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were no exception. In these pages you will read of the distress and confusion of 
the nascent Synod in its attempts to be faithful to God’s Word and the Lutheran 
Confessions when rocked by scandal and flawed leadership. Chiliasm was con-
demned in Article XVII of the Augsburg Confession, and yet confessional Lutherans 
were not exempt from it in the nineteenth century, as we can see from the case of 
C. F. W. Walther’s good friend Pastor G. A. Schieferdecker, who was expelled from 
his pastorate for embracing this teaching. Eventually Schieferdecker admitted his 
error and was embraced as a brother and restored to the office. His intriguing story—
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be remembered.
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sonal reporting helps the reader reflect more critically on the times and gain a clearer 
understanding of this story and the actors involved.
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Foreword

ABOUT A DECADE AGO, I SET OUT ONE AFTERNOON TO  
find the place where a German named Gottfried Duden lived from 1824 

to 1827, about fifty miles from St. Louis, Missouri. Duden returned to Germany 
and by 1829 had published a book: Report of a Journey to the Western States of 
North America. To my delight I found a little historical marker to Duden near 
the tiny town of Dutzow, Missouri, in the middle of a field about a quarter-mile 
from the main road. I made my way over to a small, disheveled, and dilapidated 
farmhouse nearby. I knocked, and an elderly man in bib overalls came to the 
door. His name was Harold Schemmel. He spoke with a German accent and was 
proud to tell me he could speak both “High” and “Low” German. I asked him 
if he knew anything about Duden. He responded with firmness, pointing to a 
nearby wooded hill. “They aaaaalllll said it. The old folks aaaaalllll said it. He had 
his books up on that hill,” meaning Duden had done his writing there. Imagine 
that: a firm contemporary oral account of an event that happened just shy of two 
hundred years ago and that brought the Saxon founders of the Missouri Synod 
to Missouri!

Part 1 of J. F. Koestering’s account of the Saxon emigration from the Dresden 
region to St. Louis and Perry County, Missouri, was written by C. F. W. Walther. 
He wrote about why Martin Stephan, leader of the emigration, chose Missouri:

After considering Michigan for some time, he became aware of Missouri 
through a book about this state by a man named Duden, who depicted it in 
glowing terms as a paradise of God, and was thus moved to select it as the most 
suitable place for the settlement of a large company of immigrants.

But the story is far more than a quaint historical curiosity regarding German 
Americans.

Walther’s chapter is too brief, as he tersely documents the disappointments 
that soon led to the ouster of their leader, Martin Stephan, who had been such a 
champion of the Gospel and comforter of souls in Germany. At first they were 
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forced to recognize the moral failings. Later they recognized the theological fail-
ings. The emigration turned into a deep disaster on all fronts (personal, finan-
cial, ecclesiastical, medical). Walther rarely spoke on the matter in the years after, 
and certainly not in a very personal manner. He did, however, once preach that 
leaving his call in Brauensdorf, Saxony, to follow Stephan to North America was 
“the great sin of my life.”1

The sordid story of human sin, weakness, and failing, far broader than that 
of one failed leader, is a tragedy that resulted in unbelievable blessings. Walther 
and his young companions (clergy and lay) were driven to the Scriptures, the 
Lutheran Confessions, and the writings of Martin Luther for certainty about 
Christ, His blessed Gospel and Sacraments, and the Church. And later, together 
with the “Löhe men” and others, they founded a church body of just a handful 
of congregations that today is comprised of six thousand congregations. By 
God’s unmerited grace, our church still confesses the Gospel of grace found only 
in Christ’s death and resurrection; of forgiveness delivered by Word, Baptism, 
Absolution, and Supper (Christ’s very body and blood); and of the absolute 
authority of God’s inerrant and verbally inspired Word, which faith recognizes 
as the very voice of the Good Shepherd. And because the Lutheran Confessions 
confess the very truth of Scripture, the LCMS makes them her own because the 
Confessions are in accord with the Scriptures.

At this 175th anniversary of the founding of the LCMS, we recognize our 
many weaknesses and failings. They are seemingly infinite. But we do not rec-
ognize our public confession as one of them. It is, in fact, our greatest strength. 
We confess the full Gospel, the Sacraments, and everything in all their doctrinal 
glory and certainty. Not a word of John 3:16 isn’t doctrine. “For God [doctrine 
of God] so loved [doctrine of grace] the world [doctrine of creation, the fall, and 
sin], that He gave [doctrine of grace] His only Son [doctrine of the eternal Word, 
the divinity of Christ, the incarnation of Christ], that whoever believes [the doc-
trine of universal atonement, of the sola fide] in Him should not perish [doctrine 
of hell] but have eternal life [doctrine of heaven, resurrection].”

As confessional Lutherans, we dare to confess what our fathers and mothers 
confessed. And like them, we do so before the judgment seat of God. Cursed be 
the Missouri Synod should it ever abandon the very steadfast faith of our fathers 
and mothers for a pot of postmodern woke porridge that renders us no longer 
able to believe the stark and comforting truth of the Scriptures. Cursed be us and 
our children should we ever say, “If we were living then, we would have believed 

1 “Sermon on the Office of the Ministry 1862,” trans. Matthew C. Harrison, in At Home in 
the House of My Fathers (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2009), 146.
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that; but of course we are not living then, we are living now. And we all know it 
was a lot of time-bound understanding. We now know the truth is not so limited.”

You may criticize Dr. Walther and the founders of the LCMS, but you will 
not change the fact that because of their fidelity of faith in Jesus and tenacity 
in asserting the truth of Luther’s Reformation, they managed by God’s grace to 
create a church body that through many trials has managed to retain its ringing 
confession of the truth from 1847 until today. And because of this, when you 
walk into an LCMS congregation and hear a sermon, you will hear the very same 
Christ who was confessed in 1847, or in Luther’s reformation in 1518, or in the 
writings of the apostles in the first century.

Lord have mercy upon us.

Matthew C. Harrison  
Estomihi 2022
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Historical Introduction

W ITH 175 YEARS OF PERSPECTIVE, THE J. F. KOESTERING 
 account is much more than just another of the many puzzle pieces 

needed for a responsible reconstruction of the first years of the Saxon Lutheran 
immigration. Its insights and detailed reporting bring today’s reader much closer 
to sainted members of the family of faith who have been increasingly separated by 
time, culture, language, and circumstance. With the addition of the Memoriam 
Koestering wrote for Der Lutheraner after G. A. Schieferdecker’s death, this 
English translation of the German original makes a significant contribution to 
the historical understanding and identity of those who have preceded us in our 
Christ-blessed-despite-the-losses journey to Zion.

More than forty years ago, the staff at Concordia Historical Institute 
rediscovered the significance of Koestering’s account of the first decades of what 
became the Missouri Synod. In this anniversary year, we are pleased that a respon-
sible translation has finally been made possible for the English-speaking public—
along with explanatory footnotes.

The Historical Accounts of the “Stephanites”
Missouri Synod people have always made chronicling their trek to “the prom-
ised land” a priority. Even before hundreds of Saxons under the leadership of 
Martin Stephan boarded the five ships for their journey across the Atlantic to 
the New World, the chronicling of the people and places and events of what was 
to become the Missouri Synod was well underway. During the first meeting of 
the group’s “Advisory Council” in Dresden on December 13, 1837, plans were 
made for the positions of librarian, archivist, and chronicler. “But since it hoped 
that Dr. Vehse, who was eminently qualified to head this division, would still be 
won for the plan of emigration, a provisional arrangement was made which des-
ignated Brohm librarian, Stübel archivist, and Welzel chronicler.”1 Journals were 

1 Walter O. Forster, Zion on the Mississippi: The Settlement of the Saxon Lutherans in 
Missouri 1839–1841 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1953), 118.
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faithfully kept on the voyage to New Orleans and northward on the Mississippi 
to St. Louis. Records of the “Stephanites” were intentionally kept as the immi-
grant group continued to justify their actions to the readers of regional newspa-
pers and those back in Dresden who mocked their exodus to North America. It 
was providential that among the immigrants was a 36-year-old lawyer, Dr. Carl 
Eduard Vehse, who had previously been the curator of the Saxon State Archives 
in Dresden. His wisdom contributed to the inclusion of “chronicler” as one of 
the first offices spelled out in the founding constitution of the Missouri Synod 
in 1847.

