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WHNI ARE THE
CONFESSIONS ?

Like a power behind the scenes, the Lutheran con-
fessions have great influence in our church without
getting much publicity. The designation confession
puzzles some people. It simply means a statement or
declaration in the same sense as the recital of the
Creed in the Sunday service is a ‘“confession of
faith.” The Lutheran confessions are documents
which declare the Lutheran understanding of the
Christian faith.

These confessions have shaped much of the way
of life as Lutherans—the way Lutherans are bap-
tized and confirmed, the way they work together
with others in their congregation, the kind of
preaching they hear. And yet if you are like most
Lutherans, you probably haven’t heard much about
the confessions. You may not even know they exist.
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In a way, that is how it should be. The confessions
are publicity shy—they want to direct you to Christ
and the Scripture rather than to themselves.

At the same time, it is helpful for Lutherans to
know these documents. For 450 years, the confes-
sional writings have borne witness to Christ and
helped new generations in their witness. Throughout
this period the confessions have also shaped the be-
liefs and practices of the Lutheran church.

The purpose of this course is to help you hear and
understand the witness of our Lutheran ancestors
and see what has shaped our church. It is hoped this
will help you to bear the same witness as you take
your place in the chain of Christian generations.

In the beginning

The story of the Lutheran confessions begins with
the Reformation, and specifically with Martin Lu-
ther’s part in it.

When he feared for his life during a storm, Luther
vowed to become a monk. In the monastery, he expe-
rienced a terrible conflict within himself. Luther had
been.taught that the gospel is a conditional promise.
He was told God saves those who really want to be
saved and who show it in their lives.

To begin with, Luther was sure that he wanted
to be saved. But then he began to wonder about it.
“Maybe I only think I want to be saved,” he worried.
“Maybe what I really want is to avoid punishment—
and don’t really love God at all.”

Luther also worried about whether his life showed
his sincerity. He was fiercely faithful to the require-
ments of the monastery—so much so that his super-
visors were afraid he was going too far. But still he
wondered, “Do I do good things because I really
want to or am I just putting on a show? When can I
be certain that I’ve done enough?”
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Wrestling with such questions, Luther became
more and more uncertain and depressed. But in his
struggle, Luther continued to read the Scripture.
And as he did, he began to hear the gospel in a new
way. Whereas he had heard his teachers say, “God
saves those who really want to be saved,” Luther
now heard Scripture say, “God saves those ke wants
to save.” Luther’s teachers said, “God saves those
who really show their faith,” but the Bible says,
“God shows his love through the lives of those he
saves, making new people of them.”

As he read, Luther realized that the gospel is not
conditional but is an unconditional promise which
God makes to his people. This realization turned his
world upside down. He told others what he learned—
preaching, teaching, writing it to anyone who would
listen. 5.

Many believed Luther heard the Scriptures cor-
rectly. But many - others challenged him—particu-
larly among the leaders of the Roman Catholic
Church. They argued that the Scripture needs to be
interpreted, and that the pope alone controls the
final interpretation of Scripture. Luther was ordered
to stop teaching his new understanding of the gospel.
When Luther refused to be silenced, he was excom-
municated from the church and declared to be an
outlaw—a man who could be killed on sight.

But Luther’s supporters protected him, and the
movement that had begun was too large to be
stopped. Luther continued to proclaim the gospel as
God’s unconditional promise. He believed that the
pope was misinformed and that a meeting or council
of all the bishops would clarify the issue.

He and his followers did everything they could to
close the split that had been opened between them
and the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church. Noth-
ing worked.



The final split between Lutherans and Roman
Catholics came in the 15508, when Lutheran princes
won a decisive victory in what is called the Peace of
Augsburg. By this time, Luther was dead. But the
faith he confessed was now confessed by people
throughout Germany and other European countries
as well. Though they preferred to be called ‘“evan-
gelicals,” they were stuck with a name their enemies
had given them in contempt—*“Lutherans.”

Writings for reconciliation

Most of the Lutheran confessions were written in
attempts to reconcile differences with the church of
Rome. They do not try to spell out only Lutheran
teachings. Their purpose is to proclaim the gospel
as it is given in Scripture. “We are minded to manu-
facture nothing new,” one of the confessions says.

The oldest confession is also the best known:
Luther’s Small Catechism. When Luther was teach-
ing at Wittenberg University, he discovered many
church members didn’t know the Ten Command-
ments, the Creed, or the Lord’s Prayer; supersti-
tious practices were widespread, and immorality
abounded.

To remedy this situation and to help the common
people understand God’s unconditional promise of
grace, Luther set to work on a catechism, a summary
of religious teachings in question and answer form.
This catechism was published in 1529, in pamphlets
and on charts people could hang in their houses.

While working on the Small Catechism for fam-
ilies to use with their children. Luther also wrote
a catechism for preachers and teachers because many
of them were ignorant or ill-informed. He wrote the
Large Catechism—a longer discussion of each part
of the Small Catechism. It was published in the
spring of 1529.
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Most influential

The most influential of the Lutheran confessions
was not written by Luther, but by one of his closest
friends and colleagues, Philip Melanchthon. Melanch-
thon became the diplomat of the Lutheran Reforma-
tion. His major work of diplomacy was the Augsburg
Confession, also called the Augustana. It gets its
name from the town in Germany where it was pre-
sented by Lutheran rulers to the emperor.

In 1530 the chief ruler of Europe—the holy Ro-
man emperor—commanded the Lutherans to meet
him in Augsburg to present their case. Since Luther
was still banned, he could not go to the meeting
safely. It was decided that Melanchthon and some
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others would go in his stead. In Augsburg, Melanch-
thon found some enemies had apparently convinced
the emperor that Lutherans were revolutionaries. It
looked as if they would be condemned before they
had a hearing.

To offset the slanders, Melanchthon revised the
documents he had brought with him for the emperor,
toning down the differences between the Lutherans
and the Roman Catholics. The result is the Augsburg
Confession—a softly-worded writing which holds to
the unconditional promise of God but plays down
other problems.

The Augsburg Confession made a strong impres-
sion on many. The bishop of Augsourg, a devout
Catholic, is said to have called it “the pure truth.”
But apparently it didn’t impress the emperor—he
fell sound asleep when it was being presented to him.
And it certainly didn’t impress the Roman Catholic
bureaucrats present—although they accepted 18 of
the 28 articles, they raised an unholy fuss about the
other 10. The emperor, after lengthy negotiations,
eventually ruled that the Lutherans had been refuted
and ordered them to cease their activity.

Because of its conciliatory tone, the Augsburg
Confession had a strong influence throughout north-
ern Europe and England. And it quickly became the
definition of Lutheranism, But it also laid the foun-
dation for later trouble. For in this concern to be
diplomatic, Melanchthon had passed over some issues
that needed stronger words.

Melanchthon was disappointed when his efforts at
reconciliation in Augsburg failed. Riding back to
Wittenberg in an oxcart, he started work on still
another Lutheran confession—the Apology to the
Augsburg Confession. Published in the spring of
1531, the Apology is Melanchthon’s defense of the
confession presented in Augsburg.

8



The Apology is helpful in understanding the Augs-
burg Confession, but it has never been very influen-
tial by itself. In writing it, Melanchthon followed a
complicated formula for debates used in the schools
in the Middle Ages. Thus, the Apology makes diffi-
cult reading.

After the meeting at Augsburg, the emperor had
his hands full with other political problems again
so he couldn’t deal with the Lutherans. But six years
later he had a chance. After all the appeals the Lu-
therans had made for a council, the emperor felt
that matters couldn’t be settled without one. So he
forced the pope to call a council of bishops. The pope
went along, but in the invitation he said the purpose
was the “utter extirpation of the poisonous and
pestilential Lutheran heresy.”

The Lutheran leaders weren’t sure how to re-
spond. After years of asking for a council, they
could hardly turn the invitation down. But they
could hardly get excited about being invited to their
own funeral, either. So they scheduled a meeting to
discuss things—in the German town of Smalcald in
February 1537.

For this meeting, Luther was asked to write a
new confession. While he was writing it, he had a
severe attack of kidney stones so that he had to dic-
tate it. When he finished, a group of theologians
went over the document with him,

When February arrived, Luther was well enough
to go to Smalcald but too sick to attend the meetings.
In some hallway intrigue, Philip Melanchthon and
Prince Philip of Hesse prevented the confession from
being formally presented. They were afraid it would
cause too much political trouble.

So this confession, known as the Smalcald Arti-
cles, wasn’t formally adopted at that time. When
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Luther later published it on his own, it became very
popular and was eventually officially accepted.

The Smalcald Articles aren’t as well known as the
Small Catechism or the Augsburg Confession. But
they present a clear and bold witness to the gospel,
strengthening points passed over lightly at Augs-
burg.

The princes and theologians at Smalcald decided
there should be a special statement about the office
of the pope. Melanchthon was asked to write it. It is
the shortest of the Lutheran confessions—the Trea-
tise on the Power and the Primacy of the Pope.

A formula for harmony

Melanchthon and Luther had been close friends
from the beginning. They disagreed on some things,
even some important matters, but Luther was will-
ing to overlook the differences because of his confi-
dence in Melanchthon.

But the students of Luther and Melanchthon
didn’t get along as well as their teachers. And
Melanchthon added fuel to the fire with his compro-
mising approach to conflicting issues. So there came
to be two parties of Lutherans who were soon at
each other’s throats. This threatened to destroy the
Lutheran church.

Finally, in the 1560s a group of moderate Luther-
ans began work which led to a settlement. It took
more than 10 years of negotiating before the settle-
ment could be put on paper. But in 1577, a new con-
fession brought agreement from all sides. It was
called the Formula of Concord—the formula of
agreement.

The Formula of Concord is another of the lesser
known confessions. It deals with some questions left
unclear in other confessions, though, and is helpful
for that reason.
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The people who drafted the Formula of Concord—
a good-sized committee—were concerned that the
confessions be readily available to the whole Lu-
theran church. So in 1580 they published all the
confessions in a volume called the Book of Concord.

- When the Formula of Concord was drafted and
the Book of Concord published, some Lutherans were
not involved, namely, the Scandinavians. It wasn’t
that they objected to the statements; they just didn’t
want to be a part of the arguing that had gone on
in Germany. Since then, Scandinavian Lutherans
and their descendants have given preference to the
Small Catechism and the Augsburg Confession and
used the other confessions to interpret the first two.

The constitution of the American Lutheran
Church follows the lead set by the Scandinavians—
particularly the Danes and the Norwegians. Pastors
and members of the ALC are expected to accept the
Small Catechism and the Augsburg Confession as
the most important confessions, and to accept the
others as interpretations of the first two.

Confession and confessing

Why are confessions necessary? Is there some-
thing wrong with the Bible that we have to have
these additional writings? What good are they to us
now, 400 to 450 years after they were written?

Of course, there is nothing wrong with the Bible—
Luther and the others who wrote the Lutheran con-
fessions were convinced that the Bible can and does
speak for itself, and speak clearly.

But we do need the witness of our neighbors in
faith. If you think about what has made you a Chris-
tian, you will think about other people. Your parents,
neighbors, or a pastor spoke God’s Word to you and
brought you to be baptized. Through these people,
you have been helped and strengthened in faith.
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But your neighbors aren’t just people who are
alive and in your community right now. Your great-
grandmother might be long dead, but without her
you wouldn’t be alive. By the same token, without
forefathers and mothers in faith, we wouldn’t be- -
lieve. Without the witness of those who lived before
us, the gospel message wouldn’t have been passed
along to us. So the book of Hebrews speaks of being
surrounded by a ‘“cloud of witnesses”—not only
those now living, but those who have gone before us.

Lutherans have some brothers and sisters whose
confession was made long ago but still comes to help
in the faith: Martin and Katie Luther, Philip Me-
lanchthon, Jacob Andreae, Martin Chemnitz, and
others.

But their confession isn’t just for you. It is a con-
fession for confessing—a confession spoken to you
so that you, too, might confess and become a part of
the cloud of witnesses surrounding others.

