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Editor’s Note 

I want to personally thank all of you who participated in our online survey earlier 
this summer. We are joyfully overwhelmed not only by the volume of responses but 
by the thoughtfulness and care you took in providing us with feedback. We are taking 
due time to digest all of the findings, but we look forward to sharing a summary of the 
results with you on www.concordiatheology.org by the end of the year.

We are humbled by your responsiveness and by the trust you have shown in the 
theological resources that Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, attempts to provide in support 
of your lifelong learning in vocation, work, and ministry. The survey is just one expres-
sion of how we strive to be just as responsive to you.

The first fruit of our responsiveness to your feedback is found in the Homileti-
cal Helps section of this issue. A number of you commented that you would appreciate 
a preaching resource that is more “holistic” in approach, that gives a glimpse into the 
overarching trajectory of readings in the lectionary, in addition to the more “atomistic” 
exposition of individual texts in the traditional Homiletical Help. So, for this issue, we 
are doing a little bit of an experiment. As we enter into “Matthew’s year” (year A in the 
three-year lectionary), Jeff Gibbs, resident expert in all things Matthew, has written up a 
guide to preaching the Gospel of Matthew in this upcoming church year, noting formal 
considerations and themes that can shepherd your preaching of Matthew from Advent 1 
to Christ the King Sunday. We pray it will help you see the forest through the trees of 
gospel proclamation as Matthew would have us preach it. We have also posted Professor 
Gibbs’s article to www.concordiatheology.org, and we invite your response to our little 
experiment in the comments section below the article.

All of which means we are not abandoning the traditional Homiletical Helps 
you have grown to love. Quite the contrary, we are in the process of loading at least one 
Homiletical Help for every pericope in the three-year lectionary at the ever-popular Lec-
tionary at Lunch Plus site (http://concordiatheology.org/lalp/). If you haven’t already, I 
invite you to bookmark it. The advantage of consulting Homiletical Helps there is that 
it places them alongside the pericope readings, Lectionary at Lunch podcasts, and chapel 
sermons, all in one easy-to-use place, searchable by both lectionary date and text. It is a 
treasure trove of preaching resources.  

The online survey is also giving us invaluable feedback as we are preparing a 
“refresh” of both Concordia Journal and www.concordiatheology.org. But more on that 
later. One thing, among many things, that will not change is that we will continue to 
work as hard as possible to provide you—pastors, scholars, other church leaders and 
workers—with theological reflection and conversation that sheds more light than heat. 
We should expect nothing less from each other as we seek to serve the One who pro-
claimed himself to be the light of the world, and who—as Matthew so vividly reminds 
us—bids us to be the same (Mt 5:14–16).

Travis J. Scholl
Managing Editor of Theological Publications



278

“By Grace Alone, Grace in His Son” 

Editor’s note: The following is adapted from President Meyer’s sermon to open Concordia Seminary’s 
2016-17 academic year.

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your might. And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. 
(Dt 6:5–6)

Let me speak to you about curriculum. How boring will this be? Syllabi, assign-
ments, tests . . . it’s boring, a drudge, but only when you have a narrow understanding 
of curriculum. The faculty wants you to have a wide understanding of curriculum. 
Concordia Seminary is dedicated to the curriculum vitae, the curriculum, the course 
of your entire life. You are, as they say, “living the dash,” the time on a grave marker 
between your birth and death. You already know the date of your birth and now you 
are living in the dash. How you understand the dash will make all the difference when 
your earthly course is done, when it comes time for others to inscribe the date of your 
entrance into eternity. 

“You shall love the Lord your God.” The curriculum is all about God. “In the 
beginning God . . .” Perfect in himself, wanting or needing nothing, God does a stu-
pendous thing; he goes outside of himself. “In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth” (Gn 1:1). The first assignment in your curriculum is to stand in awe of 
the Creator. We had a student last year who was into photography. He and his girl-
friend drove an hour or so into Illinois so that he could take a picture of the stars at 
night. We don’t see them here. Because of light pollution four out of five Americans 
don’t look up at night to be awed by the greatness of the Creator. “Lift up your eyes 
and see: who created these?” (Is 40:26). As I do in orientation sessions, I encourage 
students to get out of the Concordia cocoon. One of the places to go is Washington 
University, just a few blocks north. When you approach the Planetary Sciences 
Building, you’ll see bronze inlays in the sidewalk. First is Pluto, then Neptune, and on 
and on you walk, past Earth, Venus, Mercury and to the Sun. The sidewalk is maybe 
fifty feet long, small, but you see the planets and have to be awed by the greatness of 
the solar system. “Lift up your eyes and see: who created these?” Inside the building you 
will find an exact replica of one of the Mars rovers; Washington University is involved 
in Martian exploration. In that lobby are pictures of the landscape of Mars. I look at 
all that and it’s “shut up, Dale.” Speaking of the planets, the United States has a satel-
lite named “Juno” circling Jupiter in a polar orbit. In reading about that mission, I 
learned that this monstrous planet—its diameter is 11.2 times bigger than Earth’s and 
if we compare volume, it would take 1321.3 Earths to fill Jupiter—this monstrous 
planet takes cosmic hits that otherwise could strike earth. Jupiter also catches objects 
flying through space and with its gravity hurls them away from our solar system. Who 
designed that protection for us? I have a friend who says, “Hmm . . .” God thundered 
at Job, “Where were you,” you squirt of a president, where were you, you squirt semi-
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narian . . . “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?” (Jb 38:4). Look 
at the plantings on this campus, the trees pointing heavenward, the herbs, vegetables 
and flowers that are planted almost everywhere you walk. Creation is a cathedral built 
by God for his praise. The first assignment in the curriculum of God starts with semi-
narians, professors, and staff shutting up in awe at the greatness of the Creator.

