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x     Church & Office

Preface
For updating Mueller’s translation, I worked from the edition he used: 
the third German edition (1875), which was the last edition published in 
C.  F.  W. Walther’s lifetime. The team at CPH reviewed the text against the 
fourth German edition (1894), which included some corrections and edito-
rial updates, a memorial written by Walther’s student, Francis Pieper, and an 
appendix of citations from additional church fathers prepared by E.  A.  W. 
Krausz, which Walther had approved. (The 1911 jubilee publication is the 
same text as the fourth edition.) As a result, this new English edition is most 
complete for referencing the various German editions.

This revision of Walther’s great Kirche und Amt has several new fea-
tures. As in the previous edition, we include some German, Latin, and occa-
sional Greek terms in brackets. Some readers may find this to be aggravat-
ing. However, the terms provide a necessary framework for the discussion 
of the doctrines of the church and the Office of the Ministry, doctrines that 
continue to be a challenge for Lutherans, and particularly for the LCMS. 
Walther’s The Church and The Office of The Ministry is precisely and metic-
ulously arranged. He made use of precise terminology, as did the writers of 
the Book of Concord, Martin Luther, and the great orthodox theologians 
who appear so frequently and copiously in the following pages. Precision in 
matters of Christian doctrine is a hallmark of confessional Lutheranism, all 
for the sake of the Gospel. For these reasons, we have highlighted standard 
terminology as well as interesting or unusual expressions.

All translators have their own biases—realized or not. The issues of 
church and office are too often a muddle among us, and Walther can be most 
helpful if he is allowed to speak with the precision he intended. When J. T. 
Mueller (1885–1967) first published his helpful translation in 1962, he “tried 
to reproduce Dr. Walther as precisely as possible” (translator’s preface). I 
have adopted the same concern, with the benefit of fifty years of hindsight. 
Working with Mueller’s text, I focused on illustrating Walther’s precise use 
of technical terms, translated literally. Where Walther introduced a term 
for the first time, I have supplied Walther’s original language in brackets. 
The following example will help the reader understand why I have edited 
Mueller’s translation in this way: In some cases, Mueller decided more or less 
justifiably to render Kirche as “congregation” instead of as “church.” I have 
chosen to use “church” because my goal is to put Walther’s own text before 
the reader’s eyes as precisely as possible, though in English. This allows the 
reader to judge the meaning of the word in context.
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Preface   xi

The rendering of Gemeine as “community,” Gemeinde as “congrega-
tion,” and Kirche as “church” may appear pedantic, and indeed it is. All 
three terms often are used for the congregation or the church (both local 
and translocal). On the one hand, Gemeinde is an updated version of the 
older, more common, word Gemeine, which was used by Luther. So the St. 
Louis edition of Luther’s writings often updates the German from Gemeine 
to Gemeinde. Luther also used this term for the Greek ekklesia: “Tell it to the 
Gemeine” (cf. Matthew 18:17).

This matter becomes significant when, in the American context with 
its self-governing and largely autonomous congregations, the understanding 
of what it means to be church is pulled strongly toward the local congre-
gation and away from being a broader fellowship, such as a synod or even 
the universal Church. We see this disconnect most clearly when we con-
sider Walther’s rendering and application of texts compared with Mueller’s 
choice to translate Kirche as “congregation.” As Luther and the authors of the 
Lutheran confessional documents used it, Gemeine (updated as Gemeinde) 
usually means something broader than a single congregation. For example, 
it could mean the several parishes of a city, not unlike Walther’s own 
Gesamtgemeinde in St. Louis, which consisted of four congregations over 
which Walther was Pfarrherr or senior pastor. Gemeine may mean a regional 
church, such as the church of an entire state or territory, like the Lutheran 
Church of Saxony. But in Missouri Synod tradition, Gemeinde became syn-
onymous with “congregation.”

Along the same lines, Mueller translated various technical terms for the 
Office of the Ministry as simply “ministry.” Thus he mitigated the essen-
tial element of the preaching office as an office [Amt], tilting his translation 
heavily (albeit unintentially) toward the view that the Office of the Ministry 
is less office and more function. Again, I have chosen to restore Walther’s 
technical terms, which are translated as the preaching office [Predigtamt], 
office of parish pastor [Pfarramt], parish pastor [Pfarrherr], minister of the 
church [Kirchendiener], etc.

Where Mueller’s translation has removed medieval church terms from 
the original, I have restored them. For example, if Luther stated: “The priest 
says the Mass,” Mueller translated: “The minister conducts the service.” 
In other places, Mueller removed references to private confession or made 
changes in texts he evidently regarded as too Roman Catholic. This tends to 
mitigate the conviction of Luther and Walther that the orthodox Lutheran 
Church is the catholic church gone right.

Walther’s collection of quotations from the Bible, Luther, and ancient 
and Lutheran theologians was provided in German, and these are the texts 
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xii     Church & Office

that Mueller translated.1 While Walther himself sometimes rendered the 
orthodox fathers’ references to ecclesia (“church”) as Gemeinde (“congre-
gation”), Mueller repeatedly translates Kirche as “congregation” instead of 
“church.” Of course, Walther was taking texts from the Lutheran tradition 
that were not precisely applicable to the American congregational context. 
Yet Mueller hyper-congregationalizes Walther’s original. To provide a 
further example, where the original states: “The Keys have been given to the 
entire Church [ganzen Kirchen],” Mueller translated: “The Keys have been 
given to the entire congregation.” I have noted many such instances.

Throughout his translation Mueller did not distinguish between 
the German terms Macht (“power”) and Gewalt (“authority”), or Befehl 
(“mandate”) and Gebot (“command”). Although the original texts Walther 
included often refer to the “power” of the office or church, the term “author-
ity” is more prevalent and accords with the preaching office carrying out its 
tasks as an office “authorized” by Christ and the Church. And “mandate,” 
a term Mueller rarely used for Befehl (which he translated as “command”), 
has the meaning of something “given over” to. The Lutheran church fathers 
often used Befehl to express that the office as a Gospel gift is to be exercised 
on behalf of Christ. 

Typographically, the print edition of the Mueller translation did not 
provide the emphasis of specific words and phrases found in the German 
print editions. This revision restores Walther’s emphasized texts in bold 
font. Occasionally Walther made use of a heavier bold font as a form of 
double emphasis. In this edition, it appears as a sans serif bold font. In 
addition, every effort has been made to restore words, phrases, and occa-
sional footnotes omitted in Mueller’s translation.

Regarding the Scripture passages, if Walther’s terminology most closely 
approximates that of Luther’s German Bible, the English text is a translation 
of the German and it is so noted. Otherwise the Bible passages are provided 
from the English Standard Version.

For those who so desire, references to the Johann Tobias Müller edition 
of the Book of Concord (published in the latter half of the nineteenth 
century) are restored in this edition. Müller’s text would form the basis for 
all modern editions of the Book of Concord until the arrival in 1930 of the 
Bekenntnisschriften, which is now the standard critical edition. Regarding 
quotations from the Book of Concord, which Walther would have taken 
from the German text of the 1580 edition, I have chosen to retain Mueller’s 

1 Walther provided the original Latin or Greek text for most of the quotations in his footnotes. 
These footnotes have not been translated, since our focus is on Walther’s intent. When pos-
sible, modern English translations of these quotations have been identified so the interested 
reader can explore the material further. In significant cases, the original Greek or Latin has 
been noted. MH
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Preface   xiii

use of the Concordia Triglotta. Where the Triglot renders Kirche as “congre-
gation” instead of “church,” such references have been amended.

As one might expect, Walther makes significant reference to the writ-
ings of Luther. At the end of each Luther passage, we have provided Walther’s 
original citation to the Halle edition of Luther’s Works (W1), edited by J. G. 
Walch2 in the mid-1700s. At the start of each passage, a margin note provides 
the reference to the Walch 2 (W2) or St. Louis edition.3 These volumes were 
published by Concordia Publishing House from 1880–1910. Also included 
in the margin note is a reference to either the Weimar edition (WA) or the 
American edition (AE), or, in the case of Luther’s postils, one of the English 
collections of these sermons. Thus the interested reader can pursue these 
readings in the original German or Latin, or compare the texts to another 
English translation, since all Luther quotations have been translated from 
Walther’s German. For cross references to editions of Luther, see pp. 465–79.

