances on reason only when 
we have sought to relate the notion of reason to the central themes of his theological 
thinking. Reason is seen by Luther as a threat to the cardinal doctrine of sola gratia, 
and we can make the main thrust of his argument more apparent by insisting that the 
antithesis of faith and reason will never be grasped, in its significance for Luther, 
unless it is interpreted by the antithesis of grace and reason.” 
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Nevertheless, in the classical definition of theology “faith seeks 
understanding.” In attempting to understand the assertions of faith, 
one’s reason will be used in its ministerial, not magisterial sense. 
These terms, which have been part of Lutheran vocabulary since the 
17th century, underscore a fundamental anthropological fact, namely, 
that in spiritual matters there is no such thing as neutral reason or 
reason in itself. Since the fall there is only rebellious reason, which 
asserts itself as the measure of all things (see Gen 3:1–7; Rom 1:18–
32). Only the Holy Spirit’s regenerative work can make reason 
receptive, so that it will think the thoughts of faith after it.55 

Clearly, the role reason plays will reflect the presuppositions of 
the theologian. Magisterial reason is controlling; it allows the 
principles of thought to determine what is thought. As Luther knew 
all too well, when reason becomes indistinguishable from dogmatic 
metaphysics, it is then an opponent of faith. Magisterial reason is 
speculative, autocratic, and normative. Ministerial reason stands 
under the authority of God and his revelation as its servant. In this 
appropriate sense, reason is an organ of perception through which one 
seeks to understand God’s inspired self-disclosure. This regenerate 
reason is organic, instrumental, and architectonic (i.e., it is 
constructive, as when a systematic theologian arranges the pieces of 
revelation in a rational, coherent whole). “Critical” reason is 
ambiguous. If it is used properly in a subordinate (not magisterial) 
sense, critical reason exercises careful judgment as it sifts, analyzes, 
and expounds the content of revelation. 

In sum, Christian theology acknowledges that God has entered 
into personal and saving communication with men and women, 
revealing truths to them that lie beyond the reach of human reason or 
beyond their complete comprehension. Quite simply, reason is the 
instrument through which one understands  —  not judges  —  the gospel 
and the message of Scripture.56 

                                                        
55 Helmut Thielicke’s discussion is useful and quite traditional. See The Evangelical 
Faith, vol. 2, The Doctrine of God and of Christ, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1977), pp. 4, 56, 269. 
56 Carl F. H. Henry comes to similar conclusions, among them the following: 
“Christian theology denies that the human mind or human reasoning is a creative 
source of revelational content; its proper role is not to fashion revelation or truth, but 
rather to recognize and elucidate it.” See God, Revelation and Authority, vol. 1, God 
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Thus for Lutheran dogmatics only one criterion properly remains: 
the singular source, rule, and norm for all doctrine and life is God’s 
written Word, the inspired Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, 
the heart and core of which  —  and the purpose for which these 
scriptures were given  —  is the gospel of God’s personal self-
revelation in his incarnate Word, Jesus Christ. 

The Lutheran Confessions assert this most clearly in the Formula 
of Concord of 1580. The earlier confessional writings, though 
expressly rooted in the scriptural witness, had not made an issue of 
biblical authority. Only after the Council of Trent elevated tradition to 
the status of a complementary source of doctrine do the confessors 
feel obligated to spell out what is  —  and what is not  —  theologically 
determinative. Consequently, the Formula of Concord contains in the 
Epitome a “Binding Summary, Rule and Guiding Principle” and in 
the Solid Declaration a “Binding Summary, Basis, Rule, and Guiding 
Principle,” in which the confessors confess their adherence “to the 
prophetic and apostolic writings of the Old and New Testaments, as 
to the pure, clear fountain of Israel, …the one true guiding principle, 
according to which all teachers and teachings are to be judged and 
evaluated” (SD, Rule and Guiding Principle, 3). The Epitome makes 
the same point and adds, in compact fashion, what this positive 
assertion excludes: 

We believe, teach, and confess that the only rule and guiding 
principle according to which all teachings and teachers are to 
be evaluated and judged are the prophetic and apostolic 
writings of the Old and New Testaments alone, as it is 
written, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my 
path” (Ps. 119[:105]), and Saint Paul: “If …an angel from 
heaven should proclaim to you something contrary, …let that 
one be accursed!” (Gal. 1[:8]). 