“You shall love the Lord your God.” That’s the second assignment in the cur-
riculum of God and . . . Well, we just can’t do it. We can stand in awe of creation but 
truly loving God is by nature impossible for us. That’s why we have to be in this cathe-
dral, this building. God originally created mankind to be dependent upon him, and 
in a perfect state dependent creatures love the one in whom they live, move, and have 
their being, but here’s the catch. Created to be dependent means that mankind had the 
terrible ability to act independently of the Creator. Created to love God, mankind had 
the terrible ability to love something or someone else more than him. That’s what’s 
happened. God didn’t create robots. Because humanity chose to act independently rath-
er than in perfect dependence . . . because humanity chose to love the creature more 
than the Creator . . . Because of that our will is bound by sin. You and I are so corrupt-
ed by sin that we cannot love God as we ought. Yes, even your sanctified hearts, your 
hearts that want to be pastors and deaconesses in the church, your hearts still struggle to 
be independent of God. The poet Robert Robinson said, “Prone to wander, Lord, I feel 
it. Prone to leave the God I love.”1 By nature our will is captive to sin, not captivated 
by the love of God. Yes, “the heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above pro-
claims his handiwork” (Ps 19:1) but “I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not 
want is what I keep doing” (Rom 7:19). You’re flunking out.

It’s an old sermon illustration. A husband and wife are in their car, the husband 
driving, and the wife is complaining about the loss of romance in their marriage. “We 
used to sit so close together in the car when we were first dating.” The husband smiles 
and says, “I haven’t moved away.” You and I are the ones who have buckled ourselves 
in away from God, but the loving Creator is our loving re-Creator. This is the best part 
of the second assignment in God’s curriculum of life. Although our wills are captive 
to sin, according to his mercy he has given us a new birth (1 Pt 1:4). “When I look at 
your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in 
place, what is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for 
him?” (Ps 8:3–4). It is incomprehensible that a perfect being went outside of himself 
to create this world. It is even more awesome that the Creator sends his Son into his 
fallen creation. “Great is the mystery of godliness” (2 Tm 3:16). The Creator re-creates 
us in his Son. Notice my present tense. This brings us to the third assignment of life in 
God’s curriculum. The Creator re-creates us in his Son. God’s curriculum for your life 
is not just about what happened twenty centuries ago. This is not a museum and we’re 
not preparing you to be curators of congregational museums. God’s re-creation through 
the obedience, suffering and resurrection of Jesus Christ comes to you daily through his 
word, spoken, written and sacramental. “These words that I command you today shall 
be on your heart.” The Spirit of the Creator recreates you. “If anyone is in Christ, he is 
a new creation” (2 Cor 5:17). You see, the curriculum of your life begins with the first 
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article of the creed, and then moves to the second and third articles. In the cathedral 
of creation we fear God, and in our little cathedrals, our churches, and this chapel the 
Spirit brings us to loving dependence upon God through his Son. 

 “By Grace Alone, Grace in His Son” is the title of God’s curriculum for your 
life.2 Grace means we have nothing of our own that gives us standing before God. 
Grace means “nothing in my hand I bring; simply to Thy cross I cling.”3 Being totally 
dependent upon grace alone is an affirmation of our ongoing total dependence. Even in 
the good works that we sincerely do, even in the cooperation that does occur between 
the believer and God in sanctified living (“we are coworkers with God,” 1 Cor 3:9), 
even then we are still totally dependent upon our Creator and re-Creator. “It is God 
who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:13). Being 
totally dependent upon grace alone means that we are to be obedient, obedient to his 
will and obedient to his words. “Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and 
know my thoughts! And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way 
everlasting!” (Ps 139:23–24). Being totally dependent upon grace alone, the capstone 
of the curriculum of Christian life is gratitude, gratitude for grace, gratitude now in the 
dash and gratitude into eternity. “What shall I render to the Lord for all his benefits 
to me? I will offer the sacrifice of thanksgiving and call on the name of the Lord” (Ps 
116:12, 17).

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 
and with all your might. And these words that I command you today shall be on your 
heart” (Dt 6:5–6). In the name of Jesus. Amen.

Dale A. Meyer
President  

Endnotes
1  Lutheran Service Book, 686, stanza 3.
2  Adapted from The Lutheran Hymnal, 373, stanza 5.
3  Lutheran Service Book, 761, stanza 3.
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Ralph A. Bohlmann—In Memoriam

On July 24, 2016, Ralph Arthur Bohlmann departed this earthly life to “be with 
Christ,” which is “far better” (Phil 1:23). While he was in our midst, this prodigiously 
endowed man gave his life in service to his risen Lord and to the church body into 
which he was born in 1932 and into the pastoral ministry of which he was ordained in 
1958.

Dr. Bohlmann’s various obituaries have recounted the important details of his 
biography, his credentials, and certainly his role in the controversies that beset The 
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, particularly in the 1970s. However, in this tribute 
written for the journal of Concordia Seminary, where he taught or presided for over 
twenty years, it is good to reflect briefly on the bedrock theological convictions that ani-
mated his teaching and leadership during his seminary career, his crucial time as execu-
tive director of the synod’s Commission on Theology and Church Relations, and later 
as synodical president. 

First, in the intense debates about biblical authority and interpretation, Dr. 
Bohlmann never spoke or wrote about the authority of Scripture without at the same 
time underscoring the gospel of Jesus Christ, which is the Bible’s central proclamation 
and unifying message, as well as the key to its proper understanding. Likewise, his clar-
ion confession of this gospel was invariably about the gospel to which the unimpeach-
ably authoritative word of God alone testifies. Dr. Bohlmann knew when to say “thus 
saith the Lord,” and he knew when to admit “the word of God is silent.” He never 
compromised the former, and he never turned the latter into matters of binding dogma.