The Immediate Reason for Koestering’s Own Account
We do not have to wonder about Koestering’s motivations in writing this account 
in the fall of 1865. He writes in his preface:

Over the summer, a small book appeared with the title History of the First German 
[Lutheran] Settlement in Altenburg, Perry County, Missouri, with Special 
Consideration of the Events in the Church There, Written by G. A. Schieferdecker. 
The main purpose of this book published by Pastor Schieferdecker was clearly to 
present the rather distressing, so-called Chiliastic Controversy, which led to the 
founding of a separate congregation here, in such a manner that everyone who 
did not know the situation well would look upon him [Pastor Schieferdecker] 
as the most innocent, pious sheep on earth who never muddied any water, while 
portraying my congregation and the Synod of Missouri, etc., as tyrannical, love-
less, unjust, and Enthusiastic, so that anyone who was not familiar with the facts 
would have to think, “What monsters the local congregation and the Synod 
must be to relieve Pastor Schieferdecker of his ministry on account of false 
doctrine!” Therefore, because the entire matter was so dishonestly distorted by 
Pastor Schieferdecker, my congregation clearly could not remain silent but had 
to expose the whole matter without mercy, as has been done on the basis of the 
congregational records found in Part 3 of this book. We ask all who are inter-
ested in this important and consequential matter to compare our true account 
with Pastor Schieferdecker’s work, and every impartial reader will, we are firmly 
convinced, concur with our view that the cause of this controversy and factional 
strife was not the local congregation, nor the Synod, but Pastor Schieferdecker’s 
false doctrine and dishonorable conduct.2

Koestering authors Part 3 of his work as he chronicles the lengthy contro-
versy at Trinity Lutheran Church, Altenburg, Missouri—a congregation that 
ultimately rejected Schieferdecker’s Chiliasm and removed him from office as 
pastor of Trinity.

2 See below, pp. 12–13.
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The reader should note that the first generation of Saxon immigrants 
to North America were not neutral, unimpassioned bystanders to the events 
described in this firsthand account. Koestering’s sometimes brutally frank style 
of discussing personalities and theological disagreements may seem harsh and 
even “unchristian” to current sensibilities. This is the ongoing difficulty with 
eyewitness, in-the-thick-of-it chronicling of an unfolding history. Firsthand 
reporting is invaluable, but historical accounts—which are often less impas-
sioned, with the added perspective of forty or sixty years—are also necessary 
for critical reflection on what actually happened. Koestering’s purposes here are 
much nobler than a desire to produce a reactionary vindictive against another 
local Lutheran pastor. In his preface, Koestering writes, “Nor did I write this 
volume out of animosity toward Pastor Schieferdecker or any other person, as 
God is my witness.”3

Because of the sharp, polemic nature of Koestering’s account, the editors 
have appended Koestering’s later memorial to Pastor Schieferdecker, published 
in Der Lutheraner in 1892 to chronicle his later years. It is significant to note that 
after removal from Synod membership in 1857, Schieferdecker disavowed his 
chiliastic teachings, publicly admitted his erroneous position, and returned to 
membership as a pastor in the Missouri Synod in 1875 after a separation of eigh-
teen years. Koestering begins his honorary memorial with this significant note:

The contributor feels compelled to prefix to the following description of the 
life and work of Pastor Schieferdecker a personal note, which has the purpose 
of enabling the account to be received by our dear readers with all the less 
prejudice. For among them there are some who know that the author of this 
account was once an opponent of Schieferdecker and fought him orally and 
in writing. It would therefore not seem surprising if such readers thought, 
“Surely someone other than his former opponent should have been chosen to 
be Schieferdecker’s biographer!” This thought was so much in the mind of the 
contributor that it would never have occurred to him of his own accord to write 
about Schieferdecker’s life. But because the family of the departed, particularly 
his mourning wife, urgently requested that the contributor, having delivered 
the festival address at the fiftieth anniversary of her husband’s ordination and 
having preached the memorial sermon at his funeral, should also recount his 
life, therefore, in view of such confidence placed in him, he could not possibly 
dismiss the request and brush the task aside, but has undertaken it in God’s 
name and will complete it to the best of his ability. Apart from that, it is his 
hope that his account of the life of a faithful minister of Christ may bring some 
benefit to the soul of one or the other of my readers.4

3 See below, p. 13.
4 See below, p. 205.
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Framing the Local Controversy  
with a Brief History of the Saxon Lutheran Immigration 

and Founding of the Missouri Synod
Additionally, in Part 2 of his publication, Koestering provides the larger histori-
cal context to the local theological battles in Altenburg. He writes:

As to Part 2, I may note that our purpose here was not simply to describe the 
experiences of the first settlers but at the same time to give a brief history of the 
founding of our Synod which might be used later as a basis for a more detailed 
history. I, therefore, searched for information whenever I was lacking it, and [I] 
always obtained it. In particular, I must mention here that Professor Walther, 
at my inquiry, sent me a number of valuable documents, which I have incorpo-
rated in this book at the proper place. I have also consulted the early volumes 
of Der Lutheraner, the synodical reports, the archives of the congregations here 
and in St. Louis, and [I have] included here whatever I found useful.5

The Inclusion of C. F. W. Walther’s Own Account  
of the Saxon Lutheran Immigration

Besides defending himself and his congregation in the wake of Schieferdecker’s 
published account of 1865 and an added historical account of the Saxon Luther-
ans in Perry County, Koestering understood the historical importance of the 
address given by C. F. W. Walther at Trinity Lutheran Church in Altenburg on 
July 27, 1864, and uses it here as a short but significant first step in presenting the 
history of the Saxon immigration. Koestering writes:

Part 1 [of this book] was not composed by my own hand but flowed from the 
pen of Professor Walther. It was read to the congregation in 1864 in commemo-
ration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the emigration and thus became the 
property of the congregation. And because it is such an important document, 
which we eagerly hope to pass on to our posterity, we have therefore included it 
here after obtaining the permission of the author.6

It is the prayer of all of us here at Concordia Historical Institute that reading 
this account provided by Koestering (and Walther) will encourage the reader 
to dig deeper into the incredibly rich history of the first days of the Missouri 

5 See below, p. 13.
6 See below, p. 13.
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Synod. After 175 years there is still plenty to rediscover when it comes to sins, 
shortcomings, and struggles that drive true faith to cry out, “Kyrie, Eleison!”

Daniel N. Harmelink 
Series Editor
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xix

A Short Biography  
of J. F. Koestering

Johann Friedrich Koestering 
* February 20, 1830      † January 20, 1908

JOHANN FRIEDRICH KOESTERING WAS BORN IN GERMANY 
 (Dahlinghausen [Wittlage], east of Osnabrück) on February 20, 1830, the first 

son of a wealthy farmer. He immigrated to the United States in 1849 and attended 
Concordia Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne, Indiana, graduating in 1853. 
Koestering was ordained and installed on November 13, 1853, as the first pastor 
of Martini Lutheran Church [New Haven] in Adams Township, Allen County, 
Indiana. A few weeks later, on December 1, 1853, he was married to Wilhelmina 
Louise Boese at St. Paul Evangelical Lutheran Church in Fort Wayne. During the 
years that followed, the couple became the parents of thirteen children. Louise 
Koestering died on September 9, 1892, and in April 1894 Johann Friedrich wed 
Maria Koch. The couple was blessed with a son.

J. F. Koestering’s second call took him to Frankenthal [New Boston], Spencer 
County, Indiana, where he served two congregations from 1858 to 1861. From 
1861 to 1864 he served Emmanuel Lutheran Church in Arcadia, Hamilton 
County, Indiana.