Other writings of ancient or contemporary teachers, whatever 
their names may be, shall not be regarded as equal to Holy 
Scripture, but all of them shall be subjected to it, and not be 
received in any other way, or with any further authority, than 
as witnesses of how and where the teaching of the prophets 

                                                                                                                       
Who Speaks and Shows: Preliminary Considerations (Waco, TX: Word Books, 
1976), p. 226; for broader discussion see also pp. 225–44. 
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and apostles was preserved after the time of the apostles (Ep, 
Rule and Guiding Principle, 1–2). 

These citations from the Formula of Concord introduce a key 
corollary to the elaboration of Holy Scripture as the formal principle of 
theology. Sacred Scripture is the norma normans of doctrinal 
formulation, the norma non normata: “God’s Word alone ought to be 
and remain the only guiding principle and rule of all teaching and …no 
person’s writing can be put on a par with it, but …everything must be 
totally subject to God’s Word” (SD, Rule and Guiding Principle, 9). 

The Lutheran Confessions are the norma normata for theology. 
After enumerating the earlier confessions, the Epitome states simply: 
“All teachings should conform to these directives, as outlined above 
[i.e., the rest of the Book of Concord]. Whatever is contrary to them 
should be rejected and condemned as opposed to the unanimous 
explanation of our faith” (Ep, Rule and Guiding Principle, 6). One 
subscribes to the Confessions as the “normed norm” because of their 
doctrinal fidelity to the one final norm of faith and practice: 

In this way the distinction between the Holy Scripture of the 
Old and New Testaments and all other writings is preserved, 
and Holy Scripture alone remains the only judge, rule, and 
guiding principle, according to which, as the only touchstone, 
all teachings should and must be recognized and judged, 
whether they are good or evil, correct or incorrect (Ep, Rule 
and Guiding Principle, 7). 

All other writings are just that: “other writings” (Ep, Rule and 
Guiding Principle, 8). They may be “good, useful, pure” if they 
accurately reflect the biblical data and “this model for teaching” (i.e., 
the Confessions). If so, they can be “regarded and used as helpful 
interpretations and explanations” (SD, Rule and Guiding Principle, 
10), but one does not “subscribe” to them in the same way a pastor or 
teacher subscribes to the Book of Concord: 

Speaking of this summary of our Christian teaching [as a 
model] …only indicates that there is a unanimously and 
commonly held reliable form for teaching to which all our 
churches commonly pledge themselves. The extent to which 
all other writings are to be approved and accepted shall be 
judged and evaluated on the basis of and according to this 
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form, for it is taken from God’s Word (SD, Rule and Guiding 
Principle, 10). 

As long as one is faithful to the objective self-disclosure of God 
in the Old and New Testaments, it is incidental whether an analytic or 
synthetic outline (or some variation thereof) is followed. Historically, 
a synthetic approach is older, and its treatment of the articles of faith 
proceeds from cause to effect (e.g., God, creation, anthropology, sin, 
Christology, etc.). The later analytic approach treats theology 
inductively and moves from effect to cause, viewing theology in the 
light of its ultimate goal, human salvation. The merit of the analytic 
procedure is its overt attempt to present all theology as a unit.57 The 
present volumes try to retain the best of both approaches and, as the 
table of contents indicates, follow roughly a history-of-salvation 
sequence. 

The Holy Scriptures are the pure and clear fountain of Israel, 
from which Christian theology is derived. This declaration is not just 
a theological decision, wherein one opts to base dogmatics on the 
Bible and not on something else. Rather, the authority of Scripture is 
recognized and accepted through faith, which accepts the Bible’s 
witness to Jesus Christ and then to itself as the inspired word of God. 
Personal faith does not establish the authority of Scripture, for the 
Bible is authoritative simply because it is God’s speech, whether one 
acknowledges it or not.58 

Thus, a deliberate reciprocity brings together these two sections 
on theology as contemporary exposition of the gospel and the biblical 
basis of theology. Recognition of the divine authority of Holy 
Scripture is a result of faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ. At the same 
time, the biblical content of the gospel the church proclaims and 
elucidates is the assurance that this specific message comes from 
God, expresses his will, and possesses his power. 