When possible, contemporary sources were consulted for quotations 
from the early church fathers. The translations printed here have an eye 
on these more recent translations, but I have tried not to lose nuances of 
Walther’s rendering of these original Latin or Greek texts into German. I 
am deeply grateful to Rev. Keith Clow for providing standard critical refer-
ences for the citations of Martin Luther and for the early church fathers. This 
material can be found in an abbreviated form beginning on p. 465 and in a 
more extensive presentation online at cph.org/churchandoffice.

While this revision is not a “critical edition” of Walther’s Kirche und 
Amt, I have added numerous, hopefully elucidating, footnotes. All foot-
notes conclude with the initials of the responsible party. Please see the list of 
abbreviations (pp. vii–viii) for further identification.

A key feature of this new edition are the appendices. Included from the 
fourth edition is a section of further quotations from church fathers, a listing 
approved by Walther. I have added documents that place The Church and 
The Office of The Ministry in context. Walther’s Altenburg Theses (see below, 
pp. 360–62) demonstrate the early development of his views on the church 
and the Office of the Ministry. J. A. A. Grabau’s Hirtenbrief (see below, pp. 
363–77) and the initial response of Walther and his fellow Saxon immigrants 
(see below, pp. 378–400) reveals the immediate context from which this 
magisterial treatment was born. I thank Rev. Dr. William Schumacher for 
the use of his translations of the Grabau material and the Saxon response. I 

2 Johann Georg Walch (1693–1775). MH
3 Hermann Sasse called W2 the greatest monument to things German ever produced in the 

United States. Based on W1, the St. Louis edition (which was further edited by Albert F. 
Hoppe [1828–1911]) is famous for its thorough collection of supporting documents of the 
Lutheran Reformation, and it has been reprinted in toto in Germany and is still used exten-
sively. Its index has been especially treasured by Luther scholars. MH
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xiv     Church & Office

am honored that the Rev. Dr. Wolf Knappe (who attended the University of 
Erlangen, where he studied under Hermann Sasse, Werner Elert, and Paul 
Althaus, among others) graciously translated Wilhelm Löhe’s Zugabe or 
“Addition” (see below, pp. 401–38), which carefully critiques both Grabau 
and the Saxons’ response. Finally, Löhe’s 1853 letter to G. M. Grossmann has 
been appended (see below, pp. 439–46) because in it Löhe briefly explains his 
perception of the strengths and shortcomings of Walther’s The Church and 
The Office of The Ministry. This letter also demonstrates Walther’s conten-
tion that Löhe held a less than quia view of the Lutheran Confessions and 
that our great and beloved co-founder of the Missouri Synod—despite his 
glorious strengths—specifically and knowingly rejected Luther’s view of the 
Office of the Ministry at key points.

To make this edition more user friendly, the name of the author of each 
quotation appears at the start of the text. A brief biography of each author 
(also part of the fourth edition) appears at the end of the theses (see below, 
pp. 356–59).

As I perused the Catechism of the Catholic Church for contemporary 
documentation of positions of the Roman Catholic Church which Walther 
addresses and which are the object of Lutheran polemic, I noted numerous 
points of remarkable convergence of Lutheran and Roman Catholic doctrine 
on the Office of the Ministry. While we must reject what is false, we can also 
joyously note what is right—no matter who says it. It would be worthwhile 
to evaluate The Church and The Office of The Ministry from the perspective 
of Lutheran-Catholic or Lutheran-Anglican dialogue, or broader ecumeni-
cal perspective. Through such study, we might realize that Walther’s (and 
Luther’s) doctrine of the church and the Office of the Ministry are not sec-
tarian, but catholic and Christian.

Matthew C. Harrison 
Assistant Pastor, Village Lutheran Church, Ladue, Missouri 

President, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

531194 ChurMin INTRO Part 5.indd   14 9/20/12   10:20 AM



Walther’s Theses 
on The Church 
& The Office  

of The Ministry

531194 ChurMin INTRO Part 5.indd   1 9/20/12   10:20 AM



The Theses   3

The Theses

Part One 
Concerning the Church

Thesis I
The Church in the proper sense of the word is the congregation of saints, 

that is, the entirety of all those who, called out of the lost and condemned 
human race by the Holy Spirit through the Word, truly believe in Christ and 
by faith are sanctified and incorporated in Christ.

Thesis II
To the Church in the proper sense of the word belongs no wicked person, 

no hypocrite, no unregenerate person, no heretic.

Thesis III
The Church in the proper sense of the word is invisible.

Thesis IV
It is to this true Church of believers and saints that Christ gave the Keys 

of the kingdom of heaven, and it is the proper and only possessor and bearer 
of the spiritual, divine, and heavenly gifts, rights, authority, offices, and the 
like that Christ has procured and are found in His Church.

Thesis V
Although the true Church in the proper sense of the word is in its essence 

invisible, nevertheless its existence can be (definitely) recognizable, namely, 
by the marks of the pure preaching of God’s Word and the administration of 
the Sacraments according to Christ’s institution.

Thesis VI
In an improper sense, Scripture also calls the visible entirety of all the 

called—that is, of all who confess and adhere to the proclaimed Word and use 
the holy Sacraments—which consists of good and evil [persons], “Church” 
(the universal [catholic] Church); so also it calls its several divisions, that is, 
the congregations that are found here and there in which the Word of God is 
preached and the holy Sacraments are administered, “churches” (particular 
or individual churches). This it does especially because in this visible assem-
bly is hidden the invisible, true, and properly so-called Church of believers, 
saints, and children of God; outside this assembly of the called no elect are 
to be sought.
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4     Church & Office

Thesis VII
As visible fellowships that still have the Word and the Sacraments essen-

tially according to God’s Word bear the name “church” because of the true 
invisible Church of genuine believers that is found in them, so also they 
possess the authority that Christ has given to His whole Church on account 
of the true invisible Church hidden in them, even if there were only two or 
three [believers].

Thesis VIII
Although God gathers for Himself a holy church of elect at a place where 

His Word is not taught in its complete purity and the Sacraments are not 
administered altogether according to the institution of Jesus Christ, if only 
God’s Word and the Sacraments are not denied entirely but both essentially 
remain, nevertheless every believer is bound, at the peril of losing his salva-
tion, to flee all false teachers, avoid all heterodox congregations or sects, and 
confess and adhere to orthodox congregations and their orthodox preachers 
wherever such may be found.

A. Also in heterodox and heretical churches there are children of God, 
and also there the true Church is made manifest by the pure Word and the 
Sacraments that still remain.

B. Every believer for the sake of his salvation must flee all false teach-
ers, and avoid fellowship with heterodox congregations or sects.

C. Every Christian for the sake of his salvation is in duty bound to 
acknowledge and adhere to orthodox congregations and orthodox preach-
ers, wherever he can find such.

Thesis IX
To obtain salvation, only fellowship in the invisible Church, to which 

alone all the glorious promises regarding the Church were originally given, 
is absolutely necessary.
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Part Two  
Concerning the Holy Preaching Office  

or the Pastoral Office

Thesis I
The holy preaching office or pastoral office is an office distinct from the 

office of priest, which all believers have.

Thesis II
The preaching office or the pastoral office is not a human institution but 

an office that God Himself has established.

Thesis III
The preaching office is not an optional office but one whose establish-

ment has been commanded to the Church and to which the Church is prop-
erly bound till the end of time.

Thesis IV
The preaching office is not a special state in opposition to or holier than 

that of ordinary Christians, as was the Levitical priesthood; rather, it is an 
office of service.