The Scriptures are the original witness. No con-
fession can take their place. But there are other wit-
nesses that help us in our witness.

The Lutheran church believes that the Lutheran
confessions bear an accurate and faithful witness to
the message of Scripture in Christ. Lutherans
throughout the world are agreed in this. And so the
Lutheran church has asked that each member listen
to the witness of the confessions.

In the following chapters, we are going to do just
that—Ilisten to the confessions as they make their
witness. Each chapter is organized around one part
of the Small Catechism because this is the confession
that you are most familiar with.

Along the way, this Catechism will be asked to in-
troduce its friends among the other confessions. That
way, you’ll get some assistance in reading the other
confessions as well.
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THE TEN
COMMANDMENTS

For your reading

¢ Explanation of the Commandments in the Small
and Large Catechisms

e Articles 2, 18, and 19 in the Augsburg Confession

The Commandments

“You shall. . ..” “You shall not. . . .” If the Com-
mandments had fingers, there isn’t much doubt about
where they would point: they would single out each
one of us.

Yet, one commandment in this parade of shalls
and shall nots is different from all the rest. It sticks
out like a rose among thorns: “I am the Lord your
God. You shall have no other gods before me.”

The pronouns, those little words identifying peo-
ple, are what make the First Commandment so rosy.
Whereas the others begin with the pronoun “You,”
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this one begins with “I,” and the speaker is God.
What is more, before the “you” in the second sen-
tence is spoken, there is a “your.” “Your” is a pos-
sessive word indicating that something belongs to
you.

Do you see the significance of the words: “I am the
Lord your God. You shall have no other gods” ? They
are the unconditional promise of the gospel. God
promises to be our God—with no strings attached.

This is the promise of the First Commandment—
that God will be our God. As our God, he will give
us all that he has to give, including life, forgiveness,
and resurrection from the grave. As Luther says in
the Large Catechism, it is as if God says, “Whatever
good thing you lack, look to me for it and seek it
from me, and whenever you suffer misfortune and
distress, come and cling to me. I am the one who
will satisfy you and help you out of every need. Only
let your heart cling to me and no one else.”

It is the clinging that is the problem. For there is
something in each of us that doesn’t want to believe
this promise. In fact, we can’t believe it. So instead
of taking God at his word—fearing, loving, and
trusting him above all things—we turn to ourselves,
to other people or other things in the hope that some-
how we can take care of ourselves.

Attaching conditions

Because we can’t believe this promise, we try con-
tinually to attach conditions to it. We interpret the
First Commandment like this: “I will be the Lord
your God if you give your life to me,” or “I will be
your God if you allow me to be.”

Then what happens? Soon everything focuses on
the condition we have added. Either pride or despair
follows. Some people are sure they have fulfilled the
condition they’ve attached to the promise—they have
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made the decision, given their lives, or allowed God
to take over. Other people have Luther’s experience.
No matter how hard they try, no matter how many
times they decide, no matter how much they allow,
they never feel satisfied. They despair, and conclude
they’ll never be able to get by the if that has been
hung on the promise.

Either way, whether in pride or despair, we do
not take God at his word. In pride, we fear, love, and
trust ourselves to fulfill the condition we’ve attached
to the promise. In despair, we fear, love, or trust no
one, sure that the condition can’t be fulfilled.

But a person has to have something to rely on for
the needs of life. So, to use one of Luther’s examples,
a person begins to depend on money. Such a person
reflects, “This talk of God is very nice, but God
doesn’t pay my bills. It takes hard cash to get by in
this world, and if I don’t make it, nobody else will
give it to me.” If the question arises as to the worth
of one’s life, such a person says, “Look at what I've
done; I started with next to nothing, and although
I’'m not rich, I can take care of myself and my own.”
If illness threatens or the kids get into trouble, the
answer is to reach for the pocketbook. Such a person
fears, loves, and trusts money, relying on it to make
life important and to take care of all problems.

Another example might be a person who makes an
idol out of a house, or a garden. “It may not be the
best in the world, but I keep it up better than most
people.” Life revolves around this possession. It
makes life worthwhile. If the kids disturb it, they
are disciplined. This person fears, loves, and trusts
a particular possession.

Another example might be a child who is addicted
to television. Every day is organized around what is
on TV. Asked about homework, the child says,
“After the ne;ct show.” Asked to memorize the Cate-
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chism, the child says, ‘I can’t—we never have to do
that in school,” and proceeds to recite the weekly
television schedule from beginning to end. Told that
the family is going out for the evening, the child
wonders if there will be a television set there. Every-
thing focuses on TV—the child relies on it to make
the day interesting or fun.

These examples can be multiplied by the thou-
sands. Left to ourselves, we are incurable idolators.
We do not worship statues or the sun and moon. But
we have our gods, and we worship them faithfully—
things like houses, stereos, televisions, cars; people
like parents, husbands, wives, children, friends;
ways of living, like the American way of life, finan-
cial well-being, popularity. In addition, there are po-
litical parties, social movements, boats and cabins,
pastors, churches, and all sorts of things.

The problem is not with the people or the things or
the ways of life which we worship. All of them may
be good. Money, for example, is a gift God gives us
so we can both obtain the things we need and help
others. Houses provide shelter, cars give transporta-
tion, friends are a special gift of God. In fact, God is
at work through all these things and people to make
sure that we have what we need to live and serve him
and our neighbors.

The problem is with us. We “exchange the wor-
ship of the Creator for the worship of the creature,”
as Paul says in Romans 1. Instead of fearing, loving,
and trusting the giver of every gift, we fear, love,
and trust the gifts.

Then the trouble starts. For when we worship
other people and other things, we get into conflict
with them. Someone who fears, loves, and trusts
money worries that someone will take it away. A
person who fears, loves, and trusts a house or hobby
is always worried that someone else’s is better. And
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then God’s good earth, which we are to take care of,
becomes a treasure house full of things we try to
grab—instead of taking care of it.

To make matters worse, there is no way out for us
on our own. We do not choose to become idolators—
we are idolators, moving from one god to the other.
And we cannot choose not to be idolators. For if we
try to change ourselves, we are fearing, loving, and
trusting our own abilities—assuming that we can
take care of ourselves apart from God. We are
trapped in idolatry.

This is what the Scripture and the Lutheran con-
fessions call sin. There are sins—bad things that we
do, such as gossiping or not saying anything when
we get too much change. But behind the sins there
is sin, a power that grips and holds us, making it
impossible for us, on our own, to be anything but
idolators. Sins are the things we do or fail to do; sin
is the condition in which we live apart from Christ.
For centuries, Lutherans have confessed each Sun-
day, “We believe that we are by nature sinful and
unclean”—that is, that we are idolators living in
the condition of sin.

This is why the unconditional promise of the gos-
pel is so desperately important. It is bad enough that
we have sins—what is truly horrible is that we are
under the power of sin. If God had tied conditions
to the gospel, there would be no way out for us.

But he doesn’t. In Christ he says to each of us, “I
am the Lord your God”’—no strings attached. And
with this word, he promises to deliver us from sin—
to make new people out of us and to raise us from
the dead.

The commanding command
But now haven’t we skipped something? Take an-
other look at the First Commandment. In the first
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phrase, God has the action—“I am the Lord your
God,” he says. But in the second phrase, doesn’t he
put the burden on us: “You shall have no other
gods”? And what about the other commandments?
All of them say “you shall” or “you shall not.”

Doesn’t that mean that we are supposed to do
something about the way we live? If God is going to
do all of this for us, why does he tell us to do or not
to do these things?

As the confessions understand it, God is doing
with the Commandments something similar to what
you do with commanding words. If you saw a child
running into the street in front of a car, why would
you yell, “Look out”? It wouldn’t be because you
wanted to give the child a way of demonstrating
that he or she loved you. No, you would yell “look
out” because you wanted to protect the child.

In the same way, if you have children at home,
you give them some commands. ‘“Make your bed.”
“Clean your room.” “Be home by 4:15.” But if your
children say, “We’ll do these things if you’l] love us,”
you would probably be very hurt.

“Don’t my children understand that I really do
love them? Do they think they’ve got to do these
things before I'll love them?”
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You don’t speak commands around the house or to
friends to give them ways of showing that they love
you. You speak commands because you love them and
want to help them.

That is God’s purpose as well, or one of them. He
doesn’t say, “Do this and don’t do that so that I'll
know that you love me,” but rather, “Do this and
don’t do that because I love you.” So in each of the
Commandments, he is looking out for us, protecting
us.

In the First Commandment, then, he is not saying,
“I will be your God if you have no others,” but “Be-
cause I am the Lord your God, you shall have no
others.” He knows what idolatry does to us—how it
makes us despise him; how it puts us in conflict with
our neighbors. So with these words, “You shall have
no other gods,” he says, ‘“Stop it,” to drive us away
from our idolatry.

In the Second Commandment, God is concerned
about his name. If you know someone’s name, you
have access to that person. You can make a phone
call or find a street address. When you know God’s
name, you can call on him. He has given us his name
for this purpose. So when he says, “Stop it,” to every
false use of his name he clears the channels for us
to reach him.

Through the Third Commandment, God wants to
give us some rest so that we can hear his word. He
knows that if we are left to ourselves we either don’t
rest at all or use our free time for all kinds of run-
ning around. So he commands us to take time off—
a day each week when we can hear his promises for
us and for his creation. He says “Stop it” to our end-
less chasing, our restlessness, because he wants to
give us some genuine refreshment in body and spirit.

The first three commandments all speak of our re-
lationship with God. As the Lutheran confessions
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read them, the First Commandment is by far the
most important. In it God makes the promise that,
in Christ, begins a new relationship with him. Hav-
ing made us his, he wants to make sure that we know
his name and hear his word.

Relationships

The remaining commandments all speak of our
relationship with other people. In each of them, God
protects something essential.

In the Fourth Commandment, God begins where
life begins—in our homes. He knows that sin turns
families into battlefields. So he says “Stop it” to all
the strife, insisting that children honor their parents
and that parents love their children. And along with
parents, he also protects others in authority—politi-
cal leaders, teachers, pastors, police officers, and all
who have a part in taking care of his creation. He
wants to make sure that there is peace and order so
that we can live long lives, with justice for all.

Having protected life where it begins, in the Fifth
Commandment God protects it where much of it is
lived—in our neighborhoods. He knows that as far
as sin in us is concerned, life is cheap—that if we
aren’t protected, there will be no end to murder.
Furthermore, sin will try to find a way to get the job
done without actually killing. So he says “Stop it”
to everything that might harm us or our neighbors in
any way.

In the Sixth Commandment, God protects what is
nearest and dearest to life—namely, our companion-
ship. Above all, he wants to give us a companion
with whom we can share everything—a husband or
wife. Because sin and the devil attack this compan-
ionship with such terrible force, God says a loud and
resounding no to anything that disrupts companion-
ship and marriage.
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In the Seventh Commandment, God protects our
property. He knows that we have to have some
things we can call our own—food to eat, a place to
sleep, some tools, some things we can use to serve
our neighbors. He knows too that in sin, we always
think our neighbors get the better end of the bar-
gain, If he doesn’t watch us, we’ll try to set matters
right according to our own reckoning and help our-
selves to what they have. So, to protect us from our
neighbors and our neighbors from us, he says “Stop
it” to any kind of stealing. He wants to make sure
that each of us gets a fair deal.

Having protected his own name in the Second
Commandment, God protects our names in the
Eighth Commandment. He knows that a good name
is priceless. If we have good names we can move
about freely and confidently, expecting our neighbors
to respect us. If we have bad reputations, we can’t
get across the street without someone watching. So
he wants to make sure that our tongues don’t rattle
in our heads, spilling out gossip, rumors, half truths,
or even truths that are told just to hurt someone
else. He says “Stop it” to this kind of talk so that
we can enjoy our names and the names of our neigh-
bors freely.