                                                        
57 Robert D. Preus, The Theology of Post-Reformation Lutheranism, vol. 1, A Study of 
Theological Prolegomena (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1970), pp. 45–46. 
58 Lutheran theology confesses that Scripture is authoritative in the church both 
because of the Gospel of pardon in Christ to which it bears witness (causative 
authority) and because of its nature as the Spirit-inspired, written word of God 
(normative authority). See the CTCR’s 1972 report, “Gospel and Scripture: The 
Interrelationship of the Material and Formal Principles in Lutheran Theology,” 
especially pp. 20–21. 
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The dogmaticians were fond of saying quod non est biblicum non 
est theologicum (”what is not biblical is not theological”). One can take 
this affirmation a step farther: what is not biblical is not evangelical. 
Theological formulations faithful to Scripture serve the gospel; those 
that oppose Holy Scripture threaten the gospel. The gospel, which is the 
center of theology, is the gospel to which Scripture bears witness, while 
the Scriptures from which the church derives its theology direct 
Christians steadfastly to the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

THE CHURCHLY CHARACTER OF THEOLOGY 
The thesis here is simple: theology involves a community of inquiry 
and conviction operating in and on behalf of the whole church of 
Jesus Christ. This community always seeks both to understand and to 
make understandable the truth of the Christian faith. In affirming the 
churchly character of theology, one recognizes that the theologian has 
through Holy Baptism been incorporated into the body of Christ, the 
one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church. This incorporation has 
historical and contemporary dimensions, both of which are 
indispensable to an appreciation of theology as pursued within a 
confessional Lutheran tradition. In short, the theologian today is 
dependent on both the past and present body of believers. 

Historically, the church has always found it necessary to engage 
in theological reflection in order to understand the implications of 
the gospel ever more fully and to counter distortions of this 
message. The doctrine of the gospel (in both its narrow and wide 
sense) is a sacred trust to be proclaimed tirelessly, confessed clearly, 
and defended resolutely. This was the risen Lord’s express directive 
(Matt 28:19–20), as well as the apostolic burden and precedent 
(1 Pet 3:15; 2 Cor 10:3–5). 

The church throughout the ages has followed suit, drafting creeds 
and confessions to facilitate its corporate catechesis (e.g., the Apostles’ 
Creed; Luther’s Small and Large Catechisms), to identify its position 
on controverted issues, and to safeguard the core of its proclamation 
(e.g., on both counts, the Nicene and Athanasian Creeds; the Augsburg 
Confession and Apology; the Smalcald Articles and Treatise on the 
Power and Primacy of the Pope; and the Formula of Concord). 

The confession-making process is an important link between the 
historical and contemporary aspects of dogmatics, as this discipline 
must be the concern of the whole church and not just its selected 



PROLEGOMENA 37 

 

teachers. The Reformation’s sola Scriptura does not exclude 
confessions; on the contrary, the New Testament urges believers to 
confess their faith and gives paradigms for their responsibility and 
opportunity to confess. The key biblical noun for confession is 
homologia, which entails the act of confessing as well as the content 
of one’s confession. The connection is evident in 1 Timothy 6:12–14: 

Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and 
about which you made the good confession in the presence of 
many witnesses. I charge you in the presence of God, who 
gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who in his 
testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, to 
keep the commandment unstained and free from reproach 
until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

This text is significant for the explicit analogy it draws between 
“the good confession” of Jesus and “the good confession” to which 
Paul exhorts Timothy and, by extension, every Christian who hears or 
reads his letter. The confession of Jesus before Pilate becomes the 
pattern for the confession of the Christian. While 1 Timothy does not 
enable one to reconstruct the wording of Timothy’s confession, 
assuredly it expressed a radical commitment to Jesus as Messiah and 
resurrected Lord. There is ample support for this claim in Romans 
10:9–10: “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and 
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be 
saved. For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the 
mouth one confesses and is saved.” 

One ought not conclude from this Christocentric confession in 
Romans that it was Christomonistic or reductionistic. There is no 
intimation of a minimalistic or circumscribed confession of the 
lordship of Jesus. Instead, to be committed to Jesus Christ as Lord is 
to be committed to him in the fullness of his person and work (Matt 
28:20, “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you”; 
Acts 20:27, “for I [Paul] did not shrink from declaring to you the 
whole counsel of God”). 