Thesis V
The preaching office has the authority to preach the Gospel and admin-

ister the holy Sacraments, as well as the authority of spiritual judgment.

Thesis VI
The preaching office is conferred by God through the congregation as 

the possessor of all ecclesiastical authority, or the Keys, and through the call 
that is prescribed by God. The ordination of those who are called with the 
laying on of hands is not a divine institution but an apostolic, churchly order 
and only a solemn public confirmation of the call.

Thesis VII
The holy preaching office is the authority, conferred by God through the 

congregation as the possessor of the priesthood and of all churchly author-
ity, to exercise the rights of the spiritual priesthood in public office on behalf 
of the congregation.

Thesis VIII
The preaching office is the highest office in the Church, from which 

flow all other offices in the Church.
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6     Church & Office

Thesis IX
To the preaching office there is due respect as well as unconditional 

obedience when the preacher uses God’s Word. Yet the preacher has no 
dominion in the church. Therefore, he has no right to introduce new laws or 
arbitrarily to establish adiaphora or ceremonies in the church. The preacher 
has no right to inflict and carry out excommunication alone, without the 
preceding knowledge of the whole congregation.

Thesis X
To the preaching office, according to divine right, belongs also the office 

to judge doctrine, but laymen also possess this right. Therefore, in the eccle-
siastical courts and councils they are accorded both a seat and vote together 
with the preachers.
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Thesis I on the Church   9

Thesis I
The Church [Kirche] in the proper sense [eigentlichen 
Sinne]1 of the word is the congregation [Gemeinde] 2 of 
saints, that is, the entirety [Gesamtheit] of all those who, 
called out of the lost and condemned human race by the 
Holy Spirit through the Word, truly believe in Christ and by 
faith are sanctified and incorporated in Christ.

Editor’s NotE: The Gospel entails the doctrine of the church. The 
rediscovery of the Gospel at the time of the Reformation meant 
a complete rethinking of the nature and essence of the Church. 
The presence of the Church—according to the New Testament, 
the Lutherans assert—is not guaranteed by an alleged apostolic 
succession of bishops, an episcopal see in Rome, or a priesthood 
equipped by an indelible mark given by ordination by which 
a man is empowered to perform the Mass. Nor are those who 
do not believe in Christ, though they may have been baptized 
or may have received the Sacrament, truly members of Christ’s 
Body. The Church is hidden, though it is no “Platonic city” that 
exists only in someone’s mind and that cannot be located. The 
Church is found where Christ and His Word are found. The Church 
is a holy Christian people. Those who are called, gathered, and 
enlightened by Christ’s word of free grace and who truly believe 
are one with Christ and are the Church.

Walther has been criticized for beginning his treatment of the 
Church with believers instead of with Christ and the means of 

1 The technical terms “proper” and “improper” can be misleading and confusing. Following 
the orthodox dogmaticians, Walther uses these classic linguistic categories to distinguish 
specific definitions and the use of terms; they have nothing to do with moral judgment. 
Paul Vincent Spade quotes medieval scholar Walter Burley (1275–1344/1345): “ ‘By its 
first division, supposition is divided into proper and improper supposition. Supposition is 
proper when a term supposits for something for which it is permitted to supposit literally. 
Supposition is improper when a term supposits for something by transumption or from 
its usage in speech.’ Improper supposition therefore is the kind of supposition or reference 
a term has when it is used figuratively and not literally” (Thoughts, Words and Things: An 
Introduction to Late Mediaeval Logic and Semantic Theory [2001], 250, emphasis added). MH

2 Note immediately that Walther uses “congregation” (Gemeinde) for the entirety of those who 
believe in Christ, that is, for the whole Church, the una sancta. However, we will see that he 
used the same German word for a local congregation. The words “church,” “congregation,” 
“assembly” (translated from Versammlung, Gemeinde, Gemeine, Hauf ) are all used at times 
of a local assembly, regional church, or the una sancta. They present similar translation chal-
lenges. Unique examples will receive comments in the notes. Otherwise, refer to the Glossary 
on p. 455 to learn more about the range and character of the German and Latin terms. MH
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10     Church & Office

grace. But we see in his proof-texts that he begins in a completely 
Christocentric way: “Christ the head” (Ephesians 1); Christ the 
cleanser and sanctifier of His Body, the Church (Ephesians 5); the 
Church, sanctified as the temple of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 3); 
the Church, built by Christ upon His Word (Matthew 16); Christ, 
through His sacrificial death, gathers the children into one 
(John 11).

There is enormous comfort in this teaching that all those who 
trust in the merits of Christ’s cross are members of the Church 
and no one else. It allows us to confess with gusto that orthodox 
Lutheranism is by no means the sole saving instrument of God. 
It allows us to gladly and joyously recognize that there are true 
believers in Jesus, members of the Church, where only enough 
of His Word and Sacrament are available to create faith. The 
unity of the Church does not depend upon us but upon Christ 
and His gifts. MH

1. Proof from God’s Word

Thus writes the holy apostle Paul, Ephesians 1:22–23: “[God the Father] put 
all things under His feet and gave Him” (Christ) “as head over all things to 
the church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all.” If, 
according to these words, Christ is the Head of the community [Gemeine] 
or Church [Kirche],3 and this is His Body, then the true Church in its proper 
sense is the sum total of all those who are joined to Christ, just as the 
members of the body are joined to their head.

The same apostle further writes, Ephesians 5:23–27: “For the husband is 
the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, His body, and 
is Himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives 
should submit in everything to their husbands. Husbands, love your wives, 
as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her, that He might sanc-
tify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that 
He might present the church to Himself in splendor” ([Greek:] endoxon), 
“without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and 
without blemish.”

The same apostle writes further, 1  Corinthians 3:16–17: “Do you not 
know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone 

3 This section is a helpful indicator that Walther, like Luther, understood the German word 
Gemeine as “church.” The biblical texts in this volume often make use of Gemeine for the 
Greek ekklesia because Walther was quoting Luther’s Bible translation. MH

Eph 1:22–23

Eph 5:23–27

1Co 3:16–17;  
Heb 12:23 Luther
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Thesis I on the Church   11

destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and 
you4 are that temple.” For this reason the same apostle5 calls the Church 
“the community of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven” (Hebrews 
12:23).

The Lord Himself says of His Church, Matthew 16:18: “On this rock I 
will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” 
Accordingly, the Church in its proper sense—that is, its members—is built 
on the rock of Christ and His Word. But on this only he is built who is built 
on it by a living faith.

Finally, the evangelist St. John writes in John 11:51–52: “Jesus would 
die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one 
the children of God who are scattered abroad.” Therefore, the Church, for 
whose institution and gathering [Stiftung und Sammlung] Christ came into 
the world and died, is the sum total of God’s children.

2. Witnesses of the Church  
in Its Public6 Confessions7

(1) Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Christian Church, 
the communion of saints” (Müller, p. 29).8 The addition of “communion of 
saints” [Gemeine der Heiligen] does not indicate a new article of faith, as the 
Romanists teach, but it explains the word “Church.” The Large Catechism 
[of Luther] explains it thus:

The little word Church [Kirche] means really nothing else in 
German than a common assembly [gemeine Sammlung] and is 
not German by idiom, but Greek.9 For in their own language 
they call it kyria, as in Latin it is called curia. Therefore, in 

4 Plural. MH
5 Walther shared the ancient, widespread, but likely erroneous view that Paul wrote the Epistle 

to the Hebrews. MH
6 JTM translated öffentlichen as “official” to accent the sense that a public confession represents 

the will and work of the community, which is represented through community officials (e.g., 
clergy and consistory responsible for public preaching and teaching). I am restoring the use 
of “public” especially in juxtaposition with the use of “private” in the subsequent portion of 
each thesis. On these Lutheran distinctions, see the glossary. MH

7 For the sake of agreement, all quotations from the Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church are taken (often in an amended translation of the German text) from Triglot 
Concordia: The Symbolical Books of the Ev.-Lutheran Church, ed. G. Friedrich Bente and 
William H. T. Dau (St. Louis: Concordia, 1921), which best agrees with Walther’s quotation. 
JTM

8 Walther was citing the Confessions from Die symbolischen Bücher der evangelisch-
lutherischen Kirche, 3rd ed., ed. Johann T. Müller (Stuttgart: Liesching, 1869). MH

9 Here the Triglot Concordia adds: “as is also the word ekklesia.” MH

Mt 16:18 Luther

Jn 11:51–52

LC II III 48–49, 51
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genuine German, in our mother tongue, it ought to be called a 
Christian community or assembly [eine christliche Gemeine oder 
Sammlung], or, best of all and most clearly, a holy Christendom.