In 1864 Koestering received a call from Trinity Lutheran Church, 
Altenburg, Perry County, Missouri. Accepting the call, he served there until 
1904 (concurrently serving Concordia Lutheran Church in Frohna from 
1864 until 1877). While serving in Perry County, Koestering also founded a 
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congregation in Fountain Bluff, Illinois. It was during his first year in Altenburg 
that C. F. W. Walther presented his account of the Saxon immigration at an anni-
versary event at Trinity Lutheran in Altenburg on July 27, 1864.

On November 13, 1887, after twenty-three years serving in Perry County, 
Koestering accepted a call to St. Paul Lutheran Church in St. Louis, officially 
retiring from the pastoral ministry on his seventy-fifth birthday in 1905. While 
pastoring at St. Paul, Concordia Publishing House printed two editions (1865 
and 1891) of the manuscript of one of his sermons based on 1 Corinthians 6:12 
(thirty-page booklet); a manuscript of a sermon preached on November 27, 
1890, on Galatians 5:13 (sixteen-page booklet); and a sermon preached at the 
installation service of J. A. F. W. Mueller at Chester, Illinois, in 1875. Koestering 
also authored articles published in Der Lutheraner, including an article on 
E. G. W. Keyl (1882) and the memorial to Pastor Schieferdecker (1892), which 
is appended to this volume. Koestering also wrote a biography of Ernst Dietrich 
Conrad Boese in 1876.

J. F. Koestering died in a tragic accident on January 20, 1908, in St. Louis, 
Missouri, at the age of seventy-seven. His obituary was published in a St. Louis 
area newspaper and also in Der Lutheraner (64, no. 2 [ January 28, 1908]: 23). 
He is buried at New Bethlehem Cemetery in Bellefontaine Neighbors, St. Louis, 
Missouri.
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The Continuing Legacy  
of G. A. Schieferdecker

THE CONGREGATIONS OF THE LUTHERAN CHURCH—
 Missouri Synod have relics. No, not items speciously attached to our Lord 

or His blessed apostles that were proclaimed to offer indulgence from sins, but 
the reliquiae, the remains, the things our fathers in the faith have left behind 
for us. The relics of our faith are our institutions, the congregations themselves, 
the seminaries, colleges, Concordia Publishing House, Concordia Historical 
Institute, and more. Those who came before us created those things, not ex 
nihilo but out of love toward God, true faith in Christ, unwavering fidelity to 
the doctrine of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, and sacrificial love for their 
neighbors. We can confess that in every place and institution it was God Himself 
who did the work in and through those who went before us. Most important, 
the relic that our fathers left for us is the one that remains forever—the Word 
of God. Inspired by the Holy Spirit, written by prophet, apostle, and evangelist, 
the Bible is profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training 
in righteousness. It is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword. Our 
Missourian fathers received it from those who went before them. Then they 
believed it, preached it, taught it, and lived according to it.

Living according to it has never been easy; it was not for the Missourians 
of the nineteenth century, nor is it for us in the twenty-first. When our Lord 
told His disciples, “If anyone would come after Me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross and follow Me” (Matthew 16:24 ESV), He meant it. Georg 
Albert Schieferdecker knew this by experience. J. F. Koestering’s biography 
of Schieferdecker makes this clear. Schieferdecker’s “bosom-friend” C. F. W. 
Walther knew the real sting of our Lord’s Word too. Jesus said, “Do not think 
that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, 
but a sword” (Matthew 10:34 ESV). This became reality for Schieferdecker 
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and Walther and early Missouri. Koestering recounts Schieferdecker’s life 
story. He was a member of the Saxon immigration. He was the first teacher 
at the Log Cabin Seminary. He founded congregations. He was elected as one 
of the Synod’s first district presidents. But then, the sword came to Missouri. 
Schieferdecker’s doctrinal error was addressed, and so it was schism and 
removal from the Synod. That experience must have caused many great pains 
of the soul.

But God works through His Word, calling sinners to repentance, and 
through the same Word He brings restoration and unity. “Behold, how good and 
pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!” (Psalm 133:1 ESV). Schieferdecker 
knew and experienced this. Eventually he was called to the place where I serve, 
and it is here that his mortal flesh rests from his labors. “And I heard a voice from 
heaven saying, ‘Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now 
on.’ ‘Blessed indeed,’ says the Spirit, ‘that they may rest from their labors, for their 
deeds follow them!’ ” (Revelation 14:13). Our cemetery holds relics, the remains 
of the saints who have gone before us, most whose deeds are now known only to 
God. Through Koestering’s work and the translation you hold, you will read of 
the deeds of Georg Albert Schieferdecker, and with the whole church, you can 
rejoice in them. You will read how at the end of his life, with more than fifty 
years of service to Christ completed, he received the honor and love from a parish 
where he faithfully preached and taught. You will read how old father Steinmann 
spoke at the celebration of Schieferdecker’s years of service. It was more than just 
an old layman speaking about his old pastor—they were family; Steinmann’s 
grandson married Schieferdecker’s daughter.

Today, many Steinmanns still sit in our pews, and many rest in the cem-
etery; I have buried some there. By the blood of Christ, the people of God still 
gather on the same ground where Schieferdecker preached, and I live on the 
same ground where he lived. In our cemetery, one of my own children rests 
near Schieferdecker, his wife, and several of his children. All of us, living and 
departed, are joined together in the mystical Body of Christ as one family. 
There are some who are worthy of special honor, however, and Schieferdecker 
is one. The “Sons of Schieferdecker” is the name of our young men’s society. 
Boys are trained to be faithful to the reliquiae, those things that will always 
remain—the Word of God and the Holy Church. The boys are also taught 
to be thankful to God for the work of those who have gone before them in 
the congregation, Pastor Schieferdecker a chief example, and then to build on 
what they have received.

As our Synod celebrates its 175th anniversary, let us hear the exhortation 
of God through His Word: “Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you 
the word of God. Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their 
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faith” (Hebrews 13:7 ESV). Let us remember our leaders of the past, men such as 
Georg Schieferdecker, and let us truly imitate their faith by using the relics they 
have left behind for the salvation of men and to the glory of God.

Rev. Benjamin Ball  
New Gehlenbeck (Hamel), Illinois  

Reminiscere 2022
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Preface

DEAR READER,
When our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ says (Matthew 10:34; 

Luke 12:51) that He came not to bring peace on earth but division and a sword— 
and to turn a son against his father, a daughter against her mother, a mother-
in-law against her daughter-in-law, and that a man’s enemies will be those of his 
own household—we should ask ourselves: What, did the Son of God not come 
to this earth to bring peace to earth? Is He not called the Prince of Peace because 
He obtained peace for us by His suffering and death and by His resurrection? Do 
not the holy angels sing at His birth, “Peace on earth”?1 Does He not say to His 
believers at the time of His resurrection, “Peace be with you,” and once again, 
“Peace be with you?”2 Do we not sing every Sunday in the house of God:

Now is there peace that ne’er will cease, 
All feuding now is ended.3

How, then, can our Savior say that He did not come to bring peace? This is 
easily explained. When the prophets of the old covenant speak of Christ’s bless-
ings in the new covenant, they boast, among other things, of the great peace 
that will hold sway in this kingdom. So, for example, Psalm 72:7 says, “In His” 
(Christ’s) “days shall the righteousness flourish, and great peace, till the moon be 
no more.” And Isaiah 9:7: “His government shall be great, and of peace there will 
be no end.” There was a generally accepted opinion among the Jews—which had 
also been impressed upon the disciples from their earliest childhood—that this 
peace in Christ’s kingdom would be a worldly, earthly, and carnal peace, a peace 
with the rich men of this world, when the wolf would literally dwell in peace with 

1 See Luke 2:14.
2 John 21:19, 21.
3 “Allein Gott der Höh sei Ehr” (N. Decius, 1524), that is, the Gloria in the Chief Divine 

Service. See WH 1; LSB 947:1.
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the lambs, cows and bears would go to the pasture together, the suckling child 
would play at the hole of the asp, the weaned child would put his hand in the den 
of the cockatrice, and swords would be beaten into plowshares.4 Thus if senseless 
beasts could keep peace with one another, much more would rational beings have 
to live together peacefully, and Christians more so.