In short, a strong warrant for confessing is present throughout 
Holy Scripture.59 The act of confessing is an exercise of one’s faith 
                                                        
59 Much of the material in this section is indebted to Elvin W. Janetzki, “The Place of 
Historic Confessions in Christendom Today,” in Theologia Crucis: Studies in honour 
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and is the outward publication of commitment to the lordship of Jesus 
Christ and therefore to the whole body of revealed truth. 

These confessions of the church do not arise from the needs of 
human beings or from their utility within a community. The 
confession-making process begins with the Lord of the church and the 
question he posed to the disciples: “Who do people say that the Son 
of Man is?” and still more pointedly, “Who do you say I am?” (Matt 
16:13, 15, emphasis added). Hermann Sasse stresses this feature: 

The church’s confession is in its innermost nature an answer 
to a question. It is the answer of faith to the question which is 
posed by the appearance of Christ, the question: Who is He? 
…No man can escape giving an answer to this question, be 
that answer what it may. And the confessions of the church 
seek to be nothing more than an answer to the same question. 
And that is true of all the early confessions: the simple 
formulas which were sufficient for the Primitive Church; the 
creeds of ecclesiastical antiquity; the symbolical writings of 
the various confessional churches of the Reformation period, 
which sought, each in its own way, to safeguard against false 
interpretations the original confession by which the church 
acknowledges Jesus as the Christ. Every confession of the 

                                                                                                                       
of Hermann Sasse, ed. Henry P. Hamann (Adelaide: Lutheran Publishing House, 
1975), pp. 89–105, especially pp. 96–101. Janetzki observes a threefold biblical use 
of “confession”: 

Thus, in the Old Testament, where a number of terms are found, the most 
common of which is jadah, confession is of three kinds, all of which 
belong inseparably together: confession of sin, Ps 32:5; confession of faith 
in God as the God who redeems his people, who forgives sin, 1 Kings 8:33; 
and confession as praise to this God of the covenant who in his steadfast 
love forgives sin and rescues his people from all their troubles, Ps 42:4; Ps 
100:4 (where the same Hebrew word that is translated thanksgiving is 
translated confession in Ezra 10:11). In the New Testament, where the chief 
words are homologein, homologia, exhomologeisthai, and 
anthomologeisthai, the same basic threefold interrelated meaning of 
confess and confessing is found, namely, the confession of sin, Matt 3:6; 
Acts 19:18; Jas 5:16; 1 John 1:9; the confession of faith, particularly faith 
in Jesus Christ, Matt 10:32; John 9:22; Rom 10:9; 1 John 2:23; 4:2; Phil 
2:11 (see also 2 Cor 9:13; Heb 3:1; 4:14; 10:23; 1 Tim 6:12, 13); and the 
praising of God, Matt 11:25; Luke 2:38; Rom 14:11; 14:8–13; Heb 13:15. 
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church is first and last an answer, not to some human inquiry, 
but to the question of the Lord who asks, “Who am I?”60 

Moreover, Peter’s response to Jesus’ question  —  “You are the 
Christ, the Son of the living God”  —  is an expression of his faith and 
the faith of the disciples collectively (cf. John 6:69, where Peter 
speaks for the Twelve). Similarly, the Lutheran symbols variously 
assert that their confession is not the conclusion of an aggregate of 
individuals but expresses the personal faith of the confessors and the 
“complete unanimity” (Ecclesiae magno consensu apud nos docent, 
AC I, 1) of the church. 

Both the individual and corporate confession is an expression of 
conviction: “I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed, and I 
am convinced that he is able to guard until that Day what has been 
entrusted to me” (2 Tim 1:12). Confessors of the gospel of Jesus Christ 
are so certain of the truth to which they bear witness that they willingly 
face possible martyrdom. Martys carries this dual connotation: he or 
she is a witness, a confessor who testifies unswervingly to the truth; 
and he or she is a martyr, one who testifies unto death and is thus ready 
to meet his or her Lord. The confessors in the 16th century take their 
stand “before others” (as Abraham did, Ap IV, 188), “before kings” (Ps 
119:46, on the title page to the Augustana), and “in the presence of 
almighty God and the whole of Christendom” (Preface to Book of 
Concord, p. 13): “By means of God’s grace we, too, intend to persist in 
this same confession until our blessed end and to appear before the 
judgment seat of our Lord Jesus Christ with a joyful, undaunted heart 
and conscience” (Preface to Book of Concord, p. 10). The Formula of 
Concord is even more insistent: 