So also the word communion (Gemeinschaft),10 which is added, 
ought not to be rendered “communion” [Gemeinschaft], but 
“community” [Gemeine]. And it is nothing else than a gloss 
or explanation by which someone meant to explain what the 
Christian Church is. . . . But to speak correct German, it ought 
to be “eine Gemeine der Heiligen,” that is, a community made 
up purely of saints, or, to speak yet more plainly, “eine heilige 
Gemeine” [“a holy community”]. . . .
But this is the meaning and substance of the addition: I believe 
that there is upon earth a little holy group [Häuflein] and com-
munity of pure saints, under one Head, even Christ, called 
together by the Holy Spirit.11

(2) Augsburg Confession, Art. VIII (Müller, p. 40), “What the Church 
Is”:12 “Although the Church properly is the gathering [Versammlung] of 
saints and true believers,” etc.13 While the Augsburg Confession in Art. 
VII desires not so much to describe the Church according to its essence 
but merely wishes to state that at all times there is and must remain a holy 
Christian Church, where it is and by what marks it can be recognized, Art. 
VIII tells us what the Church is and, indeed, what it is properly. This must 
be well observed when defining the concept that our church has set forth in 
its Symbols regarding the Church.

(3) Apology [of the Augsburg Confession], Art. VII (Müller, p. 154): 
“But it certainly remains a fact that the true Church is the assembly [Hauf] 
and the people who here and there in the world, from the rising to the setting 
of the sun, truly believe in Christ. .  .  . Although therefore hypocrites and 
wicked men associate with the true Church in outward rites, titles, and 
offices, nevertheless, when we would properly say what the Church is, we 
must say that it is the Church that is called the Body of Christ and has fel-
lowship [Gemeinschaft] not only in outward signs but has the [divine] gifts 
in the heart, [namely,] the Holy Spirit and faith. For we must well understand 
by what we become members of Christ and what makes us living members 

10 Walther added the German word parenthetically to the citation. MH
11 Cf. BSLK, 656–57. The various German words for “church,” including Kirche, Versammlung, 

Gemeine, Haufe, which all can be used of a specific local congregation, are also used by 
Luther and Walther for the “whole Christian Church on earth” or the una sancta. MH

12 The Augsburg Confession in the original 1580 Dresden edition of the Book of Concord does 
not have this title preceding the article. In fact, none of the articles are titled. MH

13 Cf. BSLK, 62. MH

AC VIII 1

Ap VII–VIII (IV) 
10–14, 22
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of the Church. If we would say that the Church is merely an outward polity, 
as are other governments, in which there are evil and good persons, etc., 
then no one would know or understand that Christ’s kingdom is spiritual, as 
indeed it is, and that in it Christ inwardly rules, strengthens, and comforts 
the hearts and imparts the Holy Spirit and various spiritual gifts, but people 
would think that it is the outward observance of certain forms of worship 
and rites [gewisse Ordnung etlicher Ceremonien und Gottesdienstes]. 
Again, what difference would there be between the people of the Law and the 
Church if the Church were only an outward polity? But Paul distinguishes 
the Church from the Jews in that he says the Church is a spiritual people, 
that is to say, one that distinguishes itself from the heathen not merely by 
its polity and civil affairs but by being the true people of God, enlightened 
in heart and born again by the Holy Spirit.” “That is properly the Christian 
Church that has the Holy Spirit.”14

Apology, 3rd Article on the Abuses (Müller, p. 270): “And yet . . . God 
still preserved His Church . . . that is, some saints, under the papacy, so that 
the Christian Church did not perish altogether.”15

(4) Smalcald Articles, Part III, Art. XII (Müller, p. 324): “Thank God, 
[today] a child seven years old knows what the Church is, namely, the holy 
believers and lambs who hear the voice of their Shepherd. For the children 
pray thus: ‘I believe in one holy Christian Church.’ ”16

3. Witnesses of the Church  
in the Private Writings of Its Teachers

Thus [Martin] Luther writes: “Christians are a special, called people and 
are called not merely17 ecclesia, Church or people [Kirche oder Volk], but 

14 Cf. Triglot Concordia (German), 228, 230, 234; BSLK, 236–37, 238. MH
15 Cf. Triglot Concordia (German), 416, 418; BSLK, 376.39f. Walther appears to refer to the last 

portion of the article, on Masses for the dead. MH
16 Cf. Triglot Concordia, 499; BSLK, 459.20. MH
17 That is, not simply like other fellowships [Gemeinschaften], which are not holy. Acts 9:39–40. 

CFWW [Walther’s biblical reference in this footnote is clearly a mistake. Cf. instead Acts 
19:32, 35–41, with the addition of the Greek transliteration to substantiate Walther’s point 
regarding the use of the term ekklesia: “Now some cried out one thing, some another, for the 
assembly [ekklesia] was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come 
together. .  .  . And when the town clerk had quieted the crowd, he said, ‘Men of Ephesus, 
who is there who does not know that the city of the Ephesians is temple keeper of the great 
Artemis, and of the sacred stone that fell from the sky? Seeing then that these things cannot 
be denied, you ought to be quiet and do nothing rash. For you have brought these men here 
who are neither sacrilegious nor blasphemers of our goddess. If therefore Demetrius and 
the craftsmen with him have a complaint against anyone, the courts are open, and there are 
proconsuls. Let them bring charges against one another. But if you seek anything further, it 
shall be settled in the regular assembly [ekklesia]. For we really are in danger of being charged 

Ap XXIV (XII) 98

SA III XII 2

W2 16:2269–70  
(cf. AE 41:143–44)
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sancta, catholica, Christiana, that is, a Christian, holy people that believes 
in Christ, for which reason it is named a Christian people and has the Holy 
Spirit who sanctifies it daily, not only through the forgiveness of sins (as the 
Antinomians18 foolishly assert) but also through the putting away, purging, 
and destroying of sins, wherefore it is called a holy people. Hence, the ‘holy 
Christian Church’ basically means the people that is Christian and holy, or, 
as it is commonly said, the holy Christendom or the whole Christendom. In 
the Old Testament it was called God’s people” (Isaiah 1[:24]; 11; 12[:3]; 43, 
etc.).19 “If in the children’s creed20 such words would have been used as ‘I 
believe that there is a Christian holy people,’ then all confusion would easily 
have been avoided that was caused by the dark and obscure word ‘church.’ 
The expression ‘a Christian holy people’ would clearly and convincingly have 
shown both the meaning and scope of what the church is and what it is not. 
Whoever would have heard the expression ‘a Christian holy people’ would 
at once have argued that the pope is no people, much less a holy Christian 
people. So also the bishops, priests, and monks are not a holy Christian 
people, for they do not believe in Christ, nor do they lead a holy life, but they 
are the devil’s wicked and perverse people. Whoever does not truly believe in 
Christ is neither Christian in manner nor a Christian, and he who does not 
have the Holy Spirit against sin is not holy. Therefore, [the Papists] cannot be 
a Christian holy people, that is, sancta et catholica ecclesia, which means ‘the 
holy and universal Church’ ” (see Luther’s writing On the Councils and the 
Church from the year 1539; Halle 16:2778–79).