In the Ninth and Tenth Commandments, God pro-
tects our communities. We are always looking for
ways to keep a good appearance while at the same
time getting what we want. So, for example, a man
who looks women over top to bottom says, “I am
only looking.” Or a neighbor who is forever studying
someone else’s possessions says, “There is nothing
wrong with admiring things.” But God knows that
as long as there is sin in us, we will always be look-
ing for loopholes so that we can get what is our
neighbor’s. And if we are all looking at what be-
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longs to others in such a way, we can’t trust one
another. The community begins to fall apart.

So God says no to the trouble where it begins, in
the longing glances we throw at what God has given
to our neighbors.

Just as the first three commandments protect our
relationship with God, the last seven protect our
relationship with our neighbors. God didn’t give any
of the commandments as a way for us to demonstrate
that we love him. He gave all of them because he
loves us and wishes to bring some peace, order, and
justice to daily life.

Another purpose

But God has another purpose for the Command-
ments, too. While he uses them to keep order so that
we can hear his promise, he also uses them to drive
us to his promise. Luther often spoke of this as God’s
“strange use” of the law, in which he holds the com-
mandment up like a mirror to show us our true
condition of sin.

Perhaps you have had to use commands in the
same way around your house. A child, for example,
often does things without realizing the consequences.
So mother or father says, in disciplining the child,
“Do you realize what you did? What will happen if
all the kids ignore their parents and stay out until
1:00 in the morning ? Then there would be so much
noise that no one would be able to sleep. And when
you don’t get enough sleep, it is bad for your health
and hard on your studies.” In this way, a parent
brings the law to bear like a mirror.

God uses the Commandments on us in this way
because sin in us is so sneaky. As Luther pointed out,
we're often unaware of how wrong something is
until after it has happened. God uses the Command-
ments to show us our true situation.
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But God doesn’t do this to torture or punish us.
He does it to drive us to his promise, so that seeing
our awful predicament, we will cry out to him for
help.

The Scripture is full of examples of this. When
Israel became fat and sassy, full of confidence that it
could take care of itself, God raised up enemies to
drive them back to himself. When Peter got cocky
-while walking on the water, he started to sink and
had to cry out to Jesus for help. When Paul was con-
fident of his own righteousness, God struck him down
on the road to Damascus, filling his eyes with scales
until he saw the Christ.

The Commandments expose our sins agamst God
and our neighbors and the earth. At the same time,
they expose the power and bondage of sin—so that
God’s promise will come home to us as the word of
the only one we can finally rely on.

The bondage of the will

In this chapter, we have discussed one of the most
controversial characteristics of the Lutheran confes-
sions—their conviction that we cannot free ourselves
from sin or decide for God by the power of our own
will. This troubles many people, especially since some
churches hold that we do have a “free will.” Article
XVIII of the Augsburg Confession may clarify the
issue. It says that while we do have a free will in
things “below us,” that is, concerning this world,
we do not have a free will in relation to God.

For example, you can make choices about many
things: what kind of clothes to wear, what food to
eat, what to read in the newspaper, which programs
to watch, what to do in the evening. All of these
things are “below you,” to use the words of the con-
fessions—you have some control over them and make
your own decisions about them.
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But there are also many things about which you
don’t have a choice, You didn’t choose when you
were born, or what kind of parents you had. You
can have all kinds of feelings about what your boss or
your spouse’s boss does, but you can’t control them.

The confessions say that we have “free will in
what reason can comprehend.” That is, we have some
choice in matters that we can understand and con-
trol. But we do not have any choice about God. He is
above us—he does the choosing, not us. And as he
chooses us, he goes to work on us so we will come to
fear, love, and trust him.

Fifteen centuries ago, one of the great teachers
of the church, St. Augustine, said that the best way
to understand this is to talk to someone who is in
love. People who are in love don’t talk about how
they “decided” to be in love or about how hard they
worked to love the beloved. They say that they “fell
in love.” So you hear something like this, “I didn’t
intend to love her but one day I woke up and real-
ized I loved her.” Or, “I don’t know what has come
over me—I can’t live without him.”

Faith is like love in that way. It is not something
we decide to do, as the confessions understand it, or
something that we work ourselves up to. We fall
into faith, somewhat as we fall in love. Only it is
not an accident. What looks to us like a fall is ac-
tually God at work, making believers out of us.

That is the wonderful surprise the confessions
wish to proclaim. They insist that we are unable to
choose God or make ourselves worthy of him. They
take this stand because they are equally sure of the
promise of the gospel—that while we can’t choose
him, he chooses us; that while we are unworthy, he
makes us worthy. As Paul says, “While we were yet
sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8).
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3THE CREED

For your reading

e The Small and Large Catechisms’ explanations
of the three articles of the Creed

e The three creeds

e Articles 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 of the Augsburg
Confession

God makes himself known

Often the Creed is regarded as if it were a con-
tinuation of the Commandments: as the Command-
ments tell us what to do, so the Creed tells us what
to believe. Then the Creed, too, gets a long and point-
ed finger and begins to stare accusingly at us.

The Creed, however, doesn’t point or stare—it
smiles, laughs, and sings. It is filled up, pressed
down, and running over with good news—the good
news of what God does for us.
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The Apostles’ Creed is one of the oldest writings
in the church. Most of it had been put together from
various sources by the second century. It took its
final form in the seventh century.

The two other creeds which Lutherans accept—
the Nicene and the Athanasian—are younger broth-
ers or sisters of the Apostles’ Creed. The Nicene is
1600 years old; the Athanasian, which is seldom
used, is only 1300 years old.

All three creeds serve the same purpose: they sum
up and declare the good news of the gospel in such
a way that we can hear and confess it. The Apostles’
Creed is especially well suited for this purpose. Lu-
ther remarked that it was as if bees had flown to
the most beautiful flowers in Scripture to take the
best pollen from each, using them to make pure
honey in the Apostles’ Creed. He believed that each
Christian should recite the creed upon rising and
before going to bed at night.

Good news

This good news begins right away, in the First
Article: “I believe in God the Father Almighty, cre-
ator of heaven and earth.”

It doesn’t say, “I believe in God, the first cause,
the omnipotent, omniscient, unmoved mover.” It
says “I believe in God the Father Almighty. .. .”
Nor does the First Article go on to say “who wound
up the earth like a clock and let it go,” or “who
started a long chain of causes and effects that finally
resulted in people,” but it says, “Creator of heaven
and earth.”

That’s the good news—that God has chosen to be
our father. He is the one who has given us life and
all that goes with it. Luther explains it this way:
“I believe that God has created me and all that
exists, that he has given and still preserves my body
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and soul and all their powers, that he provides me
with food and clothing, home and family and every-
thing I need from day to day ... guarding . . .
protecting . . . so that we should surely thank, praise,
serve, and obey him.”

You are not an accident—someone who just hap-
pened along because two people fell in love. You
have a maker—the one who created all things—and
he is your Father. Moreover, the gifts you have—
whether they are special abilities or your house or
your knickknacks on the shelf—are all gifts of the
one who created you. What’s more, he is watching
over you right now, making sure that you have what
you need in order to live and serve him.

But don’t you have to work to put food on your
table and a roof over your head? Doesn’t the bread
you eat have to be baked or paid for at the super-
market? Then how can it be called a gift of God?

The answer will appear if you can see the miracle
in that loaf of bread on your table. It began in some
seeds that were planted in a ground full of nutrients
—ground that no man or woman made—and nur-
tured by sunshine and rain that come from no human
hand. A farmer and his family, after planting and
harvesting the wheat, sold it to a grain company.
It was ground into flour and sold to a baker or di-
rectly to you. Mixed with yeast, it was kneaded,
raised, baked, and finally taken out to be sold to
you or placed on your table.

As common as it might be, there is a miracle in
every slice of bread—the miracle of fertile soil, of
decent weather, of the hands of men and women, of
water and yeast all coming together. Even if it's
store-bought white bread containing as much air as
flour, how could anyone ever pay for all the gift in it?

As you look around, you will see gifts all over. You
did not pay for your life, your talents, or abilities.
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You did not make the cotton or wool or even the
polyester that clothes you; the wood, concrete, or
steel that houses you; the rubber in the tires you
ride on. Your life is flooded with gifts,

God gives all these gifts. He gives them through
people: life through parents, bread through farmers,
millers, and bakers; wool through sheep and shep-
herds and spinners and weavers; polyester through
oil wells and refineries, and so on.

We pay each other for gifts God gives, not because
we have earned payment, but because through our
money God makes sure that each of us gets some ser-
vice for service rendered. The farm family that
serves the city family by raising wheat or running a
dairy, doing chores night and day, needs service in
return so that they can continue serving. And the
city family needs the service of the farm so they can
continue serving. As we work together, God provides
for us all.

Good news continued

God was not content to preside over his creation
like some distant corporation president letting the
little people do all the work. Nor was he willing to
live with a creation full of self-serving people. He
has continued to be involved in the lives of his crea-
tures, so they can fill their intended roles. So we go
on to say, “I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son,
our Lord.”

It is important to know that Jesus is both true
God and true man. It is just as important to know
what he did to redeem us. Melanchthon said, “To
know Christ is to know his benefits” : we know him
from the gifts he gives us. His gift is that he has
hecome our Lord. So, for the confessions, the whole
Second Article is concentrated in one phrase: Jesus
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Christ has become my Lord. The most important
words here are my and Lord.

Little words like my can pack an awful lot of
weight, If you watch what happens in a quarrel,
you'll notice how this word marks out the fight.
When neighbors or brothers and sisters get into a
scrap, they don’t say “my” about each other any
more. Instead of being ‘“my neighbor,” the person
being fought with becomes “the person next door” or
“that one who lives up the street.” And “my brother”
becomes ““that dirty so-and-so.”

But watch what happens when the quarrel ends:
that person up the street’ becomes my neighbor
again, and that “dirty so and so” is my brother or
sister or friend. The my tells the whole story.

So we say, Jesus Christ is my Lord. Luther com-
pared it to a wedding. When two people marry, they
share all that they have—the husband gives the wife
what is his and the wife gives the husband what is
hers.

In the same way, as Jesus Christ becomes our
Lord, he gives us himself and what is his—his life,
his victory over sin, death, and the devil. And we in
turn give him ourselves and what is ours—our sin,
our guilt, our bondage. Of us, he says, “They are
mine.” And of him we say, “He is ours; he is mine;
I am his.” All that separated us from him has been
overcome.

More than a name

He is my Lord. The way we use the word Lord in
our language, it is another name for God. But in
the Scripture it is more than a name. A person’s
lord is that person’s protector, employer, boss, and
caretaker—the one who looks after the person and
shapes his or her life.
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Some lords really “lord it over” people. There are
bosses, for example, who lay down the law arbi-
trarily, expecting their employees to give their all
without getting much in return. They care only for
what they can get out of people.

Other lords rule in a sneaky sort of way. They
make people feel they really are free and can do what
they please, while all the time they are manipulating,
pulling, driving to get what they want.

Alcohol is this kind of a lord. When it begins to
rule a person’s life, the person will swear up and
down that he or she is in control and can quit any
time. But for an alcoholic, it is the.alcohol that
really rules.

That is how sin rules, lording it over us. It takes
over quietly, so that we imagine we are still in
charge. So, for example, an alcoholic will say, “I’'m
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going to quit drinking.” But then something fright-
ening happens and the aleoholic says, “I'll just take
one drink to make myself feel better,” and the battle
is lost.

Or a teenager on a date will say, “I know this
might be wrong, but I really love her” or “I really
love him.” Or a person who trusts money might say,
“I know God has promised to take care of me, but
the good Lord helps those who help themselves—if
I can just get another quarter section of land or
some more stocks, I'll be set for life.”

That is what makes sin such a rotten lord. It
makes us feel free, happy, and secure, and all the
while it is lording it over us and destroying us. The
devil is “the master of a thousand arts,” as Luther
said—he is full of trickery, cunning, and deceit.

But Christ is an entirely different kind of Lord.
He isn’t a boss who only looks out for himself—he
looks out for us. He works quietly, making all kinds
of things happen in us without our ever being aware
of it, but he never lies or deceives. As he becomes
our Lord, he releases us from the dominion of sin,
death, and the devil and places us under his protec-
tion so he can rule over us and take care of us in
love.

