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How Can We Help You?

The story stuck with me, although I no longer remember where I read it. Shortly 
after the end of World War II, LCMS president John W. Behnken was in Germany 
and invited himself to a meeting of some German Lutheran pastors. Imagine their 
shock when an American walked in! President Behnken’s first words to them were pure 
encouragement, “How can we help you?”

In this partnership issue with Lutheran Hour Ministries, an organization that 
has a long history of supporting the work—particularly the work of laypeople—in 
local congregations, it seems fitting to ask the question again. Concordia Seminary is 
committed to providing to all the baptized of The Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod 
theological resources that are helpful for faith and life. The second of our four newly 
adopted strategic priorities says, “Leading with the Gospel . . . Concordia Seminary will 
provide resources that foster lifelong maturation of faith, discipleship, and skill both 
in pastors and the laity within their congregations.” To that end, I invite you to share 
with us topics that will be of help to your congregation, especially for the nurture and 
growth of your laity. What Bible studies would be helpful? What studies in systematics 
and history will help illumine the faith? How can we teach, preach, and practice sanc-
tification in a gospel-motivated way? What practical topics would contribute to more 
effective congregational life and outreach? How should an organization of volunteers 
govern itself? What does leadership look like—leadership that church members eagerly 
embrace? How can you assess community needs so that your congregation establishes 
new relationships that show the love of Jesus Christ?

In short, how can we help you? Upon reflection you will certainly have some 
suggestions. Feel free to poll some laypeople and ask what resources would help them 
understand and address their needs. Send your ideas to us at cj@csl.edu. Your sugges-
tions will be gathered by our division of Theological Research and Publications to help 
guide our offerings to you in coming years. 

People reflexively think of Concordia Seminary as the place that prepares future 
pastors and deaconesses. In post-church America, your Seminary must be more than 
that. The church maintains theological faculties in order to have an expert resource for 
the life and mission of all the baptized. How we need to use, how we need to make 
available all our studies and learning to the church we so love! We’re ready; please send 
us your suggestions.

Dale A. Meyer
President
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A Special Kinship

You will not find a document anywhere that outlines a formal partnership 
between Concordia Seminary, St. Louis and Lutheran Hour Ministries. But LHM cher-
ishes a unique connection with the Seminary that goes back to—well, even to before 
The Lutheran Hour program first aired in 1930. 

Concordia Seminary’s Dr. Walter A. Maier was a professor of Old Testament 
and an expert in ancient Hebrew, but he was also a visionary in the use of technology 
to spread the gospel. As early as 1923 he was asking, “Why not a Lutheran broadcast-
ing station?” “It seems,” he wrote in the Walther League’s Messenger magazine, “that the 
radio sermon is destined to play a somewhat important part in American life.”1 Out of 
this vision came station KFUO AM—funded in part by the Lutheran Laymen’s League, 
historically considered LHM’s founding organization. KFUO’s first studio was an attic 
room at the old seminary campus on South Jefferson Avenue in St. Louis; later KFUO 
was given its own building at the Seminary’s new campus in Clayton.  

Dr. Maier went on to blaze more trails in Christian broadcasting, beginning 
with The Lutheran Hour program on the CBS national radio network. Broadcasts of The 
Lutheran Hour originated from the KFUO studio on the Concordia, St. Louis campus; 
Maier was the program’s speaker, and the Concordia Seminary Chorus performed regu-
larly on the program.      

When station HCJB in Quito, Ecuador invited Maier in 1940 to place English- 
and Spanish-language versions of The Lutheran Hour in its lineup, Maier recruited two 
Spanish-speaking students from Concordia, Manuel Morales and Alfredo Saez, to help 
translate his sermons and serve as announcer and speaker.2 These early efforts in inter-
national broadcasting had at least two results. First was the establishment of the Spanish 
Lutheran Hour program, which broadcasted original Spanish-language sermons delivered 
by the Rev. Dr. Andrew Melendez from 1941 to 1972. The second, broader result 
was expansion of The Lutheran Hour program and its related ministries beyond North 
America. LHM now has ministry centers in more than thirty nations in Latin America, 
Europe, Africa, and Asia.    

Lutheran Hour Ministries enjoys a kinship with Concordia Seminary today as 
well. Dr. Dale A. Meyer, who was assistant professor in homiletics and New Testament 
from 1981 through 1984 and who now serves as the Seminary’s president, was speaker 
of The Lutheran Hour from 1989 until 2001. He also hosted Lutheran Hour Ministries’ 
television program On Main Street from 1995 until 2003.

This special relationship is something that we earnestly pray continues! 
Concordia Seminary’s mission to serve the church and world with theological education 
and leadership through the formation of professional church workers is consistent with 
LHM’s mission of Bringing Christ to the Nations—and the Nations to the Church. Our com-
plementary tasks of educating church workers and of equipping the church’s laity for 
effective witness have the same aim: to “proclaim the excellencies of him who called us 
out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pt 2:9). We look forward to many oppor-



 

Concordia Journal/Summer 2014 199

tunities to serve the Concordia Seminary community as Your Partner in HIS Mission and 
we are thrilled to be able to partner with the Seminary in this edition of the Concordia 
Journal. God bless our ministry together.

Kurt Buchholz
Executive Director

Lutheran Hour Ministries

Endnotes
1  Walter A. Maier, “Why Not a Lutheran Broadcasting Station?” Walther League Messenger 31 (March 

1923): 314.
2  Edith Pankow and Fred Pankow, 75 Years of Blessings and The BEST is Yet to Come! (St. Louis: The 

International Lutheran Laymen’s League, 1992), 60. 
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Young Christians and Sharing the Faith: Room for Improvement

This spring, I ventured out to gauge the current spiritual climate and activity of 
young adults in The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod. I held round-table discussions 
with two young adult groups in atmospheres that were non-threatening and “chill” to 
foster real dialogue.

My point for gathering these groups was to encourage open dialogue that would 
lead to answers on what faith life looks like as lived out by Christian young adults day-
to-day. I wanted to discover if they were witnessing and serving. And if not,why not?

What I found in common in the groups is that few direct faith conversations are 
happening between our Christian young adults and their peers. However, the reason for 
this lack of engagement differed based on the age of the groups.

The first group was comprised of younger young adults—those in their early twen-
ties and fresh out of college. They were primed for open conversation noshing on a 
free meal of pizza and dessert while attending to their iPads. 

Few spiritual points were raised by the group even though these are young 
Christians that gather regularly; in fact, the room was silent between questions. 
However, when the group was asked a question they were eager and open to answering 
it, and they kept asking for more questions. They seemed hungrier for spiritual dialogue 
as it pertains to their real life than for the pizza. However, they seemed ill equipped to 
generate such conversation on their own.

This group in their early twenties most identified with guarding their faith on a 
daily basis—that is, just trying to stay Christian—versus actively sharing Jesus with their 
peers. In fact, only two of the twenty said they verbally share their faith. The eighteen 
that identified with guarding versus sharing their faith said they had either not tried to 
share because of their fear of offending someone; or, in a couple cases, they had quit 
witnessing because someone seemed offended by the idea that only one path leads to 
heaven. Ultimately, they said that young adults are very sensitive and do anything they 
can to avoid offending someone. This group of twenty-somethings agreed that they 
could benefit from training on how to share their faith and what to say in a conversa-
tion.

The group of older young adults was comprised of those in their early- to mid-
thirties, and primarily parents. This group was well equipped for conversation with their 
much-needed coffee drinks in hand and their organic vegetables and hummus beside 
them. A conversation about natural oils and organic produce arose, and it seemed this 
was the closest many of them had had to a night out in some time. One couple came 
with their baby and smashed peas in tow. This multitasking group passed the baby 
around without a word. 

This group of thirty-somethings, although more relaxed—and less hungry— 
than the twenty-somethings, had more to say about our churches and their lives as 
Christians. They had tried witnessing and crashed and burned here and there. They pri-
marily identified with exhaustion, and frustration with our churches. 
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Although this group identifies with enjoyment from sharing their faith, they only 
share their beliefs with those they have served or with whom they have been in a long-
term friendship. Rather than through corporate outreach within a congregation, though, 
most of their witnessing takes place individually. In fact, many of those in their thirties 
felt burned out and overly analyzed when serving in leadership positions within our 
congregations; and so, they have backed out of serving. 

This group did not seem as afraid of offending someone when talking of their 
faith; however, they themselves had felt offended by older people in their congrega-
tions. They felt overall that their parents, when at the same age or younger, had been 
viewed with more respect within the church and given more opportunities to serve as 
leaders.This group, however, did see ways for our church-body to grow. They said they 
would enjoy corporately reaching out to the community if they felt trusted and viewed 
as credible by the other members of their congregations. They also said that they would 
be more apt to serve within corporate outreach as part of their congregation if their 
pastor was standing beside them serving as well. They wanted to see the gap between 
senior leadership and lay leaders through service bridged. 

This research has demonstrated that there is much room for improvement in 
terms of the confidence and capacity for faith-conversations between young adults. 
Yet, I was encouraged to find that gaps could be filled through simple evangelism train-
ing (and how to share Jesus in 2014) as well as by making opportunities available for 
Christians of all ages and stages to serve together.

Sarah Guldalian 
Manager & Producer of Evangelism Training

Lutheran Hour Ministries
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Gregory P. Seltz is speaker of The Lutheran Hour, Lutheran Hour 
Ministries’ radio program that airs on more than 1,350 stations across North 
America as well as on the American Forces Network. He also serves as LHM’s 
spiritual leader, evangelist, and ministry emissary with The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod and Lutheran Church—Canada. 

Empowering Confident Confessor-Servant Evangelists 
Twenty-First-Century Multicultural Mission Work

     Gregory P. Seltz

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no 
one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing 
before the throne and in front of the Lamb . . . And they cried out in a 
loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to 
the Lamb.” (Rv 7:9–11)

Something has changed and that’s good. It is said that the context of twenty-
first-century ministry is unlike any other ministry before it. Never has there been a time 
of such mass, immediate communication of information, never has there been a time 
of such mobility, and never has there been a time when cultures could so continuously 
engage each other daily as neighbors.1 Foreshadowing the vision of Revelation 7, we 
are confronted by the joyful reality of “every tribe and nation” in the communities in 
which we live. Such an opportunity is exciting to a church which has been invited by its 
Lord to “make disciples of every nation” as ambassadors of his grace.

The shattering of mono-cultural communities, though, can also be quite unnerv-
ing, even frightening. The Revelation 7 vision is the culmination of God’s mission in 
the world, but the present day reality of that process still finds many people gathered 
together amidst competing worldviews, around many different thrones. Christianity’s 
claim of the particularity and universality of its gospel message is challenged more 
strongly today than ever before.2 As Stanley Skreslet says, 

On the one hand, the shrinking of the globe and the migration of peoples 
have created a pluralistic world—not only in the sense that many religions 
live side by side, but philosophically that all are to be accepted as different 
facets of truth… beside this tolerant, accepting attitude is what Samuel P. 
Huntington has called the “the clash of civilizations”—that is, the clash of 
civilizations or cultures where religion is often the greatest influence.3

The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, as a confessing church, feels this clash 
specifically as it proclaims the authority of the Bible and the particularity of the gospel 
message of salvation in Jesus Christ “alone” for all people, all nations. Any such con-
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fessional certainty, whether concerning the gospel, biblical morality, or the authority of 
the Bible, is viewed by the modern mind with suspicion, if not derision. In his book, 
Culture Wars, James Davidson Hunter catalogs this clash at the civic, communal level, 
lamenting the loss of a public moral consensus that makes communal life possible. His 
book seeks to reclaim a principled pluralism towards that end, but laments that without 
it, all that will be left is “competing interests, the power to promote those interests and 
the ideological constructions to legitimate those interests.”4 

Such is the context in which the church today engages the mission of Jesus for 
the sake of those who don’t yet know him. One who stands against such a spirit con-
textually, or stands apart from it for the purpose of calling all people to a common, 
compelling, community-building faith in Jesus Christ, will surely be caricatured. In the 
face of such suspicions, the temptation for the confessing church is to retreat into itself; 
to strive for orthodoxy for orthodoxy’s sake; and to be isolated from the world, for the 
sake of the gospel when such a position is at odds with the gospel’s own compulsion to 
share the faith as the grace-gift that it is. 

The church, especially today, must not retreat into its particular, cultural comfort 
zones. Rather, in the midst of the confusions of modern culture, amidst the cacophony 
of competing voices of right and wrong, fulfillment and purpose, God’s people are 
called in Christ to live purposeful lives of grace in grace for the sake of one’s neighbor. 
Amid such real tensions the church of Jesus Christ is challenged to be the body of 
Christ for others, to build bridges, to more boldly speak Christ’s message beyond the 
safety of its confessional walls.5 

How can the Lutheran church faithfully share the truth of the gospel as public 
servants by being missional bridge-builders to cultures, even with worldviews antago-
nistic to itself? The thesis of this paper is that a “retreating confessionalism” or a 
“withdrawing orthodoxy” is not only wrong missionally, it is wrong theologically. This 
paper also argues that to be more effective witnesses to the gospel in the modern, 
multicultural context, the Lutheran church must take its theology more seriously, not 
less. On the other hand, it must take itself as a people less seriously, preparing our-
selves for the contextual challenges as opportunities to be “fools for Christ” so that 
others might get to know him because we have gotten to know them and they have 
gotten to know us. 

To come to grips with this challenge, this paper seeks to fuse the two poles 
of confident confessors and servant witnesses into one, albeit from different vantage 
points. It is Christ for us and Christ for others through us, to those whom he has pres-
ently brought not only to our shores, but also to our doors.

Sacramental Certainty—Evangelistic, Relational Risk 

Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not 
show favoritism, but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what 
is right. You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, telling the 
good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all.” (Acts 10:34–36)
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William Dyrness says in How Does America Hear the Gospel, “To ask how a par-
ticular culture will hear and respond to the gospel is first to ask what kind of people 
exist in that place.”6 Such a reality calls us back daily to what it means to be a “graced” 
believer in Christ alone even as it moves a person outside of his or her cultural comfort 
zone in sharing that good news. Such was the experience of Peter in Acts 10. Here, his 
certain relationship with God is called back to basics even as Peter is called forth to 
serve. Here, he was a “forgiven sinner for others.” The dynamics of the gospel alive in 
him for neighbor still needed growth and maturity, but the reality of his certain rela-
tionship with God and his needed growth in witness is a daily thing for believers. In 
fact, God’s people live each day in the reality of sacramental certainty in regards to our 
relationship with God, and the reality of compelling, ongoing, sacrificial, evangelistic 
risk for the sake of our neighbor. 

Sacramental certainty—the confidence of one’s relationship with God grounded 
in the work of Jesus Christ on the cross delivered to us through the gifts of his word, 
his name in baptism, and his body and blood in his supper for us—makes possible a 
confidence which allows us to be moved out of our personal, cultural comfort zones in 
the strength and confidence of his Spirit. This “confident vulnerability” makes us use-
ful to Christ Jesus in reaching others with his good news because it exhibits clearly our 
need for Jesus, our own commonality as a fellow sinner, and the uniqueness of Christ 
and his saving message for us all. 

That is what one sees Peter experiencing in Acts 10. The utter grace-ness of 
the gospel was not Peter’s private possession and could not be confined to Peter’s 
cultural context. Just as in Genesis 12, the blessing of the promise was not only to 
the one who received it, namely Abraham and his seed, but it was to be received so 
that it could continually be given away. God’s love is like that. Peter faced the tension 
between the certainty of the gospel and his being a servant to those who were repul-
sive to him. Such is the great opportunity for the Lutheran church at this moment 
in history. Perhaps now is a time when the value of the depth of the message of the 
gospel, which “enfleshes” itself among people for their salvation, can be most appre-
ciated. 

The sacramentalness of the gospel,7 a Lutheran core proclamation, breeds, if 
seriously entertained, a confidence that compels believers to be transparent before 
others because of the kind of Savior Jesus is for us. John 1:14 and Luke 9:51 give the 
picture of a Savior who would resolutely journey to the absolute flesh level of human-
ity’s need, and even there willingly endure suffering and death to accomplish mankind’s 
salvation. Such a Savior who continues to meet us through his word and sacraments 
joyfully motivates us to persevere as vulnerable witnesses, not as those who are “holier 
than thou” but as gift of grace receivers as well. The sacramentalness of the gospel 
helps the church see what gift-receiving and gift-giving grace is really like. God’s for-
giveness enfleshes itself for our sake and through us for others. Arthur Carl Piepkorn, 
in his article, “The One Eucharist for the One World,” outlines this with regards to the 
Lord’s Supper, saying,  
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The stress falls on the fact that He is incarnate. In assuming our common 
humanity, He united Himself with all of humankind, so that there are no 
human limits to the identification of the Christ of the Eucharist with the 
one world of human beings.8

And as such, 

Everyone who eats the body and drinks the blood of the Christ through 
whom and in whom and for whom all things were made, can, accord-
ing to his vocation and influence and resources, conscientiously seek to 
redeem the area of his own influence for the Christ whose advent into the 
world had as its aim the destruction of the works of the adversary.9 

And one could add, “has as its aim the salvation of every human being on the planet.”
Our witness to that “enfleshed” grace to us then, extends outwardly from us the 

same. Graced people rejoice in engaging, even taking another’s culture more seriously 
so as to be more effective bridge-builders. We learn with Peter, “Do not call anything 
impure, that God has made clean” (Acts 10:15).

Lutherans have the theological vocabulary, then, to express this kind of “grace 
receiving, grace giving” relational mission. Lingenfelter asks a question concerning the 
ramifications of the incarnation: 

We hold the incarnation as a fundamental doctrine of the Christian faith: 
God himself became flesh and dwelt among humans. We seldom ask, 
however, what the implications of this incarnation are. What did it mean 
for him to become flesh . . . Does his example have any significance for 
us as we are sent to others?

Lutherans can answer, “Yes.” It is sacramental certainty, relational-evangelistic risk. 
Living amidst such certainty of one’s relationship to God compels one to embrace 
one’s personal vulnerability in service to others. This vulnerability allows others who do 
not know Jesus to sense the authenticity of the message. Such messenger vulnerability 
allows one to begin bridging to another culture, empowering one to become a useful 
witness of the uniqueness of Jesus in a particular community.

Authenticity, vulnerability, usefulness in Christ’s hands to another, these are key 
components flowing from our Lutheran theological disposition of grace alone. They 
help us address the pressures of the pluralistic community. In fact, pluralism’s hidden 
challenge is that only the truth should be left standing. David Brit says, 

The presence of different or conflicting values is threatening. They make 
our own values seem arbitrary, precarious. Pluralism in urban life, by 
definition, quickly brings city dwellers into contact with different values 
and points of view. Though people in the city may assimilate many dif-
ferent or conflicting values, even city folks tend to gather around shared 
values.10
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Amidst such tensions, communities are still looking for shared values, common 
ground. Common ground is not just something one preaches; it is something one lives 
with others. At the Lutheran Hour, we know that there is a price to pay for mission 
ministry. As a first way into communities through radio, media, and mission outreach 
efforts with congregations, we know there is a cost for sharing the gift of Jesus.

Messengers are always tested in new communities to see if they actually believe 
what they are saying. The community examines, even tests, words and deeds as a part 
of the process of making them their own. As Martin Köhler stated more than one hun-
dred years ago, “mission is the mother of theology.” Frontline missionary outreach will 
force evangelists to examine and apply theological truths in ways often not experienced 
by those nestled in the safety of their studies and chancels.