Johann Gerhard: “We define the Church as the communion21 of saints 
in order that no one may think that the Church is merely a certain outward 
polity of good and bad persons, since it is, to speak properly and accurately, 
the holy assembly22 of those who are united by the bond of the Holy Spirit 
in true faith and true love. But we by no means use the expression ‘of saints’ 
in the sense of the Anabaptists or Pelagians. Nor do we fictitiously teach 
that the true members of the Church in this sinful life are perfectly or alto-
gether sinless. Nor do we change the Church into a Platonic concept and a 
vain visionary idea that exists only in one’s imagination, but we distinguish 

with rioting today, since there is no cause that we can give to justify this commotion.’ And 
when he had said these things, he dismissed the assembly [ekklesia].” MH]

18 So those were called who deprecated the use of the Law among Christians and wanted to 
have only the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins preached to them, thus abrogating the doc-
trine of sanctification. CFWW

19 Apparently Walther added these biblical texts, which do not appear in W1 or W2. MH
20 The Apostles’ Creed. MH
21 Gemeine; Gerhard: congregationem. MH
22 Gesellschaft; Gerhard: societas. Note Gerhard’s use of “assembly” in the broad sense for the 

whole Church on earth. MH

Cf. GerhTC 25:80
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between sins of weakness (with which faith, repentance, and zeal for sanc-
tification may coexist) and sins against conscience, by which the regener-
ate cease to be true and living members of the Church” (Loci theologici, De 
ecclesia, § 51).

[Gerhard]: “Of a genuine member of the true Church there is required 
not only the outward confession of faith and the outward use of the 
Sacraments but also the inward renewal by the Holy Spirit, because the 
Church is not only a body but also a soul, that is, a living and animated body. 
Hence, in order that anyone may truly belong to the Body of the Church, he 
must be ruled, led, and, as it were, animated by the Holy Spirit” (Loci theo-
logici, De ecclesia, § 53).

[Gerhard]: “We declare that catechumens, as also all others who are 
endowed with the true inward faith, are in the Church, even if they have not 
yet actually received Baptism” (Loci theologici, De ecclesia, § 54).

[Johann Andreas] Quenstedt: “Properly and principally the Church 
is the assembly of saints and true believers” (Theologia didactico-polemica, 
part  4, 15.2). “We prove our judgment that the Church properly is the 
assembly of saints by the nature and peculiarity of the Church; for in Holy 
Scripture the Church is called 1. Christ’s mystical Body. . . . 2. The Church is 
the mother not of the [spiritually] dead, but of the living or the true believ-
ers. . . . 3. The Church is Christ’s fold, and the true members of the Church 
are Christ’s sheep. . . . 4. The prophets and the apostles often bestow on the 
Church such expressions of praise as cannot be referred to the whole assem-
bly of the called, comprising both the good and the evil. . . . Therefore, we 
must assume a Church, properly and primarily so called, to which princi-
pally and immediately these expressions of praise and these ascribed prop-
erties belong; for here and there in the Old Testament and in the New it is 
called ‘Christ’s spouse or Bride’ (Song of Solomon 4:8–10; Isaiah 61:10; Hosea 
2:19–20; John 3:29; 2  Corinthians 11:2; Revelation 21:9); ‘Christ’s fair and 
spotless love’ (Song of Solomon 4:7); ‘a chaste virgin of Christ’ (2 Corinthians 
11:2); ‘one flesh with Christ,’ as are husband and wife (Ephesians 5:30). None 
of these epithets applies to the wicked. [Moreover, the Church is called] ‘the 
house of the living God’ (1 Timothy 3:15); ‘a spiritual house’ (1 Peter 2:5); 
‘a peculiar people, zealous of good works’ (Titus 2:14); etc., to which none 
belong but those who are ‘living stones, built on the chief cornerstone, Jesus 
Christ’ (Ephesians 2:20–21; 1  Peter 2:5)” (Theologica didactico-polemica, 
part 4).

Quenstedt: “Those who have been excommunicated truly are members 
of the Church if they have faith and love” (Theologica didactico-polemica, 
part 4).

Cf. GerhTC 25:84

Cf. GerhTC 25:86

Sg 4:8–10; 4:7;  
Is 61:10;  
Hos 2:19–20;  
Jn 3:29; Rv 21:9; 
2Co 11:2;  
Eph 5:30;  
1Tm 3:15;  
1Pt 2:5; Ti 2:14; 
Eph 2:20–21
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[Johann Wilhelm] Baier: “The church militant is used in a twofold 
sense: first, properly and precisely defined, for the assembly23 of the true 
believers and saints who by faith have been implanted into Christ the 
Head, and with Him as living members constitute one mystical Body” 
(Compendium theologiae positivae, part 3, 13.2).

This truth the church has taught from the beginning. Thus, among 
other things, Ignatius [of Antioch] writes: “that ‘He might set up an ensign’ 
for all ages through His resurrection, for His saints and believers, whether 
among the Jews or among the Gentiles, in one Body of His Church,” etc. 
(Epistle to the Smyrnaeans 1).24

[Ignatius]: “Ignatius (who is also called Theophorus), to the holy Church, 
which is at Tralles in Asia, beloved of God, the Father of Jesus Christ, the 
elect and worthy of God” (Epistle to the Trallians, Introduction).25

Cyprian: “Peter, replying in the name of the Church, says: ‘Lord, to 
whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. Also we have come to 
believe and know that You are the Christ, the Son of the living God’ [John 
6:68–69]. He wanted to show and prove that those who have separated them-
selves from Christ are lost by their own fault, but that the Church, which 
believes in Christ and firmly holds to what it has once learned to know, does 
not depart from Him, and that [therefore] those are the Church who remain 
in the house of God. But we see that those who have not been planted by the 
Father do not remain firm as a fruit but are sifted by the wind of the enemy. 
Of these John says in his letter: ‘They went out from us, but they were not of 
us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with us’ ” [1 John 
2:19] (Epistle 1.1.3).26

[John] Chrysostom comments on 2  Timothy 2:20: “Now in a great 
house there are not only vessels of gold and silver,” etc., as follows: “He” (the 
apostle) “speaks this” (parable) “not of the Church but of the whole world. 
Therefore, do not refer it to the Church, for there are in it no vessels of earth 
or wood, but all are of silver and of gold; for here is the Body of Christ, the 
chaste virgin that has neither spot nor wrinkle” (Hom. 6 on 2 Timothy).27

[Chrysostom]: “When you flee to the Church, do not flee to a place, but 
flee to her with your heart; for the essence of the Church does not consist 
in wall and masonry but in faith and virtue. .  .  . She is called a mountain 
because of her firmness; a virgin because of her sanctity; a queen because 

23 Versammlung; Baier: congregatione. MH
24 Cf. Apostolic Fathers 1:253. MH
25 Cf. Apostolic Fathers 1:213. MH
26 Cf. Letter 54.7. MH
27 J. Chrysostomi opera, ed. Bernard de Montfaucon (Paris, 1734), 11:692. CFWW [Cf. NPNF1 

13:496. MH]

Jn 6:68–69 Luther;  
1Jn 2:19

2Tm 2:20
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of her glory; a king’s daughter because of her relation with God; a mother, 
having given birth, because of the great number of children she conceived 
after she had been childless for a long time—not to speak of uncountable 
other names that Holy Scripture gives to her in addition” (second sermon on 
the fall of Eutropius, trans. Cramer, 7:22, 36).28

Jerome: “The Church is the congregation of all saints” (on Job 20). “The 
Church of Christ is none other than the soul of all those who believe in 
Christ” (on Psalm 87).

Augustine: “The Body of this Head is the Church, not the one that is 
[merely] in this place, but the one that is here and in the whole world; nor 
the one that exists at the present time, but the one from Abel to all who will 
be born till the end of the world and who believe in Christ, the entirety of 
saints, belonging to one city, which city is the Body of Christ, whose Head is 
Christ” (on Psalm 92).29

Isidore of Pelusium: “The fact that the Church is the assembly of saints 
having the true faith and leading a godly life is known to all who have tasted 
the truth even only a little” (Isid. Pelusiotae de interpretatione div. script., 
book 5 [Paris: Morelli, 1638], fol. 236, lib. 2, ep. 246).30

28 J. Chrysostomi opera, ed. Bernard de Montfaucon (Paris, 1721), 3:386, 391. CFWW [Cf. 
Homily 2 on Eutropius, § 6 (NPNF1 9:256). MH]

29 Cf. Psalm 91, § 13 (NPNF1 8:450). MH
30 The most complete but unfortunately very defective edition of Isidore of Pelusium; cf. 