The New Testament is full of examples of how
he rules. When sick people came to Jesus, he didn’t
bawl them out for their illnesses. Neither did he say,
“I will make you well if you really have enough
faith.” He said, “Rise, take your pallet and go
home.” He freed people from their diseases so
they could serve.

When Peter denied that he knew him, Jesus didn’t
tell Peter after the resurrection, “You let me down
and now you’re going to have to prove yourself be-
fore I trust you again.” Rather, he found Peter and
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the rest of the disciples and said, “Receive the Holy
Spirit"—empowering them to serve him.

St. Augustine, whom the Lutheran confessors
particularly admired, caught this idea in a beauti-
fully simple little prayer: “Give what thot command-
est and command what thou wilt.” As our Lord,
Jesus gives what he commands. He doesn’t just com-
mand us to believe—he gives us faith. He doesn’t
just tell us to love—he creates love in our hearts.

Again, it is like a lover. If a woman who was in-
terested in a man showed up on the first date and
said, like a boss, “You’d better love me,” the man
would probably wonder if she were crazy. Or if a
man tried to trick a woman into loving him, his
tricks might succeed but he could never be sure that
she really did love him—he would have to live with
the fact that he had deceived her.

But what do lovers do? They go out together and
get better acquainted. They share themselves with
one another—telling each other about their families,
their studies or their work, their hobbies, their likes
and dislikes, and so forth. Through their giving of
themselves love is born.

In the same way, Jesus becomes our Lord. He gives
himself for us, forgiving us, freeing us from our
bondage. He goes to work in us to make believers
out of us, so that we will take him at his word. He
makes lovers of us, so that we can love our neigh-
bors. And he makes stewards out of us, so that we
can take care of his creation and his gifts.

This doesn’t happen all at once, obviously. Sin and
death aren’t just going to surrender territory they’ve
enjoyed ruling—they put up a terrible fight in us.
But Christ has already won the decisive battle with
these enemies in his death and resurrection.
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How is it done?

How does Christ do all of this? The answer is in
the Third Article of the Creed: “I believe in the Holy
Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of
saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of
the body, and the life everlasting.”

Luther opens his explanation of the Third Article
with the most suprising words in all of the Lutheran
confessions: “I believe that I cannot by my own un-
derstanding or effort believe in Jesus Christ my Lord
or come to him.” In these words we confess that no
matter how hard we think, no matter how much we
try, we cannot become believers on our own. Nor can
we become lovers or stewards by ourselves.

As hard as this confession is to make, it rings true
to daily life. When a child is sick, when a parent
dies, when a marriage is troubled, when everything
turns out wrong, the questions that show our unbe-
lief are flushed out: Why does God do this to me?
How can he be my Lord when things like this happen
to me?

If these questions fail to trap us, there are other
snares that open: we become secure in ourselves,
trusting our own faith rather than the promise of
the gospel; or we become hardhearted, unable to feel
the sorrow of repentance or the joy of release. And
then, no matter how it happens, unbelief has us by
the throat.

The fact that we can’t believe, or take God at his
word, is our sin. And it shows our bondage. If God
had stopped work after the first Easter, if he had
announced the promise to us and said, “Now just
believe it,” we would be in a terribly bad way. For
we wouldn’t be able to accept it, nor can we.

“But,” Luther continues in his explanation, “the
Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, en-
lightened me with his gifts, sanctified and kept me
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in true faith.” Though we cannot believe, the Holy
Spirit—the Spirit of the risen Christ—not only can
but does make believers out of us, How does the
Spirit do this? To answer this question, you can look
at your own experience: How is it that you believe?
Someone around you knew the story of the gospel
and told you.

That telling has been the work of the Holy Spirit.
For the “Spirit calls through the gospel”’—he tells us
about Jesus through the word spoken to us by other
people.

With the word, the Holy Spirit also uses the sac-
raments. In them, he puts the word together with
something earthy, something we can touch and feel
like water and bread and wine, to assure us that
Christ’s promise and gifts are unconditionally meant
for each of us.

The Holy Spirit never leaves us alone. He keeps
on coming to us, through word and sacrament, to
nourish our faith. As he does this, he keeps gather-
ing us together with other Christians. He knows that
we are always weakest when we are alone. So the
Spirit makes sure that we always have neighbors in
faith—whether it is a family or a congregation or
one person.

This is why the Creed calls the church the “com-
munion of saints.” The word communion could just
as well be spelled community, for that is what the
church is: a gathering, a community of people as-
sembled to hear the word of God, to receive the sac-
raments, to help and take care of one another,

As the confessions understand the Scripture, there
is no such thing as a Christian alone. A person who
claims to be a Christian but who ignores the neigh-
bors given to him or to her in faith is not going to
last long. For as the Spirit calls, he also gathers us
into a community of faith. He uses the words and
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kindnesses of our neighbors to help us and our words
and kindnesses to help our neighbors.

Around the world

But the Spirit of the risen Christ has more in
mind than a few small communities. He gathers
people around the world into communities, knitting
all his communities of faith into a worldwide com-
munity of believers—the church. So we have broth-
ers and sisters not only across the ages but across
the world.

Dr. Paul Hansen, a secretary of the Lutheran
World Federation, has told about his trips to visit
Lutherans in Russia. The first time Dr., Hansen was
able to visit these congregations, he told them how
Lutherans in other parts of the world had been pray-
ing for them. The people were practically over-
whelmed by this, he said, because they were sure
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that nobody else knew they existed. But then they
told Dr. Hansen, “You tell the others that we are
praying for them, too.”

Similar stories can be told about churches in South
America, New Guinea, Hong Kong, Madagascar, and
Namibia. As we pray for them, they are also praying
for us. The church is a worldwide community, knit
together by the Spirit across international borders
and denominational lines.

Local, national, and worldwide, this community is
a community of saints. It may not always seem that
way. We don’t always get along with each other.
And the bigger the community gets, the more trouble
there seems to be. Then how can we be a community
of saints?

Again the Creed answers: through the forgive-
ness of sins. The Spirit brings us forgiveness so that
in spite of our bondage to sin, in spite of all of our
particular sins, we stand before God as saints. And
as he forgives us, he goes to work in our hearts to
make us saints in our behavior as well—to strength-
en and keep us in faith, to help us love our neighbors,
to help us take care of the earth.

Of course the Spirit’s job in us isn’t done yet.
While we are saints, we are still at the same time
sinners—caught in the midst of that wrestling match
between Christ and the powers of evil. Every day the
Spirit of Christ comes to win that match anew in us.

But one day, the battle will end. We believe in the
“resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.”
Then all the wrestling will be over—we will no
longer be saints and sinners at the same time. The
old sinner in us will be put to death completely when
we die. And the new saint, on whom the Spirit has
been working in us since we were baptized, will
come forth.
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Take a close look at the words of the Creed: ‘“the
resurrection of the body.” These words were care-
fully chosen when the Creed was put together be-
cause of some who despised the body. They believed
that the soul is good and the body evil, and that at
the resurrection our bodies will be shucked off from
our souls. But the Scripture says otherwise. It says
that sin rules our souls as well as our bodies, and
that the Spirit wants not only our souls but our
bodies as well.

Does that mean this exact body, with this particu-
lar nose and these ears, arms, and legs? We don’t
know what shape the body of immortality will have.
But no matter what shape it takes, we know this:
Christ is not going to just raise part of you—he’s
going to raise you, the person you are, and finish the
work begun in you in this life.

That is really the best news of all. Death and the
end of the world are not events we have to fear.
They will not come without tears, without pain,
without some horrendous struggle perhaps. But we
know who is waiting on the other side—the one who
formed us in our mother’s womb and who day after
day has looked after us and protected us; the one
who went to the cross and death to win us from
bondage to sin, the one who has spoken to us through
the words we heard from our parents, family, and
friends, who has gathered a community around us
and who has strengthened and kept us in faith. To
be with him—absolutely nothing is more worth wait-
ing for, looking forward to, counting on.
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4THE LORD'S PRAYER

S

0

For your reading

e Explanation of the Lord’s Prayer in the Cate-
chism

o Article 21 of the Augsburg Confession

The problem of prayer

It seems strange that prayer should be a problem
for Christians. And yet, because it is so desperately
important to living in faith, the devil attacks prayer
with a special vengeance. And he does it in such a
subtle way that before we know it, prayer is de-
stroyed.

For example, it is easy for prayer to become me-
chanical. Most of us have known the Lord’s Prayer
since childhood. It has made such a well-worn groove
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in our minds that we can repeat it without ever
thinking about what we are saying. We may con-
sciously try to keep our minds on the words. But be-
fore we know it, another thought occurs to us while
we are praying. This frustrates us, makes us feel
guilty about praying, and may finally stop us from
praying altogether.

Usually the devil is much more clever, When he
sees a person who is worried about how he or she
prays, he says to that person, “I know your problem
—it’s a hard thing to pray rightly, but if you’ll just
listen to me, I'll help you out.” Then he makes some
suggestions—‘‘put more feeling in your voice,” or
“stop after each part of the prayer and think about
your attitude” or “you have to really be earnest and
sincere when you pray.” And then he springs the
trap, for when people are thinking about how they
sound or about their attitudes or their dedication,
they aren’t thinking about the prayer or God’s prom-
ise, but about themselves.

If these diabolical attacks on prayer fail, the devil
tries other ways. For example, he may whisper, “So
you think you can pray, do you? Aren’t you the one
who woke up grumpy, yelled at the kids, watched
TV when you should have been working, gossiped
on the phone, and then complained about your hard
day when the family got home? You phony—do you
expect God to listen to you?”’

With such an opening, the devil often doubles the
attack—‘Yes,” he leads such a person to think, “I
did all that today, but now I realize it and I’m sorry
for it. Therefore God most certainly wants to listen
to me.” So first of all we feel we are unworthy to
pray; then we pat ourselves on the back as though
our very unworthiness glorifies us.

If this fails, the devil, that master of all lies, tries
another approach. “What incredible arrogance,” he
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says. “There are billions of people on earth, and you
think God should listen to you? God has better things
to do than listen to you complain about your kids
and your family or your aches and pains.” The devil
may then make us feel guilty for having thoughts
like this, using the guilt to drive us even further
away from prayer.

As many different tricks and traps as there are,
though, they all have the same spring. In every one
of them, we think about ourselves. That’s like quick-
sand. As we become absorbed in ourselves, we sink
deeper and deeper until finally it is impossible to
call out to God without thinking about how we're
doing it, why we’re doing it, or if we’re doing it
right. And then prayer becomes dead for us. How
are we ever going to find solid ground? How can we
pray? The confessions give three answers: we can
pray because God has commanded us to pray; we
can pray because God promises to hear our prayers;
and we can pray because Jesus teaches us how
to pray.

God’s command

All prayer is rooted in God’s command. When God
commands us not to take his name in vain, at the
same time he is commanding us to use his name
rightly—to “call upon him in prayer, praise, and
thanksgiving.” Just as a friend gives us a phone
number so we can call, God gives us his name so we
can speak to him. And like a friend, only far dearer,
he says, “Now you call me. I want to hear from you.
Tell me what’s on your mind, what you need. I insist
on it.”

Time and again, the Scriptures come back to this
command. In Psalm 50, for example, God says, “Call
upon me in the day of trouble and I will deliver
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you.” He doesn’t say, “Call upon me if you feel like
it.” He says, “Call upon me—that’s an order.”

In the same way, when Jesus says, “Ask, and it
will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock
and it will be opened to you,” he is giving an order.

~ He absolutely insists that we seek, knock, and ask.

God sets this command against all of the wicked
taunts, tricks, and questions that the devil uses to
drive us away from prayer. So when you want to
pray and that voice says, “You always pray mechani-
cally, and mechanical prayers don’t mean anything,”
you can reply, “That may be true—I have prayed
mechanically, but God has commanded me to pray
and if I don’t, I’ll be even worse off.” Or when there
is a crisis and you are driven to prayer and that
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same voice says, “You only pray when you're in
trouble—that doesn’t show much love for God”; you
can reply, “Maybe I don’t pray as often as I should,
but it is precisely in times of trouble that God has
commanded me to pray and so I'm going to.”