That’s a tension that exists for every sermon preached on the radio, for every 
contested issue engaged with a Christian worldview broader than our congregational or 
communal boundaries. But it is the reality of Acts 10 ministry. To stay the course of 
servanthood in the heat of ministry is to see mission for others in the way that Christ 
sees mission for you (Heb 12:1–3). Sacramental certainty endures the barriers that all 
cultures erect against the Gospel, but it also rejoices in the garb of language and custom 
that allow the gospel to speak “anew in the specific cloak one’s humanity in commu-
nity.” For, as Sherwood Lingenfelter says, 

Culture is the anthropologist’s label for the sum of the distinctive charac-
teristics of a people’s way of life. All human behavior occurs within par-
ticular cultures, within socially defined contexts.11

Culture is people being people. To be the church of the incarnate Christ is to 
willingly, continuously live in the tension of cultural relevance and faithful confession . . . 
being Christ’s church in and for the community. This is a deeply theological and practi-
cal exercise. It takes muscle and heart. No faith muscle is left unused. Robert Schreiter 
warns of the need to maintain both “theological depth and cultural relevance” in mis-
sion, when he says, 

Cultural sensitivity can become an excuse for not examining the depth and 
intensity of one’s own commitment to Christ and thus a way to avoid the 
demands of mission or the stringency of sustained dialogue.12

Even more acutely today then, one must be continuously, both students of the 
Scriptures and students of the people whom we serve. The theological depth of the 
gospel message both grounds and compels us to mission, to serving our neighbor 
with Christ-like confidence and Christ-like humility. Our theology provides not only a 
ground upon which to stand, not only confidence, but also a compelling message and 
method by which the church might exhaust every opportunity in reaching the nations 
for Christ. The Lutheran Hour and Lutheran Hour Ministries exist to help God’s people 
interface, through various media, with those who do not know Jesus Christ as their 
Savior. But the church is still that face-to-face, sacramental real place of Christ’s pres-
ence, Christ’s love for us and through us to one another. Our motto is “Christ to the 
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Nations,” but those nations to our churches, places to continue to receive and share 
God’s grace. We are the air force of mission ministry, and the church is the ground 
troops of grace to accomplish the mission for which he has sent us.

All excuses are to be laid aside. The challenge of sacramental certainty is not 
merely a willingness to be faithful personally. Orthodoxy’s depth is its willingness to be 
faithful to the faith for the sake of another. The liturgy’s phrase, “Faith towards God 
and fervent love towards one another”13 maintains this tension. Sacramental certainty 
means evangelistic, relationship risk for the sake of others.

Mission for Others with a “Special Ops” Mindset

So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any 
participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy 
by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and 
of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humil-
ity count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look 
not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. Have this 
mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus. (Phil 2:1–5a) 

In view of the ever-increasing multicultural nature of twenty-first-century ministry, 
one understands that building bridges is essential to connecting the gospel to the diverse 
communities in which the church finds itself today. Such bridge building often demands 
that someone pay the price sociologically and relationally for it to happen. Bridge build-
ing requires a different mindset, a mindset of initiative. In the face of such reality, the 
Lutheran church has the opportunity to teach its people to be in-depth theologians not 
just in Bible study rooms and fellowship halls, but also in the boardrooms, the neighbor-
hoods, and the street corners of life. Such missional learning roots one in Christ for the 
reality of being “dropped” into missional ministry right outside our doors. 

As such, even pastoral ministry can no longer be viewed only as a “Seelsorger of 
the flock”14 alone. The extended family structures that were so much a part of our 
church history are quickly fading. The Seelsorger ministry to relatively stable communi-
ties undergirded by strong extended family units is gone. The vision for a new model 
of pastoral ministry is not to dispense with the idea of the Seelsorger, but to place in its 
larger biblical mission context.

To be a confident-confessor, servant-evangelist pastor is to engage in ministry 
with a “special ops” mindset that sees ministry initiative in both directions, both to 
the community and the community of faith now gathered by the Spirit in the name 
of Jesus. Such a mindset sees ministry with our people as servant evangelist-witnesses 
constantly rooted in Christ through word and sacrament, to be prepared to live boldly at 
the cultural fault lines where the church meets the world. Such a special ops, communal 
mindset moves perseveringly into cultures unlike our own until the task of forming a 
ministry beachhead is complete. Leadership commitment is key to a mindset that says, 
“I will not quit until the job is done” both for my people, and for our community.  
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Such a mindset, though, is not for pastors alone. This biblical mindset calls both 
pastors and people to be ever learning about the things of Christ and the things of the 
community so that the good news of the gospel can be translated and delivered to peo-
ple in ways that can be understood. Anthony Bradley, in Liberating Black Theology, talks 
about the benefit of a “culturally applied hermeneutic” for mission. This hermeneutic is 
not for textual exegesis, but is involved in the application and transmission of that exe-
geted text to a particular culture or cultural situation. To the specific challenge of shar-
ing the gospel with African-Americans who have experienced racism in a “Christian” 
America he says, 

In order to know the right questions to ask of the text in light of a par-
ticular culture, the exegete must know the culture to which he seeks to 
communicate for effective understanding and application . . . A culturally 
applied hermeneutic simply enhances the communicative dimension of 
biblical exposition.15

I would add that such an applied hermeneutic especially allows the servant evan-
gelist to be honest about one’s own cultural questions in hopes of an honest, authentic 
dialogue with others in and through the inspired texts of the Bible. Such openness to 
others’ questions, challenges, and concerns is a risk. But such servant evangelistic risk 
taking always drives a person back to the certainty of the person and work of Christ 
sacramentally delivered both for oneself and for others.

In mission, the special operations missional mindset immediately makes us aware 
of our insecurities and inabilities. It is true “as finite human beings we are constrained 
by the limitations of our minds, our life histories, and our personal abilities. Few of us 
have the emotional strength to endure the changes that full incarnation in another cul-
ture would require.”16

But, fully aware of our limitations, the special ops missional mentality rooted in 
the promises and faithfulness of God, is still ultimately concerned with the possibilities 
and capabilities that are at hand because of God’s mission commission and promise. 
This mindset understands that the initiative for ministry comes from God to us and 
likewise from God’s people to those who do not know him and with confidence, rises 
each day to learn to engage the culture anew. An “incarnational model of ministry,” is 
not only a ministry that is willing to become part of the culture. It is a ministry that is 
open to the work of establishing a meaningful, authentic place for the gospel in a cul-
ture different from our own. 

Lutheran Hour Ministries, through media outreach, missional leadership training 
and hands-on mission work with churches throughout the country, is striving to maxi-
mize this “special ops” mission mindset. Confident in the gospel and ever learning in 
mission, such work with God’s people is for the purpose of “establishing a beachhead for 
ministry in new communities in the United States and around the world.”17 In missional 
terminology, Lingenfelter would call this the end process of cultural learning. He says, 



 

212

The reason that incarnation (i.e., a willingness to begin to learn as if we are 
helpless infants) is necessary for cross-cultural ministry lies in the nature 
of cultural learning and perception. Culture is always learned and shared 
with others, and in this process people begin to perceive and respond to 
one another in culturally conditioned ways.18

To be a cultural learner who finally establishes that “beachhead of ministry in a 
new place” is to be a person who is always working to “earn the right”19 to share the 
gospel. Lingenfelter calls it becoming a “150 percent” people, “becoming 75 percent of 
the culture that we were born in and 75 percent of the culture that we are reaching.”20 
David Hesselgrave calls this work, “contextualization as ‘apostolic accommodation.’”21

It is apostolic because it is especially but not solely the responsibility and privi-
lege of those who are sent to other peoples in other cultures. The context is 
the arenas of non-Christian belief systems. The method is to establish a com-
mon ground in which unbelievers can be taught the truth of the supracultural 
Gospel. The result will be the transformation of those who place their faith in 
Christ and the confirmation in unbelief of those who refuse so to do.22

In emphasizing the entrepreneurial, “think on your feet, don’t stop until it’s done” 
mindset, this is what is meant by a special ops mindset in Christ for others, a servant witness 
boldly willing to cross barriers that seem impenetrable. It’s a challenge laid not only on 
the called leadership of the church, but for all God’s people together in mission for oth-
ers. There are no secrets for success here, just the hardest work one will ever love.23 

Pastors as Missionaries, Church as Mission Outpost
Finally, to be bearers of his gospel, one not only must start with others where 

Christ himself started with us, but one must seek to finish the job as well. This vision 
of the church itself must grow to rise to the challenge of “every tribe, every nation” 
gathered around Christ’s throne of grace. The vision of “pastor as missionary and 
church as mission outpost” sees mission accomplished when the community carries on 
with the ministry once the initial work is done. As the Chinese proverb says,

Go to the people.
Live among them.
Learn from them.
Start with what they know.
Build on what they have.
But of the best leaders, 
When their task is accomplished, 
Their work is done,
The people all remark,
“We have done it ourselves.”24
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The missionary mindset is more than “we have done it ourselves”; it realizes 
that God’s work is done when we are on his mission together as his people, gathered 
around his gifts, for others. The baton of ministry must always be passed confession-
ally, evangelistically, and with humility. Tom Steffen, in Passing the Baton, says that an 
international missionary cannot even begin to think of withdrawing until leadership is 
in place. He says, 

Expatriate team members attempting to move to Resident Advisor or 
Itinerant Advisor roles must give priority to preparing national leaders in 
ways that emphasize the importance of biblically functional substitutes.25

But that mindset exists for all God’s churches everywhere. The Apostle Paul told 
Timothy and Titus to finish the job of mission by making sure that there were elders-
bishops-overseers in every place (Ti 1:5). The baton of leadership must always be passed. 

But, this work of replacing oneself takes on a broader understanding when we 
think of Luther’s expansion of “Christian vocation” to every sphere of life dedicated 
to the gospel of Jesus. In this sense, the church needs to see its “witness role as the 
replacing of itself” as the continuing missionary outpost to the community. Such a 
vision breeds perseverance. Harvey Conn says in Planting Urban Churches, that one of 
the four basic keys to effective urban ministry is seeing “churches as God’s missionary 
instruments.”26 

For our work at Lutheran Hour Ministries, this missionary mindset is fundamen-
tal. Our programming is designed to be that “first wave into the community,” using 
technology to get to people who do not know Jesus. We are also aware that such a dis-
embodied voice of the word, though beneficial, still must be a part of a movement to 
empower personal connections, to the means of grace and to other believing Christians, 
part of a holistic ministry of the church for the community. 

Such a missionary mindset sees the whole picture, from evangelism (building 
bridges to people coming to faith) to maturity in faith (catechesis) to leadership (com-
munity people of the faith community carrying the mantle of Christ’s ministry). The 
church will have to be at its best to not only resist the pressures of pluralism, but to 
maximize the opportunities that modernity and post-modernity offer and to do it gen-
eration after generation after generation.

If sola fides, sola Scriptura, and sola gratia is truly the rallying cry of the Lutheran 
church, then bloodlines are not our strength. Our strength will always be found in the 
continuing reality of the heavenly Father’s adoption of people in Jesus Christ by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. The incarnate word, sacramentally delivering his good news 
so that the body of Christ can live for others today, that will always be our certainty, 
our strength. Of that body, Leslie Newbigin says, 

The church is an entity which has outlasted many states, nations and 
empires, and it will outlast those that exist today. The church is nothing 
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other than that movement launched into the public life of the world by its 
sovereign Lord to continue that which he came to do until it is finished 
in his return in glory . . . The church can never settle down to being a 
voluntary society concerned merely with private and domestic affairs. It 
is bound to challenge in the name of the one Lord all the powers, ideolo-
gies, myth, assumptions and world views which do not acknowledge him 
as Lord.27

The modern church has the renewed opportunity to become a gathering ground 
of the neighborhood that transcends the boundaries of language, culture, and class. The 
church may live amid conflicting ideologies, but it always carries a message which calls 
for shared values that transcend or at least challenge all cultural perspectives foreign to 
the gospel. Pastors as missionaries and the church as mission outpost sees this work as 
ongoing with leadership continually reflecting the community in which it serves.

Conclusion
Are we ready for the reality that confronts us. Are we preparing people for 

the reality of this kind of mission-ministry. Special-Ops pastors are not the Father 
Mulcahys (the gentle, non-directive, counselor-type chaplain on the television show 
MASH) who are working in the background of the fighting forces. They are Seelsorgers, 
yes, but also field commanders leading the charge of the “special forces” army of God’s 
grace, Christ’s church. To be prepared, God’s people must rise to the challenge of deep 
theological and in-depth cultural training, one in the classroom and Bible studies of our 
churches, one on the streets of the neighborhoods we serve. To rise to this challenge 
is be the Lutheran church at its best, bringing the sacramental, incarnational gospel to 
the nations that now “grace” our communities in need of God’s grace. Being Christ’s 
grace community there, in a sea of competing religious and secular worldviews, this is 
the opportunity in which we find ourselves today. This is the opportunity that Lutheran 
Hour Ministries believes God has positioned us together to engage.

For such a time as this, the church remembers what its Lord says, “I know the 
plans I have for you.”
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God’s Word Produces Faith and Fruit 
Reflections from Luther’s Understanding of the Sermon on the Mount

     Robert Kolb

Martin Luther on Faithfulness as Fruitfulness
According to Martin Luther, “confirming your calling and election” (2 Pt 1:10) 

means “that we should confirm our possession of faith and the forgiveness of sin by 
showing our works, making the tree manifest by means of its fruit and making it evi-
dent that it is a sound tree and not a bad one.”1 The image of the good tree producing 
good fruit in Matthew 7:16–20 aided Luther in elucidating his belief that faith precedes 
good works in the Christian life, that truly good works arise out of the re-created 
person who trusts Christ and therefore has been freed to live a God-pleasing life. He 
employed this concept in his Freedom of a Christian, his exposition of his doctrine of jus-
tification composed in 1520,2 and repeated it from time to time throughout his preach-
ing and teaching, e.g. in the “Schwabach Articles” prepared in 1529 as a basis for an 
alliance of evangelical governments. In this document, which served as one basis for 
the Augsburg Confession, he with his Wittenberg colleagues, confessed that the Holy 
Spirit creates faith, not like those who have a false faith, a simple delusion or darkness 
of the heart, “but a new, powerful, vital living being. [This faith] produces much fruit, 
always does good in relationship with God through praise, thanks, prayer, proclama-
tion, and teaching, and in relationship with the neighbor through love, service, assis-
tance, counsel, giving and suffering all kinds of evil until death.”3  

Luther cited Matthew 7:16–20 in support of several key aspects of his call for 
reform of the church’s teaching and practice. Throughout his career it served him in 
his critique of opponents, both papal4 and Schwärmer. Of his former colleague Andreas 
Bodenstein von Karlstadt, Luther wrote, “He forces us away from the lofty, necessary, 
articles of faith to the minor ones, so that we waste time with him and are in danger of 
forgetting the lofty articles. That can be the first fruit by which we note the character 
of this tree.”5 More often it served to critically assess medieval Christianity and papal 
foes. His treatment of the Sermon on the Mount in 1530 offered the observation, “A 
sound tree that bears good fruit” is “one who conducts his life, existence, and behavior 
according to the Word of God, pure and unadulterated.” Luther criticized those who 
retreated into humanly devised commands to observe certain kinds of sacred works, a 
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reflection of his rejection of the monastic way of life as a superior kind of faithfulness 
to God. He continued: “To me it does not seem right that a husband or wife, a prince 
or judge, should be as holy as the one who sneaks off into some corner or the desert. 
But it will not do for me to decide on the basis of my imagination . . . So stick to the 
principle that bearing good fruit refers to the kind of life and good works that are in 
agreement with the Word and the commandment of God.” The word supplies the “dis-
tinguishing mark and standard” for judging those who claim God’s warrant for their 
way of life, Luther observed with monastics in mind. Saint Paul’s message in Romans 
13 (1, 8–10) mandated obedience to civil government and practice of mutual love in 
each person’s walk of life. “I will remain with the word, which teaches that such walks 
of life are good in spite of the fact that there are bad people in them . . . Since the walk 
of life is good, the works and fruit demanded by it and done according to the word of 
God must also be right and good.”6 In his theses “on faith and the law” of 1535 he 
proposed, “good works must follow faith, yes, not only as an obligation, but they fol-
low spontaneously, just as a good tree is not obligated to produce good fruits but does 
so spontaneously. Just as good fruits do not make the tree good, so good works do not 
justify the person. But good works come from the person who has already been justi-
fied beforehand by faith . . .”7 In combating the accusations of the prominent Roman 
Catholic prince Duke Heinrich of Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel against his own prince, 
Elector Johann Friedrich of Saxony, during their conflict in 1542, Luther described his 
elector as “a person whose way and manner of life is modest and honorable, whose 
tongue is truthful, and whose hand is gentle in helping churches, schools, and the poor, 
one whose heart is earnest, constant, and true to honor God’s Word . . . and his mar-
riage is so pure and praiseworthy that it is a fine example to all princes, nobles, and 
indeed everyone else.” Conceding that Johann Friedrich sometimes drank too much, 
Luther continued, “you will find nothing but the pure gifts of God and the virtues of a 
worthy Christian prince and pure, chaste husband. The fruits bear witness to the tree.”8 

Matthew 7:17 also served to bring consolation to sinners who needed to be 
directed to their fundamental righteousness as God’s children. “If an upright person 
is at the same time righteous in regard to the spirit and sinful in regard to the flesh, 
actions will reflect the person, the fruit reflects the tree. In so far as the spirit partici-
pates in the action, it is good. In so far as the flesh participates in it, it is wicked . . . 
God evaluates the action on the basis of the person” performing the deed.9 Luther 
regarded fruitfulness and faithfulness as inseparable, like horse and carriage, love and 
marriage: you cannot have one without the other.

Luther’s reflections on the fruitfulness of faithfulness extended to the Christian 
congregation as well. He lived, of course, in a time when twenty-first-century concepts 
of “standing on one’s own two feet” and “doing it my way” were impossible and, 
would have been, for a believer like Luther, abhorrent. Not only economic necessity 
but his reading of all of Scripture implanted deeply in his understanding of God’s will 
for his human creatures the necessity of community and of mutual care and service 
for the benefit of the other. In his comments on the Sermon on the Mount in 1538 
he made clear that the community’s light was to shine with good works, which meant 
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specifically “the exercise, expression, and confession of the teaching of Christ and 
faith and suffering for its sake.” The community of Christ’s people teaches the biblical 
message faithfully, stressing faith and aiming to strengthen and preserve it as it testi-
fies to its Lord.10 The following year, in setting forth the marks by which the church 
is identified, Luther noted that the church is to be recognized above all by its use of 
God’s word in oral, written, and sacramental forms and by its “prayer, public, praise, 
and thanksgiving to God.” The church identifies itself also, though not in a unique way 
(since false believers may also demonstrate outwardly a certain conformity to God’s 
commands), honorable behavior in the public sphere as the Holy Spirit produces “fruits 
from ‘an honest and good heart’” (Lk 8:15).11 Luther’s earlier support (1523) for the 
“Ordinance of a Common Chest” in the town of Leisnig demonstrates in concrete 
detail how he expected the community to respond to human need, and the congrega-
tion of Christians took part in the civil community in his day. Thus, while not offering 
a pattern for the Christian congregation’s actual policy or procedures in other cultural 
settings, he did indicate the kind of concerns which conveyed the love of Christ to the 
larger community. He wrote the congregation of Leisnig that the gospel had caused 
Christ to shine into the hearts of its members and led them to follow the example of 
the apostles in Acts 2 and 4 in providing for human needs. He opposed greed and 
selfishness that would break the bonds of love in the community.12 The program 
of social welfare which he supported included expenditures for the activities of the 
church, including pastors’ salaries, as well as for the schools and other institutions. It 
also prescribed disbursements for the aged and infirm among the poor, relief for the 
unemployable and unemployed, aid to newcomers in the town, all from public funds, 
at least in part supported by taxes.13 In our very different culture and society the task 
of the congregation of believers continues to be the reflection of his love both in our 
words of witness to his deliverance and in our deeds that serve him as agents of his 
providence.