Herzog, Realencyklopädie 7:89. CFWW
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Thesis II
To the Church in the proper sense of the word belongs no 
wicked person, no hypocrite, no unregenerate person, no 
heretic.

Editor’s NotE: “[Jesus] put another parable before them, saying, 
‘The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who 
sowed good seed in his field, but while his men were sleep-
ing, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat and 
went away. So when the plants came up and bore grain, then 
the weeds appeared also. And the servants of the master of the 
house came and said to him, “Master, did you not sow good seed 
in your field? How then does it have weeds?” He said to them, 
“An enemy has done this.” So the servants said to him, “Then 
do you want us to go and gather them?” But he said, “No, lest in 
gathering the weeds you root up the wheat along with them. Let 
both grow together until the harvest, and at harvest time I will 
tell the reapers, Gather the weeds first and bind them in bundles 
to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn” ’ ” (Matthew 
13:24–30).

In this life the wheat and the weeds grow together. Thesis II 
elucidates the truth of Jesus’ parable. Appearing on the roll of 
congregational membership, or even taking part in the life of 
the church, does not necessarily mean faith in Christ’s cross is 
present. This happens in Europe in the formerly Lutheran state 
churches or in American Protestant churches where the Gospel 
has not been preached in decades. It can even occur in vibrant 
orthodox congregations. The mystery of sin, conversion, and 
the hardness of the human heart over against God’s Word and 
Sacraments is profound. That is why Lutheran preaching is ever 
a proclamation of condemnation by the Law and gracious for-
giveness in the Gospel. The old man must daily be drowned and 
raised. “The good that I would I do not . . . ,” Paul speaks in the 
present tense (cf. Romans 7:19). The struggle of the wheat and 
the tares occurs daily in our own hearts!

The Lutheran teaching on the Church is built upon the recep-
tion of forgiveness through the word of the Gospel, Baptism, 
Absolution, and the Sacrament. Where faith grabs hold of these 
for forgiveness, there is a member of the Church, a saint headed 
for eternal life. Rome could not assure its faithful that eternal 
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life was theirs because it taught that salvation depended upon 
faith and works, including a rather lengthy stay in purgatory to 
work off “temporal punishments.” And the definition of mem-
bership in the Church hovered around connection to the “vicar 
of Christ,” the pope, the alleged visible head of the Church on 
earth. Because faith indeed receives all, then all that Rome had 
added to faith had to go.

Today our greatest challenge in this regard is the idea that 
because only faith in Christ and His merits determines a member 
of the Church, such faith can exist quite apart from preaching 
and the Sacraments (that is, from regular church attendance). 
Here Augustine’s statement on Baptism is helpful: “It is not the 
absence of Baptism which condemns, but the despising of it.” 
Faith is connected to the gifts God gives us every Sunday to 
bring it to life, to revive and sustain it, to make sure we are truly 
repentant and members of the Body of Christ, that is, of the 
Church “properly” or strictly speaking. MH

1. Proof from God’s Word

Thus writes St. Paul, Romans 8:9: “Anyone who does not have the Spirit of 
Christ does not belong to Him.” Whoever does not belong to Christ is not a 
member of the true Church, which is His spiritual Body.

So also writes John in 1 John 2:19 of the hypocrites who finally also left 
the fellowship of the Church outwardly: “They went out from us, but they 
were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with 
us. But they went out that it might be made manifest that none of them were 
of us.”

Again our Lord says, John 15:6: “If anyone does not abide in Me he is 
thrown away like a branch and withers.”

2. Witnesses of the Church  
in Its Public Confessions

(1) Apology of the Augsburg Confession (Müller, pp. 152–53): “Those in 
whom Christ does not work anything through His Spirit are not members 
of Christ. . . . So also we confess in our holy creed and faith: ‘I believe in a 
holy Christian Church.’ There we say that the Church is holy, but the wicked 
and ungodly cannot be the holy Church. . . . If the Church, which is truly the 

Rm 8:9

1Jn 2:19 Luther

Jn 15:6

Ap VII–VIII (IV)  
6, 8, 17, 22, 29
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kingdom of Christ and God, is distinguished from the kingdom of the devil, 
the wicked, who are in the devil’s kingdom, cannot be the Church. Hence, 
the wicked in this life are not the kingdom of Christ, because it has not yet 
been revealed. .  .  . The wolves and wicked teachers, though they rage and 
do injury in the church, yet they are not the Church. . . . And since the true 
Church in Scripture is called Christ’s Body, it is impossible to speak of it in 
any other way than we have spoken of it. For it is certain that the hypocrites 
and wicked are not Christ’s Body but belong to the kingdom of the devil, 
who holds them captive and moves them to whatever he desires.”1

3. Witnesses of the Church  
in the Private Writings of Its Teachers

[Martin] Luther: “Concerning the Church, they” (the Papists) “will contend 
that ‘Church’ designates also the wicked multitude that holds office; this 
they contend because they refer the promise to themselves” ([Counsel for the 
Smalcald Convention, What Can or Cannot Be Compromised in Matters of 
Religion], 1540; Halle 17:413).

[Luther]: “Whoever does not believe rightly nor is holy and justified 
does not belong to the holy Christian Church. . . . And this is the article that 
was condemned by the honorable Council of Constance together with this 
statement and all of Holy Scripture. For John Hus confessed at that time 
that there is a holy Christian Church. [But] if the pope would not be pious 
and holy, he could not be a member, much less the head, of the holy Church, 
though in it he would occupy the office. For that reason [Hus] had to be 
burned and anathematized. . . . They counter and say: Although the pope, 
bishops, and they all alike would sin very grievously, nevertheless they are 
not of the devil nor of his synagogue, but they are of Christ and of God, 
members and heads of holy Christendom. Indeed, they are members of 
the church just as spittle, snot, pus, sweat, excrements, urine, stench, scab, 
smallpox, glandular swellings, sexual diseases, and all other sicknesses are 
members of the body. These also are in and on the body; oh, what blemishes 
and filth, which the body must bear with great peril, trouble, and disgust” 
(Commentary on Psalm 118, 1530; Halle 5:1792–94).

[Luther]: “The pope says he is the Christian Church. This we deny, 
though there are some under the papacy who belong to the Christian Church, 
just as among the Turks, in France, and in England there are many who 
belong to the Christian Church. They were baptized, believe the Gospel, use 
the Sacraments rightly, and are true Christians. But the fact that [the Papists] 

1 Cf. Triglot Concordia (expanded German), 228–36; BSLK, 235f. MH

W2 17:322  
(Cf. WA Br 9:19–35,   

no. 3436)

W2 5:1234–35  
(Cf. AE 14:92–93)

W2 8:99–100  
(Cf. AE 23:286–87)
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condemn us and declare that our doctrine is not the right one, asserting 
their innocence over against it, and justify themselves with their laws, fables, 
brotherhoods, and good works, and say that whoever keeps these is a true 
Christian and the true Christian Church—this, too, we deny. We admit and 
readily concede that they are in the church, but they are not true members 
of the Church, though they have the pulpit, Baptism, the pastoral office, and 
Sacrament. So they are in the church but are not righteous. Just so among 
our followers there are many who are baptized, partake of the Sacrament, 
pretend to be Christians, yet under the skin they are rascals and are not righ-
teous. Therefore, we say that among the large numbers of Christians many 
have the name, appearance, and semblance of Christians, but they are not 
Christians. .  .  . Such are in the Christian Church as mouse dung is in the 
pepper or the cockle in the corn; they merely help to fill the bushel. So also 
in the human body there are fine, clean, sound, and proper members, which 
a person may use as he needs them. But there is in the body also perspiration 
and other filth. . . . So the heretics, false teachers, or wicked, while being in 
the church, are not real or right members but the filth that the body gives 
forth” ([Sermons on John 6–8], on John 7[:38–43]; Halle, pages 2343–45).