Second, within a church body that has grappled with the doctrine of the ministry 
off and on since its founding, Ralph Bohlmann followed Martin Luther and C. F. W. 
Walther and consistently maintained the divine institution and necessity of the pastoral 
office. But with his two teachers he also insisted that the power of the keys had been 
given to the whole church. Therefore, he gave equal attention to the indispensable con-
tributions made by lay men and lay women to the congregational life, mission, and the-
ology of the church body. Ever the pastoral theologian, Bohlmann recognized that the 
body needs all of its parts working together if it is to be healthy and function optimally.

Third, for many years Dr. Bohlmann was for all intents and purposes the public 
face of the synod to the wider Lutheran and Christian community. Grounded in the 
categories and assertions of the Book of Concord, which he had assimilated so thor-
oughly, he confessed and celebrated the unity of the entire body of Christ in the gospel 
properly preached and the sacraments rightly administered. From that foundation, he 
urged his audiences to a full expression and practice of doctrinal concord. Such efforts 
at theological persuasion were conducted with equal parts conviction, personal humil-
ity, and charity. He certainly did not always prevail in these interactions, but he always 
won his counterparts’ respect, usually their good will, and sometimes their abiding 
friendship. President Dale Meyer encapsulated these personal attributes perfectly when, 
in his initial statement after Dr. Bohlmann’s death, he described him as “a gentleman, a 
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learned theologian, and a kindly churchman.”
These three examples, which could easily be multiplied, persisted throughout 

Dr. Bohlmann’s ministry in parish, academic, or denominational contexts. Together, 
his work on these topics underscores that Ralph Bohlmann was a theologian who rec-
ognized and understood distinctions, and who kept interdependent points together in 
their appropriate balance. He appreciated nuance, and at the same time he could state 
complex and controverted issues straightforwardly and with an almost unrivaled clar-
ity and precision. Indeed, this superlative theologian never stopped teaching, regardless 
of whether the setting was the classroom, a commission or board meeting, the public 
essay, a personal conversation, or private correspondence.

To this point, I have kept personal reflection to a minimum. This is fitting, 
because everyone who knew him well and appreciated him has their own cherished 
account of how Dr. Bohlmann enriched their lives or brought the gospel to them at a 
difficult time. For my part, in the goodness and providence of God, being taught and 
mentored by Ralph Bohlmann were special gifts in my life. Above all, I will be eternally 
thankful for the privilege of being Ralph’s friend.

David A. Lumpp
Concordia University
Saint Paul, Minnesota



 

Concordia Journal/Fall 2016 283

It is sometimes said that Lutherans do not like to “eulogize” those who have died 
in the faith of our Lord and Savior, Jesus. There is no need to do so, it is argued. After 
all, God knows them better than we do, and they have already received the crown of 
eternal life promised to all who remain faithful unto death. But we do like to remember 
those who have gone before us to be with our Lord, and there is scriptural warrant for 
doing so. The writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews specifically exhorts us to “remember 
your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. Consider the outcome of their 
way of life, and imitate their faith. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and for-
ever (Heb 13:7–8).

Ralph Arthur Bohlmann was a leader. He spoke the word of God to us. It is 
therefore most fitting that we remember him, that we consider the outcome of his way 
of life, and that we imitate his faith in Jesus, who is the same yesterday and today and 
forever.

I first met Professor Bohlmann in a classroom on the campus of Concordia 
Seminary, St. Louis in 1961. Called to serve The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod 
as a seminary professor at the tender age of twenty-eight, he had already distinguished 
himself as a professor at Concordia College in Milwaukee and as pastor at Mount Olive 
Lutheran Church in Des Moines, Iowa. His keen mind, his pastoral manner, and his 
deep commitment to the scriptural gospel understood and presented by Lutherans 
caught the eye of many including that of LCMS President John Behnken, who person-
ally encouraged him to take the call extended to him by the seminary.

Professor Bohlmann was the man who introduced me and my first year semi-
narian classmates to the Book of Concord, the volume which contains the three ancient 
ecumenical creeds and historical Lutheran statements of the sixteenth century which we 
soon-to-be pastors would be asked to sign, without reservation, as a true exposition of 
the Holy Scriptures. Prof. Bohlmann, as we called him, was a down-to-earth, unpreten-
tious, bright young pastor who awakened in us a love for the simple gospel message, in 
all of its articles, as proclaimed in the inspired, infallible, inerrant written word of God, 
the Holy Scriptures, whose content is summarized so beautifully and profoundly in 
John 3:16. 

This man, Ralph Bohlmann, made a lasting impression on me. Already there 
in the classroom he modeled those characteristics which were to inform his leadership 
among us for decades to come—an unshakeable commitment to the gospel of Jesus 
Christ as taught in Holy Scripture and confessed in the Lutheran Confessions, confi-
dent enough in what he knew and what he believed to listen to those who had ques-
tions, and humble enough to treat his students as equals. In short, he combined in his 
person and in his teaching a tenacious commitment “to right doctrine” with an irenic, 
evangelical spirit. He was not afraid that his kindness and graciousness toward us, his 
students, might be interpreted as signs of weakness. He quickly earned our respect and 
our confidence.

An Ecomium for Ralph Arthur Bohlmann: The Passing of a Leader
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Dr. Bohlmann was a first-rate scholar, the recipient of a Fulbright scholarship 
to study theology in Heidelberg, Germany. He earned an STM (Master of Sacred 
Theology) degree at Concordia Seminary and a doctorate at Yale University. A rigor-
ous doctoral program teaches a student, he once confided in me, the necessity of paying 
careful attention to detail and nuance in reaching conclusions. Graduate study outside 
Missouri Synod circles deepened his appreciation for and commitment to the Lutheran 
confession of the gospel, even while it alerted him to the danger and error of caricatur-
ing those with whom we may disagree.