Reflections on Biblical Faithfulness and Fruitfulness
Among the deceiver’s many tricks of the trade that gives him his name is his 

having people who define meanings (and thus define life), set things that God has 
designed to be complementary in opposition to each other. To be sure, he mingles 
meanings that need to be kept separate, but more powerful is his setting in opposition 
to each other our descriptions, concepts or activities that God fashioned to support 
and extend one another. The concepts of “faithfulness” and “fruitfulness” provide an 
example of this.

What is biblical faithfulness? It simply centers on trust in God, who has revealed 
himself by becoming human, in flesh, bones, blood, and skin, as Jesus of Nazareth. 
Trust in his saving and re-creating action through death and resurrection—both 
Christ’s on the cross and from the empty tomb and ours at the baptismal font or in 
our first clinging to the word of forgiveness—blossoms into trust. This trust counts 
on his daily and richly providing us with all that we need to support this body and life 
while he protects us in the face of all evil and danger. In all this we recognize that none 
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of our efforts could merit or be worthy of what comes from his fatherly goodness 
and mercy that defines him as God. That means that we actually count on the God 
who takes interest in falling sparrows and balding heads to be present with us and to 
accomplish his will. His will includes the extension of his rule in this world, without us 
but sometimes also graciously with and through us, as Luther taught us to pray in the 
Small Catechism.14 When we pray, “Thy kingdom come,” we are faithfully recognizing 
and counting on the truth of the claim that “God sent his Son, Christ our Lord, into 
the world to redeem and deliver us from the power of the devil, to bring us to himself, 
and to rule us as a king of righteousness, life, and salvation against sin, death, and an 
evil conscience,” and that to attain this goal “he also gave his Holy Spirit to deliver this 
to us through his holy Word and to enlighten and strengthen us in faith by his power.” 
We are further praying that through our use of God’s holy word and living of the God-
pleasing life we “may remain faithful and grow daily in [the word] and also that it may 
find approval and gain followers among other people and advance with power through-
out the world.”15

Luther treated the entire Christian life engendered by the trust and faithfulness 
which the Holy Spirit creates. He fostered that faith and the life it produces through 
sermons, devotional works, polemical treatises, and other genre throughout his life. The 
Wittenberg professor clearly outlined God’s expectations for daily living in all corners 
of Christian service to God and his entire creation. His affirmation of the life of service 
in the home and in economic activities, in society, and in the worshipping community 
transformed the definition of “holy orders and walks of life” from that of only those in 
“sacred” vocations but in all situations in which life transpires.16  

The coming of God’s rule into the lives of believers keeps them faithful, daily 
growing in his word, “in order that it may find approval and gain followers among other 
people and advance with power throughout the world” as well as in obedience in all areas 
of individual lives.17 He certainly made clear his views on God’s demand that Christian 
use the word and share the message of Scripture with others, beginning, but not end-
ing, with their own families. In 1522, preaching on 1 Peter 1:3, Luther admonished the 
Wittenberg congregation, “We have no other reason for living on earth than to be of 
help to others. If this were not the case, it would be best for God to kill us and let . . . us 
die as soon as we are baptized and have begun to believe. But he permits us to live here 
in order that we may bring others to faith, just as he brought us.”18 A little later his com-
ment on 1 Peter 2:9 urged his hearers to practice their “chief work”: that each believer 
“proclaims the mighty deed of God to the other, how you have been delivered through 
him from sin, hell, death, and all affliction, and have been called to eternal life. Thus, you 
should also teach other people how they, too, come into such light . . . Thus the first 
and foremost duty we Christians should perform is to proclaim the wonderful deeds of 
God.”19 At roughly the same time Luther wrote to latter day followers of John Hus in 
Bohemia regarding the rights of congregations to evaluate the preaching of the clergy. 
There he observed, “No one can deny that every Christian possesses God’s Word and is 
taught and anointed by God to be a priest . . . But if it is true that they have God’s Word 
and are anointed by him, then it is their duty to confess, to teach, and to spread it . . .   
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It is certain that a Christian not only has the right and power to teach God’s Word but 
has the duty to do so on pain of losing his soul and of God’s disfavor.”20  

Those who suggest that Luther later abandoned this emphasis on God’s calling 
all the baptized to serve as agents of his proclamation simply have not read the texts. 
His teaching on the church and on the relationship of the pastoral office and the priest-
hood of all the baptized shifted in emphasis over the years as new situations arose, 
but his insistence on the essential and vital role which God has ordained for pastors in 
the life of his church and on the obligation of all the baptized to give public witness 
to their faith and to share the gospel with others are present in his writings early and 
late.21 His postil of 1526 affirmed that all the baptized have the power to declare the 
forgiveness of sins that brings cheer to others.22 His preaching in the 1530s reiterated 
the point, e.g. in 1537, in a sermon on John 14,23 and in 1539, while treating Matthew 
18.24 Luther counseled his students in 1542 that absolution from “the pastor, or in 
case of necessity, at the hand of any brother, saves,” for every believer is “a servant 
of God’s kingdom and eternal life, the forgiveness of sins and the destruction of hell, 
in short of the opening of heaven and the kingdom of God.”25 This concern for the 
witness of all the baptized to the gospel of Christ did not disappear with Luther. His 
impact on the attitudes of his students and other followers can be seen also in the treat-
ment of many of them regarding the naturalness and necessity of the public confession 
of the faith by all believers.26

Faithfulness to the Great Commissioner spells the death of defensiveness, for 
it assures us of God’s gracious presence in our lives, his commitment to be faithful in 
preserving us as people of his kingdom. His faithfulness empowers and enlivens our 
surrender to God’s plan and his way of ruling in the world, even when we think we 
have better solutions for the mystery of the continuation of sin and evil in the lives of 
his baptized people than the way he seems to be contending with the problem. 

Trees that are faithful in their genuine reliance on God—believers who have 
confidence that he steers human history, including our own and that of our communi-
ties—naturally produce good fruit. They set aside worry about their safety and God’s 
reputation, and they assume the path of the cross, which seems impotent and foolish 
to the world but is in fact God’s way of demonstrating both his wisdom and his power 
(1 Cor 1:17–2:16). Faithfulness is wrought by the Holy Spirit through the word, and 
through it he produces his fruit, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithful-
ness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal 5:22–23). This spirit demonstrates the presence 
of the Holy Spirit, who moves us to give frequent accounts of the hope which fills 
us and to do so with gentleness and respect for our hearers (1 Pt 3:15). They will not 
know that we are Christians by our love, even though Luther counted it as a mark of 
the church—which, to be sure, is not unique to the church, he wrote.27 That is why 
simply being kind and gentle is not enough,  God’s kingdom comes through his word, 
spoken and written and on the Internet, but it cannot be heard without some sense of 
trust in the trustworthiness of the one who is trying to convey it.

The parable of the Good Shepherd reminds us of two fundamental truths about 
God’s way of working in the world. He goes out to where the lost are and does not 
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count on them returning to the fold. They need to be fetched home. He counts each 
one of us as an important statistic in the coming of his kingdom. God is, of course, 
interested in statistics. Each of those who hear the message from us and see it lived 
out in our lives is precious to God. Each individual who comes to faith through our 
witness to Christ is the fruit of the fruit of our faithfulness, the faithfulness that by the 
Holy Spirit’s power produces the fruit of our love, the love that gives witness to God’s 
love in Christ and thus builds trust.

The shepherd went out—did not stay with the fat and happy ninety and nine—to 
find the lost one. It is remarkable how seldom the gospels report that Jesus was in syna-
gogue or temple. His proclamation went out into the streets and homes. There he found 
the people who would never have encountered him in the synagogue. There he con-
verted people from the lost and erring into the faithful, so that they could come to hear 
the word in the synagogue and temple. It is into the world, where the lost are, that Jesus 
sends his servants to seek and save those outside the faith, as the parable of the banquet 
and the host who wanted a full house (Mt 22:10, Lk 14:23) demonstrates. Lutherans 
in North America and Western Europe face the temptation, as cultures around them 
become more hostile to the Christian tradition that has formed them, to abandon what 
H. Richard Niebuhr labeled a “Christ and culture in paradox” approach to living within 
our culture, which is a gift God gives us for our care, and retreating into a “Christ 
against culture” model.28 That would be a tragic abdication of our calling from God to 
be the critical voices of God’s plan for human living within our culture. The experience 
of the Russian Orthodox Church in the Soviet period demonstrates that the church 
can become just as culturally enslaved within its own walls, within its own liturgy and 
language, as it is when it tries to confront the errors of the culture in the marketplace. 
Faithfulness counts on the Holy Spirit to support us in the testimony we give individu-
ally and corporately in the nooks, crannies, and marketplaces of the larger society.

This suggests that our fruit, like our faith, is dependent on the Holy Spirit, who 
wants all people to be saved. He brings sinners to trust in Christ through our use of 
his word “when and where he wills.”29 He welcomes us—depends on us—as his co-
workers (1 Cor 3:9), but we dare not think that we are anything other than tools in his 
hands. There is no synergism of those who convert any more than there is a synergism 
with those whom the Holy Spirit converts. The mysterious and horrifying phenomenon 
of a famine of God’s word can take place (Am 8:22), but that is the Lord’s call. It does 
not give us license to ignore his sending his church to the nations to make disciples. It 
is no excuse for lethargy, hesitation, or lackadaisical attitudes toward the urgent ask of 
witnessing to Christ. The will of the Savior as he left this earth was that repentance and 
the forgiveness of sins be preached to all nations (Lk 24:47–48), that new disciples be 
baptized and taught (Mt 28:19), that his church bring repentance through retention of 
sins and life through forgiveness of sins to others so that believing in Christ, they might 
have life in his name (Jn 20:22–23, 31). The mission belongs to God, and he entrusts it 
to our mouths and our hands.

The church in North America today faces challenges unimaginable in Luther’s 
time within a context unimaginable to him. Careful translation of his insights from his 
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culture to ours nonetheless can serve to move our thinking as congregations of Christ’s 
people to serve as lights on the hill, salt to flavor the society in which he has called us 
to be his witnesses. In this society, which is losing fundamental habits necessary to well-
functioning societal life, especially in the conduct of family life but also in civil discourse 
and civil concern for the poor and disadvantaged, local congregations, as well as church 
bodies, are called by the Lord of North America to demonstrate his love and model his 
concern, even as we share the life-giving promise that liberates those caught in every 
kind of satanic trap. Without the leaven, light, and salt which those who proclaim the 
gospel bring, this society has an only ever-dimmer hope because its sense of all that 
human life can be is steadily narrowing. 

This proclamation is thus shaped toward the whole person and toward making 
communities whole. In his essay in Inviting Community, Bruce Hartung sees this chal-
lenge as part of the value of empathy: “The community functions together in ministries 
of care and service, in ministries of strengthening each other, for growing into Christ 
(Eph 4:15), and for working side by side for the betterment of the larger community 
and, indeed, for the betterment of humankind. Thus, empathic connection moves from 
rejoicing and growing in the connection itself toward using those connections in service 
of the brother and sister.”30 In this sense, one of the ways any Christian community 
bears fruit is in how its care for each other overflows into genuine mutual care for the 
neighbors and strangers in their midst. This makes the faithful Christian congregation 
the source of hope not only for eternal life of those around us—which it certainly is—
but also the source of hope for the temporal welfare of our land. That is as God wants it 
to be since our nation, and every nation, belongs to him, and he does not like squatters 
who claim his property as their own.

The faithful Christian life flourishes in the production of fruits of all kinds. It 
begins through God’s re-creative, absolving word that grounds the believer’s entire 
existence in trust in Jesus Christ and his promise of forgiveness, life, and salvation 
based on his death and resurrection. That trust shapes a character marked by love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. That 
character generates attitudes that seek to search for neighbors in need, finding them 
in places where even Samaritans are able to bind wounds and bring healing. These 
attitudes blossom into action, as we follow our Lord’s commands, beginning with the 
hallowing of his name and the proclamation of his rule. We demonstrate what his name 
and his rule means in reflecting his image of love and compassion,  Those actions cre-
ate rendezvous with him and other people in the highways and byways of life, above all 
for him and the lost who need to hear of the Way, the Truth, and the Life (Jn 14:6).
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Martin Luther’s Platzregen in Action 
The Changing Face of Global Christianity

     Douglas L. Rutt 

The study of the momentous demographic shifts in Christianity that have taken 
place in the past two decades has become a growth industry of sorts. Authors such 
as Philip Jenkins, with his seminal volume, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global 
Christianity, published in 2002, led the charge when he documented the dramatic 
changes in the locus and look of Christianity that we have witnessed since the turn 
of the millennium.1 He soon followed up with other titles related to that theme, such 
as The New Faces of Christianity: Believing the Bible in the Global South and God’s Continent: 
Christianity, Islam, and Europe’s Religious Crisis. For the past decade he has been in con-
stant demand on the lecture circuit. Other noteworthy historians and theologians such 
as Mark Noll, Alister McGrath, and David Martin have followed up with their own per-
spectives on the topic.2

 
Changing Paradigms

Research on Christian history and missionary expansion is an ongoing task; how-
ever, perspectives change as time marches onward. Looking back to the recent past, 
one notes Ralph Winter’s intriguing book, published in 1970, Twenty-five Unbelievable 
Years: 1944-1969. Picking up where Kenneth Scott Latourette’s A History of the 
Expansion of Christianity3 left off, Winter documented the great growth of Christian mis-
sions from the West after World War II, what amounts to the explosion of missions 
from North America that occurred as the eyes of Americans were opened to the greater 
world. Many soldiers returned home at the end of the war with stories of new and 
exotic lands, where people yet needed to hear the message of the gospel. His primary 
concern was how the still dominant Western Christian mission agencies would relate 
to newer, younger churches in mission lands. He, like Latourette, was interested in the 
“infrastructure” of missions.4 The concluding statement of the book recognizes that 
it is difficult, from a human perspective, to understand the movement of the gospel 
throughout history and space. He wrote:

One thing seems clear: the fact that in Protestant missions many of the 
most significant forward steps in both the strategy of support, and the 
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strategy of overseas operations, depend upon a far better understanding 
than we now have of the “anatomy of the Christian mission.”5

If those years twenty-five years that occupied Winter’s attention were “unbe-
lievable,” the most recent twenty-five years are even more astounding in terms of the 
growth and the impact of Christianity in the Global South. 6

Those involved in Christian mission at the international level have become 
acutely aware of the paradigmatic shift that has taken place in world Christianity. They 
have begun to wrestle with what it means for Christians to relate to one another glob-
ally on equal footing and the implications for the ongoing task of making disciples of 
all nations. New theological questions have arisen as non-Western churches have begun 
to articulate their own reflections. In other words, while the questions have changed, it 
is still a challenge to understand the “anatomy of the Christian mission” as the gospel 
moves from one place to another. 

Martin Luther knew that the gospel was always on the move and that therefore it 
should never be taken for granted. He famously warned the German people: 

O my beloved Germans, buy while the market is at your door; gather in 
the harvest while there is sunshine and fair weather; make use of God’s 
grace and word while it is there! For you should know that God’s word 
and grace is like a passing shower of rain [Platzregen] which does not return 
where it has once been . . . And you Germans need not think that you 
will have it forever, for ingratitude and contempt will not make it stay. 
Therefore, seize it and hold it fast, whoever can; for lazy hands are bound 
to have a lean year.7

Perhaps the predominance of the gospel in Germany endured for longer than 
Luther predicted, however the general truism holds. The gospel moves globally, gracing 
one place with its presence for a time, but quickly moving on to shower its blessings in 
new locations. 

Philip Jenkins cites another famous figure from European history who made 
a similar point. St. Vincent de Paul, during the tragic days of the Thirty Years War, 
observed that Jesus had established his church and that it would endure to the end of 
time. However, he noted, it would not necessarily endure in Europe. St. Vincent pre-
dicted that the church would soon be a church of South America, Africa, China and 
Japan. Noting that perhaps St. Vincent was off on Japan, which has proven quite resis-
tant to Christianity, Jenkins remarked, in a paper given in Seoul Korea: “Our traditional 
concept of the Christian world as a predominantly white and Euro-American world—
of Western Christianity in fact—is no longer the norm. That fact has vast implications 
for notions of church and for mission.”8

Christianity Myths
When considering the picture of Christianity in today’s world, first it is necessary 

to address a couple of false notions regarding the Christian church. It is a widely held 
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myth, believed by many people around the world, that Christianity is a Western reli-
gion—a Western “import,” if you will. In places like Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Myanmar, 
and Thailand, where Lutheran Hour Ministries carries out mass media outreach, it is 
commonplace for its staff to be accused of being agents of the Western world, who 
are trying to import a foreign Western religion along with its accompanying values and 
lifestyles. There have been times when those accusations are accompanied by threats of 
violence if the evangelistic activities are not suspended. 

While it is true that in recent years, especially during past five centuries or so, 
Christianity has had a greater foothold in Europe and the Americas, in its essence—and 
in its past—Christianity is not a Western religion. It began in a part of the world we 
now know as the Middle East, and spread throughout northern Africa, much of Arabia, 
and southern Europe, extending even as far as China and India, long before it ever 
reached northern Europe and the Americas.

One recognizes that there were undoubtedly wide doctrinal variations dur-
ing Christianity’s first millennium and a half, as there are today; however, in terms of 
people claiming to be followers of “the way” of Jesus Christ, Christianity has had a 
deep and long history in the non-Western world, even in places now dominated by 
Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and other religious movements.

Philip Jenkins asserts that from a Western perspective there is another his-
tory, which he calls the “lost history of Christianity.”9 Concerning the myopic vision 
of Christian history as told from the Western perspective, Philip Jenkins remarked: 
“The particular shape of Christianity with which we are familiar is a radical departure 
from what was for well over a millennium the historical norm: another, earlier global 
Christianity once existed.”10 In our understanding of the history of Christianity, he 
adds, “When we move our focus away from Europe, everything we think we know 
about Christianity shifts kaleidoscopically, even alarmingly.”11 

Western Christian historians have generally focused on the westward expansion 
of Christianity from its humble beginnings in Palestine. It is only logical, however, that 
Christianity likewise would have spread eastward from what became one of its principal 
centers of operations in the early church, where the term “Christian” was first coined, 
the city of Antioch. Antioch was a major Roman trading center on the Orontes River 
that united the West with the East in a multicultural, multilingual, and religiously diverse 
setting. That setting proved to be conducive to the message of the gospel.12 The “lost his-
tory” of Christianity tells the story that during the first one thousand years of its history, 
one-third of the world’s Christians lived in Asia, and as many as ten percent in Africa.13

Another myth regarding Christianity is that it is in decline. Again, from a 
Western perspective this seems to be true. It is understandable that Christians in 
America and Europe view themselves as being under siege. The major Protestant 
denominations are experiencing a precipitous decline in numbers, and the fastest 
growing category in the United States in terms of religion are the unaffiliated, or the 
“nones,” as they have been labeled.14 Without a doubt, in the West we are in a “post-
Constantinian” era, where Christianity has lost its privileged place in society. The 
Christian church is considered by many to be an irrelevant, judgmental, rigid system of 
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social and moral standards from a bygone era. Christians in the West consider the great 
threat of an encroaching Islam, and fear that it will soon overtake Christianity in terms 
of the numbers of adherents.15  

There are many signs of the decline of Christianity in North America and 
Europe, and this is certainly visible in The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, which 
has experienced a steady decline in membership of one to two percent per year for over 
thirty years. LCMS president Matthew Harrison reports that the last time any LCMS 
district grew was in the early 1990s.16 

And yet, when one looks at the global picture, a different reality presents itself. 
Christianity, from a worldwide perspective, is not in decline, not merely holding its 
own, nor just barely growing; it is thriving. 