This Jewish view, though based on a literal understanding of Scripture, does 
not capture the meaning of the letter, for the meaning of the letter is not always 
the literal one. To free His apostles from this illusion and false understanding of 
His kingdom, our Savior tells them, “Do not think that I came to bring a worldly, 
earthly peace as is pleasing to the flesh. Far from it! In My kingdom there will 
rather be war—war with the devil, the world, and the flesh; war with false teach-
ers, erring spirits, sects, enthusiasts, heretics, tyrants, and all the ungodly. For 
wherever you go and preach the pure, saving Gospel, war will be waged against it. 
Always remember this, My dear apostles, so that you will not fall away from My 
Gospel and suffer the shipwreck of your faith when you see that the whole world 
opposes you and your preaching. Therefore, you must learn to use the sword—
not the sword of Peter, with which he cut off the ear of Malchus, but the sword of 
the Spirit, which is the Word of God. You must be like the people in Nehemiah’s 
day, as they were building the walls of Jerusalem, of whom it is said, ‘With one 
hand they did their work and with the other they held their weapon.’ ”5

That this is Christ’s plain meaning in the words cited above there is no 
doubt. He wishes to free us from the illusion that there will always be peace in 
His kingdom without any discord and that the truth will reign without contest. 
Thus the zealotry of the Chiliasts contradicts these words, for despite Christ’s 
own words to the contrary, they still dream of such a future kingdom of His: a 
kingdom without any discord or contradiction of the truth, in which the deepest 
worldly peace will reign, the Church will lay down the sign of the cross, there will 
no longer be a Church Militant, and so on. The views of the Unionist Church 
and all false peacemakers likewise contradict this passage, for they imagine that 
because Christ made peace with His blood, all who wish to be Christians must 
unite and extend a brotherly hand, and all conflict among them must cease; at 
the very least, they must not fight about doctrine. These people clearly do not 
consider that Christ’s kingdom is the kingdom of the cross, and His Church is a 
Church Militant and will remain so until Judgment Day. For the devil never rests; 
if he cannot deal with man in any other way, he tries to make him fall through 
false doctrine. If he succeeds in this, he has won the game. Oh, how many the 
devil has brought down through false doctrine! Many who had resisted him in 

4 Isa. 11:6–8; 2:4.
5 Neh. 4:17.
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bitter, internal afflictions fell victim to him when they were met with the tempta-
tion of false doctrine.

But because many people, even a number of upright souls, take offense at 
conflict in the Church of God and offer many apparent reasons why doctrinal 
disputes ought to cease among Christians, let us shed light on some of these 
reasons here and see whether they are valid. We feel all the more obligated to do 
so given that in this book we speak almost solely about conflict and war within 
the Church of God. First, then, let us try to remove some obstacles so that every-
one may read our account of war and victory in the Church of God without prej-
udice. God grant His grace for this endeavor!

I.
The people of peace, who wish to hear nothing of a conflict over doctrine, 
claim that the truth is not so clear and absolute that those who teach and believe 
differently in one point or another might not also be right; therefore, it is advisable 
to show tolerance toward all, to practice holy charity, and not to attack anyone 
because of his doctrine or faith. To every unbiased person this is clearly a vain 
objection. The stated principle is entirely false, for the truths of salvation are 
not like astronomy, in which there are to this day many problems which might 
well never be solved. No, the truths of salvation are contained and presented 
in the Holy Scripture with such clarity that even the simplest person can grasp 
them if he has a sound mind and understanding. And if he makes room for the 
Holy Spirit, he will be powerfully convinced in his heart that they are divine 
truths which stand like a rock in the sea. Nevertheless, many do not understand 
even the clearest truths, but [they] deny them or fall into such doubt that they 
do not know where they stand. But the truth is not to be blamed for this, as 
though it were obscure. Far from it! If a blind man says that the sun does not 
shine because he does not see it, that does not make it so. St. Paul tells us why 
many do not discern the truth when he says, “The god of this world has blinded 
the minds of the unbelievers to keep them from seeing the bright light of the 
Gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:4). And this accursed spirit of 
error from the depths of hell, which casts doubt on everything, even the clear-
est truths, has in our time, alas, bewitched a great number of Christians and 
even many scholars, so that it is no longer anything new when an article of faith 
is held as uncertain. Even among the so-called believing scholars, it has become 
nearly a universal fashion in our day, in the study of Holy Scripture, no longer 
to be dead certain that this or that truth which they wish to prove from it is 
really contained in it. No, that seems too contemptible to them. Instead, they 
would rather use the great light of their reason and learning first to speculate 
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and philosophize what the truth might be, and believe that what this pro-
duces must be the truth. No wonder, then, that they produce one error after 
another. When reason attempts to speculate about some truth from Scripture, 
out comes a calf.6 Whoever wishes to learn from Holy Scripture whether, for 
example, Jesus Christ is the Son of God, must approach it with faith’s certainty 
that Jesus Christ is truly the Son of God and that this truth is clearly revealed in 
Scripture. Thus whoever wishes to prove from Holy Scripture that Jesus Christ 
is the Son of God must first posit the thesis that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. 
Only then and not otherwise will his proof yield this result. For this reason, we 
find that many scholars who wish to be believers—and even orthodox ones—
are uncertain about many doctrines because they have not yet found them in 
Scripture from the perspective of their reason. In reality, however, it is because 
they do not believe that they are revealed in God’s Word clearly enough that a 
person may recognize them with certainty, if not in their full scope, at least in 
their full rectitude.

In our day, there is a reluctance to believe that there were ever people who 
had the truth. Many even find fault with the great work of the Reformation 
which God accomplished through His prophet Luther in the latter days of this 
world, and [they] believe they see all kinds of flaws in it. If anyone is bold enough 
to declare that by God’s grace he possesses the whole truth, he may expect the 
archliar’s response: “Did God really say that? Can it really be that you have found 
the treasure buried in a field and hidden (from reason)?” And if he reaffirms it 
and fearlessly says, “Yes! I have found the divine truth, and no devil can lead me 
away from it,” many a brother of Pilate inquires, “What is truth?” This is indeed 
what happens. To possess the truth and to be glad and bold about it is regarded as 
pride, wickedness, and presumption. It might be admitted that a man or a church 
community could have parts of the truth, but to claim to have the full divine 
truth is regarded almost as blasphemy. Oh, what a tragedy! Did the Lord Jesus 
become a liar when He promised that He would lead His Church “into all truth” 
by His Holy Spirit?7 It would indeed be presumption to claim that one has com-
prehended the divine truth in its breadth and length, in its height and depth.8 
No mortal will ever attain to that knowledge—as long as he is in the flesh, that 
is. Only in heaven will we have this understanding, when God removes the veil.

But when the false peacemakers claim that the truth is not revealed clearly 
enough that one can say with certainty, “Your teaching is false,” to those who 
teach differently, it is a great error. How, then, could Christ and His apostles have 

6 See Exod. 32:24.
7 John 16:13.
8 See Eph. 3:18–19.
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so earnestly obliged the souls of Christians to beware of false prophets, to test the 
spirits, and to flee from false doctrine? Why did so many saints of God willingly 
sacrifice life and limb, blood and property? Surely for the truth which they had 
discerned and which they were divinely certain was the truth.