God knows that if he just invited us to pray to
him, we would become mired down in the sand again
—worried about whether or not we could accept the
offer. So he takes away the option. “You must pray,”
he says in a stern voice that is still full of love and
tenderness, “for you are mine and I want to hear
from you.”

God’s promise

- God doesn’t command us to pray simply to give us
some kind of spiritual exercise. He insists that we
pray because he wants to answer our prayers. And
so, secondly, we can pray because he promises to
hear us. The promises are in the same verses that he
uses to command us to pray: “Call upon me in the
day of trouble and I will deliver you,” “Ask, and it
will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock,
and it will be opened to you.”

This promise is full of encouragement. There are
no strings attached. He does not say, “I will answer
you if you don’t pray mechanically, if you are sin-
cere and have faith,” but “I will answer you.” It is
an unconditional promise.

What about those times that we pray for some-
thing and nothing happens? Take another look at the
promise: God doesn’t say that he is going to be a
Sears catalog, answering prayers like an order filler,
but that he will answer us. As a loving mother or
father gives children what they need, so God also
gives us what we need—but not always what we
want.-For he knows what is best.
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To drive this point home, Luther told the story of
a king who told a beggar to ask anything he wanted
of the king. The beggar asked only for some beggar’s
broth—a weak soup. Instead of being pleased with
the beggar’s modest request, the king got angry. He
had promised anything and the beggar didn’t take
him at his word, but asked for something he could
have gotten anywhere.

In the same way, God commands us to ask for
everything we need. He may decide that we don’t
need it, that we’ve got too much already, or that we’d
be better off with something else. But he still wants
us to ask. For as we ask, we take him at his word—
believing his promise to hear us.

Jesus’ teaching

Thirdly, we can pray because Jesus has taught us
to pray. Apparently the disciples had some of the
same difficulties with prayer that we do. They finally
said to Jesus, “Lord, teach us to pray.” Jesus an-
swered their request by teaching them the Lord’s
Prayer.

The one who listens to our prayers and answers
them is showing us how to ask. We can be sure that
this prayer is pleasing to God because, in Christ, he
is the one who taught it to us.

This doesn’t mean that the Lord’s Prayer is the
only one we can pray with any confidence. The com-
mand to pray and God’s promise to hear extend to
all prayers—whether they are simple requests, inter-
cessions for others, or the Lord’s Prayer itself. For
it is his willingness to hear our prayers that makes
prayer effective, not the forms we use or attitudes
we take in praying.

Like the Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer can
be divided into two parts. In the first part, we pray
for ourselves in relation to God. In the introduction,
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“Qur Father who art in heaven,” we name the one
we are speaking to. But it is more than the kind of
address we put on an envelope. For here we are
naming the name that is above every name, calling
out to God as “Our Father” who rules all things. _

In the First Petition, we say ‘“hallowed be thy
name.” It is through God’s name that we are en-
abled to call out to him, speak with him, and keep in
touch with him, just as it is through his word that
he speaks to us and makes us the kind of people he
wants us to be.

‘So if his name and his word are taught or used
wrongly, it causes all kinds of trouble. If, for ex-
ample, someone teaches that a person has to have
just the right attitude in order to pray, many people
become worried about their attitudes and are dis-
couraged from praying.

When we pray, “hallowed be thy name,” we are
asking God to protect us from these abuses of his
name and his word. And we further ask that we our-
selves will be enabled to use his name rightly and
speak his word truthfully. The First Petition, then,
is a prayer to clear the channels. In it, we ask God
to cut off all the interference that might interrupt
our speaking to him and his speaking to us.

In the Second Petition, we pray that God’s king-
dom will come. A kingdom is where a lord rules. So
in this petition we are asking that God will establish
his rule over us, that his Spirit will continue to work
in us so that we can believe his word and live
accordingly.

But, as usual, we're not just asking for this for
ourselves. When we say, “thy kingdom come,” we're
asking that God will establish his rule over us and
over his whole creation. We are praying for the end
of the world, when the powers of evil are finally
defeated and God’s kingdom has come in all its
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power. So this petition is for both the present and
the future, that God will make believers of us now
and believers of the whole creation in the future.

The Third Petition is a summary of the first part
of the prayer. It has a sharp point, aimed directly at
the three enemies of God: sin, death, and the devil.
When we say, ‘“thy will be done,” we are asking God
to “hinder and defeat” these enemies—to do what
he wants, so that the enemies don’t get what they
want. It is a prayer that he will expose all the taunts,
tricks, and traps set for us by his enemies, preserv-
ing us in faith and godliness.

Our relations to others

In the second part of the Lord’s Prayer, we pray
for ourselves in relation to our neighbors. This part
begins with the most pressing need of each day:
“Give us this day our daily bread.”

Daily bread includes everything we need in order
to live each day. Maybe you memorized the long list
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of things that Luther includes in his explanation of
this petition in the Small Catechism—he includes not
only food and shelter but such things as good gov-
ernment and favorable weather.

Because we have so much, it is easy to forget the
basics—how important bread, meat, and potatoes
really are, or how necessary it is to have a good gov-
ernment, and how important the weather is. But
God doesn’t forget these things, even if we do. He
provides us with everything we need.

God provides daily. You notice how carefully Jesus
attaches that word, “enough bread for today.” This
is not a petition for squirrels and others intent on
hoarding, like the farmer Jesus spoke of who wor-
ried only about the size of his barns. God gives us
what we need each day. Any surplus is meant to be
shared so that through us he can answer the prayer
of others who are asking for enough for their day.

In the Fifth Petition we say, “And forgive us our
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against
us.” Forgiveness is our most basic need in relation
to both God and our neighbors. For as long as sin,
death, and the devil have any power at all, there are
going to be divisions among people. And just as
going without food makes a person hungry, living
with divisions makes a person empty—it cuts us off
from the confident joy of living in the promise of the
gospel and from the joy of being neighbors.

So we pray that God will destroy the walls and
divisions that cut us off from him and from one
another. We ask this not because God has to be con-
vinced that he should forgive us—he has already
promised that he will—but because we need to recog-
nize the forgiveness he gives in daily life.

At the same time we pray, “as we forgive those
who trespass against us.” This is the hard part. For
as much as we want to be forgiven, we are not
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always so eager to forgive our neighbors. In fact,
sometimes we like to hold on to our neighbor’s tres-
passes—to show that they aren’t so much better
than we are.

But when Jesus destroys the walls that separate
us from him, he wants also to destroy the walls that
separate us from our neighbors. And because he
knows how difficult this can be for us, he teaches us
to ask him for help so that we can forgive as we
are forgiven. His forgiveness then flows through us
to our neighbors so we can live with them in peace.

Having asked for daily bread and forgiveness, we
ask that God will not lead us into temptation. As
Luther says in the explanation, “God indeed tempts
no one to sin.” But there are plenty of other sources
of difficulty for us. No matter how devout, Chris-
tians are abused by their employers, have children
who get into trouble, run into tension with marriage
partners, having troublesome neighbors, and so on.

Behind the temptations that arise in situations
like these, there are some more difficult ones. Left to
ourselves, we can easily be overwhelmed by worry—
imagining all kinds of horrible things. In the same
way, we can be drowned by despair, coming to the
point where we cry out with Job that it would have
been better if we hadn’t been born.

These temptations bear all the trademarks of the
archenemy. We don’t always recognize them as temp-
tations or as “great and shameful sins,” as Luther
labels them. We accept worry and despair as normal.
And this makes such temptations extremely power-
ful. Before a person knows it, he or she has been
so overcome by worries that all the assurance Christ
gives means nothing.

So we pray, “Lead us not into temptation.” Here
Christ says far more than “don’t worry” or “you’ll”
feel better tomorrow.” He says, ‘“Look to me with
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your worries—I'll take care of things.” He takes
hold of us in the midst of the temptations that afflict
us, holding us firm, so that we are strengthened and
enabled to stand and serve. And when we fall, he is
there to pick us up again.

Finally, in the last petition, we pray, “Deliver us
from evil.” This, too, is a summary petition. It in-
cludes everything that we have been praying for,
expressing our final hope that God will take us to
himself so that we might be with him.

We can be sure that God hears this request. He is
going to put an end to all the blasphemy of his name,
all the faithlessness of the world, all the striving to
upset his will, all the hoarding of the things people
need to live, all the hatred and grudge-bearing and
lack of forgiveness, all of the temptation. To put an
end to it, he has called out his people and is reshap-
ing us to live as he made us to live. And one day,
Christ will return again in glory.

In the meantime, we can be sure that God is at
work to deliver us from evil. He is shaping every day
to protect and care for us, and when our time comes,
he will take us to himself. We can be sure of it
because he has promised.

So the Lord’s Prayer encompasses all our hopes.
In a few short phrases, it spells out what we need in
relation to God and in relation to our neighbors.

But we can still pray other prayers as well—more
personal ones, expressing a particular need or con-
cern for our own families or our neighbors, whether
they be across the street or across the world. And
whether we pray the Lord’s Prayer or a more per-
sonal one, we can be sure against all the attacks
besetting prayer that God is listening. For he has
promised to be our God, commanded us to pray, and
assured us that he will hear our call, no matter how
feeble or stumble-tongued it might be.
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5 BAPTISM

For your reading

e Explanations of Baptism in the Catechisms

e Articles 5, 9, 12, and 13 in the Augsburg Con-
fession

The making of faith

In the Commandments, the Creed, and the Lord’s
Prayer, you have the Lutheran confessions in a nut-
shell. All of the key themes are sounded in these
three parts.

But there is one theme, found in the Third Article,
that the Catechisms and the rest of the confessions
talk about in greater detail. It is the answer to the
question, “How does the Holy Spirit create faith in
us?’ From the earlier chapters, you already know
the answer: The Spirit works faith through the
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preaching of the word and the administration of
the sacraments.

But the confessions want to be more specific. So,
in the Catechisms and the other confessions there
are explanations of Baptism, confession, and the
Lord’s Supper. Article V of the Augsburg Confes-
sion stands as a summary: “To obtain such faith,
God has instituted the office of the ministry, that is,
provided the Gospel and the sacraments. Through
these, as through means, he gives the Holy Spirit,
he works faith, when and where he pleases, in those
who hear the Gospel.”

How, exactly, does the Spirit make faith through
the word? If you look back at your own life in faith,
all along the way you see people who have spoken
to you about Jesus—parents, relatives, friends, pas-
tors, Sunday school teachers, and others. Through
this word you first heard of Jesus and through this
word you’ve been brought to the point where you
want to believe it.

But how does the word work in this way ? You can
get a picture of how the confessions answer that
question by considering a phrase that we often use.
If one is a good conversationalist, we say that person
expresses himself or herself well.

According to the literal meaning of the word,
when you express something you push it out. So in
the morning you express toothpaste onto the brush
and when you have a hot dog, you express the mus-
tard. When we express ourselves, we push ourselves
out in such a way that other people can see and hear
what we’re concerned about.

God expresses himself to us through his word. He
doesn’t just talk about himself—he gives himself,
putting himself out in the open so that we can hear
what he has in mind for us.
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In Christ, God went beyond words. He expressed
himself in the flesh and blood of his Son, putting
himself out in such a way that people could learn
what kind of God he is, what he does, what he wants
and doesn’t want. So John’s gospel says, “In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God. . . . And the Word be-
came flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and
truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only
Son from the Father” (John 1:1, 14). In a beautiful
phrase of Luther’s, Christ is the “mirror of God’s
fatherly heart.”

The word of Scripture

As he once expressed himself to us in the person
of Christ, God now expresses himself to us through
the word of Christ. Thus, as Christ is the word of
God, the Scripture is also called the word of God. It
is the word because it witnesses to, tells the story of,
bears the good news given in Christ. If a person
wants to know anything about the kind of God we
have, that person must go to the Bible. “Christ is
the heart of Scripture,” Luther said. “Take Christ
out of it and what do you have left?”