 
Growth of Global Christianity

A caveat is in order when considering the statistics on world Christianity that fol-
low. For the purposes of these comparisons, a Christian is he or she who self-identifies 
as such. He or she merely says, “I am a Christian.” This is in conformity with the 1948 
United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which affirms the rights of 
anyone to define his or her religion. Of course such a definition has serious limitations 
and may not present an entirely accurate picture. It does not judge the orthodoxy of 
one’s belief, nor does it attempt to make a judgment on the genuineness of each indi-
vidual’s faith. However, when looking at global trends from a wide perspective, these 
statistics help us understand where things have been and make it possible to make 
some projections about the future.17  

 
Christianity vs. Islam

A recent report on the question of the relationship between the growth of 
Christianity and the growth of Islam focuses on the percentage of the world’s popula-
tion that was either Christian or Muslim from 1900 to 2010. The report notes that 
there has been a slight decline in the percentage of Christians during that period, from 
34.5 percent to 32.9 percent. It also notes that Islam, during that same period, has 
grown from 12.3 percent to 22.5 percent of the world’s population.18 This is a startling 
statistic, to be sure, and a challenge to Christian churches everywhere. It should be 
noted, however, that if one goes back to the year 1800, the world’s population that was 
Christian was only 22.7 percent. Thus Christianity has experienced growth as well, not 
only in sheer numbers, but also percentage-wise, in the ensuing years. The fact is that 
the percentage of the world’s population that self-defines as Christian has remained 
steady at about one-third for the past 150 years and is projected to remain at that per-
centage up through 2050.

According to the Center for the Study of Global Mission, which published the 
report “Status of Global Mission, 2014, in the Context of AD 1800–2025,” in mid-2014 
there are over 2.37 billion Christians of “all kinds” in the world today. That represents 
33 percent of the world’s population. By the year 2025, that number is projected to 
grow to over 2.7 billion, which will represent almost 34 percent of the world’s popula-
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tion. In fact, in spite of what one might think, there are almost one billion more people 
in the world today who identify themselves as Christian as compared to adherents to 
Islam, although Islam is growing at a slightly faster rate, with projections that by 2025, 
24.6 percent of the world’s population will be Muslim.19

In terms of the sheer numbers of Christians in the world, we have seen a steady 
growth from 205 million in 1800, more than doubling to 558 million in 1900, more 
than doubling again to 1.2 billion in 1970, and doubling again until reaching almost 
2.4 billion in 2014, with a projection of 2.7 billion Christians by the year 2025.20 Much 
of this growth can be correlated with the growth of the world’s population. It took all 
of human history for the world’s population to reach one billion in the early 1800s, 
but then only about one hundred years more to reach two billion around 1930. In the 
seventy ensuing years (by the year 2000), the world’s population had tripled to over 
six billion, and as of 4:22 p.m., CDT, June 5, 2014, the world’s population was at 
7,170,689,642.21 World population growth does not account for all of the growth of 
Christianity, however. While the world population growth rate from 1800 to 2000 aver-
aged 1.17 percent per annum, the growth rate of Christianity during that same period 
stood at 1.29 percent.22 In other words, Christianity is growing at a slightly higher rate 
than the world’s population in general.

 
Seismic Shift

But a seismic shift has taken place, not only in the increasing numbers of 
Christians, but also in terms of where those Christians are to be found. In the year 
1900, 82 percent of the world’s Christians lived in Europe and North America. By the 
year 2014, over 65 percent of the world’s Christians live outside of North American and 
Europe. The biggest shift has taken place in Africa. In the year 1900, the continent 
of Africa had a total population of around one hundred million. Of that one hundred 
million people, only 9 percent, or nine million, were Christians. By 2014 the total 
population of Africa has ballooned to 1.125 billion23 and Christianity has experienced a 
remarkable growth, now to over 520 million Christians, or over 46 percent of the pop-
ulation. Projections indicate that by the year 2025 there will be more than 680 million 
Christians in Africa, up from projections of just 663 million only two years ago.24 This 
shift is further illustrated by noting that in 1900 only 2 percent of the world’s Christians 
lived in Africa, down from possibly 10 percent in the first millennium AD. As of mid-
2014, however, 23 percent of the world’s Christians reside in Africa. There are more 
than twice as many Protestants, broadly defined, in Nigeria than there are in Germany, 
the birthplace of the Reformation.25 

Asia, a part of the world we do not normally consider to have much fertile soil 
for Christianity, is, in fact, also seeing signs of remarkable Christian vitality. Currently 
there are more than 368 million Christians living in Asia. That is up almost 100 million 
from 271 million in the year 2000, and only 91 million in 1970. By 2025 the number of 
Christians in Asia is expected to grow to almost 464 million. 

The incredible growth of Christianity in China is truly a phenomenon that 
has taken us by surprise. This writer remembers when Dr. Edward Westcott, former 
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executive director for LCMS missions, spoke to seminary students on the campus of 
Concordia Theological Seminary in the early 1980s regarding the status of Christianity 
around the world. He stated that he did not know for sure what was happening in 
China and that he did not know if we would ever know. He did suggest that reports 
indicated that there were perhaps two to three million Christians in China, survivors 
from the missionary era. In fact, the church in China has grown, and continues to grow, 
at an amazing rate. 

Data is not easy to obtain since the size of the Christian population in China is a 
politically sensitive issue. That the church is likely larger than the communist party is an 
open secret in China, but one that is not flaunted by the church. Yet, even government 
data, however under representative it may be, documents the fact that there has been tre-
mendous growth in the number of Christians since the end of the Cultural Revolution. 
Chinese government figures from 2006 documented a 50 percent increase in the ten 
years from 1997 to 2006.26 The Pew Research report on global Christianity states that 
today there are over 67 million Christians in China,27 although those figures are up for 
debate. Operation World, taking into consideration official statistics as well as reports from 
church leaders and other networks, estimated that there were over 105 million Christians 
in 201028 Furthermore, former Time Beijing bureau chief, David Aikman, estimated that 
within three decades of the time he wrote (2003), there will be somewhere between 280 
to 420 million Christians in China.29 Aikman makes the assertion in Jesus in Beijing, that 
“China is in the process of becoming Christianized.”30 Elder Fu Xianwei, national chair-
person of the Three-Self Patriotic Church in China reported to this writer in February 
2011 that three churches are planted every two days in China.31

 
Lutheranism ≠ Germanic

The demographic shifts in world Christianity in general are also impacting world 
Lutheranism.32 In the year 2010, the Lutheran World Federation reported the nations 
with the largest number of Lutherans. As one would expect, the largest three are 
Germany (12.7 million), the United States (7.4 million) and Sweden (6.7 million). Most 
would be surprised to learn that the fourth largest Lutheran nation was Indonesia, with 
over 5.6 million members in twelve different denominations.33 Interestingly, Indonesia is 
also the fourth most populous nation in the world, with almost 254 million inhabitants,34 
and the largest Muslim nation in the world, with almost 210 million Muslims. Moreover, 
the median age of Christians (twenty-six) in Indonesia (almost all belong to a Lutheran 
denomination) is slightly younger than the median age of Muslims (twenty-eight).35 

Since the time of that report, Indonesia has moved into sixth place, accord-
ing to the Lutheran World Federation statistical report for 2013. Indonesia continued 
to grow to over 5.81 million total Lutherans, but has now been surpassed by Ethiopia 
and Tanzania, both of which have experienced an acceleration of their growth with the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church Mekane Yesus of Ethiopia reporting over 6.35 million 
members and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania reporting over 5.82 million.36

In the period of the 2013 Lutheran World Federation report referenced above, 
India and Ethiopia were shown to be the two nations with the fastest growing Lutheran 
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churches, India adding 1.7 million members and Ethiopia some 600,000. At the same 
time, some Lutheran denominations in North America declined precipitously, especially 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, which dropped from 4,543,037 members 
in 201037 to 3,950,924 in 2013.38 The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, continues to 
decline at a rate of 1 to 2 percent per year (24,000 to 48,000) as mentioned above. 

In summary, it is quite evident that the church in the West will face—and is 
facing, whether it wants to or not—a new world in which many theological and practi-
cal challenges present themselves. Church scholars and researchers have taken notice 
of these global challenges since the 1970s. Yet, as Philip Jenkins asserts, “outside 
the ranks of scholars and church bureaucrats, few commentators have paid serious 
attention to these trends” which he goes on to describe as “the creation of a new 
Christendom, which for better or worse may play a critical role in world affairs.”39 It 
is evident that Martin Luther’s “rain shower” metaphor is playing itself out in a sig-
nificant way during this first part of the new millennium, and will continue to impact 
theological reflection, ecclesiastical relations, and the look and feel of Christianity in 
the decades to come.

 
The Growth of Christianity in the Global South

To an astonished Nicodemus, Jesus explained how the Spirit of God works to 
produce faith in some places and in others perhaps not: “The wind blows where it wish-
es, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. 
So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (Jn 3:8). One should be careful not to 
offer overly simplistic answers to the question of why there has been such tremendous 
growth of Christianity in the Global South. Yet perhaps there is some value in trying to 
understand, from a human perspective, what factors brought us to this point.

Historian Mark Noll, in The New Shape of World Christianity: How American 
Experience Reflects Global Faith, wrestled with the question of how the gospel has spread 
and taken root so firmly in the Majority World by attempting to understand the influ-
ence of American Christianity and the modern missionary movement from North 
America. He states his thesis concisely toward the end of his study:

The main point of this book is that American Christianity is important 
for the world primarily because the world is coming more and more to 
look like America. Therefore, the way that Christianity developed in the 
American environment helps to explain the way Christianity is developing 
in many parts of the world.40

Noll offers an immediate caveat stating that the correlation he presents does not 
imply causation. His point is that much can be learned from the American experience 
to shed light on what is happening elsewhere. For Noll, the entrepreneurial and flex-
ible nature of American religious practice and organization, the voluntary nature of the 
Christian church in America, and the democratic values generally held to by churches 
in America, are key to understanding how and why the church in the rest of the world 
was formed and functions today.
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Noll also documents other correlations, if not causations, for the expansion of 
Christianity in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. First, he documents the impact 
of the large number of missionaries who were willing to risk their lives to bring the 
gospel to people in distant lands in harsh surroundings. He quotes, for example, an 
anthropologist critical of the modern missionary movement, who yet had to give credit 
to missionaries in at least one example: 

Had the Yuqui not been contacted by the New Tribes missionaries, the 
only people at the time willing to risk their lives in this process, it is cer-
tain that they would have been killed off or taken as [slaves]. . . . The fact 
of the matter is that very few people who do not have the driving zeal of 
the missionary are willing to put their lives on the line in a contact effort 
and to then devote the remainder of their existence to the difficult process 
of acculturation.41

Missionary work emanating from the West was without question an important 
factor in the establishment of Christianity in new lands.

An additional factor in the growth of Christianity globally for Noll is the transla-
tion of the Bible into the local languages of the people. He cites the role of the transla-
tion of the Bible into the common language of the people, Hangul, as being instrumen-
tal in the indigenization of the Christian church in Korea, where Christianity has grown 
more than in any other major part of Asia.42

The production and distribution of the Jesus Film is signaled by Noll as one of the 
most important influences in the propagation of Christianity in contemporary times. Noll 
comments: “Yet for sheer scale and reach, there has been as yet nothing to compare with 
Campus Crusade’s Jesus Film project.”43 As of June 10, 2014, the entire Jesus Film is avail-
able in 1229 languages around the world.44 It continues to draw thousands of viewers at 
events sponsored by Lutheran Hour Ministries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.

Another factor, which cannot be overlooked, is the role of mass media, espe-
cially radio, in the dissemination of the gospel around the world. Since Walter A. Maier 
championed the cause of making Christ known to the nations with the launch of the 
nationally syndicated Lutheran Hour broadcasts in 1930, other entities, such as Far East 
Radio Broadcasting, begun in 1945, and Trans World Radio, begun in 1954, have fol-
lowed suit. Some anecdotal accounts illustrate the impact of radio. There is the story of 
the young Filipino man, Alvaro Cariño, who first heard the gospel on The Lutheran Hour 
while working for a businessman in the United States in the 1930s. He then sought out 
and became a member of a local Lutheran congregation, eventually finding his way to 
Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, graduating in 1937. After serving in Chicago for sev-
eral years, he finally realized his dream of returning to the Philippines as the LCMS’s 
first missionary there in 1946, thus becoming the founder of the Lutheran Church in 
the Philippines.45 When Rev. Bernard Pankow, LCMS missionary to Mexico, made his 
first exploratory visits to Central America, one of his stops was to visit the radio sta-
tions where the Spanish version of the Lutheran Hour was already being broadcast, and 
which had resulted in the requests from that region for Lutheran missionary work.46 To 
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this author’s knowledge, several congregations in Brazil, and at least one congregation 
in Guatemala, have been founded as a result of responses to Lutheran Hour Ministries’ 
radio broadcasts.

 
The Word and Spirit

A significant characteristic of Majority World Christianity is its tendency toward 
a theological conservatism. Much to the chagrin of some contemporary, progressive 
theologians, the younger churches in Africa and Asia tend to hold to a high view of 
Scripture as the word of God, given to man to provide direction on both doctrinal 
and moral matters. The Bible is much more likely to be taken literally, with particular 
fascination with dreams, visions, healings, and other supernatural events. As Philip 
Jenkins has discovered in his research, the Old Testament is considered to be as valid 
as the New Testament, and many Christians in the Global South can resonate with Old 
Testament stories that often leave Western Christians baffled. Part of the attraction to 
a more literalist interpretation of the Bible can be attributed to the fact that the world 
and the worldview of the Bible, including both Testaments, is more readily accessible to 
those whose lived realities, such as their social and economic realities, are similar to the 
lived realities of the faithful of biblical times.47 

The way in which the Bible is read is affected by the Southern worldview. The 
significance of a biblical account can vary greatly depending on how one approaches 
Scripture, and how one approaches Scripture depends largely on the questions one is 
asking. Do you live in a world in which you face one crisis after another, in which you 
have very little control over what happens next and are simply struggling to feed your-
self and your family this day? Or, do you live a relatively comfortable and secure life, in 
which most of your daily needs are taken care of and you have plenty of time for recre-
ation, contemplation and “ear tickling” (2 Tm 4:3). 

Author Philip Roth remarked—comparing the life of a writer in Czechoslovakia 
during the communist era with the life of a writer in America—“When I was first in 
Czechoslovakia it occurred to me that I work in a society where, for writers, every-
thing goes and nothing matters, while for the Czech writers I met in Prague, nothing 
goes and everything matters.”48 There is applicability of this statement to one’s view of 
Scripture as well. The pole at which one finds oneself will surely impact one’s approach 
to the word of God. Does everything matter as one approaches God’s word or does 
everything go in terms of the liberties one feels free to take with that word? When 
in essence “nothing goes,” that is, nothing can be taken for granted, everything that 
the Bible teaches matters. There is a greater urgency to finding solutions to life’s daily 
challenges, and thus one does not take liberties by producing fanciful, esoteric, idiosyn-
cratic, or abstruse interpretations. Alister McGrath calls it the “marginalization of theol-
ogy” in the Western world.49 While in the West, it is possible to chase after one’s own 
idiosyncratic interpretation, motivated by a fascination with speculative theologies made 
possible by the luxury of life in the West,50 in the Global South the harsh realities of 
daily life press in on Christians causing them to look for serious and immediate answers 
to serious and immediate questions. 
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This provides at least a partial explanation to the rise of Pentecostalism around 
the world; it addresses the pressing needs of people. The Pew Forum on Religion and 
Public Life has conducted extensive research on the spread of Pentecostalism world-
wide, having published a report in 2007, “Spirit and Power.” A common thread that the 
study revealed was that “renewalists” (the inclusive terms used in the report for both 
Pentecostals and charismatics) generally do not hold to the dichotomistic worldview 
of the West. They do not differentiate between the “spiritual” and the “material.” This 
means that renewalists, and one can conclude, Christians in the Global South gener-
ally, see that God is involved in one’s life in all its dimensions, which includes matters 
of health, wealth, well-being in general, as well as questions of one’s eternal destiny. As 
the report states: “Majorities of Pentecostals in all 10 countries surveyed agree that God 
will grant good health and relief from sickness to believers who have enough faith; and 
in nine of the countries, most Pentecostals say that God will grant material prosperity 
to all believers who have enough faith.”51 During a recent visit to Sierra Leone, this 
writer noted two popular Christian churches whose names reflect how many there see 
the place of the Bible and the power of God in people’s lives: One church is called the 
Flaming Bible Church, and another is the Winner’s Church. For most people in the 
Global South, the spirit and the physical world are intimately linked. In fact, they really 
are not seen as dichotomous but rather as part of the totality or whole of existence, and 
Pentecostalism is very effective in reflecting that worldview. 

Another result of taking the Bible seriously is the growing chasm between 
churches in the Global South and their more liberal spiritual fathers.52 Churches in 
the Global South generally take a more conservative stance toward issues of moral 
responsibility. A most recent example from Lutheranism is the ultimatum issued by the 
Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane Yesus (EEMCY) to the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America (ELCA) to reverse its position allowing for the ordination/conse-
cration of homosexual bishops and pastors. After the demand was ignored for several 
years, the then six million plus member Ethiopian church officially broke fellowship 
with both the ELCA and the Church of Sweden, stating that it will not practice altar 
and pulpit fellowship with any church that openly disobeys the clear teachings of 
Scripture on marriage.53 The EEMCY took this stance in spite of the fact that that 
breaking fellowship could imply a significant loss of material support. 

 
Learning for the Western Church

It would be overly ambitious to attempt to offer a comprehensive answer to 
the question of what the changing face of Christianity will mean for the church of the 
West. It is clear, however, that the future of not only the church, but most would say 
even of the world, will be impacted due to the fact that churches in the Global South 
have a more holistic view of the relation between faith and life, including political 
life. David Aikman, for example, predicts the “Christianization” of China. He does 
not mean, thereby, that Christians will necessarily become the majority there, but that 
Christianity will grow to a critical mass that will have an important influence on how 
the China sees itself in relation to the rest of the world. A Christianized China will no 
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longer be concerned with how to “outmaneuver and neutralize” the United States, but 
will see itself from a more “Augustinian” perspective. According to Aikman, China 
would see itself more in terms of its global responsibility, and with a more “profound 
sense of restraint, justice, and order in the wielding of state power” due to the influence 
of Christianity.54 One can only hope that such a prediction will become a reality.