In addition to serving as professor of systematic theology at Concordia Seminary 
for two decades, Dr. Bohlmann served the synod through his membership on numerous 
boards and commissions. Soon after coming to teach at the seminary, he was selected 
to serve as one of three faculty representatives on the Commission on Theology and 
Church Relations, and in 1971 he was granted a leave of absence to serve as its full-
time executive secretary. It was under his leadership that this commission prepared a 
number of important reports on the doctrine of Scripture and other critically important 
topics for the guidance of the synod, including its 1972 report “Gospel and Scripture: 
The Interrelationship of the Material and Formal Principles in Lutheran Theology.” 
This report, with its clear delineation of “the Gospel as norm in the Scriptures” and 
“Scripture as norm of the Gospel,” played an important role in assisting the Missouri 
Synod to work its way through questions and controversies that arose in the synod and 
especially at the seminary during the 1960s and 1970s over the nature and authority of 
the Scriptures with respect to the use of historical criticism in the study of the Bible.

In 1972 Dr. Bohlmann was asked by Dr. J. A. O. Preus, then president of synod, 
to draft “A Statement of Scriptural and Confessional Principles” for the purpose of 
identifying “theological and doctrinal issues which the synod needs to consider and 
resolve.” Following its wide-spread study throughout the synod, it was formally adopted 
by the 1973 Synod Convention as a “more formal and comprehensive statement” of the 
synod’s position on the issues it addressed.

“A Statement” continues to be regarded by many, including me, as one of the 
most important and most carefully written statements on what the Scriptures and the 
Lutheran Confessions teach about the nature, authority, and study of Holy Scripture. It 
begins by stating that “all Scripture is given by the inspiration of God the Holy Spirit 
and that God is therefore the true Author of every word of Scripture,” and that “since 
the Holy Scriptures are the Word of God, they contain no errors or contradictions but 
that they are in all their parts and words the infallible truth.” Scripture’s “primary pur-
pose is to make men wise unto salvation through faith in Jesus Christ,” and it is “rightly 
used only when . . . read from the perspective of justification by faith and the proper 
distinction between Law and Gospel.” Dr. Bohlmann’s familiarity with and compre-
hensive understanding of Holy Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions, gained from 
long years of teaching these subjects, and his meticulous and carefully nuanced scholar-
ship is clearly evident in every article of this document.

Dr. Bohlmann’s leadership was perhaps most clearly put on display in the weeks 
and months immediately following the February 1974 walk-out from Concordia 
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Seminary by 90 percent of its faculty and by 85 percent of its student body following 
the suspension of the president of this institution. Dr. Bohlmann was one of five mem-
bers of the faculty who did not leave the seminary. (The other four were Dr. Richard 
Klann, Dr. Robert Preus, Dr. Martin Scharlemann, and Dr. Lorenz Wunderlich.) In 
May of 1974, when Dr. Scharlemann resigned as the newly appointed acting president 
of the seminary for health reasons, Dr. Bohlmann was appointed acting president. In 
1975, Bohlmann was elected Concordia Seminary’s seventh president. Under his leader-
ship, the seminary retained and even expanded its accreditation, the faculty was rebuilt, 
and student enrollment surpassed its pre-walkout numbers. His attention to detail and 
his insistence on always acting properly, with integrity and with sensitivity and in accor-
dance with the synod’s constitution and bylaws served the synod well during a critical 
time in the seminary’s history.

As had two of his predecessors (Dr. C. F. W. Walther and Dr. Francis Pieper), 
Dr. Bohlmann also served the synod as its president from 1981 to 1992. Throughout 
his career, President Bohlmann worked for building stronger relationships between 
the LCMS and other Lutheran and Christian churches throughout the world, begin-
ning with the synod’s partner churches. He played a major role in encouraging the 
International Lutheran Conference, which held informal meetings of the leaders of con-
fessional Lutheran churches around the world, to become the more formally organized 
International Lutheran Council by serving as the major drafter of its constitution. 

 He worked untiringly for doctrinal unity among all Lutherans in this coun-
try, especially through his membership on the Division of Theological Studies in the 
Lutheran Council in the USA (LCUSA). He served as one of the principle drafters of 
“The Function of Doctrine and Theology in Light of the Unity of the Church” (1978) 
together with respected representatives from the American Lutheran Church and the 
Lutheran Church in America (the two large predecessor bodies of the ELCA). This 
document continues to present one of the most incisive and carefully written delinea-
tions of the fundamental doctrinal disagreements which continue to divide the LCMS 
and ELCA.

Not to be overlooked is the leadership Dr. Bohlmann gave to Missouri Synod 
participation in discussions and in bilateral dialogues with other Christian churches. 
Already in a 1970 essay titled “Confessional Ecumenism” he had written that “con-
fessional ecumenism is predicated on the existence of true Christian unity among all 
believers.” He believed that the Scriptures and Lutheran Confessions clearly teach that 
church fellowship, that is, altar and pulpit fellowship, must be founded on complete 
agreement “in teaching and in all the articles of faith.” But he also recognized that the 
unity of faith in the heart that binds all believers together in the one holy Christian 
church on earth through baptism, compels us to work unceasingly to resolve the painful 
doctrinal divisions that divide us from brothers and sisters in Christ in other Christian 
churches. 

Dr. Bohlmann will be remembered as a leader for the many ways in which he 
represented The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod outside the synod. By his own 
count he met with presidents of the United States “some eight to ten times.” He met 
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with committees from both the House and the Senate in support of the synod’s offi-
cially adopted positions on various matters, especially on abortion and other life issues. 
He played an important role in helping to find support in the synod for the forma-
tion of Lutherans for Life, and he was instrumental in organizing the synod’s Office of 
Government Information in Washington, DC. He served as a frequent lecturer in this 
country and abroad, including the People’s Republic of China in 1985. Always well 
prepared and a kind and courteous gentleman, President Bohlmann was an articulate 
and winsome ambassador for the gospel of Jesus Christ and The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod.