God wants his word to come home to us in a living
way. He always makes sure that there are other wit-
nesses, people who know how he has expressed him-
self in Christ and who tell about it. The word of
God’s witnesses, whether they are professional
preachers or people who tell the story in their homes
and on their jobs, is also the word of God. God
expresses himself through them.

God always uses some means to express himself
to us. He doesn’t appear to us directly. For example,
when he spoke to Moses he didn’t stand in front of
him but spoke to him through a burning bush.
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The means God uses to speak to us is the word he
puts on the lips of his witnesses—ordinary people.
In church we hear this word from a preacher—a
person who has been called to study the Scripture
so that he or she can speak the word to us. The word
that evokes faith from us is often from the lips of a
person who is even more familiar to us than the
preacher—members of our own families, or friends.

No matter how ordinary the people who speak it
to us may seem, God’s word is always full of power.
Hearing the word of God does something to us. It
causes us to react. It is like hearing someone say, “I
love you.” This makes something happen in us, caus-
ing us to want to believe it and to respond.

But the word of God can’t be programmed, like a
computer. Nor is it a magical, hocus-pocus word that
will do whatever we want it to. Article V of the
Augsburg Confession says the Spirit makes faith
through the word “when and where he pleases.”
That is, the Spirit is in charge of the word. He is
the one who makes it work, and it may work in
different ways for different people.

How can we explain the person who hears the
word but doesn’t believe it? That question isn’t an-
swered in Scripture, so we can’t be sure. We do know
that the powers of sin, death, and the devil attack
the hearing of the word, trying to plug our ears to
it. We also know that God can and does defeat these
powers. All we can do when people who hear the
word don’t believe it is to keep speaking it to them,
in the hope that at some point the Spirit will break
through and give them the faith to believe it.

That is our calling as God’s people—to speak the
word, to be ‘“urgent in season and out of season,” as
Paul told Timothy. This calling begins at home, with
our families. From there it extends to our neighbor-
hoods, whether at home or at work. And from there
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it extends around the world. As the Holy Spirit
makes faith in us through the word that we hear,
he will also make faith in others through the word
we speak, “when and where he pleases.”

The washing word

If the word does all these things, why is there so
much emphasis on sacraments?

The answer to this question is in God’s grace. Be-
cause he knows our faith is under constant attack
from the powers of evil, God wants to express him-
self to us in the most concrete, down-to-earth, and
personal way possible. So he takes his word and puts
it together with something that we can see, feel, and
touch to let us know that he is giving himself speci-
fically and personally for us.

Our ears are a playground for the old Adam, that
is, our sinful nature. Knowing the power of the
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word, the old Adam is always concerned that it is
going to destroy his dominion over us. And so he
does everything but turn cartwheels trying to pre-
vent the word from coming home. One of his favor-
ite games is applying the word we hear to one of
our neighbors.

For example, when the preacher speaks about a
particular sin, the old Adam—the sinner in us—
says, “There, see how guilty my neighbor is of that,”
thus letting us off the hook. Even more diabolically,
when the preacher announces that our sins are for-
given, the old Adam says, “Everyone else’s sins are
forgiven, but not yours. If the pastor knew what a
sinner you were, he wouldn’t say those words to you
—you are too wretched a person to ever be forgiven.”

But when it comes to Baptism, the old Adam can’t
play this kind of a game any more. For in Baptism,
God puts his word together with the water in such
a way that we know it is meant for each one of us.
When you were baptized, the pastor said your name
and washed your head with the water so that you
would know that God’s gifts are meant specifically
for you.

Moreover, to make sure that you would know this
in the most personal way, Christ put the church
under a command to baptize. It is not an option we
can choose, as we choose whether to have a straight
stick or an automatic transmission on a car. Baptism
is necessary—Christ has ordered us to baptize in his
name so that through this means, he can express
himself to each of us.

As Christ expresses himself to us in this washing
with the word, he gives his gifts. “In Baptism,” as
the Small Catechism says, “God forgives sin, delivers
from death and the devil and gives everlasting salva-
tion to all who believe what he has promised.”
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Familiar as these words are, they carry a power-
ful surprise. “In Baptism God delivers . .. and gives
. ... It doesn’t say “will deliver” or “promises to
give,” but ‘“delivers” and “gives” right now. What
God delivers and gives is freedom from sin, death,
and the power of the devil and the gift of everlasting’
salvation. These gifts were delivered and given to
you in your Baptism.

You don’t have to wonder what God is going to
do with you when the judgment comes—he judged
you in your Baptism, delivering you from his ene-
mies. You don’t have to wonder what is going to
happen when you die—God has already given you
everlasting salvation! And he has sealed these gifts
with his word and the washing of the water to be
sure you know they are for you.

How about belief?

But now wait a minute. Isn’t there a condition
attached? Doesn’t Luther say that these gifts are
given “to all who believe what he has promised”?
It does say that, and it is a condition, in a way. Since
God wants believers, he’s not going to throw his
gifts away on people who don’t want them. We have
to believe.

But if this is a condition, it is a condition unlike
any condition you’ve ever heard of. For God is the
one who is going to keep it. In fact, that is what he
is doing in Baptism—going to work to make sure
that we do believe his promise.

Can we reject God’s gifts? That’s really not the
question to ask. Rather we should ask, why would
anyone in his or her right mind ever want to reject
them? And isn’t that just what God is promising
here? That he will deliver us from those powers that
make us want to reject his gifts?
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Under the power and dominion of sin, we want to
reject not only Baptism but the gifts that God gives
through it and God himself. If that’s what we want,
God will probably let us have what we want—he
may let us reject him. But he’s not going to give up
on us without a fight. For having given us these
gifts, he's going to do everything possible to prevent
us from rejecting him and his gifts.

Another question is: How can a simple ceremony
like Baptism accomplish all this? How can we be so
sure that these gifts are given in Baptism when it is
simply an outward ritual that has become for many
just a customary social practice? As with other ques-
tions, the answer is in the word. It is not the cere-
mony that makes Baptism work any more than it is
the pastor or the congregation or the water itself.
God makes Baptism work, for he is the one who put
his word together with the water to express himself
to us in this way.
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Some people wonder how we can baptize infants,
who don’t even know what’s going on. But if we
believe that faith is something God creates in us,
this should give us no problem. If God can create
faith in a rebellious adult, he surely can create it
in a child.

The old Adam is forever making it appear that
Baptism is something that we do or something that
the church does. He points to all sorts of people who,
according to him, don’t take their Baptism very seri-
ously. And he points to all kinds of churches where
" Baptism is as automatic as taking up an offering.
Then, he says, “Now how can Baptism mean any-
thing at all?”

The truth is that if Baptism depended on us—on
our reaching a certain age, or baptizing in a certain
way, or having a certain attitude about Baptism—it
wouldn’t mean anything at all. But it depends on
God, and so it means everything that God says it
does. If someone who has been baptized ignores it
or appears to take it lightly, our calling isn’t to sit in
judgment over that person—in fact, we have been
forbidden to judge. Our task is to go and tell that
person the word again, in a loving way, so that
through the word he or she may be restored to faith.

Daily significance

The last question on Baptism in the Small Cate-
chism is by far the most important one: What does
Baptism mean for daily living? The answer is, “It
- means that our sinful self, with all its evil deeds
and desires, should be drowned through daily re-
pentance; and that day after day a new self should
arise to live with God in righteousness and purity
forever.”

Here we see one of the biggest differences between
God and the old Adam. The old Adam always plays
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for small stakes. To destroy the comfort and conso-
lation of Baptism, he tacks a condition on to it. “You
have to do this before your Baptism means any-
thing,” he says. But he doesn’t want to make the
condition too big, because if it gets too big he can’t
convince us that we've fulfilled it. So he makes small
requirements, like giving up a few bad habits, or
doing a few good deeds.

But God isn’t content with a small commitment.
He wants all of us, the whole person; he wants to
make a completely new person out of each of us. He
demands that the sinner in us die so that we can be
wholly and completely new, to live with him.

That is what repentance is about. It is not just
feeling sorry once in a while for some particular bad
thing that we’'ve done. That is the old Adam’s re-
pentance—he feels bad because he’s been caught.
Genuine repentance goes far beyond that. It is sor-
row over our condition—the way we struggle and
fight against God and our neighbors, doubting, wor-
rying, hoarding what God has given us, being at
odds with those around us. Repentance is hating the
dominion of sin over us and resolving, with God’s
help, to get free of it.

To illustrate this: A young girl might see a boy
whom she dearly loves. She thinks about this fellow
day in and day -out, and looks forward to a time
when their relationship can be permanent. But then
the relationship ends for some reason and a new
relationship begins with another person who be-
comes her husband. As she looks back at her old rela-
tionship, she can’t imagine whatever led her to think
that the first fellow was anything at all. And as she
sees what was wrong with the first relationship, she
also sees everything right about the new relationship
that has come. So she clings even more closely to the
new relationship that has been given.
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As God pledges himself to us in Baptism, giving
us his gifts, he begins this process in us so that we
regret the old relationship in which we were under
the dominion of sin, and instead cling to him in
faith. But sin is not an old boyfriend or girl friend
that gives up. It keeps trying to get us back. And
often it does entrap us once more so we have to be
freed from its clutches again and again by God’s
grace. For this reason, repentance doesn’t keep from
one day to the next—it can’t be canned and stored.
It’s something that happens to us every day. Each
day God drives us away from the old Adam’s clutches
and each day he draws us to himself, so that we cling
to him in newness of life.

Luther once called death the end of our Baptism.
When we finally die, the sinful self—the old Adam,
the unbelieving sinner in us—will finally be dead
forever. And the new self in us—the believing self,
shaped after the image of Christ—will finally come
forth, once and for all, to live with God in righteous-
ness and purity. After that, when we are raised from
the dead, there will be no more repentance. But until
then, repentance marks every day.

Thus, in another of Luther’s phrases, “The Chris-
tian life is nothing but Baptism, once begun and ever
continued.” Each day we can take the deepest com-
fort in the fact that we have been baptized. It is the
surest defense we have against all the wiles and
ways of those powers that would drive us to despair
with worry and fear. And each day, while regretting
everything in us that pulls us away, we can cling to
the gifts of God given in word and sacrament. And
we can cling because it is God who enables us to hold
by holding us fast.
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CONFESSION AND
THE LORD'S SUPPER

For your reading

e Explanations of confession and the Lord’s Sup-
per in the Catechisms

e Articles 10, 11, 22, 24, and 25 of the Augsburg
Confession

Confession retained

As you read the portions of the Catechisms and
the Augsburg Confession for this session, you're in
for another surprise. Not once, or even twice, but
several times the confessions talk about private con-
fession. And rather than attacking it they defend it.
In fact, Luther even suggests in the Large Catechism
that people who don’t make use of private confession
should be considered pigs!

Isn’t private confession a Roman Catholic prac-
tice? Why would the reformers want to retain pri-
vate confession?
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Private confession was a regular practice of the
Roman Catholic church in Luther’s day, just as it is
today. It was considered one of the sacraments of the
church—people were required to make confession
regularly and were expected to admit all their sins.

The Lutherans reacted against this understanding
of private confession, mainly because confession was
made a condition for the promise of the gospel. And
they objected strongly to the notion that a person
had to confess every sin. Who can remember them
all? And besides, doesn’t this miss the point? If we
talk about sins all the time, making lists of bad
things done and good things left undone, don’t we
wind up thinking of sin as acts rather than as a
power which grips and holds us?

Confessing this way is like trying to cure a ter-
rible disease by making a list of all the places it hurts
—it is painful to make the list and when you’re fin-
ished, it doesn’t do any good anyway. After reading
the list, all the doctor can say is, “Yes, now we know
that you are sick.”

The power of evil

But as hard as the early Lutherans fought against
the Roman Catholic practice of confession, they still
thought very highly of private confession itself.
Luther and Melanchthon believed that private con-
fession should be retained because of the wily ways
of the powers of evil in us. We not only are tempted
to do bad things but once we have done them, the
temptation often increases, driving us to despair.