One could hope for similar results in other nations of the Global South. The 
highly moral nature of Christian expression, while certainly imposed legalistically in many 
churches, could still have a profound influence on issues of politics, justice, and charity. 
Mark Noll suggests this possibility and comments on the “effects of God’s saving works 
for the world as a whole,” based on the vision in Revelation 21:24: “By its light will the 
nations walk, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it.” He states: “The pas-
sage also hints at the sanctification of the world’s diverse cultures. The kings—we might 
expand this to the cultures of the world—with their glory will enter the heavenly city.”55 

 
Theological Implications

There are theological implications and challenges to be faced as well, as the cen-
ter of Christianity moves to the South. Martin Kähler is credited with saying “missions 
is the mother of theology.”56 As the church expands geographically, socially, cultur-
ally, and linguistically, it is called to address new questions. The Jerusalem Council is a 
clear example (Acts 15:1–35). The apostles wrestled with the applicability of the Jewish 
law—such as the need for circumcision—to the new Gentile converts in Antioch. For 
some, the answers seemed obvious: The new converts must observe the (ceremonial) 
law of Moses. But the answers are not always that easy. A true theologian is one who is 
willing to recognize that sometimes more thoughtful reflection is needed and an issue 
needs to be considered holistically.

When one considers the theology of the newer churches in the Global South—
especially the influence of the renewalist movement with its emphasis on obtaining 
health and wealth—theological concerns are justifiable. While some believe that it is 
legitimate to redefine the central doctrine of justification to accommodate the prosper-
ity gospel, such moves go beyond the teachings of Scripture on the centrality of justi-
fication.57 In spite of the excesses, perhaps there is something on which the Western 
church can reflect.58 Has theology from the Western perspective become so much a 
matter of the mind that we fail to address the wholeness of life that Jesus promised? (Jn 
10:10). Alister McGrath, taking his cue from Pannenberg, suggests there is something 
to be learned from those whose theological approach is shaped by other environments:

Wolfhart Pannenberg has argued that western theology has been shaped 
by its engagement with the rise of the natural sciences and the secular 
critique of authority. Yet precisely because these critiques are especially 
associated with the western world, might not very different styles of sys-
tematic theology arise when the engagement in questions is not western, 
but reflects issues in the emerging world—such as an encounter with 
Hinduism rather than secularism?59
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If one accepts this possibility, it becomes apparent that in the future Western 
theologians will be challenged and enriched as different cognitive thought processes 
and contextual issues are brought to bear on theological reflection. 

Mark Noll highlights this new Christian future optimistically:

In world Christian terms, some national expressions of Christian faith may 
seem more prominent than others, but all are in fact equally necessary for 
the well-being of all, and all are equally dependent upon the rest. This pic-
ture suggests that some goods may continue to flow predominately from the 
West . . . money, formal education or expertise in managing the opportuni-
ties and crises of globalization. But it also suggests that other goods should 
be expected to flow in the other direction—perhaps lessons on experiencing 
Christ’s peace when there is no money, instruction on how at the same time 
to love and confront members of other faiths, reminders of how the living 
exist in close proximity to the dead, or practical examples in overcoming 
historical antagonism through the direct power of the Holy Spirit.60 

Without question, the Western church is looked to for theological insight, direc-
tion, and clarity. However, as Majority World theologians begin to exert their influence 
on theological reflection, and as the life of their churches demonstrates to the West the 
power and the tangible nature of the gospel in the face of harsh economic, social and 
political realities, famine, persecution, and even martyrdom, one can only conclude that 
all will be uplifted and enriched. 

It will require flexibility and openness on the part of the Western church in the 
quest to understand before passing judgment. A prison chaplain, commenting on the 
tough environment of ministry in the federal penitentiary system, said, “To do this 
work, you have to be very sure about who you are and what you believe.” It would 
seem that in as much as Western theologians are able to have that kind of confidence 
they will be able to face the theological insights of Majority World Christianity honestly 
and fairly. This is not to say that anything goes theologically, but rather that Western 
theologians should and can have the confidence to accept the challenge not to accept 
the easy answers, that is, if they are up to the task of being reflective theologians. 
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Homiletical Helps on LSB Series A—First Lesson

Proper 14 • Job 38:4–18 • August 10, 2014

This text emphasizes the transcendence of God. The question for the preacher 
is, “Why do we need to know that God is transcendent? How does God’s transcen-
dence function in our theology and our lives?” 

In the context of Job, God’s transcendence serves to undermine any claim we 
may have on God. We like to think that God treats us fairly, but consider what hap-
pens to Job. Job is “blameless and upright” (Job 1:1), yet he suffers wave after wave of 
calamity. His friends assume that this suffering is due to some sin that Job has failed to 
confess. But Job protests that he is innocent and does not deserve this suffering. This 
elicits a stinging rebuke from the young Elihu. It is inconceivable that God should act 
unjustly (Job 34:12). 

Our text comes immediately after Elihu’s speech, but the Lord is responding to 
Job, not Elihu. The Lord does not actually claim that he is acting justly. Indeed, the 
reader knows that Job’s suffering is due to a bet between God and Satan and that Job’s 
suffering is not a punishment for sin. Rather, the Lord emphasizes that Job is in no 
position to talk back to God. 

In keeping with the flow of the book of Job, the preacher should replace the 
listener’s sense of indignation with a sense of wonder at God’s majesty and his grace. 
(Grace isn’t fair either, after all!) In our text, this is accomplished by a recitation of 
God’s awe-inspiring acts of creation. This can be developed in a number of ways. First, 
there are a number of such recitations in the literature of the early church. Gregory 
of Nazianzus, for example, goes on for pages about how God’s creation exceeds our 
understanding. He says,

Consider the tribes of birds, and their varieties of form and color, both 
of those which are voiceless and of songbirds. What is the reason of their 
melody, and from whom came it? Who gave to the grasshoppers the lutes 
in their breasts, and the songs and chirruping on the branches, when they 
are moved by the sun to make their midday music, and sing among the 
groves, and escort the wayfarer with their voices?1 

Gregory’s ultimate point is that if we cannot even understand creation, how can 
we understand God? Second, the preacher could draw on contemporary science to the 
same effect. For example, there are YouTube videos that seek to give a sense of the 
scale of the universe.2 These are quite effective at evoking a sense of wonder.

Once the wonder is evoked, where should it lead? The theme of wonder at God’s 
transcendence interfaces with the other readings for the day, and these connections pro-
vide possible routes for the sermon to travel. The psalm appointed for the day (Ps 18:1–
9) appeals to God’s power as the basis for praying that God rescue him from death. The 
epistle reading, on the other hand, stresses that we do not need to ascend to heaven to 
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bring Christ down because the word is near us (Rom 10:5–17). Here God’s transcen-
dence functions as law because it means we are powerless to reach him. This dilemma is 
answered by the word of faith that we proclaim. The gospel reading (Mt 14:22–33) has 
Jesus’s miraculous power functioning first to terrify the disciples when they think he is a 
ghost and then to comfort them when he announces, “Take heart, it is I.”

No matter which course the preacher settles upon, he should give thought to 
how he will evoke the wonder he intends. To paraphrase C. S. Lewis, “Don’t tell us 
God’s creation is wonderful; describe it so that we say it is wonderful.”3

David R. Maxwell

Endnotes
1 Gregory of Nazianzus, “The Second Theological Oration—On God,” Christology of the Later Fathers, ed. 

Edward R. Hardy (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1954), 152.
2 For example, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uaGEjrADGPA.
3 This is an adaptation of a point Lewis makes in a letter to Joan Lancaster in June of 1956. To see the 

entire letter, go to http://www.lettersofnote.com/2012/04/c-s-lewis-on-writing.html.
 

 

Editor’s note: The following homiletical help is adapted from Concordia Journal, July 1999.

Proper 15 • Isaiah 56:1, 6–8 • August 17, 2014
 

Salvation Is for All
I. Introduction

A.  Most people detest any form of discrimination or exclusionary 
activity. It is no fun being left out of the group or not being invit-
ed to the birthday or graduation party, as well as to the wedding 
of a best friend. And usually, there is a price, financial or other-
wise, to be paid if you want to be part of a club or organization. 
Being left out of the inner circle results in depression and the 
real sense that no one cares or appreciates you for who you are. 
Aloneness is no fun!

B.  God’s word in Isaiah assures you that as God’s chosen people 
you are not left out. He does not discriminate or exclude anyone, 
regardless of race, (previous) creed, or ethnic background. God 
seeks and rescues even foreigners and outcasts. Salvation is for all.

II. Salvation is God’s work.
A. God brings salvation (v. 1).

1. It is what he did for his chosen people.
2. It is what he accomplished in Christ for all nations.

B. The Christian responds to God’s work of the salvation   
  that is revealed (v. 1).



 

Concordia Journal/Summer 2014 243

III. Salvation is for all (v. 8).
 A.  Indentifying marks of those whom God has bound to himself 

from all nations through his gospel (vv. 6–7).
  1. They serve God.
  2. They love the Lord’s name.
  3. They keep the Sabbath (hear God’s word).
  4. They hold fast to the covenant.
 B.  Indentifying marks of the God who binds all people to himself in 

Christ.
  1. He sends glad tidings to captives (Is 52).
  2.  He provides a lamb to be slaughtered for transgressions (Is. 

53).
  3.  By his baptism we are buried with Christ and made alive in 

him (Rom 6:4).
IV. Conclusion 

Salvation by grace through faith is for all. Unfortunately, many 
people live on the dark side of life, rejecting the gift of salvation. They 
are bound to themselves and therefore prefer to save themselves. Those 
whom the Lord has bound to himself through the waters of baptism, 
establishing the Christian’s identity, serve him and love the name that is 
above every name—Jesus Christ. By faith, they hold to his covenant and 
receive the joy of their salvation.

Robert W. Weise
 

 
 

Proper 16 • Isaiah 51:1–6 • August 24, 2014 

This passage is about the end times in which the gospel is not only present (as it 
is in all such readings) but in which it predominates. Not only does the gospel occupy 
more space in this reading than is customary, but the overall impression conveyed is 
a bright and positive one—despite the stark reminder of verse 6 that the heavens and 
earth will perish and its inhabitants “die in like manner” (“die like gnats” [RSV]; “die 
like flies” [NIV]). Some reasons for this impression follow.

Twice the text points out the triumph of “righteousness” (v. 5a and v. 6b). The 
text initiates its discussion of “righteousness” in the opening verse, where it speaks of 
people “pursuing righteousness.” This may cause us to think of people “hungering and 
thirsting” for righteousness in the ethical or behavioral sense, of hoping for a world 
in which evil vanishes and good prevails, of a world in which everything turns out all 
right at the end. This view finds support immediately following the text, verse 7, which 
addresses people “who know what is right” and have God’s law in their hearts.

But the “righteousness” the text talks about means more. The RSV translates the 
word for “righteousness” as “deliverance.” As we know from numerous Bible passages, 
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we cannot be delivered by ethical or behavioral righteousness; we can be saved only by 
the righteousness of Christ with which God credits us because of the person and work 
of his Son. And in most translations the word “righteousness” in verses 5a and 6b is 
closely paralleled with the word “salvation,” suggesting that the words are synonymous 
or interchangeable. Thus our text intends the word “righteousness” to have a forensic 
sense as well. Given that sense, verse 5a has really good news when it says that God’s 
“righteousness draws near speedily and [God’s] salvation is on the way.” The same is 
true of verse 6b when it says that God’s “salvation will last forever” and “[God’s] righ-
teousness will never fail.” Heaven and earth will pass away, but God’s “righteousness” 
and “salvation” will not pass away.

Contributing to the brightness of the text’s presentation is the reaction of people 
to the imminence and sureness of God’s deliverance. “The islands will look to me and 
wait in hope for my arm” (v. 5). No wonder the people react so commendably since 
God encourages them with the tender and intimate epithets “my people” and “my 
nation” (v. 4; my emphasis). Quite a word, that word “my”!

Add to the above encouragements the assurance of the gospel metaphors in vers-
es 1 and 2, where God compares Abraham to a rock from which his people are cut and 
to Sarah as a quarry from which his people are hewn. (The metaphor “rock” is applied 
also to Peter and his stirring confession in today’s gospel reading, Matthew 16:13–20.) 
The appearance of this metaphor reminds us of the frequent application of the same 
metaphor to God (and all the comfort and joy appertaining thereto): He is “the rock 
of our salvation.” At any rate, God had promised Abraham, the “rock,” who was “but 
one” (v. 2), descendants as numerous as the sand on the seashore and as the stars in the 
heavens (Gn 22:17), the truth of which is the populous and blessed nation of Israel itself 
in our text. And in verse 3, God promises further to make Israel’s wilderness and desert 
places into a garden rivaling the splendors of the original garden of Eden.

Nowhere is it clearer than in this reading that the word “law” in the Old 
Testament often means “law” in the broad sense, including gospel as well as law in 
the narrow sense. For the “law” in verse 4, together with God’s “justice” (another 
biblical term too often narrowly and negatively understood), serves as “a light to the 
nations.” That’s because it contains and conveys “light,” Jesus Christ, “the Light of 
the world.”

The only seemingly negative note occurs when verse 6 directs us to “lift up [our] 
eyes to the heavens” to see them “vanish like smoke” while the earth on which we are 
standing “will wear out like a garment and its inhabitants die like flies.” We might call 
this a “law  look” toward the heavens. But this bad news is more than trumped by the 
good news that immediately follows: “But my salvation will last forever, my righteous-
ness will never fail.” Further, even the word “lift up” which initiates the discouraging 
look in verse 6, in another well-known passage substitutes a positive look at the same 
phenomenon, the end times: “When these things begin to come to pass, then look up, 
and lift up your heads; for your redemption draweth nigh” (Lk 21:28; my emphasis).  
We might call this a “gospel-look” toward the heavens, a directive thoroughly consistent 
with the positive tone of this end-time reading from Isaiah.
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Suggested Outline
In the King James version our text, with the addition of verses 7 and 8, is divid-

ed into three strophes or sections, each introduced by the refrain “Hearken unto me!”: 
Strophe I, verses 1–3; Strophe II, verses 4–6; Strophe III, verses 7–8. This arrangement 
suggested the three-part outline below (although not precisely congruent with the stro-
phe arrangement noted above).

Three Directives from God Designed for Our Comfort and Salvation
I. Look back! (See vv. 1–3.)
 A. At how God blessed you through Abraham and Sarah.
 B.  At how the garden of Eden is the pattern for the blessings God 

intends to bestow on you.
II. Look around—now! (See vv. 4–5.)
 A. God’s law goes out from him. (See note 4 above.)
 B. God’s justice becomes “a light to the nations.”
 C. God’s “righteousness draws near speedily.” (See note 1 above.)  
 D. God’s “salvation is on the way.”
 E. God’s “arm [brings] justice to the nations.”
 F. “The islands . . . wait in hope for [God’s] arm.” 
III. Look ahead! (See v. 6.)
 A. True, heaven and earth will pass away.
 B.  But rejoice, for God’s “salvation will last forever,” and  

his “righteousness will never fail.”
Francis C. Rossow

 
 
 
Editor’s note: The following homiletical help is adapted from Concordia Journal, July 1999.

 
Proper 17 • Jeremiah 15:15–21 • August 31, 2014

On the second Sunday after Pentecost we heard Jeremiah 28:5–9. Here the 
prophet Jeremiah must deal with the false prophecies of prosperity and peace instead 
of the pending judgment that he foretold. (See Concordia Journal 40:2, 173–174.)

Now, on this Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost we hear Jeremiah 15:15–21. Here 
the prophet is once again struggling with his call. Though the Lord “understands,” 
Jeremiah grieves over the persecution he is suffering and questions whether the Lord 
will be “like a deceptive brook.”

In the gospel lesson (Matthew 16:21–28) Jesus must confront Peter. As we heard 
in the previous Sunday’s text, Peter made the bold confession that Jesus is “the Christ, 
the Son of the living God.” Now, immediately after, Jesus speaks of His pending death 
at the hands of the religious leaders in Jerusalem, and Peter says, “Never, Lord!” Jesus 
then must give the harsh response, “Out of my sight, Satan! . . . You do not have in 
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mind the things of God, but the things of men.” Jesus then says that all who would fol-
low him must take up their cross.

One always has to consider the relevance of secular events to the liturgical events 
or, better, the relevance of the liturgical events to the secular, which is what our people 
need! Therefore, mentioning the fact that this happens to be Labor Day weekend is 
appropriate in that the texts deal with one’s calling before God.

Comments on the Text
In the previous verses Jeremiah delivers the word of the Lord concerning 

drought, famine, and sword coming to Judah. The people of Judah, however, are lis-
tening to the false prophets who claim, “No sword or famine will touch the land.” 
Jeremiah laments his position as the bearer of bad news in the face of prosperity-
preachers and a people who would much rather hear such a message. The Lord reaf-
firms his message of judgment, and this brings us to our text.

Verse 15: “You understand, O Lord.” Jeremiah takes comfort in the fact that the 
Lord understands his position as the bearer of bad news. Jeremiah, therefore, confesses 
his faith in the Lord’s understanding and long-suffering and pleads for the Lord to 
remember him, care for him, and avenge him.

Verse 16: “When your words came I ate them.” Jeremiah pledges allegiance to 
the Lord (“for I bear your name”) and his word. Though the people have not taken His 
message to heart, he has (even as we often pray) “read, marked, learned, and inwardly 
digested” God’s word.

Verse 17: “I never sat in the company of revelers.” Jeremiah’s call was a lonely 
one; he did not marry or make merry. Moreover, he was a social outcast and persecuted 
because of the message he delivered.

Verse 18: “Why is my pain unending?” Jeremiah laments the fallout of his call. 
In his grief, he questions reliance on God’s provision for him.

Verse 19: The Lord responds that, if Jeremiah turns from such doubtful ques-
tioning, He will restore him to his call as a spokesman and to his task of delivering the 
Lord’s message despite the people’s opposition to it.

Verse 20: The Lord encourages Jeremiah by promising to “fortify” him against the 
attacks of the people, and that he will not be overcome because the Lord is with him to rescue 
and save. (This verse is a marvelous memory verse for the modern day persecuted prophet.)

Verse 21: The Lord promises Jeremiah that he will indeed be saved and redeemed.
Central thought of the text: The servants of God face opposition from false proph-

ets of prosperity and from a people all too willing to listen to such prophets instead of 
God’s call to repentance. Nevertheless, the Word of the Lord stands firm, and His ser-
vants do too, as the Lord strengthens them through that Word.

Central thought for the sermon: The faithful people of God, especially the pastors, 
will always face opposition. Nevertheless, God promises to sustain, strengthen, restore, 
and save them.

Homiletical considerations: Both this week’s lessons and next week’s lessons focus 
on the call of God’s servants to deliver the message of repentance to a disobedient 



 

Concordia Journal/Summer 2014 247

people. If one focuses on brother-to-brother confrontations, this week could focus on 
pastors as “the prophets of doom.”

A prophet of doom like Jeremiah is never a popular person. He spoke of pend-
ing death and destruction while everyone else was speaking of peace and prosperity. He 
is not the kind of person you would want to have around at a party, a wedding, or even 
to lunch. What a damper he would be on any reason to celebrate!

On the other hand, if we are serious about God’s call to repentance-to follow 
him unswervingly, to avoid temptations of self-destructive behavior and harming others 
for our own gain, to grow and mature as responsible citizens and Christians, and espe-
cially to avoid the coming judgment of God-then Jeremiah just might be precisely the 
sort of friend to have around.

If the bearers of bad news save us from greater harm, then they are certainly wel-
come. The same is true for bringing God’s law to a lost and dying world. The Lord’s 
message of repentance saves people from the greater harm of God’s judgment. 