Ralph Bohlmann never stood taller as a leader in The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod than he did in the final days of chairing the synod’s 1992 Convention 
in Pittsburgh following his close defeat for a fifth term as its president. In his farewell 
address to the synod at the close of that convention, he opened his pastoral heart to 
the church he had served so faithfully and so well for so many years. Referring to 
Philippians 1:3–6, he expressed his thanks to the members of the LCMS “for our part-
nership in the Gospel.” He showed his deep love for his wife Pat and their two chil-
dren. As he broke down in tears he shared with the delegates that, except at the funeral 
of his father, he usually cried only in private. 

The long and bitter controversies in the synod which had divided so many 
families and friends, brothers and sisters in Christ, had also taken its toll on him. He 
expressed his sorrow that these “fights” had hurt “the Gospel mission of our church.” He 
then continued, “We could be ever so much more effective if we could find peace. And 
I don’t think we’re going to find it through easy truces. We will find peace only at the 
foot of the cross. Peace must be based on truth, the truth that begins with the confession 
of sin and the ability to call sin, sin, but especially the confidence that all sin is covered 
by the blood of Jesus Christ, and that only His blood can cleanse us from all sin.” 

And then he became even more personal:

One more thing . . . and it will take me just a minute. I also want to ask 
your forgiveness for anything I may have done amiss, for any failure . . . 
[silence, hesitation, applause, more applause] . . . thank you so much—
you have a unique way of bailing a guy out of a jam, don’t you? But I 
thank you for that as I ask your forgiveness. I can think of nothing more 
precious to me and to you, and to all the folks back home, than the for-
giveness of sins in Jesus Christ, our Lord, who died and rose again and 
even now pleads for us, and in His Word and sacraments gives us that for-
giveness each day as we are renewed in our Baptism, and calls us to share 
that forgiveness with each other. And we praise Him, as I praise Him at 
this time. (1992 Convention Proceedings, p. 95)

Ralph Bohlmann, like many others who lived through this period in our 
“beloved Synod,” never quite got over its hurt. But he knew and, in his farewell address 
to us, he has pointed us to the only place where peace is to be found, at the foot of the 
cross.
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I want to close this encomium for Dr. Bohlmann, our departed leader, with the 
words he used to conclude his essay “The Celebration of Concord”:

Finally, we will rejoice in everything that advances the cause of the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ, and sorrow over everything that shames His name or 
causes doubt about His truth that alone brings eternal salvation—wherever 
in Christendom this may occur. Error and discord are to be deplored, but 
concord is to be celebrated as a precious gift from the Lord of the church, 
who daily forgives our failures to love one another, to manifest our unity 
in His Son, and to confess His truth before the nations without weakness 
or compromise. (“The Celebration of Concord” in Formula for Concord, 
1977, p. 89)

May God also give those of us who mourn his passing, and who give thanks to 
God for the leadership of Ralph Arthur Bohlmann in our midst, the grace to imitate 
this kind of faith in “Jesus Christ the same yesterday and today and forever.”

Samuel H. Nafzger
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Introduction
In Romans 13:1–7, Paul writes to Christians at Rome circa AD 57 to be subject 

to governmental authorities. The reason Christians should submit is that “no authority 
exists except by God’s doing, and those that do exist have been put in place by God” 
(v. 1). Consequently, to oppose such authorities is tantamount to opposing God (v. 2). 
Paul elucidates God’s use of such authority: a ruler is God’s servant to reward benefi-
cence and to punish malefactors, even with the sword (vv. 3–4). Therefore all must 
submit to it, acknowledging God’s use for the state in their conscience (v. 5). Paul calls 
these authorities “God’s servant for your good” (v. 4) and even refers to them as God’s 
leitourgoi, (“ministers”)—a word often used of finance officials but that in Christian 
language might carry sacral overtones (v. 6).1 All are to submit to these authorities by 
respectfully paying them tribute (vv. 6–7).

From this passage (and others), the Lutheran Confessions conclude that Scripture 
“not only approves secular governments but also subjects us to them” (Apol XVI.6), 
and permits us to take part in “legitimate civil ordinances” as “good creations of God” 
(Apol XVI.1; AC XVI) and to serve our neighbor actively in the state’s structures as 
judges, soldiers, and so on. This is a faithful interpretation of biblical teaching. Of 
course, an undiscerning satisfaction with this can spawn attitudes toward government 
and civil policy that are unbiblical and encourage un-Christian action—allowing us to 
use civil liberties as a “veil” for wickedness (cf. 1 Pt 2:16). In some cases, Christians 
reason that any behavior is legitimate simply if it is part of the structures of God’s good 
“servant.” This logic can extend also to policies and agendas, so that honoring this ser-
vant necessitates espousing its ideology and silencing dissenting voices, because what the 
state supports must necessarily be what God commands (or at least happily permits?) 
his people to do. As Christian support for state-sanctioned atrocities attests, such rea-
soning has wrought disastrous effects at various points in history.

In our context various governmentally advocated agendas and laws—particularly, 
though not only, in recent years—remind us that “American” does not always equal 
“Christian.” However, aided by a continually divided bipartisan system, it is all too easy 
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to respond to government-sponsored iniquity by simply allying with the agenda and 
ideals of a different political party on the grounds that it opposes what we oppose. This 
may be a good move in certain respects, but it can be just as problematic as equating 
“Christian” with whatever the current reigning party advocates, because it still looks to 
an entity not bound to God’s word as a moral authority and allows our thinking to be 
shaped by it rather than by Christ (cf. Rom 12:2; Eph 4:23; Phil 2:5; Col 3:10). The 
assumption that one’s preferred party (whatever party it is) represents the Christian 
ethos can facilitate unrepentant attitudes and actions when, for instance, Christians 
mimic toward their neighbors the hateful attitudes and rhetoric of that party’s politi-
cians and media personalities in defense of a particular cause or ideal. Further, because 
American politics are both polarized and polarizing (and the situation is rarely different 
when theologians take up the politico’s banner), such a partisan poise can also blind 
one to the immoralities espoused by one’s favored party and can bring one quickly 
to dismiss others outright—no matter their positive stances. Whether this is due to 
well-intended pragmatism or something else, it leaves little room for dialogue among 
Christians called to discern God’s will (Rom 12:2; Eph 5:10). 