Hence, it is also a sign of the latter days that many are unwilling to recognize 
any sure, definite, incontestable truth. This is the spirit of error that will deceive 
many in the latter days, and—if it were possible—even the elect.9 The aim of this 
erring spirit is to mix all religions together and create one universal world reli-
gion, which is also pleasing to the old Adam. This religion is compounded from 
Freemasonry’s works of darkness, Rationalism’s unbelief, Moravianism’s emo-
tional faith, Unionism’s half measures and indifference, Pietism’s cult of works, 
Methodism’s urging of the Law, Chiliasm’s delusions, and so on. And whoever 
does not say Yea and Amen to it is denounced as a stubborn “Old Lutheran!” 
A Christian who still believes that the Word of God is the incontestable truth 
must with all his might oppose this new world religion, the founder of which is 
certainly not the Holy Spirit. Otherwise he, too, will receive the judgment of the 
faithful and true witness upon the Laodiceans (Revelation 3:15–16). While by 
doing so he will invite the scorn and anger of the unbelievers and half-believers, 
it is better to be condemned by man than by God; it is better to invite the wrath 
of man than that of God. It is written, “Be not deceived; God is not mocked.”10 If 
men refuse to accept the love of truth so that they may be saved, God sends them 
powerful errors so that they believe the lie and perish.

II.
Another objection is this: One can believe, teach, and confess the truth without 
spoiling it with the antithesis, as long as one is filled with the spirit of charity and 
peace. To this one should answer: It would be desirable if the divine truth could 
be taught and preached in such a way that it would not be necessary to refute 
and condemn the false doctrines of others, but even a simpleminded person can 
be made to see that this is impossible. It would only be possible if the enemy did 
not scatter tares and if no error were resisting the truth. Yet how many errors 
surround the truth and obscure it! And so it is the duty of every Christian, and 
especially of every pastor, to make a conscious distinction between the truth and 
the lie, between the light and the darkness. Neither is he to disregard even the 
smallest error in doctrine or to be indifferent to it, once he recognizes it, since 
even the slightest error easily spreads like a cancer and permeates all doctrines, 
just as a little leaven leavens the whole lump. A conscientious pastor will surely 

 9 Matt. 24:24.
10 Gal. 6:7.
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judge all sins and mistakes, weaknesses and imperfections which he notices in 
himself and endeavor by the grace of God to overcome them and shed them, and 
he will also do this with the souls entrusted to him. When he notices in their 
life and conduct sins and weaknesses that endanger their salvation, he will point 
these out to them in a tender way. Indeed, he will often have to change his tone of 
voice and, like Elijah, rebuke one sin or the other publicly and with holy zeal so 
that all may learn to fear for themselves. And when he sees a danger with respect 
to doctrine, should he not, as a true watchman on Zion’s walls, blow a clear note 
on the trumpet so that all may arm themselves against the enemy? Should he 
remain silent where God’s glory, his own office, and the salvation of men bid him 
open his mouth? Should he chasten ungodly living and yet permit false doctrine, 
which begets a false faith and unchristian life, to go unpunished? Far from it! Or 
is not the sin of false doctrine just as great—yea, even greater than the sin of an 
unchristian life? Is false doctrine not as great an abomination to the Lord God 
as the ungodliness of the evil world? Most certainly! Our catechism teaches, “He 
that teaches and lives otherwise than as God’s Word teaches profanes the name 
of God among us!”11 Therefore, a preacher whose lips are to preserve doctrine 
must warn against false doctrine and false teachers and rebuke them, even if he 
“spoils” it (and this cannot be otherwise) with the antithesis.

It is also God’s express command that a pastor, as an appointed watchman, 
should watch over doctrine. As a shepherd, he should not only feed his flock but 
also ward off wolves. The more threatening the danger to which his flock is sub-
jected, the more earnestly he must take this command to heart.

In light of so many errors, Paul demands that a bishop must be able both 
to exhort with sound doctrine and to rebuke the gainsayers.12 Holy Scripture is 
profitable not only for doctrine, correction, and instruction in righteousness but 
also for reproof of those who depart from the way of truth.13 And did not the Lord 
Jesus Christ give us a precedent in this also? While He gave us a perfect example 
of gentleness and humility, patience and love, He did not fail to rebuke false doc-
trine thoroughly. With what zeal for the house of God He often confounded the 
scribes, Pharisees, and Sadducees, stopped their mouths, and warned the people 
publicly and earnestly against the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees! And 
were not His apostles always in strife and conflict—now with the Jews; now 
with the Gentiles; now with false apostles and deceitful workers,14 who wished 
to harvest where they had not sown; now with other erring spirits who perverted 

11 SC III 2.
12 Titus 1:9.
13 2 Tim. 3:16.
14 2 Cor. 11:13.
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the divine truth through error and made many turn away to Satan? Thus, in every 
age, the Church has been subject to conflict, not only with the world and the 
flesh but also with the devil and his followers, the false teachers. Neither will this 
strife cease until the Last Day, for the devil will not stop attacking the Church 
with false doctrine. For wherever the Lord our God builds His Church, the devil 
builds a chapel next door, and the words of our Savior are fulfilled: “I have come 
not to bring peace, but division and the sword.”15

Therefore, they are in great error who claim that they can preach the Word 
without “spoiling” it with the antithesis, or that the kingdom of God can be 
built up without stirring up the kingdom of the devil against it. Wherever the 
eternal truth is preached in its purity without adulteration, the devil sounds the 
alarm and starts schisms and sects, and peace is at an end. Then are the words 
fulfilled: “When we speak, they begin war.”16 Therefore, we will no more succeed 
in preaching the Word without opposition and without arousing our enemies 
against us than the Lord Jesus Himself did, unless we silence the truth and deny 
Christ. On the contrary, we should take to heart Jesus’ words: “Whoever denies 
Me before men, him I also will deny before My heavenly Father.”17

III.
They also assert [this]: By combating those who teach otherwise, Christianity will 
be filled with quarreling and conflict, charity will be violated, and godliness will 
be undermined. To this one should answer: Regarding quarreling and conflict 
stirred up by opposing false doctrine, one must be careful to distinguish between 
an honest and just battle for the truth and a useless dispute about terms. It is 
known that the so-called “pacifists” even consider it quarreling when their gross 
errors are properly reproved. By declaring this all a dispute over terms, they are 
trying simply to dull the sting of truth. But one should know that an honorable 
battle for the truth is a thousand times better and more pleasing to God than a 
false, putrid peace under which the truth suffers. It is true that Christians should 
keep the peace. But they should not give up the truth to keep the peace. Rather, 
they should let go of peace to save the truth. In 2 Corinthians 13:8, we read, “For 
we cannot do anything against the truth, but only for the truth.” That some are 
still offended by this is because of a lack of true knowledge or because they do not 
want to allow themselves to be disturbed in their false peace.

That we are violating love by opposing those who believe falsely, as they 
claim, is also an empty objection. We readily acknowledge that one can act 

15 See Matt. 10:34; Luke 12:51.
16 See Ps. 120:7.
17 Matt. 10:33.
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contrary to charity in the manner in which one carries on the dispute. But that 
is not what they mean. They believe that all opposition to people who teach dif-
ferently is contrary to charity. But it should be known that true Christian charity 
is revealed when one tells the erring believer the undisguised truth and seeks to 
turn him from the path to destruction. By the same token, it is extremely unchris-
tian and an act of irresponsible lovelessness to allow those in error to continue 
without correction.

Here it should also be remembered that those who always speak of charity 
and peace actually prove disloyal to charity when they are challenged with the 
truth. They are the ones who use bitter, poisonous words, take reproof person-
ally, and soon make themselves judges of conscience. Instead of using good rea-
soning and evidence, if they have any, and exalting the truth, they carry on such 
a defense that the King’s commandment of love, which they so highly exalt, is 
broken. Indeed, they often set aside entirely the rules of Christian modesty and 
decency. However, it is fully in accord with charity, which rejoices in the truth, 
whenever error is fully exposed, along with all its dangers, consequences, and sins. 
The more dangerous the error, and the holier it seems, the more necessary it is 
to show it for what it is and not, like the Unionists, to sing a lullaby and rock to 
complacent slumber those captive to false doctrine.