Ernest Bernet
 

 
 

Proper 18 • Ezekiel 33:7–9 • September 7, 2014

I actually cringe every time I encounter this text. It isn’t that I don’t like it, or 
don’t understand what is being said. It is, rather, that the message is too clear. It is 
God’s warning, repeated time and again, that we ignore his word to our own peril. And 
it isn’t just for us preachers; it is for all of God’s people. 

And then I read the headlines of the day and see how bad things are in this 
world, and I become even more concerned. In Jeremiah the Lord says it this way, 

I set watchmen over you, saying, “Pay attention to the sound of the 
trumpet!” But they said, “We will not pay attention.” Therefore hear, O 
nations, and know, O congregation, what will happen to them. Hear, O 
earth; behold, I am bringing disaster upon this people, the fruit of their 
devices, because they have not paid attention to my words; and as for my 
law, they have rejected it. (Jer 6:17–19) 

But we haven’t paid attention to the trumpet—or if we have we interpreted it as 
a trumpet of triumph, not the trumpet of warning as it is portrayed the Scriptures. 

We have been called to be watchmen over God’s people. “Son of man,” the 
Lord said to Ezekiel at the time of his call in chapter 3: “I have made you a watch-
man for the house of Israel. Whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give 
them warning from me” (3:17). That same message is repeated here. 

But notice—Ezekiel isn’t expected to save the entire nation; he is expected to 
rescue individuals. And that is where the application becomes personal and where I 
begin to find comfort. Ezekiel, while he was called to preach to all the people, had a 
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particular focus, as does our call. Ezekiel’s call is to be a personal soul winner, one who 
reclaims sinners for true life in the society of God’s people, and that is our call as well, 
“Go and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:19).

That is the force, also, of Jesus’s words in today’s gospel lesson from Matthew 18.

Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me . . . If a man 
has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave 
the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went 
astray? And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than 
over the ninety-nine that never went astray. (vv. 5, 12–13)

Today as we are called to be personal soul winners, we are called to joy, the joy 
of sharing the message of Jesus’s death and resurrection with others. We sometimes 
forget that. We become all tied up in our own trials and tribulations, or we become so 
concerned about all the evil in this world today that we are almost led to despair. But 
then we remember the words of the psalmist in Psalm 32 and remember that our sins 
are forgiven and we are blessed.

Ezekiel’s name means, “God strengthens,” or “strengthened by God” and so are 
we all by the power of God’s Holy Spirit. In the chapter that follows our text for today 
Ezekiel points us to the Messiah as the true Shepherd who will deliver and feed his flock 
(34:11–31), in Jesus we know that that has happened and continues to happen yet today. 

Baptized into Christ, called by his name, we pray for the grace to know and con-
tinue to share the promises of his kingdom. Regardless of what may happen we have 
one task—to “preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, 
and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Tm 4:2).

May God grant us the grace to do just that, Amen.
David Wollenburg

 

 
Proper 19 • Genesis 50:15–21 • September 14, 2014 

A lot has happened since Joseph’s brothers left him for dead in the desert. The 
brothers have been reunited with Joseph, and now their father, Jacob, has died. It is as 
if they are back in the desert staring into the pit where they left Joseph dying. Joseph’s 
brothers are face-to-face with the guilt of their murderous intent. Why? They are not 
in this state because of anything Joseph has said or done. In fact, Joseph has demon-
strated his loving forgiveness and has taken his brothers into his care. The brothers are 
in this state because the guilt of their sin remains, and it has generated fear within them. 
Satan is at work causing them to fear the retributions of their brother.

Filled with fear before the power of Joseph to kill them, and in the absence of 
Jacob to protect them, they come face-to-face with the temporal consequences of their 
sins. Ultimately, they are moved to repentance before Joseph, and he grants them forgive-
ness. Yes, much has happened since Joseph’s brothers left him for dead in the desert, but 
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only now has the sin been confessed and absolved. Despite their wickedness, Yahweh 
worked for the good of his people and provided for their needs. Then in this text, God 
enables Joseph to forgive his brothers even as Joseph has been forgiven of his own sin.

The devil has a way of using sin to keep us in fear and guilt. The devil does not 
want us to receive the full and free forgiveness that Christ offers us. He works dili-
gently to make us doubt that the forgiveness is real. He creates the same fear within us 
that Joseph’s brothers had. Satan wants us to believe that God is out to get us, to kill 
us, and to make us pay for what we have done. The devil wants us right where Joseph’s 
brothers are in our text: filled with fear, not knowing where to turn, and scrambling to 
find protection in ourselves.

Our gracious and loving God does not look upon us in our sin in such a way. 
Rather, he looks upon the filth of our sin, desires its punishment and our salvation, and 
so sends Christ. He sends the Christ to be left for dead in the wilderness, to suffer the 
pains and torments of death, even death on a cross for us, and to be buried in a pit. 
From the pit of death and despair, God raises the same Christ from the dead. Despite 
the evil of our sin, he overcomes sin and grants us full and free salvation. He removes 
our fears and replaces them with life.

Far beyond the provision of Joseph for his brothers and their families, Christ 
provides for not only every bodily need, but for the eternal needs of our salvation. He 
feeds us with the bread of life, fills us with his word, and invites us not to fear. For in 
him is life; our life!

Suggested Outline
I. The story of the text – From fear to forgiveness
II. The story of us – From fear in sin to forgiveness in Christ
III. Fear not – God has worked good out of evil

Paul Philp
 

 
 

Proper 20 • Isaiah 55:6–9 • September 21, 2014

Better ways, better thoughts. The ways and thoughts of God are immeasurably 
better than the ways and thoughts of sinful people. God therefore calls all humanity to 
true repentance, that is, to abandon their own wicked thoughts and ways and to return 
to God in faith—for God’s ways include incomprehensible mercy toward sinners!

The iniquitous ways of Judah and Jerusalem have become a festering wound, and 
God’s devastating judgment is falling upon them (Is 1:4–7): the assaults of Assyria and 
eventually the exile imposed by Babylon. Yet under the dominant theme of comfort 
(40:1), Isaiah also proclaims hope through the obedient work of Yahweh’s Servant in 
chapters 42, 49, 50, and 53. This final Servant Song, in particular, serves as background 
for our pericope: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his 
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own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all . . . He bore the sin of 
many, and makes intercession for the transgressors” (53:6, 12). God will restore his sin-
ful people to righteousness and glory!

Our pericope (55:6–9) is cut from the middle portion of chapter 55. It is preceded 
by the gracious invitation to come, eat and drink without cost, incline your ear and listen, 
and live (55:1–3). It is followed by the assurance that the heavenly Word from God’s mouth 
is able to accomplish a universal renewal, which will bring joy to all the earth (55:10–12). 
This all-creation theme in vv. 10–12 echoes the all-humanity theme in vv. 4–5: God will 
make “David” a prince and commander for the peoples, and glorified Israel will be a 
magnet for the nations. “A nation that did not know you shall run to you” (55:5).

Verses 6–7: The imperatives “seek,” “call upon,” and “return” are tied to the 
imperatives “come,” “incline your ear,” and “live” in vv. 1–3. Together, they summon 
sinners from all nations to hear God’s word and respond in faith. Yahweh is “near” and 
“can be found” in his word: He speaks to sinners, inviting them to mercy and to life. The 
call for the wicked man to “forsake his ways . . . and thoughts” suggests two dimensions 
of repentance: sorrow over one’s sinfulness and the desire to walk in a better way—God’s 
way. The call to “return” (bwv) to Yahweh implies that men have departed from Yahweh 
to their own path, a frequent theme in Isaiah (53:6; 57:17; 58:13; 65:2; 66:3–4).

Verses 8–9: These verses gives further reason (yk) for the sinner to abandon his 
ways and turn to Yahweh in repentant faith. Verse 8 states bluntly that God’s thoughts 
and ways are not the thoughts and ways of sinful humanity. Read together with v. 8, 
the comparison “as the heavens are higher than the earth” in v. 9 suggests not merely a 
degree of difference but a complete difference in kind (“heavenly” vs. “earthly”). See also 
Isaiah 31:3 and especially Hosea 11:8–9. Verse 10, just beyond this pericope, describes the 
bridging of this chasm between heaven and earth by God’s descending-like-rain word. 

The contrast between the thoughts and ways of God and man in these verses 
raises a key question: in what respect are God’s thoughts and ways different and higher, 
so that man should abandon his own ways and turn to God and his ways? A number 
of answers can be given, all well fitted to the context of the passage and the book of 
Isaiah, and a sermon could be framed around the following.

First, in their self-chosen “ways” (~ykrd), men have forgotten “the way of 
peace” and “the paths of justice” (59:8) which are taught in Yahweh’s Torah (2:3–4; 
48:17–18). The “thoughts” (twbvxm) of men are “thoughts of iniquity” (59:7–8) and 
bring about the sword of Yahweh’s judgment, “for I know their works and their 
thoughts” (66:16–18). Little has changed since the days of the Flood, when Yahweh 
observed that “every intention of the thoughts (twbvxm) of man’s heart was only evil 
continually” (Gn 6:5). For many hearers, the painful fruits of their manner of thought 
and chosen ways in life will be self-evident: The preacher might invite them to con-
sider where their own paths have led them. For others, their own way may still hold a 
certain luster. “All the ways of a man are pure in his own eyes,” Proverbs 16:2 warns, 
“but the Lord weighs the spirit.”

Second, the repenting sinner will find that Yahweh’s “thoughts” and “ways” are 
bent on mercy (~xr) and abundant forgiveness (xls), in contrast to the ways of men. 
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This emphasis on Yahweh’s merciful pardon is the beating heart of this pericope. See 
also Psalm 103:11.

Third, Yahweh’s thoughts and ways—especially his mercy—are beyond the full 
comprehension of men. Some suffer longer under Yahweh’s chastening yoke. Others 
have an easier path. Yet mercy is the final word for his people . . . inexplicably so 
beyond the observation that “God is love” and that “Yahweh delights to show mercy.” 
Job certainly struggled with the inscrutability of Yahweh, yet acknowledged his good-
ness in the end. The gospel reading for this Sunday, the vineyard workers hired at dif-
ferent times yet all paid a full wage (Mt 20:1–16), captures God’s surprising and irratio-
nal mercy beautifully.

Ultimately, the thoughts and ways of God are no mere abstractions, whether 
goodness, justice, or mercy. Rather, they find incarnate expression in a person: Jesus, 
God’s beloved Son. He is the Logoj and the way, the truth, and the life. Jesus is the 
higher way and thought of God. In him the mercy of God for sinners finds its ultimate 
expression and rationale. It is by the nail-marked hands of Jesus, ultimately, that the 
vineyard workers are beckoned to the vineyard and recompensed beyond their merits. 
In the life, death, resurrection, present forgiveness, and coming kingdom of Jesus we 
see just how wondrous are the thoughts and ways of our God, and just how far beyond 
our own thoughts and imagining (Is 64:4; 65:17; 1 Cor 2:9)! So let us sinners forsake 
our own ways and thoughts, and return to our God and his ways. For he will have 
mercy on us and forgive us abundantly. And his thoughts and ways—expressed in his 
word and especially in his Son—are just plain better than ours!

Thomas Egger
 

 
 

Proper 21 • Ezekiel 18:1–4, 25–32 • September 28, 2014

The Just Way of God
“The fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” 

This phrase leads Yahweh through Ezekiel to address Israel’s whining as they blame 
Yahweh for their woe and suffering in the destruction of the land and in the exile 
under Babylon and Nebuchadnezzar. The preacher is encouraged to give attention 
to the rhetorical structure of the pericope that reconstructs a conversation between 
Yahweh and Israel through Ezekiel, although decidedly from God’s perspective. The 
rhetorical structure provides a potential pattern for preaching the text.

In 597, King Jehoiachin, the nobility of Judea, and much of the populace are 
taken into exile and resettled in southeastern Mesopotamia. Significant destruction of 
Jerusalem and the land of Judea occurs at the hands of the Babylonians. And the peo-
ple in exile with Ezekiel are repeating the popular proverb: “The fathers have eaten 
sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”1 They complain that they are 
suffering judgment (their teeth set on edge) because of the sour grapes (the sin) that 
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their fathers chose to eat. Their complaint to Yahweh implies that God’s judgment is 
patently unfair and Yahweh is to blame for his enactment of such inequitable justice.

Yahweh’s response through Ezekiel is to prohibit the use of the proverb (v. 3). 
Yahweh affirms his just ways proclaimed in Deuteronomy 24:16: “Each one shall be 
put to death for his own sin.” All creatures belong to God and God holds all account-
able. Yahweh judges the sinner. “And the soul who sins shall die (v. 4).”

Ezekiel unpacks Yahweh’s assertion in verses 5–24 (not in the pericope) by way of 
specific examples of God judging sinners for their personal sins alone. Yet, Israel continues 
to complain that the Lord’s ways are not just (v. 25). Israel perceives that sinners are not 
judged by Yahweh for their own sins and that the punishment that befits justice actually 
does not fit the crime. So the Lord tells Israel that their ways are unjust and that he will 
judge them according to his way. He invites them: “Repent and turn from all your transgres-
sions, lest iniquity be your ruin” (v. 30). In the end, he pleads for Israel to have a new heart 
and spirit, to turn and live since Yahweh has no pleasure in anyone’s death (vv. 31–32). 

Preaching this pericope according to its rhetorical structure would entail focus-
ing upon the way of the Lord: Turning from sin and death to life. This Old Testament 
reading highlights the fundamental issue of human responsibility for living that is con-
trary to God’s will and design (sin).2 The cry of injustice is on the tip of the tongue of 
every sinner. The preacher should consider leading the hearer to perceive how they 
impugn God by representing his way as unjust. When justifiable lament turns to blame, 
then the sinner’s true love is manifest: love for the self. And love for God above all 
things is ruled out. For the sinner has now blamed God as the source of his trouble 
and woe. For us, the children, our teeth are set on edge, because our fathers (and fel-
low human beings) have eaten sour grapes. The judgment of God for the sin of others 
appears to have fallen on us, since we appear to be suffering the consequences for their 
sins. The particular consequences will depend upon the nature of the sin and the expe-
rience of sin and its consequences in each community in which God’s people live. Yet, 
the preacher proclaims, “Hear now, O church—is it not your ways that are unjust?”

Rhetorically the preacher would then turn, as Ezekiel did, to make the call: 
“Repent and turn from all your transgressions. Make yourselves a new heart and a new 
spirit.” The crucifixion of Christ manifests the impossibility: we cannot repent and 
make ourselves new. Who can follow the just way? Who can create a new heart and a 
new spirit for herself?

Yet, Ezekiel does not end in despair. Yahweh does not delight in death (2 Pt 3:9). 
God desires that we live. So how do we repent/turn/die and then live? We repent and 
live through the promise of the word of God in the name of Jesus Christ through the 
power of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38–39). “So those who received his word were baptized, 
and there were added that day about three thousand souls” (Acts 2:41). The preacher 
should proclaim repentance and forgiveness of sins through baptism and daily confes-
sion and personal absolution—a new heart and a new spirit to the people of God.3

Kent Burreson
Endnotes

1 Consult Horace D. Hummel, Ezekiel 1–20 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2005).
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2 The gospel reading for this Sunday from Matthew 21:23–27 (28–32) focuses on the issue of responsibil-
ity through the chief priests’ and the elders’ questioning of Jesus’s authority and the parable of the two sons which 
highlights that the true Son is the one who does the will of his father, even if he didn’t at first.

3 Given this rhetorical emphasis, it might make sense to place the general rite of confession and absolution 
after the sermon, following Saxon Lutheran practice. The rite could include portions of Ezekiel 18 in the versicles 
in dialogue fashion leading to confession or in the confession itself. 

 

Proper 22 • Isaiah 5:1–7 • October 5, 2014 

Maybe you’ve walked through a garden and seen these words, “The kiss of the 
sun for pardon, the song of the birds for mirth, one is nearer God’s heart in a garden 
than anywhere else on earth.” If you enjoy gardening, you know it’s not quite as idyllic 
as Dorothy Francis Guerney’s poem suggests. Have you ever gotten poison ivy or chig-
ger bites; had the shock of seeing a snake or had your back thrown out in the garden? 
Maybe there’s more to God than sunshine and singing birds. Indeed, the garden teaches 
you about both the magnificence of creation and how sin has corrupted God’s creation. 

Today’s text is about a vineyard—not a garden—but the appeal of gardens and 
vineyards is similar. The text tells us that the Lord loved the vineyard he planted. Read 
verses 1 through 4a. But now comes a twist; things aren’t so idyllic in the vineyard. 
“And he looked for it to yield grapes, but it yielded wild grapes.” Wild grapes, weeds in 
the garden! Did you ever plant something in the garden that turned out so bad that you 
uprooted it? “And now I will tell you what I will do to my vineyard,” the Lord announc-
es beginning in verse 5. Read verses 5 through 6. It makes you think twice about being 
“nearer God’s heart in a garden.” Jesus used the image of a vineyard in today’s gospel, 
Matthew 21:33–46. A man planted a garden and rented it out to tenants. But when the 
owner sent servants to collect the rent, the tenants killed the servants. In exasperation, 
he sent his son, and they killed him. Jesus asked his hearers what the owner would do. 
“He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard to other ten-
ants who will give him the fruits in their seasons” (21:41). Looking for grapes, precious 
grapes, the owner instead got wild grapes, and they killed his son to boot. 

This text isn’t about vineyards or gardens. It’s about the people of God, ancient 
Israel and you and me today. Go back to Isaiah 5 and read verse 7. God loved his Israel, 
his “pleasant planting.” He planted them to do good works, specifically to bring justice 
and righteousness to all people, but they gave him “wild grapes.” Their works were 
bloodshed and outcries. Today you and I are God’s people, his “pleasant planting” by 
baptism into our Lord Jesus and the Christian faith. Why did God plant that vineyard 
in Isaiah? Why did God bring you into the church? Because he loves you. The church 
is his planting, his vineyard. It’s not really “our” church. And God does the work for 
his church. Like preparing a vineyard or garden, he plants us by baptism and he lovingly 
grows us by his teaching and preaching and supper. It’s his work in us, and in return he 
looks for us to produce “grapes,” good works for his delight. This pleasant planting of 
the church is all centered in Jesus, the beloved Son who died, rose, and gives us his Holy 
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Spirit. Jesus says, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Whoever abides 
in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do noth-
ing” (Jn 15:1, 5). Where are we “nearest God’s heart?” When we are thankful beyond 
words because he has made us part of his pleasant planting through Jesus Christ.

We don’t always do that, do we? We bear wild grapes instead of righteousness 
and justice for all people. That’s why God keeps sending us the prophets and apostles, 
sermons and Bible studies, and conversations with fellow Christians. We’re in the time 
of grace, God’s goodness leading us to repentance (Rom 2:4). This pleasant planting is 
about love, God’s love to us in Jesus and our grateful love that yields good works for 
him, “fruits that befit repentance”(Mt 3:8). Jesus says, “If you love me, you will keep 
my commandments” (Jn 14:15). In the love of Jesus, church is God’s pleasant planting, 
and with one another we are nearest to God’s heart . . . until he takes us home. 

Dale Meyer
 

Proper 23 • Isaiah 25:6–9 • October 12, 2014 

Today’s OT text is found in the section of Isaiah known as “the Isaiah 
Apocalypse” (Is 24–27). This “apocalypse” follows upon the oracles against the nations 
(Is 13–23) and offers a vision of Yahweh’s plans of judgment and grace for the entire 
world. Isaiah 24 depicts the judgment that will come upon the earth. Isaiah 25:1–5 
then describes the results of this judgment, which includes “a strong people” glorifying 
Yahweh and “cities of terrifying nations” fearing him (25:3).