Perhaps you have had to fight with this kind of a
temptation. Or you know somebody who has been
trapped in it. Suppose, for instance, that you have a
friend who once committed adultery. It was years
ago, in a passing relationship which soon ended.

61



It was the tempter who led your friend into the
adultery. But now the tempter—the devil or the old
Adam—doesn’t want to take the credit. Instead, he
has begun to throw this old adultery in your friend’s
face. “Here you are, happily married,” he whispers,
“but your spouse wouldn’t be so happy if he or she
knew about this.” Then your friend will begin to
worry that his or her spouse may find out about it.

When the devil or the old Adam gets something
like this going, the stakes keep going up. Pretty soon
your friend can’t think about anything else—worry-
ing constantly about someone finding out ; feeling like
a phoney because the truth hasn’t been told; con-
vinced that he or she is a lousy mother or father
because this happened ; sure that every friend would
abandon him or her if they knew about it. Finally,
your friend is driven to despair—unable to appre-
ciate anything good about his or her life now, cer-
tain that there is no hope in the gospel or anywhere
else.

It is one of the tempter’s favorite ploys, and he
works it over and over again, ruining people’s joy
and happiness with guilt and finally their ability to
live and get along. And he fuels the whole thing with
secrecy, spelling out all kinds of terrible conse-
quences that could possibly come if someone else
were to find out. .

Temptations and troubles like this are one of the
main reasons why the Lutheran confessions are so
convinced that private confession should be retained.
For when private confession is available, a person
under this kind of a temptation knows that there is
someone he or she can tell without fear. Pastors who
hear confessions are sworn to secrecy ; their oath of
secrecy is even recognized by the courts.

Just telling such a secret may be all that is needed
to break the tempter’s power. For when someone else
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knows what has happened, the tempter can’t keep
throwing up all sorts of imaginary consequences.
People often comment how good it feels to get
something off their chest. '

The temptation doesn’t have to be so deep or se-
vere before private confession is helpful. In fact, it
is a good thing to deal with sins before the tempter
can take hold of them and start the vicious circle—
just as it is good to see a doctor early rather than
waiting until the disease has had time to get a good
hold.

The value of absolution

There is an even more important reason why the
confessions take such a strong stand on private con-
fession: the absolution, the declaration of God’s for-
giveness.

A person can go to a friend, a doctor, or a psychol-
ogist to get something off his or her chest, and get
some help. But a Christian friend or a pastor can
give more help than just a listening ear. God has
promised that as his people pronounce the word of
forgiveness to one another, he himself is also there to
forgive. You can find the passages containing this
promise in your Catechism, under the Office of the
Keys: “If you forgive the sins of any, they are for-
given; if you retain the sins of any, they are re-
tained.” With this promise, God binds himself to the
words of forgiveness we say in his name.

For this reason, Melanchthon sometimes called
private confession by a better name—*“private abso-
lution.” Absolution is the heart of private confes-
sion. As you hear the words of forgiveness spoken
privately and personally to you, you can be sure that
there is not only another person who understands
you but that God himself has heard and forgiven.
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You can be sure, too, that the absolution spoken is
meant specifically for you.

Why doesn’t our church make a more regular
practice of private confession then? That is a good
question. Instead of requiring it, the confessions
make private confession voluntary. And for a couple
of centuries, it continued in the Lutheran church.
But then it was abused in some ways and in a time
of deep hatred for Roman Catholicism, it was set
aside as being “too Catholic.” Some of you may re-
member the last remnants of private confession in
our church—the custom in many congregations to
have people register on Friday or Saturday before a
communion service. That provided a time for people
to talk to the pastor and confess their sins if they
wished.

What can you do if your congregation doesn’t use
private confession? A couple of things: First, if you
would like to have private confession, you can speak
to your pastor about it. Most pastors will gladly
make arrangements for it. Secondly, you can speak
to a trustworthy friend who is also a Christian and
knows about confession. The office of the keys isn’t
limited to pastors, though often pastors are better
prepared for this kind of thing. Lutheran Book of
Worship provides an order for individual confession.

Private confession has long been connected with
the second great sacrament of the church: the Lord’s
Supper.

As Baptism is the sacrament of birth, the Lord’s
Supper is the sacrament of renewal. After they are
born, babies need to be fed. So Christians who have
been born of water and the Spirit need to be renewed
in the gifts God gives. This renewal comes through
the word as it is preached and as it is put together
with the bread and the wine in the Lord’s Supper.
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During the Reformation, Luther had a meeting
with Ulrich Zwingli, a man he was arguing with
concerning the proper understanding of the Lord’s
Supper. After a long discussion, Luther took a knife
and carved the words, “This is my body,” into a
table, underlining the word is twice. For him and
for the Lutheran confessions, this little word is car-
ries all the weight. It is Christ’s promise to be with
us. He is really present, joining us in the eating and
drinking to give himself to us.

How can it be?

How is he present? Different answers were sug-
gested at the time of the Reformation, and they led
to much debate. The Roman Catholic teachers an-
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swered this question by talking about a physical
presence of Christ in the bread and the wine. Christ
is present, they said, by changing bread and wine
into his actual body and blood. Other theologians,
including Zwingli and founders of the Reformed and
Presbyterian churches, answered the question by
talking about a spiritual presence of Christ. He is
present, they said, as we remember him in the meal.

Luther didn’t like either answer. Both, he said,
put too much emphasis on their explanation and not
enough emphasis on the words themselves. Christ is
present “in, with, and under” the bread and wine—
he comes to be with us not because we have some
explanation of how he is present but because he has
promised. Since he has promised to be with us, we
can be sure that he is—he keeps his word.

As he comes to be with us in this Supper, Christ
renews us in the gifts he gave us in our Baptism.
The explanations of both Baptism and the Lord’s
Supper in the Catechisms indicate that we receive
the same gifts in both Sacraments—‘In Baptism God
forgives sin, delivers from death and the devil, and
gives everlasting salvation. . . .” “In Holy Commu-
nion we receive forgiveness of sins, life, and salva-
tion.” In his Supper, Christ does not add anything to
what we received in Baptism or to what we receive
in the word. But he renews these gifts in us.

The powers of evil do not give up once we are
baptized. They continue to fight, seeking to regain
what they lost. As a result we continue to sin. But
Christ does not take away the gifts of our Baptism
on this account. Instead, he comes in the Supper to
assure us that these gifts are still ours—that he is
ours, forgives us, and will raise us from the dead.
That is re-newal, being made new again,

But while he takes us back to our Baptism in his
supper, Christ also takes us ahead to the future—
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giving us a foretaste of things to come. Kent Knut-
son, the late president of the American Lutheran
Church, used to compare it to getting a pinch of
dough during Saturday baking. The dough is a fore-
taste of the bread or cookies to come.

In the same way, the Lord’s Supper is a foretaste
of the communion to come. For when the final vie-
tory has been won, Christ will dwell with us and we
will dwell with him. In the supper now, we get a
sample of what that new day will be, as groups of
people gathered around his table are brought into
his communion.

How can such a ceremony with ordinary bread and
wine give such gifts? This is a question of the old
Adam. There is hardly anything he loves better than
dressing up in a Sunday suit and pretending to be so
spiritual that he can’t stand such ordinary things.

“Bread!” he says, “Do you call those silly white
wafers or that crumbly stuff Christ’s body? If you
want to be a decent Christian, you’ve got to work at
it, make yourself holy, and forget such silly games.
And wine—people get drunk on wine. Don’t give me
this hocus-pocus about Christ being present in a
little tiny sip of something that the pastor or one of
the deacons bought in a liquor store.”

Just as it isn’t the water that makes Baptism, it’s
not the eating and drinking or the bread and wine
that makes this meal the Lord’s Supper. Rather, it
is Christ’s word and promise that he will be with
us, in the eating and drinking.

This promise, along with the eating and drinking,
is the main thing in the sacrament. As in Baptism,
Christ wants to make sure that his promise comes
to us in the most personal and intimate way. So he
not only speaks the word—‘“This is my body, which
is given for you’; “This cup is the new testament in
my blood, which is shed for you and for many for the
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remission of sins”—but he gives us something that
we can see, feel, touch, taste, roll around on our
tongues and swallow. We can know for sure that he
has each of us in mind. ,

Luther used the word testament in this connection
—the best translation of the word that is sometimes
translated “covenant.” A testament is a will—“the
last will and testament”’—in which a person arranges
for the distribution of his or her belongings after
death. Christ’s last will and testament for us, “the
new testament in his blood,” is that we are to receive
his forgiveness, life, and salvation and to receive it
freely and personally, just as the beneficiary of a will
receives the bequest without payment or price.

Proper preparation

In the last question in the Small Catechism’s ex-
planation of the Lord’s Supper, Luther takes up a
question that bothers many people: “When is a per-
son rightly prepared to receive this sacrament?”’ An-
swer: “Fasting and other outward preparations
serve a good purpose. However, that person is well
prepared and worthy who believes these words,
‘given and shed for you for the remission of sins.’
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But anyone who does not believe these words, or
doubts them, is neither prepared nor worthy, for the
words ‘for you’ require simply a believing heart.”

In the past, many Lutheran congregations stressed
proper preparation for the Lord’s Supper. Many
people didn’t dare to participate because they feared
they were participating unworthily. When this hap-
pens, the devil has won a horrible victory. For then
we are cut off from the very source of strength and
comfort.

In more recent years, the tempter has sprung an-
other trap. Pointing to all those people he caught
with the first one, the tempter pushes us into the sec-
ond trap by saying, “Don’t worry about participat-
ing worthily—just go to the supper and forget about
it.” When this trap shuts, people may go to Com-
munion once a year, once a month, or every other
day, but it means next to nothing.

Now how to avoid these traps? Isn’t it the same
problem that we have with prayer, that if we get
worried about our attitudes we can hardly pray
anymore?

“Fasting and other outward preparations serve a
good purpose,” Luther says. Speaking to your pastor
about things that are troublesome to you, reading
through the explanation of Holy Communion, study-
ing the stories of the Lord’s Supper in Scripture, and
perhaps even going without food in the morning
until you’ve communed are all good ways to be re-
minded of what a great gift the Lord’s Supper is.
They can serve a good purpose when they are done
as such a reminder.

But these preparations are optional, valuable only
if they help you with the sacrament in some way.
What matters above all is hearing the words “given
and shed for you” and taking them to heart. For
everything in the sacrament is at stake in these
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words—they tell you what is being done for you in
the sacrament.

What if you’re not sure that you believe the
words? This is where the going gets tough. The
tempter fights with both hands, on the one hand try-
ing to convince us that we can be sure of our own
faith so that we become proud and self-secure, on
the other trying to convince us that we are faithless
so that we despair.

Like the father who cried out to Jesus, “I believe,
help my unbelief,” we can never be sure of our own
faith. We can’t rely on our own faith, trusting our-
selves to believe. If we try that, the tempter will get
us, with one hand or the other, driving us away
from the sacrament.

But we can, as the Spirit takes hold of us, rely on
the word and promise of Christ. “If we are faithless,
he remains faithful,” Paul wrote to Timothy. God is
reliable to the end, and always keeps his word. So,
when questions about our own faith or lack of it
come up, all we can do is cry out to him, asking that
he will drive away our unbelief and hold us fast in
faith, going to the sacrament in hope that he will
drive away the doubts and fears that perplex us.

This is the witness that the Lutheran confessions
want more than anything else to bring. They know
the power of sin—how it grips and holds and binds
us, driving us this way and that with all kinds of
tricks and wiles and subtle arts. But they also know,
from the Scripture, the power of the gospel: that
out of his grace, God has expressed himself in the
death and resurrection of Christ to deliver us from
evil and make us new people. And so, from beginning
to end, they ring with the words that have marked
their witness: God’s word alone, God’s grace alone,
the faith given by the Spirit alone.
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USAGE GUIDE

Roots of Our Faith is a summary of the confessions of
the Lutheran church and an explanation of the main parts
of the Augsburg Confession. It has been written to help
lay people better understand their Lutheran heritage.