For what, ultimately, is the purpose of battling false doctrine? First, that 
God’s honor may be preserved; second, that the thoughtless and simple, being 
awakened, may keep themselves from danger and not fall into it; third, that the 
wayward may be convinced of their error and be restored. The more deeply the 
error has taken root, the more earnestly it must be attacked. The proverb says, 
“You cannot drive a nail into the wall with a fox tail.” A wound bandaged gently 
is not healed thereby. The weeds that are merely pulled off above the soil soon 
grow again and spread all the more. So it is with false doctrine. Therefore, the 
greatest service of charity is when the wayward man is fully informed of his error. 
Love rejoices in the truth. 

Finally, it is claimed that fighting over doctrine undermines godliness. To this 
we must respond that, on the contrary, godliness is furthered by it. True godli-
ness is intimately connected with the divine truth and simply cannot be sepa-
rated from it. Indeed, all godliness and piety that takes liberties with the truth 
is false and devised by man, which cannot please God. For God does not wish 
to be served according to our illusions and opinions but by the standard of His 
infallible Word. Many have lost this truth. They think that they can serve God 
with a pious life invented by themselves and without treating the truth of His 
Holy Word strictly. With many, this results in irresponsible indifference toward 
pure doctrine, and so only a few acquire a true zeal to grow in knowledge and to 
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become increasingly grounded in doctrine. This, too, is a result of the Unionistic, 
indifferent spirit that flees from battle.

IV.
Let us mention one more objection: If we deny the hand of brotherhood and church 
fellowship to those of heterodox teaching and faith as long as they fail to agree with 
us in every doctrine of the faith, then we are condemning them (if not in so many 
words). These people also hope to be saved and enter heaven. Now, since there is only 
one heaven and one salvation which God has prepared for those who fear Him, it is 
irresponsible on the basis of doctrinal differences to distance oneself from those who 
still hope to attain the same salvation with us. Consequently, one must either deny 
that they are saved or not deny them the hand of brotherhood and church fellowship. 
This objection seems to be well reasoned and to leave no other option, and thus 
[it] has driven many into a corner. It is all the more important, therefore, to give a 
clear answer to this objection and either to admit defeat or to present solid argu-
ments for the contrary.

1. It is an undeniable fact, and therefore good to keep in mind, that false 
doctrine begets a false faith. Furthermore, those who willfully persist in false doc-
trine and a false faith and refuse to accept correction in doctrine cannot possibly 
be saved. For he who willfully and persistently resists the truth despite all better 
instruction is a heretic, whether he is the most learned of scholars or the simplest 
of the multitude.

2. This does not mean that all who are in a heterodox church fellowship are 
lost. For who will be so bold as to make a judgment which only God is permitted 
to make? It is therefore a fundamentally false accusation that we pronounce judg-
ment of condemnation on anyone. People make this accusation simply to put us 
in an odious light and ascribe to us falsely the claim that we are the only saving 
church. We only make the general yet irrefutable assertion that willful persistence 
in false doctrine and a false faith leads to eternal damnation.

3. It is for this reason that we make a distinction between persons who are 
members of a heterodox fellowship and the doctrine that is taught in such a fel-
lowship. We do not condemn the persons, unless they are notorious heretics, but 
entrust them to God, who tries the heart and minds,18 and hope that He will open 
their eyes and bring them to the knowledge of the truth. Rather, we condemn the 
false doctrine, since it deprives God of His glory, offends Christians, leads many 
souls astray, and builds up the devil’s kingdom. Who does not grasp this distinc-
tion, which is as vast as the heavens?

18 Ps. 7:9; Jer. 17:10; Rev. 2:23.
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4. Even as we make a distinction between persons and doctrine, we also make 
a further distinction among the individuals themselves who are members of a het-
erodox church fellowship. There are those among them who willfully cling to 
their errors, teach them, spread them, defend them, and despise and reject all 
correction. Each may judge for himself whether these should still be regarded as 
Christians. But there are also those among them who, by the grace of God, have 
been kept from absorbing the poison of false doctrine, and instead [they] hold 
fast in simple, childlike faith to those elements of the truth that are still found 
in the heterodox fellowship. The Lord will cause these to prosper and either lead 
them to an orthodox church or keep them unscathed as a holy seed among the 
heterodox. In their hearts they belong to the orthodox, even though outwardly 
they are in the fellowship of the heterodox. And if they come to a knowledge of 
the errors in their fellowship, then they must also leave, no matter the cost.

5. From what we have said, it is clear that we do not pass a sentence of con-
demnation on the heterodox by denying them church fellowship. On the con-
trary, we confess that even among them some will be saved. That we nevertheless 
cannot enter into fellowship with them—even with their orthodox members—as 
long as they remain in that fellowship is only because of their false doctrine. It 
is not we but they who prevent church fellowship. For who caused the division 
in evangelical Christendom? Surely the heterodox! Therefore, we should not be 
misled by their cry or accept the accusations of lovelessness, intolerance, and so 
on, but rather remain steadfast in the truth. For it is written, “The truth shall 
make you free.”19 And so we once more recall the words of Christ: “I have come 
not to bring peace on earth, but division and the sword.”20

We still have a few remarks to make with regard to this book itself, which we 
now do briefly below.

1. If anyone asks the reason for the writing of this book, we state the follow-
ing for his information. Over the summer, a small book appeared with the title 
History of the First German [Lutheran] Settlement in Altenburg, Perry County, 
Missouri, with Special Consideration of the Events in the Church There, Written 
by G. A. Schieferdecker.21 The main purpose of this book published by Pastor 
Schieferdecker was clearly to present the rather distressing, so-called Chiliastic 
Controversy, which led to the founding of a separate congregation here, in such 

19 John 8:32.
20 See above, pp. 3–5.
21 Geschichte der ersten deutschen [lutherischen] Ansiedelung, Perry Co., Mo., mit besonderer 

Berücksichtigung der dortigen kirchlichen Bewegungen ([St. Sebald], IA: Wartburg 
Seminary, 1865).



 PREFACE 13

a manner that everyone who did not know the situation well would look upon 
him [Pastor Schieferdecker] as the most innocent, pious sheep on earth who 
never muddied any water, while portraying my congregation and the Synod of 
Missouri, etc., as tyrannical, loveless, unjust, and Enthusiastic, so that anyone 
who was not familiar with the facts would have to think, “What monsters the 
local congregation and the Synod must be to relieve Pastor Schieferdecker of his 
ministry on account of false doctrine!” Therefore, because the entire matter was 
so dishonestly distorted by Pastor Schieferdecker, my congregation clearly could 
not remain silent but had to expose the whole matter without mercy, as has been 
done on the basis of the congregational records found in Part 3 of this book. We 
ask all who are interested in this important and consequential matter to compare 
our true account with Pastor Schieferdecker’s work, and every impartial reader 
will, we are firmly convinced, concur with our view that the cause of this con-
troversy and factional strife was not the local congregation, nor the Synod, but 
Pastor Schieferdecker’s false doctrine and dishonorable conduct.

2. Concerning the first two parts of this book, I have the following to note: 
Part 1 was not composed by my own hand but flowed from the pen of Professor 
Walther. It was read to the congregation in 1864 in commemoration of the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of the emigration and thus became the property of the 
congregation. And because it is such an important document, which we eagerly 
hope to pass on to our posterity, we have therefore included it here after obtain-
ing the permission of the author. As to Part 2, I may note that our purpose here 
was not simply to describe the experiences of the first settlers but at the same 
time to give a brief history of the founding of our Synod, which might be used 
later as a basis for a more detailed history. I, therefore, searched for informa-
tion whenever I was lacking it, and [I] always obtained it. In particular, I must 
mention here that Professor Walther, at my inquiry, sent me a number of valu-
able documents, which I have incorporated in this book at the proper place. I 
have also consulted the early volumes of Der Lutheraner, the synodical reports, 
the archives of the congregations here and in St. Louis, and [I have] included 
here whatever I found useful.