[Johann] Gerhard: “We believe that the hypocrites, the wicked, and the 
hidden unbelievers and, in general, all reprobates, as long as they are and 
remain such, are not true members of the true Church,2 though outwardly 
they confess the same faith as the saints and use the same Sacraments” (Loci 
theologici, De ecclesia, § 51).

[Gerhard]: “As Christ says of His disciples, John 17:14, that they are in 
the world but not of the world, so we say contrariwise that the wicked are in 
the church but not of the Church” (Loci theologici, De ecclesia, § 64).

[Abraham] Calov: “Although the hypocrites are in the assembly in 
which the Church is, they are not properly in the assembly that is the 
Church. . . . We do not make a twofold church: one of the saints and another 
that is mixed. But we say that we make this distinction only insofar as the 
word ‘church’ is taken homonymically” (that is, that two altogether different 
things have one and the same name) “now for the assembly of believers and 
then again for the assembly in which hypocrites are mingled with the believ-
ers” (Systema locorum theologicorum, loc. 8, pp. 253ff.).

[Johann Andreas] Quenstedt: “The evil fluids are not members of 
the body, and the wicked are like the evil fluids. They are not members of 
the Body, namely, that of Christ, but they are attached to the church like 
boils to the body, from which they may be separated without any injury to 
the body—indeed, to its great advantage” (Theologia didactico-polemica, 
[part] 4, 15.2, fol. 1634).

2 wahren Kirche; Gerhard: verae ecclesiae. MH

Cf. GerhTC 25:78

Cf. GerhTC 25:101
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[Quenstedt]: “The wicked and hypocrites may be called parts of the 
true Church but not members in the proper sense of the term” (Theologia 
didactico-polemica, [part] 4, 15.2, [fol.] 1637).

This truth the church has taught at all times.
Thus writes Augustine: “The Church is uncorrupt, chaste, and pure, 

and therefore the avaricious, robbers, usurers do not belong to it—not only 
those who are without but also those who are within it” (De baptismo 4.2).3

[Augustine]: “We must not think that the heretics are in the Body of 
Christ because they are in the church, personally partake of His Sacraments, 
and so forth. They are not in the union of Christ that in the members of 
Christ grows to the growth of God by its connection and contact; for the 
Church rests on a rock, as the Lord says, ‘On this rock I will build My 
Church’ [Matthew 16:18]. But they are built on sand, as the Lord also says, 
‘Everyone who hears these sayings of Mine and does not do them will be like 
a foolish man who built his house on the sand’ ” [Matthew 7:26] (Contra lit. 
Petiliani 2.118).4

Jerome: “Whoever is a sinner and is besmirched with any blemish 
cannot be named from the Church of Christ, nor can it be said of him that 
he is subject to Christ” (on Ephesians 5).

3 Cf. NPNF1 4:447. MH
4 Cf. Contra lit. Petiliani 2.109 (NPNF1 4:595). MH

Mt 16:18; 7:26
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Altenburg Theses1

Translated by Carl S. Meyer  
Revised by Matthew C. Harrison

Editor’s NotE: The following theses were drawn up by Walther 
for a debate with Franz Marbach on April 15 and 20, 1841, in 
Altenburg, Perry County, Missouri. After the 1839 debacle involv-
ing Martin Stephan, the colony of immigrants from which the 
Missouri Synod arose fell into great confusion and doubt. The 
questions plaguing the Saxon leadership were: “ ‘Are we pastors 
or not?’ ‘Are our calls valid?’ ‘Do we have a godly call since we 
quit our German call, due to an erring conscience, and ran away?’ 
‘Would it not be better if they [the laity] dismissed us, try to main-
tain themselves through a spiritual priesthood and then call new 
pastors?’ ‘Do we have the authority to call and to exercise church 
discipline?’ ”2 Acccording to an observer at the time, “[s]ome of 
the candidates walked about loaded down with melancholy, as 
if mentally disordered.”3 So Marbach challenged Walther to a 
debate on the question “Are we a church or not?”4 A competent 
Saxon lawyer, Marbach argued largely from moral grounds that 
the company of immigrants was not a church. “A false church in 
the most eminent sense is a group of people who have not been 
called by means of the true Word to the true Christ, but by means 
of the false word to a false Christ.”5

Walther carried the day. His theses are replete with themes 
that found fruition in The Church and The Office of The Ministry a 
decade later. He repeatedly asserted in his writings on the church 
that “the name true Church belongs also to those visible groups 
of men who have united under the confession of a falsified faith 
and therefore have incurred the guilt of a partial departure from 

1 J. F. Köstering, Auswanderung der sächsischen Lutheraner im Jahre 1838, ihre Niederlassung 
in Perry-Co., Missouri, und damit zusammenhängende interessante Nachrichten, nebst einem 
wahrheitsgetreuen Bericht von dem in den Gemeinden zu Altenburg und Frohna vorgefallenen 
sog. Chiliastenstreit in den Jahren 1856 und 1857 (St. Louis, 1867), 51–52; W. O. Forster, Zion 
on the Mississippi (St. Louis: Concordia, 1953), 523–25. MH

2 August R. Suelflow, Servant of the Word: The Life and Ministry of C. F. W. Walther (St. Louis: 
Concordia, 2000), 58. MH

3 D. H. Steffens, Doctor Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther (Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication 
Society, 1917), 144, quoted in Suelflow, Servant of the Word, 58. MH

4 Suelflow, Servant of the Word, 58. MH
5 Carl Mundinger, “Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther, Churchman,” The Springfielder 25, no. 2 

(1961): 29. MH
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the truth.” This is an insightful concession that the Church exists 
far outside orthodox Lutheranism (in fact, wherever the Gospel 
is found), but Walther inserted this statement precisely with ref-
erence to the Saxon immigrants themselves!6 MH

Theses that C. F. W. Walther Defended  
in the Altenburg Debate

 I. The true Church [Kirche], in the most real and most 
perfect sense, is the totality of all true believers, who from 
the beginning to the end of the world, from among all 
peoples and languages, have been called and sanctified by 
the Holy Spirit through the Word. And since God alone 
knows these true believers (2 Timothy 2:19), the Church 
is also called invisible. No one belongs to this true Church 
who is not spiritually united with Christ, for it is the spir-
itual Body of Jesus Christ.

 II. The name of the true Church belongs also to all those 
visible gatherings [Haufen] of men among whom God’s 
Word is purely taught and the holy Sacraments are 
administered according to the institution of Christ. True, 
in this Church there are godless men, hypocrites, and 
heretics, but they are not true members of it, nor do they 
constitute the Church.

 III. The name Church, and, in a certain sense, the name true 
Church, belongs also to those visible groups of men who 
have united under the confession of a falsified faith and 
therefore have incurred the guilt of a partial departure 
from the truth, provided they possess so much of God’s 
Word and the holy Sacraments in purity that children of 
God may thereby be born. When such groups are called 
true churches, it is not the intention to state that they are 
orthodox, but only that they are real churches as opposed 
to all worldly organizations [Gemeinschaften].

 IV. The name Church is not improperly applied to hetero-
dox groups, but according to the manner of speech of the 
Word of God itself. It is also not immaterial that this high 

6 See Mundinger, “Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther, Churchman,” 23–33. MH
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name is allowed to such communions [Gemeinschaften], 
for out of this follows:

  1. That members also of such groups may be saved; for 
outside the Church there is no salvation.

 V. 2. The outward separation of a heterodox group from an 
orthodox church is not necessarily a separation from the 
universal Christian Church nor a relapse into heathenism 
and does not yet deprive that group of the name Church.