Of particular interest for today’s text is 24:9. Here it states that as a result of 
Yahweh’s judgment people will not drink wine (!yIy”) and strong drink (rk”ve) will become 
bitter to them; there will be no joy and celebration. This judgment will be reversed in 
the eschatological feast described in 25:6 where Yahweh will provide all peoples with 
“aged wine” ((~yrim”v.) to drink. Isaiah 25:6 describes the feast. Yahweh of the armies 
will make the feast “on this mountain” (hZ,h; rx’B’) probably referring to Zion. Yahweh 
is the host. The guests will include not just Israel, but all peoples (~yMi[;h’-lk’). And the 
food and drink will be of the best kind—literally “fat,” “dregs” (aged or potent wine?), 
“wiped fat” (sometimes translated as “fat of the marrow”), and “refined dregs/wine.” 
Where wine is not consumed with joy in 24:9 in the midst of judgment, Yahweh will 
now provide the best food to eat and the best wine to drink.

Isaiah 25:7–8 then go on to describe how Yahweh will remove the covering/veil 
that covers all peoples (~yMi[;h’-lk’) and all nations (~yiAGh;-lK’). This covering/veil appears 
to be figurative for death. In 25:8 it then says specifically that Yahweh will swallow 
up death forever. With this Yahweh will also wipe away the tears from all faces. The 
language of the vision then focuses upon Israel specifically as it says Yahweh will 
remove the reproach of his people (AM[;) from the earth. And so on this future day 
when Yahweh redeems his people Israel, there will also be a blessing for all peoples, 
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all nations, and all individuals (“faces”) when the curse of Genesis 3:19 is reversed and 
Yahweh hosts his eschatological banquet.

The Masoretic Text indicates a paragraph break after 25:8, yet the referent of 
“that day” in 25:9 may be understood to be the time described in 25:6–8. The proper 
response to all that Yahweh will do on that future day is to offer this joyous declara-
tion of faith—“Look, this is our God! We waited for him and he delivered us! This is 
Yahweh! We waited for him, so let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation!” 

Considerations for Preaching
Given the eschatological nature of the context, it may be likely that the hearer/

reader is to understand that this prophecy/vision does reference a final day and not 
just some singular deliverance of Israel in the past. The imagery of an eschatologi-
cal banquet is used by Jesus as well to describe the consummation of the age (see, for 
instance, the gospel reading assigned for today). The concordance in Nestle Aland 28 
indicates that Isaiah 25:8 is referenced in 1 Corinthians 15:54 (“death is swallowed up 
in victory”) and Revelation 7:17 (“and God will wipe every tear from their eyes”). This 
indicates that Yahweh’s final judgment upon death (and then the feast that follows!) is 
still yet to come.

Jesus’s own resurrection, however, is a first fruits and so a foreshadowing of 
that day. In his Son Jesus, Yahweh has initiated his eschatological reign of salvation 
on earth. In the resurrection of his Son Yahweh has judged death itself. The salvation 
Jesus has brought to Israel has since spilled out to all peoples, all nations. So now we 
too have new life since we have been baptized into Jesus’s death and resurrection. And 
so we too are now invited to await the great banquet that Yahweh will provide on that 
day when death will be swallowed up forever. We too can now rejoice in the salvation 
provided by Yahweh, our God. 

The preacher can thus focus on both the now and the not-yet aspects of Isaiah 
25 to comfort his hearers today.

David I. Lewis

 
 

Proper 24 • Isaiah 45:1–7 • October 19, 2014 

I struggle with the notion that some part of Isaiah, mainly Isaiah 40 and follow-
ing, is “addressed to the sixth century,” an idea that conservative commentators also 
endorse. I know Isaiah is directed to “bind up the testimony, seal the teaching” (8:16), 
until people wonder of whom they should inquire (8:19), at which time the call will go 
out “To the teaching and to the testimony!” (8:20). Perhaps it is true that, in addition 
to “hearing and hearing” and “seeing and seeing” (6:9), the people of Judah would read 
and read, and not understand. And yet there already was a faithful remnant in Isaiah’s 
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day, people who “got it” and believed what the prophet was saying, beginning with 
chapter 1. So, there already was something for them to “get” from Isaiah 45 too.

I’m also not going to say much about Cyrus. He isn’t all that necessary to the 
prophet’s proclamation here. What’s more important are the self-attestations of the 
Lord, e.g., the closing “I, Yahweh, am doing all these (things)” (45:7). 

For grammatical details, see Reed Lessing. He reads verse 8 as a concluding dox-
ology, though the MT marks verse 7 as the end of a “closed paragraph” (setumah, s).1

The noun messiah (x:yvim') does not occur as often in the Old Testament as we 
might think (thirty-eight times). It appears most often in 1 and 2 Samuel (seventeen 
times) and refers mainly to Saul or David. The psalms (ten times) echo the designation 
of the king as “the Lord’s anointed.” After these, it’s “here and there.” In the writ-
ing prophets, it occurs only in the present text and in Habakkuk 3. The verb (seventy 
times) exhibits similar distribution: twenty-nine times in Torah (re: tabernacle and 
priesthood); thirty-one times in the monarchical narratives (1 and 2 Samuel, Kings, and 
Chronicles); and the rest are scattered. Isaiah uses it twice: 21:5 and 61:1. The anointed-
ness of the one who will rule well and serve well, even in suffering, and do completely 
what Yahweh sends him to do, seems to be a recessive trait. 

The phrase “in whose right hand I put strength,” or “whose right hand I grasp” 
(45:1; the Hiphil of qzx) is striking. One of the cultural and religious requirements for 
anyone who aspired to be king in Babylon was to “take the hand of Bel” (aka Marduk). 
This was a sign of homage, and yet any would-be king performed the ritual act. The 
annals of Tiglath-Pileser III and Sargon II, kings of Assyria in Isaiah’s time, each of 
whom called himself at some point king not only of Assyria but also of Babylon, report 
their participation in this festival. So also did Cyrus’s son, Cambyses, in the first year 
after Persian conquest. By contrast, no king “takes” Yahweh’s hand; he takes theirs. The 
Lord alone subdues nations, disarms kings, and opens doors which no one else can shut. 

In verse 2 the language shifts: Yahweh speaks, “I” to “you.” It is a gift to God’s 
people to “overhear” what Yahweh says to “his anointed,” but one who does not know 
(or acknowledge) Yahweh. Isaiah’s hearers and, now, readers are to understand that the 
Lord governs the affairs of all nations, even of those which do not acknowledge him—
and in 2014 what nation is there that truly acknowledges the God of the Bible?

Yahweh declares either his intention (“I will go,” etc.) or his present activity 
(“I am going,” etc.); both are proper for the imperfect verb forms in verses 2 and 3. 
Emblems of pride (“exalted places”), of power (“doors of bronze” and “bars of iron”), 
and of wealth (secreted treasures) are not secure. 

All happens “that you may know” (v. 3) and “that they may know” (v. 6) that 
Yahweh alone is God, and there is no other. Both purposes clauses evoke Exodus lan-
guage: The Lord told Moses that when he went into action his people would know and 
the Egyptians would know that “I am Yahweh” (Ex 6:7; 7:5). 

It may seem odd that the Lord declares he creates darkness” (v. 7). But since 
there was nothing before God began his creating activity, he “had to” create both. 
Perhaps even more striking is his (God’s) declaration that he “does peace” (~Alv' hf,[o) 
and also “creates calamity” (ESV; [r" arEAbW). The word-pair we expect is bAj and [r:. The 
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pair ~Alv' and [r: supersedes our ordinary moral categories of “good and evil” by intro-
ducing the orderliness and harmony of ~Alv' in contrast to the disarray of [r:.

The clear point is that “God is God, and we are not,” nor is any human govern-
ment. When we look at the world around us, watch or listen to the news, it is hard to 
find any truly righteous government at work, not even our own. The reign of Yahweh 
is Gospel for those who trust his devotion and mercy. He is superintending all that 
goes on in the world, even what disconcerts us. Above all, he is the God who, in OT 
terms, will send not just any messiah, but the One who knows him from before the 
foundation of the world. We have seen him: Jesus, whom God made both Lord and 
Christ (cristoj, x:yvim'; Acts 2:36).

William Carr

1 R. Reed Lessing, Isaiah 40–55 (St. Louis, Concordia Publishing House, 2011), 362–365.
 
 
 

Reformation Day • Revelation 14:6–7 • October 26, 2014 

Like the beginning of a great meal, Revelation 14:6–7 goes well with the psalm 
for this Sunday (Psalm 46) for the celebration of the Reformation. They are excellent 
companions because both express unshaking vision to see the presence and activity of 
God, even in the midst of great trial and calamity, even in the midst of terrible natural 
and human caused trauma. They both speak dramatically and forcefully to those who 
suffer calamity and suffering. Though “the earth be shaken and mountains quake to the 
depth of the sea,” we do not fear (Ps 46: 3). Why? Because “God is our refuge and our 
strength, an ever present help in distress” (Ps 46:1) and because this God, “The Lord 
of Hosts is with us; our stronghold is the God of Jacob” (Ps 46:7).

Who is the Lord of Hosts? “Then I saw another angel flying overhead, with 
everlasting good news to announce to those who dwell on earth, in every nation, tribe, 
tongue, and people. He said in a loud voice, ‘Fear God and give him glory, for His time 
has come to sit in judgment. Worship him who made heaven and earth and seas and 
springs of water” (Rv 14:6–7).

Served together they make a great pair, but this is not totally good news. The 
God who is our refuge and strength, who is the creator of all things, comes to judge. 
There does need to be something else added to the meal, and the preacher must do so 
as he uses the rest of the appointed readings to holistically speak both law and gospel. 
The preacher will find the additional ingredients in the epistle reading (Romans 3:19–
28) or one of the two gospel readings (John 8:31–36 or Matthew 11:12–19) for the day. 
But can the preacher also find it further along in Revelation? “Here is what sustains 
the holy ones who keep God’s commandments and their faith in Jesus. I heard a voice 
from heaven say, ‘Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.’ 
‘Yes,’ said the Spirit, ‘let them find rest from their labors, for their works accompany 
them’” (Rv 14:13). Even these additional verses from Revelation desperately need the 
additional ingredient of the pure and sweet gospel:  “All have sinned and are deprived 
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of the glory of God. They are justified freely by his grace through the redemption in 
Christ Jesus” (Rom 3:23–24).

To stay with the picture of God as returning to judge, even to make right that which 
is wrong in the world, and having that as the primary emotional element of the sermon 
leaves all hearers in despair. Adequate preaching demands at least all the ingredients above.

Still, Revelation is a powerful book: victory finally comes with the end-of-time appear-
ance of Christ, Satan is completely overthrown and the followers of Christ will triumph.

In the midst of natural and human caused trauma (see Psalm 46); in the midst 
of the rule of the great Babylon (generally understood to be Rome at the time of the 
Revelation but now in the twenty-first century could take on all kinds of oppressive 
rule of the temptations of our flesh, the world, and Satan), hold firm, by the power of 
the very Spirit of God, to Christ because this Christ will always hold you firmly; and, 
finally, all will be made right in the last day and at the return of the Christ.

There is great comfort here as long as all the ingredients of the appointed read-
ings are used. Otherwise, if the preacher just exhorts to endure this present suffering 
with faith in Christ he raises the question of whether the hearer’s endurance or faith is 
strong enough to do so. Our God, our “ever present help in distress” is present with 
us in Christ who holds us tightly and sustains us with his Spirit in the bread and wine 
of the Eucharist, the waters of our baptism, the ingestion of his word and the com-
pany of the saints who surround us in the community of his followers. It is all this that 
strengthens us to live in Christ even through the most distressing circumstances.

To set the beginning tone, the preacher could ask his hearers to consider what 
afflictions, troubles, traumas, or difficulties they currently face. Perhaps the preacher 
could even share something with which he is struggling. Connect those to the afflic-
tions of the followers of Christ at the time that this apocalyptic book was written. 
Then let loose with  empathy for the struggle and encouragement of the redemptive 
presence of Christ through it all, and, if something personal is shared, share also 
about how these readings have worked in the preacher’s mind and heart. And, in all 
this, as we are saying these days at Concordia Seminary, Saint Louis: Let the gospel 
lead (and also predominate), and let the presence of the Triune God be our comfort 
and hope!

As an endnote:  this reading is assigned to the celebration of the Reformation. 
Perhaps that is because some Lutheran commentators identify Babylon with the papacy 
and the angel in verse 6 as a foretelling of Martin Luther.1 I believe it is well to avoid this 
theme. Once we begin to turn a literary form such as Revelation into specific prophecy 
of historical people to come, we start getting into all kinds of problems (such as only 
144,000 people will be saved). So it is simply good not to start. Stay with the intention of 
the book of Revelation and the gospel that predominates all preaching.

 Bruce M. Hartung

1 Paul E. Kretzman, Popular Commentary of the Bible – New Testament, Vol. 2, (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1922), 631.



 

Concordia Journal/Summer 2014 259

All Saints’ Day • Revelation 7:9–17 • November 2, 2014 

The celebration of saints has a checkered history in the church: raucous festivals 
around martyrs’ graves, prayers to saints to escape various kinds of sufferings, fantasti-
cal stories of their lives, and even trust in their merits. The reformers in the sixteenth 
century were concerned about these abuses and how such focus on the saints could 
supplant preaching about God’s great work in his Son. Saints should be honored but 
especially as recipients of God’s grace, examples of divine mercy and faith (Ap XXI). 

The text from Revelation 7 gives us precisely what the reformers sought. Who 
are these people who stretch across the heavenly horizon as a multicolor multitude from 
every nation, every people, every language (v. 9)? “Who are these clothed in white robes 
and from where have they come (v. 13)?” The answer is singularly focused on what God 
has done for them—they are marked by his grace, washed in the blood of the lamb. 
Though their sins may have been like scarlet, they are now white as new snow. 

Revelation 7 has echoes of many texts from the Scriptures: Isaiah 49, Daniel 12, 
Matthew 24. In all these, the tribulation of God’s people will be great, but God will 
preserve them in the end. Tears that were shed--from racking sobs to the long quiet 
grief—all will be wiped away (v. 17). 

What is remarkable about this final judgment is how the deeds that were often 
a measure of the faithfulness of the saints—feeding the hungry, quenching the thirsty, 
clothing the naked, welcoming the stranger (cf. Mt 25)—these are now done by God 
for his people. Washed and clothed in white robes, God will “shelter them with his 
presence . . . they shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more (v. 15–16).” 

The reformers are known for the warnings against a theology too enamored with 
Christian works. Nothing is wrong with works per se. Do them. Admire them, if you 
will. But in the end only the works of God will last. The saints around the throne do 
not cry out, “Faithful were we! Great sacrifices did we bear! Admirable virtues did we 
cultivate!” No! It’s “salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the 
Lamb! . . . Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and 
might be to our God forever and ever! Amen!” When all is said and done it is only the 
Word and work of God that is worthy of celebration. The saints know this . . . and you 
will know this too.  

Erik Herrmann
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GOD’S TIMELINE: An Introduction 
to Theology for Laypeople. By Rick 
Meyer. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 
2013. Paper. $18.00.

 
In God’s Timeline: An Introduction to 

Theology for Laypeople, Rick Meyer seeks to 
engage the reader in a theological journey 
that spreads across the whole of history, 
pointing to the presence of God’s divine 
will as it moves from the garden of Eden 
to the present church and beyond. God’s 
Timeline is a brief, well-rounded look at 
the three-part structure of the biblical nar-
rative: creation, fall, and restoration. The 
book is intended as a theological aid for 
laypeople, and as such, it is structured in 
an easy-to-read, highly accessible format. 
In his own words, Meyer primarily seeks 
to “provide a foundation, a framework, a 
picture of how Scripture holds together” 
(xix). Secondarily, he suggests that the 
book can be used as a tool for theological 
education and a springboard for an indi-
vidual’s journey into God’s word.

God’s Timeline opens with a succinct 
three-chapter sequence that outlines the 
main themes of the biblical text, begin-
ning with creation and moving quickly 
through the fall to renewal/restoration. 
Meyer then proceeds to mark significant 
theological points-of-interest that emerge 
from these themes including eschatology 
(pegged as ultimate restoration), prophecy, 
Christology, and ecclesiology. Rather than 
approaching these topics as individual 
silos, however, Meyer consistently draws 
these topics into conversation with each 
other and aligns them with the greater tra-
jectory of God’s purpose in history. 

The strengths of God’s Timeline are 
manifold. First, the book is theologically 
astute yet accessible to the Christian layper-

son that may or may not have any formal 
theological training. Meyer’s conversational 
tone permits a certain comfort level, even 
when discussing somewhat profound (or 
difficult) topics like death and sin. Meyer 
also includes some helpful diagrams that 
serve to elucidate particularly tricky prin-
ciples as well as a glossary that is surpris-
ingly substantial. Second, the discussion 
questions Meyer includes are excellent and 
wide-ranging. Not only do they intelligently 
address the chapter’s most important 
material, they often probe significant philo-
sophical questions that the Bible intro-
duces particularly in the early chapters. For 
example, Meyer poses questions like, Is 
human progress possible today? What does 
the problem of evil say about the nature of 
God? Such questions allow a layperson to 
entertain not only the biblical narrative, but 
also to converse with the important philo-
sophical conundrums that have shaped the 
theological-philosophical landscape (Hegel, 
Hume, etc.) in the past five centuries. God’s 
Timeline encourages the reader to grapple 
with these ultimate questions from a bibli-
cal perspective, providing the resources to 
confront secular postmodernism on several 
philosophical fronts.

While Meyer hits his wheelhouse with 
rich chapters on Christology and eccle-
siology, the quick pace of each chapter 
(especially early in the book) leaves the 
reader, in some instances, begging for 
more information. The chapter on the 
fall is one such instance. If Christians are 
to frame justification within the broader 
context of God’s purpose in history, the 
depth of the sin and its effect on the 
world needs more complete treatment. 
Perhaps a catechetical framing of hamar-
tiology (i.e., the devil, the world, and the 
flesh, per the Small Catechism) may allow 
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for a more streamlined look at sin’s past, 
present, and ongoing effects without sac-
rificing the overall character of the book. 
Yet, Meyer’s task is not to provide an 
exhaustive outline of Christian doctrine; 
he is serving an appetizer that will frame 
the Bible in a certain narrative light. The 
main course, if you will, is the ongoing 
discipline of studying God’s word and 
wrestling with the questions that only 
emerge from ongoing contemplation. 
With this in mind, it seems remarkably 
appropriate that God’s Timeline ultimately 
directs to God’s presence in word and 
sacrament; Meyer rightly directs the 
reader to the font and table as the culmi-
nation of the Christian life.

I would encourage pastors, DCE’s, 
and lay educators to use God’s Timeline 
as an aid for catechesis instruction. The 
current push toward a more narrative 
understanding of the Bible may be able to 
draw together the six chief parts in ways 
that were formerly lacking. Rather than 
solely seeing each piece of our Lutheran 
doctrine as a distinct entity worthy of 
our attention, Meyer reminds us that 
our Lutheran perspective allows for a 
rich understanding of the whole cloth. 
Both micro- and macro-approaches to 
Scripture are vital as educators continue 
to press against postmodern resistance to 
meta-narratives. The Christian response, 
as articulated in God’s Timeline, can confi-
dently proclaim a God who is both exter-
nal to the world as he creates, molds, and 
shapes his people for his purposes, as well 
as a God who intimately dwells with us in 
the word, in the waters of baptism, and in 
the real presence at the Lord’s Table. 