Finally, whatever fault can be found in this book regarding its form, etc., may 
be ascribed to my own lack of qualifications and the little time which I had to 
write it. I undertook this task not out of boredom but because my congregations, 
and many besides them, asked me to do so. Nor did I write this volume out of ani-
mosity toward Pastor Schieferdecker or any other person, as God is my witness. 
I began and proceeded in fervent prayer to God, and it is to serve only for the 
glory of the truth and for the honor of our great God, who has led His people 
in a wondrous and yet saving manner even in this land. In particular, its purpose 
is to relate all these things to our children after us, so that with us they, too, may 
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praise and glorify God, love His Word and His Church, continue steadfast in 
these things unto the end, and be saved through Jesus Christ, to whom with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit be praise, honor, worship, and thanksgiving forever 
and ever! Amen.

Altenburg, Perry County, Mo., 
Reformation Week, 1865  

J. F. Koestering, Pastor



PART ONE

The Causes  
of the Emigration

For false Christs and false prophets will arise  
and show great signs and wonders,  

so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect.
Matthew 24:24
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IT WAS ON FEBRUARY 19, 1839, THAT THE LAST CONTINGENT   
 of the emigration society arrived in St. Louis, Missouri, under the name 

“Saxon immigrants,” arousing the interest of friend and foe. The circumstances 
surrounding the emigration were, briefly, the following:

For a long time, the Lutheran Church in Germany had been in a state 
of utter decay. Instead of the Gospel of Jesus Christ the crucified, a most 
miserable cult of Reason reigned nearly everywhere under the name of the 
Enlightenment. God, virtue, and immortality alone were accepted as the firm 
articles of faith. The Bible was considered a book in which these three impor-
tant truths were preserved; yet it was said that they were also its actual core and 
that all other doctrines were mere wrappings—partly Oriental images, partly 
the superstitious notions of the common people, to which Christ and the apos-
tles had accommodated themselves. The doctrines of the inspiration of Holy 
Scripture by the Holy Spirit, the Holy Trinity, the divinity of Christ, the rec-
onciliation of the world of sinners through the suffering and death of Christ, 
Christ’s vicarious active and passive obedience, original sin, the justification of 
the poor sinner before God by grace through faith alone, the gracious work of 
the Holy Spirit toward repentance and conversion, regeneration through Holy 
Baptism, the Absolution through the Gospel, the presence of the body and 
blood of Jesus Christ in the Holy Supper, the period of grace being confined 
to this life and the eternal damnation of those who do not die in the faith, 
the presence and the work of the devil—all these expressly Christian doctrines 
were looked upon as outdated teachings of earlier, superstitious ages. Whoever 
still declared these to be truths was called an obscurantist, and whoever dem-
onstrated even a little living Christianity was denounced as a mystic or Pietist. 
And those preachers who tried to awaken souls to repentance through their 
sermons were considered dangerous men who were driving the people mad. It 
was even presumed that the old Christianity had long ago been surpassed and 
would soon vanish from the earth entirely, and that a new, enlightened age 
would begin in which the religion of the pure, common human reason would 
have dominion everywhere.

Given these circumstances, it was thought self-evident that the dis-
tinction which had previously been made between the Lutheran and other 
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so-called Protestant churches neither could nor should be made any longer. 
The very tercentenary celebration of the Reformation observed throughout 
all Germany was used as an opportunity to tear down completely the walls of 
separation between the differing churches, to abolish church confessions, and 
to introduce the so-called Union. In Saxony, a Catholic king1 reigned who was 
made to swear not to introduce the Catholic religion by force or deception but 
would leave the Lutheran territorial church intact and protect it along with its 
public confessions and institutions. As a result, no Union was achieved there 
in Saxony. Yet the churches there that still bore the name and external form 
of Lutheranism were all the more horribly devastated by Rationalism. In the 
government, the worst enemies of the church held office. In the state universi-
ties, most professors did not teach their students how to preach the Gospel in 
a salutary manner to the people but rather how to destroy it imperceptibly in 
their hearts. In the pulpits, practically nothing but a pagan doctrine of virtue 
resounded, while Jesus was praised as the wise man of Nazareth, a marvelous 
model of virtue who died on the cross merely for His teachings. In the public 
schools, instead of true Christianity, nothing but a miserable religion of nature 
was impressed on the young as “the doctrine of Jesus” from earliest childhood 
on. As long as the old agendas, the old hymnals, and the old catechisms were 
still being used, the holy Christian faith just barely survived in many people, 
particularly because most preachers and teachers did not yet dare to disclose 
their naked unbelief but rather tried to cover up their false doctrines with 
Christian terminology. But, finally, the little light that still flickered was extin-
guished, and the Rationalist agendas, hymnals, and schoolbooks were gradu-
ally introduced almost everywhere. In this way, a pitch-black night came more 
and more to engulf Germany. True Christianity not only became increasingly 
rare but also a thing increasingly unknown.

Yet even in these terrible times, in which a greater darkness occurred 
than even in the midst of the papacy, God preserved a Christian seed. Even in 
Germany, the gates of hell could not utterly prevail against the Church of Christ. 
From 1817 onward, just when it was supposed that the Christian Church in 
Germany had finally been laid to rest, remarkable awakenings of faith reap-
peared in a wide range of places. Public teachers rose up here and there, proclaim-
ing Christ the crucified as the Savior of sinners and gathering around them a 
small flock of believers. Moreover, in many localities, where the abomination of 

1 Since the time Frederick Augustus I (1670–1733), Elector of Saxony, joined the Roman 
Catholic Church to secure the Polish crown, Saxon rulers had been Roman Catholic. The 
Lutheran populace, however, secured their rights and privileges in religious matters.
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desolation stood in the Holy Place2 in the form of the most brazen false teachers, 
simple laymen, kindled by their love of Christ and often in the face of great ridi-
cule, mockery, and persecution, gathered in secluded places and strengthened, 
refreshed, and edified one another with collective prayer, religious discussions, 
and the reading of devotional literature. The more vehemently the poor deluded 
and blinded Rationalists raged against it, spurred on by their so-called clergy and 
assisted by the government, the more quickly the work of God became known, 
and the more extensively souls were seized and inflamed by this holy fire that 
had flared up. However, it was exceedingly troubling for these new believers 
to be a flock without a shepherd. In time, the clearer it became that not only 
their own Christianity but also the Christianity of most believers stood on very 
weak footing—the more clearly, that is, that many who by God’s providence 
had acquired old Lutheran devotional writings realized that their newly awak-
ened life of faith was not the sound, certain, world-conquering life of faith of 
earlier, better times; and the greater their helplessness in great spiritual distresses 
thus became through their lack of untainted knowledge—the more these very 
earnest Christians longed for a proven, experienced leader whom they could 
trust without danger of being led astray, and from whom they might obtain solid 
instruction, counsel, and comfort in all manner of trials and temptations. This 
longing was found not only in the hearts of the laity but also in those of many 
a young, unseasoned pastor. They desired a man in Christ, a spiritual father, a 
champion, a pillar on which they could lean.

Pastor Martin Stephan seemed in truth to be that man. From 1810, he had 
for many years proclaimed Christ freely and publicly in Dresden, the capital of 
the kingdom of Saxony and the seat of the Rationalist leadership of the regional 
church, speaking out with almost unprecedented conviction not only against the 
unbelief that was boldly rearing its head but also against every adulteration and 
distortion of the faith. His influence had spread far beyond the narrow bounds 
of his little Bohemian Lutheran church of St. John. Gradually, hundreds, perhaps 
thousands, rescued from destruction through his ministry, confessed that they 
had come out of the darkness into the light, to faith in their Savior, to a firm 
foundation for their hope, to a new life from God, and at the same time to the 
certainty (so rare at that time) that the Evangelical Lutheran Church alone was 
the church of the pure Word and the undistorted Sacraments. In many souls that 
were looking for salvation, confidence toward Stephan was awakened especially 
by the fact that he warned all who came to him not to seek spiritual food in recent 
devoutly religious literature, but rather in the symbolical books of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church and in early Lutheran devotional writings. In 1830, when a 

2 Matt. 24:15.
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few pastors, laypeople, and even entire congregations left the United Church of 
Prussia and were severely persecuted for doing so, many were again reminded of 
the treasure which the old Lutheran Church possessed, and many, especially in 
Saxony, came to know Stephan at this time as a man who never gave way, who 
had for a long time borne witness against the abomination of the Union, and 
who combined a zeal for active Christianity and true piety with a zeal for the 
church’s Confessions and true doctrine. Thus, while an actively religious congre-
gation of all social classes gathered around him in Dresden, others, particularly 
young preachers, pastoral candidates, and students, came to him and made him 
the counselor of their conscience.