 VI. 3. Even heterodox groups have church authority; even 
among them the goods of the Church may be validly 
administered, the preaching office [Predigtamt]7 estab-
lished, the Sacraments validly administered, and the 
Keys of the kingdom of heaven exercised.

 VII. 4. Even heterodox groups are not to be dissolved, but 
reformed.

 VIII. The orthodox church is chiefly to be judged by the 
common, orthodox, public confession to which its 
members acknowledge and confess themselves to be 
pledged.

7 Meyer translated Predigtamt as “ministry” instead of “preaching office.” MH
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Pastoral Letter
Hirtenbrief by Johannes A. A. Grabau  

(December 1840)1

Translated by William W. Schumacher

Editor’s NotE: Although J.  A.  A. Grabau, hero of Lutheran 
fidelity while under persecution by the Prussian govern-
ment for rejecting the union of Lutherans and the Reformed 
and a fellow immigrant to the United States, had written his 
Hirtenbrief or “Pastoral Letter” to Walther and company prior 
to the Altenburg Debate, it was not until July 3, 1843, that they 
were in a position to respond. The internal controversies over 
the deposal of Bishop Martin Stephan had been resolved. Carl 
S. Mundinger notes that the controversy which resulted from 
Grabau’s letter was the first “controversy ad extra” faced by 
the Saxon immigrants. Grabau’s views, particularly on the 
authority of the Office of the Ministry, were in large measure 
those held by Stephan (and would soon be rejected even by 
Wilhelm Löhe). Grabau continued to write to Walther and the 
Missouri group, and his critiques (for example, of the consti-
tution of Old Trinity in St. Louis, Missouri) were read and con-
sidered by the voters as late as June 13, 1842.2 Grabau com-
plains that in the emerging Missouri Synod there was evident 
the “new independent freedom of individual congregations 
in all its nakedness and misery.” MH

To all brothers and members of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Buffalo, 
New York, Milwaukee, Eden and Klein Hamburg, Albany, Portage, Canada.

1 The text used for this translation is found in Der Hirtenbrief des Herrn Pastors Grabau zu 
Buffalo vom Jahre 1840, nebst den zwischen ihm und mehreren lutherischen Pastoren von 
Missouri gewechselten Schriften, der Öffentlichkeit übergeben als eine Protestation gegen 
Geltendmachung hierarchischer Grundsätze innerhalb der lutherischen Kirche, printed in New 
York in 1849. The same publication contains the Missouri Saxon first response, Grabau’s 
rebuttal, and further documents from the dispute. This translation was originally published 
in Thomas Manteufel and Robert Kolb, eds., Soli Deo Gloria: Essays on C. F. W. Walther in 
Memory of August R. Suelflow (St. Louis: Concordia, 2000). Minor editorial changes have 
been made to match the format of this volume. WS

2 Carl S. Mundinger, Government in the Missouri Synod: The Genesis of Decentralized 
Government in the Missouri Synod (St. Louis: Concordia, 1947), 165, 138, 200. WS
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The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all!

Dear fellow redeemed brothers, together with all those with you in your 
homes! The mercy of our God has brought us, a part of the true church of 
God on earth, into a good land where no one hinders or may hinder the 
common edification of our souls in the Word and Sacrament. This freedom 
of religion and church, obtained with God’s help, is a gift of God; and pre-
cisely for that reason must it be properly used and not abused. Such an abuse 
of churchly freedom against any article of the faith or any part of the divine 
service would negate for us the purpose of our emigration out of the land 
of church oppression. There is one3 Lord of us all, one faith, one Baptism 
[Ephesians 4:4–5]; therefore, the church seeks to preserve its spiritual unity, 
since without the proper unity and concord it cannot be the Body of Christ, 
bound together in the Spirit. Because it is outwardly so easy here in America 
for each one to choose and set up his own order, and since the church can 
thereby so easily suffer harm, the ministers [Diener] of the church ought 
to defend against such an individual character in the manifestation of the 
Spirit with the weapons which are not fleshly. I also would like to help toward 
that end through this modest instruction.

An important article of the Augsburg Confession, which here in America 
is misunderstood and misconstrued by many, is the 14th, which says:

Concerning church government [de ordine ecclesiastico] it is 
taught that no one should publicly (publice) teach or preach or 
administer the Sacrament without proper call (nisi rite vocatus).

People still concede this among us4 when it comes to teaching and preach-
ing, though a few youths such as Gattel und Bauernmeister, two laborers, 
have had themselves made preachers among the Methodist and Anabaptist 
sects. And it is said that a certain tailor, Amereyn, who became delin-
quent from the church, has preached. It is also said that a farmer named 
Roggenbuck gives private instruction to many, which has a public charac-
ter in the midst of his sect, in which he gives talks about texts. There are 
one or two speakers [Wortführer] in every sect. But though the members of 
the church recognize the high importance of the office of the public min-
istry [öffentlichen Predigtamts] and of the proper call [ordentlichen Beruf] 
as far as teaching is concerned, the same cannot be said when it comes to 
recognition of the priestly part of the office, which has to do with the proper 
administration of the holy Sacrament. The Epistle to the Hebrews says [5:4]: 

3 Emphasis indicated by boldface in this translation is in every case original to the edition that 
served as the basis for this translation (see p. 363 n. 1). WS

4 Because he mentions the Methodists and Anabaptists, Grabau may intend this “us” to mean 
“us Germans,” not just Lutherans. WS

531194 ChurMin part 6.indd   364 9/21/12   8:57 AM



Grabau, Pastoral Letter   365

“No one takes this honor upon himself; he must be called by God, just as 
Aaron was.” Therefore, I ask you all, beloved of God, to listen to this voice 
of your weak—but, he believes, reliable—shepherd. I exhort each one of you, 
for the sake of his own conscience’s rest and at his soul’s peril, that he not 
grasp the public administration of the holy Sacrament without the proper 
and full call of the church, as has unfortunately already happened in some 
places. If we still want to be the church, then we must also believe that the 
14th Article of the Confession is founded truly and deeply upon Scripture. 
It shall here be my task to show this, and I humbly and fraternally ask you 
to check my interpretation to see whether or not you perceive in it the voice 
of the ancient apostolic church. Where you believe that I am in error, please 
show and demonstrate this to me with brotherly words so that we may come 
to an understanding. It thus has to do with the public administration of the 
holy Sacraments, which the Confession asserts and mandates should not 
happen through anyone who is uncalled or called in an unordered way. 
The Confession also calls him uncalled or improperly called who is not 
called rite, i.e., according to the content of the old orders of the church. The 
Apology of the Augsburg Confession says concerning this: “Concerning this 
point we have often said here at the Reichstag that we are inclined to keep 
the old church orders” [Ap XIV 3]. From this it is clear that by rite vocatus 
they understand that way of calling which was in use in ancient, apostolic 
times, and was also retained after the Lutheran Reformation of the church in 
Wittenberg and all other orthodox places. The same thing is still to be seen 
from the old Lutheran church orders. The old church orders are the main 
sources here from which the manner of calling must be recognized, since it 
is to be presupposed that they not only well understood the 14th article of 
the Augsburg Confession but also applied it correctly. Old sermons of faith-
ful teachers about the Augsburg Confession can also be consulted, e.g., those 
of [Nikolaus] Stenger [d. 1680], pastor at St. Gregory’s Church in Erfurt, 
Sermons on the Augsburg Confession [Predigten über die Augsb. Confession], 
1648, especially concerning the 14th Article.

The following points belong to the ordered call, which is seen as, and 
believed to be, divine in the church:

1. The one who shall administer the holy Sacraments must 
not only understand how to perform such administra-
tion with some outward skill—for the Egyptian sorcerers 
also knew how to imitate skillfully God’s miracles and 
were nevertheless not from God—rather, he must have 
thoroughly studied and learned from God’s Word under 
proper instruction what the holy Sacraments are; for 
what purpose the holy God instituted them; why they are 
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