Therefore, it is our intent to give witness before God and all 
Christendom, among those who are alive today and those 
who will come after us, that the explanation here set forth 
regarding all the controverted articles of faith which we have 
addressed and explained  —  and no other explanation  —  is our 
teaching, faith, and confession. In it we shall appear before 
the judgment throne of Jesus Christ, by God’s grace, with 

                                                        
60 Hermann Sasse, “On the Nature of the Church’s Confession,” Lutheran Theological 
Journal, vol. 2, nos. 2/3 (August/December 1968): 90, as quoted in Janetzki, p. 98. 
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fearless hearts and thus give account of our faith, and we will 
neither secretly nor publicly speak or write anything contrary 
to it. Instead, on the strength of God’s grace we intend to 
abide by this confession (SD XII, 40). 

This factor emerges as a pervasive theme in the Lutheran 
Confessions. The authors and their subscribers make their confession 
“in view of eternity” (in conspectu aeternitatis). 

What accounts for their certainty? Simply stated, what they 
believe, teach, and confess represents the consensus of the catholic 
church, and, most important, it is a correct and proper understanding 
of and response to the perspicuous Holy Scriptures. 

This discussion of the confession-making process has important 
contemporary applications. The pastor “subscribes” unconditionally 
to the Lutheran Confessions precisely because (quia), not insofar as 
(quatenus) the Christocentric doctrinal content of these writings is 
thoroughly scriptural. He further believes this evangelical doctrine to 
be divine truth and promises to proclaim it purely and lead a godly 
life according to it. 

The historical confession-making process reflects the realization 
of Luther, Melanchthon, Chemnitz (1522–86), Andreae (1528–90), 
and many others that the theology of the church is always bound up 
with the faith (fides quae creditur) of a living community. The 
theologian recognizes (through faith, fides qua creditur) the church as 
the place of God’s presence in grace through gospel and sacraments. 
This is the church to which Christ has promised his Spirit, who 
teaches through the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures. Indeed, the 
orthodoxy to which confessors aspire does not constitute merely a set 
of ideas or propositions, but also defines and shapes a worshiping and 
living community. 

This community dimension draws one back to a theme stated 
repeatedly in these pages. The theologian listens before speaking, 
attentive first to the Word of God, which creates and sustains the 
church, then to the witness and the accumulated wisdom of the past 
and contemporary church; and finally to the world, which poses to the 
church and its teachers urgent questions. 

These factors have enormous import for dogmatics as a churchly 
discipline. Systematic theologians are not free-lance practitioners. 
The privileges they may enjoy (e.g., catechesis, liturgy, preaching, 
more formal or advanced professional instruction) are precisely 
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that  —  privileges. They are opportunities to use their charismata in 
service to God and to his people, all of whom have been created in 
God’s image and adopted as his sons and daughters through the gift 
of Christ’s righteousness. While theologians may have a call from 
God mediated through the church, they do not carry automatic 
membership in an exalted spiritual caste. The theologian too lives by 
grace alone and stands in perpetual need of forgiveness. 

Theologians perform their calling on behalf of the church and 
therefore with accountability to the church. While they certainly use 
their gifts to the fullest and express their personal faith through their 
theological formulations, they are not setting forth a private 
interpretation of the faith of the church. 

Taking place within the church, theology will recognize several 
attendant responsibilities. First, theology must be understandable to 
the church; it must make sense to the ordinary person. Second, 
theology must be relevant to the church and concerned with the life 
issues faced by people. Finally, theology is necessarily evangelical 
and confessional, for by definition systematic theology exists for the 
sake of the mission and identity of the church. 

THEOLOGY AS APTITUDE 
The Lutheran tradition has consistently asserted that any genuine 
theology is a habitus. This Latin noun has no perfect English 
equivalent, and its most common translation as “aptitude” or “skill” 
follows Aristotle and the medieval scholastics. Properly understood, it 
is an active aptitude and ability by which the theologian applies the 
gospel message to the church’s proclamatory, confessional, 
catechetical, liturgical, and diaconal tasks. As is evident from the 
comprehensive definition of theology, recognition of theology as 
aptitude effects the transition from systematic to practical theology 
and underscores the truly unitary character of theology. 