The book can be used in meetings of organizations,
adult or youth classes, instruction classes for new mem-
bers, private devotions, and in many other ways. Here are
some usage suggestions which apply to specific groups.

Women's organizations or other groups

1. Try turning six general meetings into study sessions.
Rather than calling in a speaker or developing a special
program, distribute copies of the book to all members
and ask each participant to read one chapter for each
meeting. Be sure to publicize clearly what you will be
doing and which chapter is assigned for each meeting.
Have extra copies of the book available for visitors.

Assign one member (or a different person each meet-
ing) to serve as study leader for the entire group. The
leader’s task is to initiate and give direction for discus-
sion on the chapter assigned.

If a large group is expected, the leader may wish to
summarize the chapter and then divide the group, with
a discussion leader assigned to each section.

2. Use the book for a study resource during the Lenten
season. Using the same format as above, set a regular
time (during the day or evening, Sunday or weekday, de-
pending on your congregational schedule) and publicize
it to all in the congregation. You may wish to have people
register in advance or purchase the book themselves in
order to get an idea of the number who are interested and
lead them to greater commitment.
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3. In addition to their monthly Bible study, circles could
add a meeting each month for six months to study the
material on the confessions.

Adult or youth classes

1. Use the book for classes on Sunday morning or at
other times. If less than an hour is available, you may
wish to allow two weeks for each chapter. Use a leader
and small group leaders if necessary) as above.

2. Schedule study sessions following Lenten services.
While the material is not seasonal, people are often in-
terested in participating in a study group during Lent,
and Lenten services bring them to church, so it's con-
venient to combine the two. The material focuses largely
on Jesus, and ends with a discussion of the Lord’s Sup-
per, which could be tied into the Lenten observance.
Handle as in Suggestion 2, above.

3. Use for home study groups. Interested persons could
meet in homes, rotating the meeting place and leadership
among the group. People who indicate interest could be
assigned to a group, or key people could invite others to
their home to form a group. One system for rotating re-
sponsibility and keeping up group interest and attendance
might be to have an individual or couple lead discussion
the time after they are hosts.

4, Use for training Sunday school teachers. The book
could be used as the basis for a series of teacher training
meetings.

5. Use in book discussion group or reading circle. The
book could be the subject of study and discussion in one
meeting or in a series.

Instruction classes for new members

The pastor may wish to use this material in a study
course for prospective members. All members could be
invited to participate as a review.

Private devotions

Use the book and appropriate parts of the Small and
Large Catechisms and the Augsburg Confession at your
own pace for private educational and devotional reading.
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When the book is studied in a group

1. Begin with Chapter 1 at the first meeting. Don't
waste a meeting distributing books and giving general
introduction. Dig right in!

2. Study suggestions are given at the end of this book.
Discussion without information becomes a pooling of ig-
norance. Insist that participants read at least the chapter
indicated for the session. Encourage them to read addi-
tional material (mentioned at the start of each chapter)
as well. Chapters are too long for in-class reading al-
though you may wish to allow a few minutes for review.

3. Be sure to keep publicity going in church newsletter,
bulletins, and bulletin boards to maintain interest through-
out the course. Have copies available so people can join
midway if necessary and read material already covered
on their own.

4. Don't judge success by numbers. If a few people dig
into God's Word and the teachings of the church they will
be blessed and will become a blessing to the congrega-
tion. Even if only a few are interested or able to come,
continue to meet.

More ideas 3

1. Ask the pastor to attend as a resource person but
try to get a lay person to serve as leader. Whoever leads
a group should be thought of as a facilitator of discussion
rather than a dispenser of information. Be sure your pub-
licity makes clear that these will not be lectures but that
comments and questions of group members will set the
agenda.

2. Check your church library for other books on the
confessions. Add books you are missing.

Suggestions for additional reading

Faith and Freedom, by Charles Anderson, Augsburg.
A study guide is also available.

Free to Be: A Handbook to Luther's Small Catechism,
by James A. Nestingen and Gerhard O. Forde, Augsburg.

Book of Concord, translated and edited by Theodore G.
Tappert, Fortress.
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The Augsburg Confession: A Contemporary Commen-
tary, by George Forell, Augsburg.

The Classic Christian Faith, by Edgar Carlson, Augs-
burg.

By Word and Prayer, by G. Kraus, Concordia.

Faith for Today, by William Streng, Augsburg.

Bulletin board possibilities

Make a bulletin board to publicize the course. Change
it before each session. Some ideas follow on the next
two pages.

General suggestions for bulletin boards

1. Use bright colors and large letters and shapes.

2. Unless you have lots of time, don’t waste time cut-
ting out individual letters. Use large sheets of construc-
tion paper and print letters with a marker. Then tack the
sheet in place. Or put the entire design on a large sheet
of poster board.

3. Add actual items for interest. Tack up a copy of the
Augsburg Confession for Session 1; Small Catechism,
and an open paperback Bible (or duplicate an appro-
priate page) for Session 2; Small Catechism, Large Cate-
chism, and Augsburg Confession for Session 3; picture
of praying hands (see bulletin covers, old Christmas
cards, or the Sunday school picture file), someone pray-
ing (Polaroid picture of your congregation or a Sunday
school class praying would be superb) for Session 4;
paperback or small Bible, picture or drawing of your bap-
tismal font, water drops cut from aluminum foil for Ses-
sion 5; large invitation from construction paper (perhaps
using gilt ink, or asking someone who knows calligraphy
to print the words on the invitation) for Session 6.
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Chapter 1 study suggestions

1. How might this study help you get at your roots as a
Lutheran? What value could this have for you?

2. Do you think people today, like Luther, wonder if
they really want to be saved or worry about showing their
penitence? Have such thoughts ever bothered you? -

3. The title “Lutheran” was once a label of contempt.
What does the term mean to people today? Is it danger-
ous or contemptible anywhere today to be a Lutheran?

4. Be sure to review the definition of ‘“confess” as it
relates to the documents we call the confessions.

5. When you talk about the cloud of witnesses, dis-
tribute 8%2”” x 11”7 sheets of paper and felt markers to
participants. Ask people to write the name of a “saint”
who has inspired them — perhaps a relative, Sunday
school teacher, or pastor. Tape the sheets at random to
the wall. Use all sides of the room if possible. Add many
more sheets for names of well-known people who are
our brothers and sisters in the faith such as Abraham,
Ruth, St. Anselm, Martin Luther King Jr., Albert Schweitz-
er, Corrie ten Boom, etc. Read Heb. 12:1-2 together as
you consider the variety of names in the ‘‘cloud” around
you. Look back to Hebrews 11 for another list to consider.

6. We're part of the cloud of witnesses. We too witness
to our faith like the people whose names you've listed.
We too are saints—believers in Jesus Christ. To bring
home that point, introduce each person to the group
saying, “Meet St. Harriet,” ‘“Welcome, St. John,” etc.
Sing “For All the Saints” (LBW 174).

Chapter 2 study suggestions

1. How are the Commandments taught in your congre-
gation?

2. How is the Catechism used in the homes of your
congregation? Luther intended the Small Catechism for
home use.

3. Consider using the Catechism in reverse of the way
it has traditionally been used: let children ask the ques-
tion, “What does this mean?” with parents or teachers
explaining meanings rather than always using the ques-
tions to test children’'s knowledge. This reflects the old
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Hebrew catechetical style. Read Josh. 4:19-24. Joshua
wanted people to be ready to answer the child's question,
“What does this mean?”’ How can we encourage children
to ask us questions about faith? What do we have to
correspond to the stones of Josh. 4:21?

4. The Commandments as originally given are not so
much negative commands as statements of how God as-
sumes his people will live with one another. “You are my
people, therefore you will not kill, lie, covet, etc.” A com-
parison might be a parent saying, “In this family, we
don't do thus and so” or “We're a family and we care
about each other so we don't act that way.” Talk about
how this brings a different light to negative commands.

5. Talk about the conditions we try to attach to the First
Commandment. Which ones seem to be most common?
Read the First Commandment together emphasizing the
verb am: “l am the Lord your God. . . .” Then read it
again emphasizing the pronoun your: “l| am the Lord your
God...."

6. How do Baptism and the Lord’s Supper help you
understand the Commandments?

Chapter 3 study suggestions

1. Talk about what God does for us and why. Think of
your own parents and friends and the things they have
done for you ‘though you have not deserved it.” Now
consider how much more God has done and continues to
do and how much less deserving you are compared to
his goodness. That's a real gift isn't it? What do you
understand by the word grace?

2. What or who tries to be a lord in your life? What
does it mean for your life to claim Jesus as Lord?

3. Look at the action verbs used to tell about Jesus in
the explanation of the Second Article: save, redeem, free.
What other verbs describe what Jesus does for us?

4. How does your congregation remind its members
that they are part of the community of saints? Do you
think members feel they are part of a family or commu-
nity? Explain. What more could you do to help others
feel welcome, needed, and wanted? What could you do
to feel more involved in your community of saints?
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5. Talk about the image of the Spirit knitting us
together. What do differences among members add to the
church? Consider how new colors—new believers—are
constantly being added to make the piece more colorful.
What gives us, though different, a unity?

6. Look at what Luther says the Holy Spirit does for
the church—calls, gathers, enlightens, sanctifies. How
does the Spirit work in those four areas in your congrega-
tion?

7. The Nicene Creed talks about four marks of the
church —one, holy, catholic, apostolic. What do they
mean? How does the Christian church today—worldwide
—reflect those marks? Where are we missing the mark?

8. Compare what you read in this book with the em-
phasis in religious TV programs.

Chapter 4 study suggestions

1. How does your congregation use the Lord’s Prayer?
Is it often a signal to open or close meetings? How could
you make changes to add more meaning to this prayer in
congregational usage?

2. Have you heard or said, “‘Let’s say the Lord’s Prayer”
rather than “Let's pray it?”" What's the difference? Is it
important?

3. Talk about the temptations that the devil uses to
frustrate your prayer life.

4. In some churches a bell is rung to begin and end
the service and also during the Lord’s Prayer. Why do you
suppose that is done?

5. As a sign of how the Lord’s Prayer spans the world,
see if anyone can pray the prayer in another language.
Pray together using more than one language at the same
time.

Chapter 5 study suggestions

1. Picture a nursing mother expressing milk to give life
to a newborn child. She gives of herself for the baby.
Compare that to the way God expresses his love for us
through Christ.

2. Think of how many words have been spoken to you
by Sunday school teachers, parents, or pastors in order
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that you might hear the Word of God. Do your words to
others reflect God's Word?

3. Read John 1:1-3 and 14. Talk about how the Word
is both a person, Jesus, and the witness to that person in
Scripture.

4. God's Word is always full of power but we don't al-
ways see its effect. Consider Isa. 55:10-11 as you talk
about your congregation’s teaching and preaching min-
istry.

5. How does your congregation celebrate the |mpor-
tance of Baptism? Does the person baptized receive a
towel, a candle, or a banner? Is there a special banner
or hymn used repeatedly for Baptism? Have you thought
of recognizing baptismal birthdays in some way?

6. Who acts in Baptism? Are parents of children or
others desiring Baptism reminded before the service of
God'’s activity on our behalf in the sacrament? How might
this be done? God is active in Baptism; we are passive
receivers of his grace!

Chapter 6 study suggestions

1. Do you think there should be a place for private
confession in the life of your congregation? Give reasons.
If so, how or when might it be done?

2. When might you help a friend by speaking words of
private absolution? Have you experienced this?

3. How often do you think the Sacrament of the Lord's
Supper should be available in your congregation? Why?

4, The Lord’'s Supper takes us back to the gifts of
Baptism and gives us a look ahead for a foretaste of the
communion to come. The past and future are there. What
present gifts are ours as well in the sacrament?

5. Some speak of the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper
as being both vertical (relating to our personal relation-
ship with God) and horizontal (reminding us of our rela-
tionship to all other Christians). What do you think? Does
your congregation’s practice reflect one emphasis more
than the other?
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