Matters of Christian ethics are not adiaphora on which we can define ourselves 
merely in opposition to a party wrong on another issue. The Christian call to be faithful 
in doing right by all people—born and unborn, “rightly” and “wrongly” poor, “rightly” 
and “wrongly” rich, immigrant, foreigner, enemy, and prisoner—cannot be muffled 
by any law (cf. Gal 5:23b), is not relativized when believers step into the realm of the 
state, and cannot be polarized simplistically along party lines. As labels, parties, and 
laws continually change, Christians must fear God more than being labeled “liberal” or 
“conservative” by their peers, must love God more than the comfort of partisan solidar-
ity, and must continually submit themselves to God’s word in faithful discernment and 
repentant practice. 

The intent of this article is not to resolve contemporary ethical and political 
questions, which would require addressing and evaluating various matters of policy and 
casuistry. This article is also not meant to encourage or discourage voting for any par-
ticular candidate or policy.2 This article aims, rather, to make an exegetical contribution 
by offering observations on pertinent but often neglected features of Romans 13:1–7. 
These observations are intended to help in future theological and ethical dialogue. They 
will be presented as theses, followed by comment and discussion.  

1. This text is addressed to Christians in the context of extra-ecclesial love. 
Some have argued that this passage does not fit its immediate context and must 

be an interpolation.3 But no manuscript evidence supports this assertion, and issues 
of style or argument provide little internal evidence to judge the passage inauthentic.4 
Indeed, though this text may appear an “alien body”5 within Romans 12–15, it neither 
contradicts nor breaks from Paul’s illumination of ways—both general and particu-
lar—in which believers’ love is to manifest itself toward insiders and outsiders. As a 
consequence of the new life they do and will possess in Christ, Christians are depicted 
as priestly servants, presenting their individual bodies as one collective sacrifice to 
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God as their worship (12:1). In 12:9–21 Paul uses strings of participles and adjectives 
to depict what the life of Christ’s body (12:4–8) is to look like among its members, 
all under the “heading” of “unpretentious love” (v. 9).6 Therein Paul punctuates this 
exhortative depiction with direct commands (vv. 14, 16b, 19–21). This exhortation has 
both an intra-ecclesial emphasis, regarding Christians’ conduct toward other Christians 
(vv. 10, 13, 16), and an extra-ecclesial emphasis, regarding Christians’ conduct toward 
“all” (vv. 17–18; cf. Gal 6:10; 1 Thes 5:15; and Ti 3:2, where this is also connected to 
submission to governmental authorities).7 Both are profoundly theological and socially 
impractical. Within the church, Christians are to treat one another like family members 
(“brotherly love,” v. 10), because all who are in Christ are God’s children and heirs 
with Christ, for they have a share in the promised offspring of Abraham (Rom 8:14–17; 
Gal 4:4–7; cf. 3:7–18; 4:21–5:1). This in-Christ relationship necessitates a change in 
interpersonal relations: for example, Philemon is expected to receive Onesimus back 
as a “brother in the Lord” and “in the flesh” merely because Onesimus has become a 
Christian (Phlm 15–18), an action that could have cost Philemon public honor and 
thus business. In contrast to their pagan neighbors—who, Tertullian says, used familial 
appellations as a “pretense of affection”8—Christians are called to act with unpreten-
tious brotherly love toward those in this “family.”9 

Regarding outsiders, Paul encourages charity, peace, and submissiveness. This too 
would have had significant social consequences, especially in Paul’s final injunction to 
defer vengeance to God’s eschatological wrath:

Do not avenge yourselves, beloved, but leave that to [God’s] wrath, for it 
is written, “‘Vengeance is mine—I will repay!’ says the Lord.” Rather, “If 
your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him water. For by 
doing so you will heap coals of fire upon his head.” Do not be overcome 
by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Rom 12:19–21)

This final command seems of special interest to Paul not only in view of the number of 
words devoted to it but in that he felt a particular need to argue it on biblical authority 
(Dt 32:35; Prv 25:21). This causes it to stand out in form and tone from the preceding 
exhortations, which are poetically connected “like pearls on a string.”10 Such emphasis 
is to be expected, as this injunction involves matters of public (in)action and vulner-
ability. Roman society knew no 911 calls and very little due process for those on the 
lower end of the social chain: “nothing short of a major riot or the murder of a member 
of the elite was likely to attract the attention of the urban cohorts or vigiles, the local 
force whose main remit was to deal with fires. You were on your own—or, rather, you 
were part of whatever group you belonged to that might defend you.”11 If a member 
of the congregation was wronged, honor and survival demanded that the “family” seek 
vengeance. One might have expected that Paul’s exhortations to “brotherly love” would 
entail precisely such vengeful efforts from Christians on one another’s behalf, and here 
Paul protects against such potential misunderstanding. Modern readers might be sur-
prised to find Paul, in the name of unpretentious love, exhorting Christians to effective-
ly shame their enemies with “burning coals” of kindness, but this is a small concession 
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when injustice would empirically triumph if vengeance were not enacted.
Rather than seeking to vindicate God through the self-vindication of his people, 

Paul calls Christians to endure in the assurance that God will vindicate them at the 
judgment. Christians will, in a derivative way, participate in judging outsiders by vir-
tue of their association with the Judge (Mt 19:28 and parallel; 1 Cor 6:2–3; cf. Rom 
2:27), but this universal act of judging is only to commence on the last day. Until then, 
judgment and punishment are only to be enacted within the church—and even then 
are aimed at the sinner’s contrition and repentance (1 Cor 5:1–6:8; 1 Tm 1:19b–20). 
Wrongdoers and persecutors outside the church are not to be recompensed except by 
God’s hand, which is here distinct from his people’s action.12 God does have a vengeful 
servant in the state (dia,konoj e;kdikoj, Rom 13:4), but what his people are to rely on 
when wronged is God’s eschatological vengeance (12:19–20).