Two points are most important: (1) God gives this habitus through 
the means of grace  —  it is neither self-generated nor self-cultivated; 
and (2) God gives this habitus so that the varied spiritual needs of his 
people might be met by the healing balm of the gospel. These two 
points are brought together in the dogmaticians’ repeated insistence that 
theology, properly speaking, is a God-given practical aptitude (habitus 
practicus) intended to foster living faith and bring salvation. 
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Quenstedt’s definition aptly reflects these themes: “Theology is a 
God-given practical aptitude of the intellect given to man by the Holy 
Spirit through the written Word, regarding true religion, by which man 
after the Fall is to be brought to life eternal through faith in Christ.”61 

This characteristic definition has ample precedent in the New 
Testament. Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah came not as a 
consequence of his own inquiry, but was revealed to him by the 
Father (Matt 16:17). Similarly, Jesus observed that discipleship 
presupposes one’s having been “taught by God” (John 6:45). Most 
explicitly, perhaps, St. Paul declares that no one can possibly say that 
“Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:3). 

One can understand theology as aptitude by recalling Hermann 
Sasse’s definition of the theological task as an elaboration of the 
original Christian confession: Jesus Christ is Lord. As habitus, 
theology endeavors to speak this confession in new forms, to translate 
it into the language of different times and peoples, to protect it against 
distortion, and to grasp its meaning for every area of life. In brief, 
theology as aptitude seeks to understand the sense of this confession 
more deeply and to apply it to each dimension  —  individual and 
corporate  —  of human existence. Above all, the confession itself 
cannot be made, much less theologically unfolded, apart from the 
work of the Holy Spirit.62 

Martin Luther understood this pneumatic insight with supreme 
clarity. Citing Psalm 119, Luther identified three principles that are 
indispensable to theological maturation: oratio, meditatio, and 
tentatio. Theology begins with prayer, seeking God’s blessing and the 
necessary spiritual and theological wisdom which he alone can give 
and without which genuine theology is impossible. Meditation or 
diligent, reverent study follows. Theologians meditate faithfully on 
God’s objective Word, for they know that God does not give his 
Spirit  —  through whom theological assertions are possible  —  without 
the external Word. Finally, one confronts the spiritual assaults of 
tentatio or Anfechtung: “As soon as God’s Word takes root and grows 

                                                        
61 J. A. Quenstedt, The Nature and Character of Theology, trans. and ed. Luther 
Poellot (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1986), p. 73. 
62 Hermann Sasse, We Confess, vol. 1, Jesus Christ, trans. Norman Nagel (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1984), p. 9. 
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in you, the devil will harry you, and will make a real doctor of you, 
and by his assaults will teach you to seek and love God’s Word.”63 

These comments from the reformer illustrate the proper role of 
personal experience in theological formation. Luther could declare 
that “only experience makes a theologian” because it was an 
experience rooted entirely in the Word of God. This is no 
unspecified word but the very gospel of Jesus Christ. This is the 
dynamic Word that directs attention away from the self, one’s sin, 
and the “opinion of the law” (i.e., the attitude of or an inclination 
toward the law). Instead, the gospel points consistently to the cross 
and empty tomb of Jesus as the definitive expression of God’s 
reconciling will for his estranged creatures. 

Anfechtungen are part and parcel of a theology of the cross. As 
theologians are brought through these trials by the sustaining power 
and promise of God, they learn an indispensable theological lesson: 
“[One is taught] not only to know and understand, but also to 
experience how right, how true, how sweet, how lovely, how mighty, 
how comforting God’s Word is, wisdom beyond all wisdom.”64 

To summarize, theology is a habitus or aptitude given by the 
Holy Spirit through the external means of grace. The objective gospel 
affords the only appropriate vantage point from which to interpret 
spiritual experience. The God-given aptitude is practical, for it aims 
always to foster living faith and bring salvation. Therefore, the earlier 
point stands: the primary end of theology is not contemplation of truth 
for its own sake; theology as ordered reflection on the kerygma 
always has as its primary end the salvation of men and women. 

                                                        
63 “Preface to the Wittenberg Edition of Luther’s German Writings,” of 1539, in 
LW 34, p. 287. 
64 Ibid. 