                                  Joel Oesch
Concordia University

                Irvine, California

“THESE ARE WRITTEN”: Toward 
a Cruciform Theology of Scripture. By 
Peter H. Nafzger. Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 2013. 186 pages. Paper. $21.00.

In the past generation scholarship 
has continued and furthered its conversa-
tion concerning the Scriptures, specifi-
cally concerning their substance, char-
acteristics, and role. The conversation 
seeks to move the question beyond the 
simplistic and unhealthy “Battle for the 
Bible,” a battle that is still actively fought, 
and towards an end that is greater than 
holding up or tearing down a book. In 
commentaries we have seen such a move 
with scholarship increasingly focusing on 
the received text and its implications as 
a whole. The discussion of the theology 
of the Scriptures has followed suit. Peter 
Nafzger in These Are Written enters the 
conversation.

Nafzger encourages the church to 
recognize the limitations of the doctrine 
of inspiration as the central guide to 
understanding Scriptures and to move 
towards an understanding of Scriptures 
that focuses on a Trinitarian economy of 
salvation and centers in the Christ event. 
He argues that the current focus on 
inspiration fails to address the questions 
of canon, authority, and interpretation in 
healthy ways.

Barth serves as a starting point as 
he recognizes three forms of the word 
of God: Proclamation (the Father’s act 
through people), Scriptures (used by the 
Spirit), and Personal (Jesus, the Son, him-
self). Nafzger argues that while Barth’s 
emphasis on the soteriological function of 
the word and its Trinitarian nature serve 
as a helpful foundation for further discus-
sion, his perspective fails to recognize key 
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aspects of the word. He is constrained by 
the teaching “the finite cannot contain 
the infinite” and by a lack of recognition 
of deputized discourse. Worst of all, his 
emphasis on the incarnation fails to give 
due focus to Christ the crucified.

Highlighting that God is a God who 
speaks through deputies, ultimately in the 
personal word of God and the Scriptures, 
Nafzger offers a modified version of 
Barth’s threefold form of the word. 
Throughout, the emphasis is clearly on 
the personal word and specifically on his 
death and resurrection. As such he cen-
ters the understanding of Scriptures and 
the proclaimed word of God in the activ-
ity of the Christ, the personal word. This 
overarching emphasis on the personal 
word then guides his reassessment of 
canon, authority, and interpretation, three 
areas in which the modern emphasis on 
the doctrine of inspiration falls short.

I commend Nafzger’s contribution 
to the discussion of the Scriptures’ place 
in dogmatic theology. His orientation of 
the understanding of the word of God 
returns the focus to Christ the crucified. 
The initial chapter delineating the limita-
tions of the modern use of the doctrine 
of inspiration should be a benefit for 
those readers living in areas dominated 
by the battle for the Bible or that battle’s 
offspring. The book should also encour-
age thought on the power of the ongoing 
use of the written word to proclaim the 
personal word and his ongoing activity in 
the life of the church.

Unfortunately, I do believe that These 
Are Written is lacking in one major area. 
In emphasizing the threefold form of 
the word, the unity of the word seems 
to, at best, take a back seat. This neglect 
was most vivid to me in the argumenta-

tion against the sufficiency of the anal-
ogy of the word (i.e., the divine and 
human nature of Scriptures reflect the 
two natures of Christ) as a tool to under-
standing the Scriptures. The first reason 
provided to avoid the analogy of the 
word in the discussion of Scriptures is 
the distinctiveness of the personal word. 
If we use the incarnational language to 
describe what happens with Scriptures, 
we minimize the incarnation of the per-
sonal word. But is the word of God—
proclaimed, written, or personal—not all 
the word of God? The continuity in the 
working of the Spirit through the word 
is evident in the book of Luke. Jesus 
continues in the work of the Spirit that 
has been present throughout the proph-
ets, teachers, and kings. Yes, the work 
is centered in the Christ event, but it is 
the same work. Such a connection can 
be seen as Jesus teaches the disciples in 
the sixth chapter of Luke linking their 
activity both to the prophets and to 
being called sons of the most high whose 
Father is merciful. The connection is 
seen in the book of Acts as the book’s 
structure accents that the church’s life 
reflects the life of Christ. It is also heard 
elsewhere in Scriptures as the church is 
called the body of Christ and the temple 
of the Holy Spirit. To provide such a 
rigid delineation between one form of 
the word and another seems to suggest 
that the personal word of God is not 
only central, but wholly other. While the 
distinctiveness of the Christ event should 
not be minimized, neither should the 
mystery of both the spoken and written 
word as the word of God, especially as it 
goes forth in the life of the church. As a 
result, I was disappointed that the unity 
of the word was not emphasized along 
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with the threefold form so as to prevent 
the perception of such a false trichotomy.

Overall the book’s engagement of 
the discussion of the word of God is 
appreciated, beneficial, and worthwhile. 
It helps us think of issues such as canon, 
authority, and interpretation in the way 
of the cross; it encourages us to shape 
all our understanding of Scripture with 
a Christ-centered understanding of the 
word of God. In so doing, it succeeds in 
its desire to continue the conversation. 
For that I am grateful and encourage 
the reader to let Nafzger’s presentation 
stimulate his consideration of this impor-
tant issue.

Greg Michael
Athens, Georgia

HOW JESUS BECAME GOD: The 
Exaltation of a Jewish Preacher from 
Galilee. By Bart D. Ehrman. New York: 
HarperOne, 2014. 404 pages. Hardcover. 
$27.99.

Bart Ehrman’s scholarly program 
is well known. His popular books rarely 
lack a provocative title. Over the previ-
ous decades he has championed a view 
of the historical Jesus as a “pure and sim-
ple human,” an apocalyptic preacher and 
would-be messiah. Jesus’s life and sayings 
were passed on through an unruly game 
of telephone until anonymous evangelists 
finally put the thoroughly embellished 
tales into writings, the manuscript cop-
ies of which were themselves further 
embellished and corrupted by willful 
and stupid scribes. In this highly skepti-
cal context, the real surprise in his latest 
book, How Jesus Became God, is not what 
Ehrman denies but what he is compelled 
to affirm.

In the earliest years, perhaps the 
earliest months, some followers of Jesus 
believed he had not only been raised 
from the dead but exalted to a place of 
unprecedented authority and power. 
More compelling still, already in these 
earliest circles Jesus was included in the 
worship of the God of Israel by first-
century Jewish monotheists. 

Unfortunately, the full force of 
these findings does not come through. 
In the midst of the myriad of Jewish 
professions that there is one Creator and 
Sovereign who is worthy of worship, 
the early extension of cultic devotion to 
Jesus is downright shocking. However, 
set in the context of Ehrman’s opening 
chapters on Greco-Roman and Jewish 
religion the impression is quite different. 
The Creator-Creature distinction receives 
mention, is scrutinized, and finally con-
nects earthen feet and God’s throne in 
one great continuum. 

The issue here is not that Ehrman 
was wrong to catalog Jewish parallels 
with apotheosis and the exaltation of 
great men in the Greco-Roman world. 
These are well-known aspects of the 
ongoing debate about how properly to 
characterize first-century Jewish mono-
theism. The key is to avoid letting the 
analogies steamroll the critical differ-
ences. This is what goes wrong in the 
opening chapters of How Jesus Became 
God. More attention is due to the actual 
religious life of the relevant practitioners 
in everyday life. The Greco-Roman world 
of this period was littered with altars, 
rites, prayers and invocations to many 
or most of the pagan examples offered 
by Ehrman. However, we would be hard 
pressed to find a single uncontroversial 
example of a religious cult being offered 
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to anyone but YHWH in Jewish space 
by Jewish people who still claimed to be 
Jews. This says something, or at least it 
ought to. 

Ehrman argues that we see two basic 
Christologies operative in the earliest 
years: incarnation and exaltation. Though 
these complement one another and appear 
together (Phil 2:6–11), in our earliest 
texts (Paul) and in our latest texts (John), 
Ehrman argues that they began as distinct 
models and that exaltation Christology in 
an adoptionist mode came first. 

Four texts are put forward to make 
this case: Romans 1:3–4 (taken as an early 
creed to which Paul added the words “in 
power”), Acts 2:36; 5:31; and 13:32–33. 
His treatment bumps into three impor-
tant issues: First, finding hypothetical 
evidence for exaltation Christology is 
not the same thing as finding evidence 
for mere exaltation Christology. Second, 
Ehrman’s interpretation of these nug-
gets of early tradition implies that Paul 
and Luke used christological confessions 
which, by his own assessment, they did 
not believe to be true. Third, all three 
Acts passages come from speeches, 
which Ehrman has asserted were freely 
composed by Luke. How do we account 
for a sudden switch from free composi-
tion to stunning scrupulousness in pre-
serving early tradition with which Luke 
disagreed?  

Of course, Paul is our earliest docu-
mented witness and for Paul exaltation 
and incarnation Christologies do not 
merely fit together, they belong together. 
Ehrman recognizes this and seeks a way 
to fit Paul into his overarching thesis as a 
deviation from the “earliest” Christology. 
It works like this: From exaltation and 
glorification it was a small step to think-

ing the earthly Jesus had become an 
angel. From there it would have been 
natural for some to conclude: Once an 
angel, always an angel. 

He is on unstable ground here. First, 
the case for the actual angelification of 
human figures in the non-canonical liter-
ature is still debated. Furthermore, when 
it comes to explicit evidence, Ehrman’s 
case hangs very tenuously from his inter-
pretation of the single verse where Paul 
purportedly refers to Jesus as an angel:  
“Though my condition was a trial to you, 
you . . . received me as an angel of God, 
as Christ Jesus” (Gal 4:14). Beyond the 
exegetical issues involved, Paul’s theology 
speaks against Ehrman’s reading. The 
worship of created things (exalted angels 
included) is dehumanizing—the very 
essence of idolatry (Rom 1:25). When 
Paul does explicitly relate Jesus to God, 
he does so by leaning heavily on biblical 
texts that affirm the absolute uniqueness 
of God (1 Cor 8:6; Dt 6:4) and on char-
acteristically Jewish ways of talking about 
distinctions within the unity of the one, 
sovereign, Creator God; that is, on God’s 
Wisdom and God’s Word. 

These considerations should have 
factored more prominently when 
Ehrman turned for supporting evidence 
to the Christ poem of Philippians 2:6–11. 
On his reading Jesus began as an angel 
who refused to grasp for something that 
was not his (equality with God) and who, 
having humbled himself to incarnation 
and death, was exalted by God to an 
equal status. One mind-boggling dif-
ficulty here is that this passage is inten-
tionally modeled on Isaiah 45:22–23, one 
of those most stridently monotheistic 
professions of the book of Isaiah and 
exactly the wrong text to use to exult 
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in the deification of a created being 
who receives God’s eschatological due. 
Ehrman acknowledges this problem but 
sees the contradiction as residing in the 
mind of the composer rather than where 
it is actually lodged, at the heart of his 
own interpretation. 

There are certainly other issues with 
How Jesus Became God, beginning with the 
title. Does it get us to a fully adequate 
answer to Jesus’ question, “Who do you 
say that I am?” No. But maybe the silver 
lining here is that Christological ques-
tions—perhaps even the paramount one 
just mentioned—will be stirred up in 
popular consciousness. And as much as 
there is to disagree with in Bart Ehrman’s 
latest publication, we can at least treat 
it as a starting point when the skeptic 
or seeker comes, book in hand. When 
it comes to Christology, on this we can 
agree: very high, very early. 

John Genter 
Downey, California

THE SCANDAL OF HAVING 
SOMETHING TO SAY: Ricoeur and 
the Possibility of Postliberal Preach-
ing. By Lance B. Pape. Waco: Baylor 
University Press, 2013. 166 pages. Hard-
cover. $39.95. 

None can accuse Lance B. Pape of 
domesticating the word of God. On the 
contrary, Pape begins his monograph 
with the insistence that the only valu-
able Christian preaching is the preach-
ing that conforms to the scandal of the 
cross of Christ. The scandalous word of 
the cross is not something to be embar-
rassed by, but proclaimed in a bold and 
confident fashion. More than that, Pape 
decries preaching that seeks to conform 

to the milieu of human experence. The 
preacher’s task is not to locate a need 
in the hearers and fill it, per se. Rather, 
the preacher’s task is to encounter the 
strange word of God and bring the 
hearers into the divine encounter in 
life-changing and formative ways. Such 
thinking shifts the usual paradigm of 
American, consumeristic thinking under 
submission to God’s word, and is the gist 
of postliberal theology.

Pape picks up the postliberal 
direction of homiletics where Charles 
Campbell left off in Preaching Jesus––
he even critiques the same Walter 
Brueggemann sermon as Campbell does 
at the end of the monograph. However, 
instead of carrying exactly the same 
torch, Pape detours from Hans Frei’s 
postliberal theology in favor of Paul 
Ricoeur’s. Through a deft and dense 
comparison, Pape shows that Frei and 
Ricoeur are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive, but instead Ricoeur’s three-fold 
mimesis supplies what is lacking in the 
practical application of Frei’s postliberal 
theology.

Mimesis, the narration of human 
experience in time, is the grappling of 
humanity to find meaning in an other-
wise disconnected, confusing jumble of 
experiences. It is broken down into three 
sub-categories, which Ricoeur (and thus 
Pape) names: mimesis1, mimesis2, and 
mimesis3. Each sub-category addresses a 
theoretical moment in the preaching task 
that enables divine transformation in the 
Christian community. Mimesis1, which 
Pape nicknames “Debt to the Actual,” is 
the event in which the preacher is sent 
to a text on behalf of the hearers. There 
is a debt to pay, so to speak, to the situ-
ation itself: like a photographer snaps a 
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portrait, the preacher needs to reflect an 
accurate picture for the hearers. This is 
not the “context” of the text in an his-
torical vein, but rather the context of the 
hearers themselves. Much of this is done 
subconsciously, as preachers have a natu-
ral grasp over the predicaments of their 
people and the various jumbles of experi-
ence that make up their lives. 

Mimesis2, or “Debt to the Real,” is 
the interaction of the people and preach-
er with the text itself. Here is where the 
preacher pays a debt to the meaning of 
the text itself, like the director of a musi-
cal score. The text is not described with 
propositional statements, as if humans 
could transcend physical experience and 
capture God, nor is it explored with a 
fine-toothed exegetical comb, as if the 
mere exercise of exegesis brings trans-
formation. Rather, the text brings sense 
to the hearers, and joins their mimesis1 
together into a comprehensive narrative. 
Put another way, mimesis2 is the proc-
lamatory word of the scandalous Gospel 
of Jesus Christ interacting with and mak-
ing sense of the rigmarole of human life. 

Mimesis3, then, is the “Debt to the 
Possible,” in which the hearers (and 
preacher) naturally find themselves trans-
formed by God’s word and redefined––
changed forever. The preacher functions 
here as a museum docent, showing the 
hearers their experience in a different 
light. The three-fold mimetic process then 
begins anew, with the hearers discovering 
themselves in a less puzzling amalgam of 
human experience. Pape likens the cyclical 
nature of mimesis to be a spring, building 
on Ricoeur’s notion of mimesis gaining 
“altitude” with each cycle.

This work is deceptively short. While 
only 166 pages (including a bibliography 

and an index), Pape’s verbiage is a dense 
forest best navigated slowly. Indeed, 
he wastes no space with inane chatter, 
but gets straight to the point. While not 
attempting a comprehensive homiletic, 
Pape elucidates the often inaccessible 
world of Ricoeurian hermeneutics and 
sheds light on this important theory in 
postliberal theology. Peppered throughout 
the book is Pape’s insistence on divine 
authority: only a preaching that conforms 
people’s lives to God’s will is worth 
preaching. This book should be read by 
anyone interested in postliberal theology 
and homiletical theory (certainly anyone 
familiar with Campbell’s work Preaching 
Jesus owes themself a continuation of the 
discussion), but not necessarily the aver-
age preacher looking for sermon ideas. 
Indeed, Pape himself leaves the discus-
sion of sermon poetics, structure, and 
delivery to another conversation.

Dennis W. Matyas
Albion, Michigan

DUST AND BREATH: Faith, Health, 
and Why the Church Should Care 
about Both. By Kendra G. Hotz and 
Matthew T. Mathews. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2012. 118 pages. Paper. 
$14.00.

“What have treadmills to do with 
hymnals? What have pulpits to do with 
blood pressure cuffs? The answer is 
simple: faith and health, salvation and 
healing belong together.” Dust and Breath 
states the case for why the church should 
care about both faith and health. Utilizing 
case studies from the Church Health 
Center in Memphis, Tennessee, this book 
illustrates how the battle for healthy life-
styles in the inner city may be understood 
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in light of the finitude of our bodies in 
this fallen world. The call to action is 
motivated by an understanding of the full 
scope of our world’s redemption in view 
of the present reign of God. 

The first instinct of the confession-
ally minded Lutheran is to view the idea 
of a church-run health club with skepti-
cism. Yet Dust and Breath approaches the 
church’s focus on health from the theo-
logical perspective of the reign of God 
coming to us now in Christ. Referencing 
the resurrection of the body as taught in 1 
Corinthians 15, the authors explore how 
both our bodies and souls are subject to 
redemption. Hotz and Mathews under-
stand our existence as characterized by 
both the dust which God created us, and 
the breath of life by which we have the 
image of God. 

Is this book’s focus on health and 
wellness one more example of contem-
porary theology shamelessly conform-
ing to the values of our culture? Has 
Hollywood’s obsession with the perfect 
body infiltrated our ecclesiology? In this 
case the answer is no. The motivation for 
this book is not health and fitness for the 
purpose of vanity or an implicit belief that 
it is only for this world that we have hope. 

Through individual case studies from 
inner city Memphis, the book illustrates 
instances of illness that can be con-
nected pastorally with sin and redemption 
through faith in Christ. The case stud-
ies rely on an extensive theology of the 
consequences of sin in our fallen world 
in order to illustrate how people become 
separated from the wholeness and peace 
that we have in the image of God. For 
example, the sin of excessive self-reliance 
is illustrated in the case study of a pastor 
who woke up in a hospital bed after an 

emergency triple bypass surgery. Through 
pastoral care, this pastor began to see that 
he rationalized away responsibility to care 
for his health through his belief that he 
was in all circumstances indispensable to 
the church. 

Dust and Breath does not address the 
potential theological confusion of relating 
healthy life choices with Christ’s work of 
redemption in the world. For example, 
how does the picture of redemption 
framed by Hotz and Matthews relate to 
those with physical disfigurements or 
chronic illnesses who have scarce hope 
for healing until Christ returns? 

If you are looking to broaden your 
theological perspective on the relation-
ship between redemption and wellness of 
body, mind, and spirit this 118-page book 
is a relevant read. The use of case studies 
provides excellent insight into the theo-
logical questions associated with pastoral 
care of the sick. The description of estab-
lished inner-city health programs may 
provide helpful ideas to those churches 
seeking to transform their communities by 
promoting healthy lifestyle choices moti-
vated by the love of Christ. This book 
raises some important questions about the 
relationship between healthy lifestyles and 
a living faith. What response should the 
church have to unhealthy lifestyles in our 
culture, especially in the inner city?      

Nicholas Fuller 
Greenfield, Indiana
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