In anticipation of this vindication, Christians are called to care for their enemies 
despite a personal sense of justice—an act that bears witness to their salvation and their 
enemies’ condemnation (Phil 1:27–30; 2 Thes 1:3–12).13 Christians certainly did beg 
for this judgment with some impatience (echoing many psalms). But, as in Revelation, 
such cries are always met with a call to renewed patience coupled with the promise that 
God is in control and will bring vindication at a determined but unpredictable time, 
after wickedness and oppression are brought to their full measure (Rv 6:9–11; cf. Dn 
8:23; 9:24).14

Romans 13:1–7 fits directly into this context. Here Paul is still dealing with 
Christians’ behavior toward outsiders and continues the more logical tenor that began 
in 12:19b.15 This time the outsider is the Roman government and its officials, and the 
Christians’ duty to “live peaceably with all” (12:18) necessitates non-retaliation toward 
(potentially abusive) Roman authorities.16 Romans 13:8–14 then continues to treat 
Christian behavior, but with a return to the intra-ecclesial focus on “one another.” 
Toward outsiders this means that Christians should render their dues (ovfeilai,) to the 
authorities (13:7), but their only due (ovfei,lete) to insiders is “love,” named five times 
in 13:8–10. Assurance of Christ’s return and God’s vindication calls for and enables 
believers to give up regard for themselves in service to God and neighbor and in sub-
mission to the state. Paul does not break from his depiction of the church’s existence 
to expound a metaphysic of the state in 13:1–7; he is elucidating one entailment of 
Christian love as it relates to the Roman authorities, an issue likely on the mind of 
believers in the capital city.17 This suggests that, as we apply this pericope, our applica-
tion should evince the spirit of Paul’s entire discourse here.18 
 
2. The “authorities” Paul acknowledges are those of the Roman Empire. 

This statement may seem obvious, but it bears repeating.19 Some applications 
skip immediately from governmental authorities in verse 1 to speak of all sorts of God-
ordained authority structures from family to employers and beyond. This reads through 
the lens of Luther’s masterful exposition of the fourth commandment through natural 
law and his dictum that “the home is the source of all things public.”20 However, if 
this move is made too quickly, it can distance Paul’s teaching from its original referent 
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(Rome) and consequently lessen the force and, perhaps, the shock of what he says.21

There was plenty of reason for Paul’s addressees to resent Rome, economi-
cally and theologically. Oppressive tax practices were protested in the city about this 
time (see below). The Jews were expelled from the city in AD 49 under Claudius (as 
Paul would have known through Prisc[ill]a and Aquila; Acts 18:2) and had appar-
ently returned again under Nero before Paul wrote Romans (cf. Rom 16:3–5), which 
would have greatly affected the congregation.22 Christian assemblies that looked like 
synagogues to the Romans may have enjoyed some Jewish privileges23 but may also 
have been despised on that account.24 Those that did not look like synagogues received 
no such leniency, and some were charged with practicing “foreign religion”—a high 
crime.25 Further, some in Paul’s audience may have assumed that the Messiah’s resur-
rection meant the imminent routing of pagan rule (cf. Acts 1:6), that serving the Lord 
meant acknowledging “God alone as ruler and governor,”26 or even that donning the 
armor of God meant preparing for historico-eschatological holy war (cf. 1QM).27  

Paul speaks directly of these Roman authorities, “not merely of authority in gen-
eral or government in the ideal.”28 Nor does he appear to distinguish between official 
and office here. evxousi,a can be abstract or refer to spheres of authority but, in the plu-
ral, coupled with u`pere,cw and in the context of taxpaying (vv. 6–7), certainly includes 
and likely refers to the “being who exercises authority.”29 The people currently in posi-
tions of power have been put there by God (v. 1b). Paul is calling the high officials of 
Rome God’s servant and ministers (vv. 4, 6). Though Rome may act unjustly (as Paul 
knew from imprisonments and beatings with Roman “rods”; 2 Cor 6:5; 11:23, 25) and 
may use its sword cruelly in the enforcement of taxes (as Philo protested, Spec. 2.92–95; 
3.159–163), Paul calls for submission to the Roman authorities because (not insofar as) 
they are God’s servant, specifically “devoted” to collecting taxes (v. 6) and maintaining 
what one might call “moral order” by deterring wrongdoing and rewarding good (vv. 
3–4; cf. 1 Pet 2:14–15). The fact that he describes Rome thus suggests that this moral 
order should be understood quite broadly, but still attests to Paul’s conviction about its 
positive role in God’s providential economy. 
 
3. This text does acknowledge violent, penal capacities of state government. 

A second ground Paul provides for submission to these authorities is that “rul-
ers are not a terror to good work but to evil” (v. 3).30 Those who do good can expect 
commendation, but evildoers should fear, for that authority “does not bear the sword in 
vain; for it is God’s vengeful servant to bring wrath upon one who does evil” (v. 4). At 
first glance readers often infer that the “sword” evokes the image of “the actual sword 
in the hands of the executioner who inflicts the death penalty on criminals.”31 This is 
overconfident in view of lexical and historical data. Those select officials who held such 
authority bore the distinctive xi,foj as a sign thereof.32 The ma,caira (the short sword 
of which Paul speaks here) was worn by legionaries,33 patrolling soldiers (Mk 14:43, 
48 and parallel; Acts 16:27), and even private individuals (Lk 22:36, 38). In this light, 
the image of the “sword” Paul evokes may point less to Rome’s threat of official capital 
punishment than to coercive (and often abusive) patrols of soldiers. It may also allude 



 

296

to the threat of force against those who refused to pay taxes since, in Alexandria at least, 
the Roman soldiers who accompanied tax collectors were referred to as “sword-bearers” 
(macairofo,roi), which makes particular sense in view of verses 6–7.34 