The less experienced those who sought counsel were, and the more the 
counsel that they obtained quieted their consciences, the greater became the con-
fidence they placed in him. Many may have been moved to entrust their souls to 
him by a friend, brother, or relative whose great earnestness and mature judgment 
in spiritual matters they respected, and who had become very close to Stephan 
and looked on him as an enlightened pastor. Wherever a young pastor who had 
chosen this man as his spiritual counselor had awakened a number of souls, these 
souls, too, were naturally inclined to look on Stephan as their spiritual father just 
as their pastor did, even though they did not know the man.

Through Stephan’s ministry not only were many truly converted from the 
power of Satan to God, but also many believers came out of great and dangerous 
errors, doubts, and temptations to clarity, certainty, and peace of soul. Because 
of this, and because he continually referred them to the symbolical books of the 
church and to the early Lutheran writings, a certain degree of trust was justified 
at first. But this justified trust in his confession gradually turned into a sinful 
confidence in the man himself, particularly among those who were closest to him. 
More and more, they believed that whatever statement or advice Stephan spoke 
had to be true as a matter of course, and [it] could or even must be accepted, even 
if the reason for his determination could not be clearly perceived—indeed, it was 
not even seriously tested.

Stephan’s life, too, was suspect. The world found it highly offensive that 
he took walks with his confidants at night. He explained, however, that he was 
forced to do so because he was overwhelmed with his pastoral duties during the 
day and yet in dire need of physical exercise. Thus his followers concluded that he 
had been offended rather than given offense. In addition, there was open discord 
between him and his wife, by which his entire family life was essentially destroyed. 
But Stephan lamented again and again that it was solely his wife’s fault. The 
people were appeased by this also, yet they also felt sympathy for the man who, 
with his unprecedented burdens and sorrows, did not even receive in his own 
family the attention and refreshment he sorely needed. The scandalized world 
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accused Stephan of secret criminal activities, and because he did nothing to elimi-
nate the offense, even some believers who did not associate with him expressed 
suspicion. But his followers, with their consciences already bound to the man 
himself, looked on all these evil rumors about him as insignificant or as the fruits 
of unbelief or animosity toward a faithful servant of Christ and of the Church. 
These notions were all the more strengthened by the fact that the believers who 
opposed him could not furnish the proof demanded of them and merely warned 
against depending too much on Stephan himself. But his followers replied that 
they were only dependent on him in the way children depended on their father. 
In addition, the judicial inquiries which were repeatedly made always ended in 
Stephan’s acquittal, which tended to make his followers increasingly reckless and 
complacent. But the greater the trust, submission, and obeisance shown the poor 
man, the more dictatorial his behavior became from one moment to the next, 
while those most firmly captive to him did everything in their power to have his 
increasingly visible lust for power acknowledged as the proper way to handle the 
Word of God and the pastoral office.

Stephan’s doctrine was really never the pure doctrine of Luther, but rather 
more of a Pietist doctrine. Thus, in addition to the Confessions, he recommended 
not Luther’s works so much as writings by Spener,3 A. H. Francke,4 Bogatzky,5 J. J. 
Rambach,6 J. P. Fresenius,7 Werner (the author of Der Himmelsweg),8 Steinmetz,9 

3 Philipp Jacob Spener (1635–1705), born in Upper Alsace, was generally regarded as the 
father of Pietism. In 1675 he published Pia Desideria, which attracted wide attention. 
Spener stood for a mild form of Chiliasm. See CC, s.v. “Spener, Philipp Jacob.”

4 August Hermann Francke (1663–1727) founded an orphanage and eventually served as 
professor of theology at Halle, where he emphasized exegesis of Scripture as well as active 
faith and holiness of life. See CC, s.v. “Francke, August Hermann.”

5 Karl Heinrich von Bogatzky (1690–1774) was a theologian and writer of devotional lit-
erature. See CC, s.v. “Bogatzy, Karl Heinrich von.”

6 Johann Jakob Rambach (1693–1735) studied at Halle and followed Francke as professor 
there. Rambach was a voluminous writer, including the hymn “Baptized into Your Name 
Most Holy” (LSB 590). See CC, s.v. “Rambach, Johann Jakob.”

7 Johann Philip Fresenius (1705–61) promoted a moderate orthodoxy. He is known as the 
pastor who baptized Goethe and as an excellent preacher. See CC, s.v. “Fresenius, Johann 
Philip.”

8 Friedrich Werner (1659–1741), a Pietist theologian, served as deacon and archdeacon at 
St. Nicolai’s in Leipzig beginning in 1721. He authored devotional books.

9 Johann Adam Steinmetz (1689–1762), a Protestant theologian, had close ties to the 
Moravian Brothers. He served as general superintendent of the Duchy of Magdeburg and 
abbot of the monastery of Berge, where he headed the monastic school, which became an 
important center of Pietism.
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Freylinghausen,10 Scriver,11 Heinrich Müller,12 Johann Arndt,13 and others, 
though he occasionally found fault even with these, sometimes justifiably, some-
times not. What was peculiar about his doctrinal system, if one can even speak 
of a system with him, was all its different hierarchical principles, which is to say, 
doctrines supporting the priesthood and its logical consequences. The uncon-
ditional trust and blind obedience rendered to Stephan seemed to be both the 
cause and effect of his doctrinal principles of hierarchy. He portrayed the public 
preaching office as a means of grace, without which no one could come to faith 
or be saved. He held ordination to be a divinely instituted act, passed down in 
unbroken succession from the days of the apostles, bestowing the capacity to 
administer the Sacraments validly and effectively. The pastor was for him the 
ruler of the church, who alone possessed ecclesial power, in which the people 
who were not in the office had no say, particularly in matters of doctrine. For 
this reason, he permitted laymen at conventions only to act in the capacity of 
witnesses and similar roles.

He placed the Keys of loosing and binding, or excommunication, entirely 
in the hands of the clergy. He declared the visible Lutheran Church to be the 
true Church in the literal sense of the word. Such statements as “Tell it to the 
church” (Matthew 18:17), or “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 
holy nation of the possession, that you should declare the virtues of Him who has 
called you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9), had no place in 
Stephan’s doctrinal system and were wretchedly distorted. Stephan’s position on 
this subject in 1836 is evident from certain basic tenets for a church constitution 
which were sketched out at that time but never completed.

Yet not only did worse things than these errors (solemnly portrayed as the 
doctrine of the true Church) emerge in incidental remarks, but also his prac-
tice itself was still worse than the doctrine on which it was based. The most 
frightening tyranny over consciences was exercised in the name of the author-
ity of the office. The fear of violating the dignity of the holy ministry lay like a 

10 Johann Anastasius Freylinghausen (1670–1739), a theologian and hymnwriter, was 
Francke’s colleague and son-in-law. He is primarily known as the editor of two collections 
of pietistic hymns that influenced church singing in the eighteenth century. See CC, s.v. 
“Freylinghausen, Johann Anastasius.”

11 Christian Scriver (1629–93) was a Lutheran preacher and devotional author, as well as a 
friend of Spener. See CC, s.v. “Scriver, Christian.”

12 Heinrich Müller (1631–75), a Lutheran theologian and devotional author, strove for an 
inner renewal of the church. In addition to popular sermon collections, he also published 
a hymnal. See CC, s.v. “Müller, Heinrich.”

13 Johann Arndt (1555–1621), a Lutheran theologian and influential devotional author, 
was considered by Spener to be the founder of Pietism. See CC, s.v. “Arnd, Johann.”