Still, tax enforcers did occasionally coerce with the threat of death. Further, in 
Christian contexts ma,caira was used at least metonymically for governmental execution 
(Acts 12:1),35 and the evocation of the “sword” as a deterrent need not exclude execution 
even if this is not its primary reference. Paul’s language and logic indicate that a coercive 
and punitive capacity belongs to Rome and that this should deter evildoing. As one com-
mentator summarizes: “The phrase does not, then, directly refer to the infliction of the 
death penalty; but in the context of first-century Rome, and against the OT background 
(Gn 9:4–6), Paul would clearly include the death penalty in the state’s panoply of pun-
ishments for wrongdoing.”36 This should not be denied. However, those who apply this 
verse without further discussion as a command that all governments must employ the 
death penalty should interpret with nuance, for Paul’s reference to the “sword” would 
have also encompassed other uses and abuses of force by patrolling soldiers.37

 
4. This text is not addressed to the authorities, but only speaks of them to 
Christians. 

At no point in this passage does Paul speak to the Roman government. This 
passage focuses solely on the duty of Christians toward the state, not on their duty as 
enforcers or legislators within the state. They are not conceived as overlapping identi-
ties. We might expect that, had a prefect asked Paul what he must do to be saved, he 
would have responded with his own words in Acts 16:31, perhaps adding a call to do 
justice (like the Baptist’s in Lk 3:13–14). But Paul does not address such a constitu-
ency, probably because no such consistency existed. Whereas Paul’s imprisonment for 
Christ was a witness to those in the imperial guard (Phil 1:13; cf. 4:22), there was likely 
no magistrate in the tenement churches of Rome at this time.38 “The possibility that 
Christians, who had absolutely no political influence, could one day insist successfully 
on a humane form of government corresponding with the demands of the gospel—and 
could then even bring this about—does not yet lie in the field of vision of the New 
Testament texts.”39

Failing words directly addressing the state, one might have expected the affir-
mation of God’s lordship to occasion a warning directed at the state, a turn taken in 
some Jewish literature (e.g., Wis 6:3–5). But Paul only speaks to Christians. Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer summarizes well: “It is once again Christians who are addressed here, not 
the authority. . . . Paul does not intend to instruct the Christian community about the 
tasks of those in authority, but instead only deals with the tasks of the Christian commu-
nity toward authority.”40 Paul does not here add “an important word about the diligence 
which is required in magistrates.”41 He does not give permission or instruction to the 
Roman authorities at all. He does not address a Christian’s duty in the case that he 
holds a position of authority within government. Paul teaches about the place of the 
state in God’s economy to an exhortative conclusion, that maintaining peace with out-
siders in obedience to God entails paying tribute and honor to Rome. 
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5. Paul emphasizes taxpaying as a concrete application of this teaching. 
When reading and appropriating the teaching of the epistles, in passages where 

an inspired writer provides an application of the teaching he has promulgated, we must 
not be satisfied with only understanding the doctrine assumed or communicated, but 
must also attend to the perlocution that the author explicitly stated that doctrine should 
effect. Such conclusions should also be applied among us if we are to be faithful to the 
doctrinal content communicated. 

As the specific, argued prohibition of vengeance in 12:19–21 emphasized one 
(likely controversial) expression of the exhortation to live at peace with all (12:18), so 
Paul’s argument that all must submit to the state for the sake of fear and conscience 
leads to a direct (and certainly controversial) concrete application: Christians must pay 
taxes to Caesar (13:6–7).42 Taxation was a particularly sensitive issue then as now. In 
AD 58 public protests were made against a new vectigal tax (Gk. te,loj), now to be col-
lected in addition to the tributum (Gk. fo,roj), protests which were likely preceded by 
a period of resentment and resistance.43 Closer to home for Paul, taxation was a sensi-
tive theological topic in conservative Jewish circles, of which he and his audience would 
likely have been aware. Despite some privileges, taxation remained to them a sign of 
subjugation, and for some it became a litmus test of allegiance to God—one posed to 
Jesus (Mk 12:13–17 and parallels).44 

Paul here asserts, based on the authorities’ role in God’s economy, that 
Christians must submit by paying both taxes—the tributum (fo,roj) and the vectigal 
(te,loj, v. 7).45 He does not command this on the grounds that it gives needed financial 
support to (only) the good tasks of government, but as a duty owed (ovfeilh,)—and this 
to a regime that publicly used its funds for idolatrous and immoral purposes. This is a 
necessary realization of the submissive and respectful posture (“fear and honor”) Paul 
commands in verse 7 out of which Christians render duties to all.46 Christians’ devo-
tion to the Living God meant precisely that they must pay all taxes to Rome, which was 
the direct opposite of what a growing number of Jews thought people whose God was 
“Lord” should do and of what many Romans thought was fair. In the inspired apostle’s 
mind, this teaching about the state enjoins Christians to pay their taxes despite theo-
logical or economic objection. This presumably does not prohibit Christians as taxpay-
ers from other forms of (respectful) dissent, but there appears to be no room here for 
outright refusal to pay taxes. 
 
6. Paul does not here depart from Old Testament, Jewish, and apocalyptic atti-
tudes toward pagan regimes. 

In understanding the implications Paul may have intended or not intended with 
his statement that governmental authorities are “put in place by God” and are his “ser-
vants,” it will be fruitful to note that this sentiment was nothing new, but is continu-
ous with Old Testament and later Jewish literature as well (barring some extremists). 
This position was held during Israel’s monarchic period (Prv 8:15–16; 21:1) and was 
maintained when God’s people were under pagan rule—the latter of which provides a 
situation more comparable to Paul’s and our own. Jeremiah is commissioned to tell for-
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eign kings (and Zedekiah) that God is sovereign over rulers and puts them in place as 
he wills, and that he now wills their submission to Nebuchadnezzar (Jer 27:1–15). The 
book of Daniel witnesses several such sentiments, where it is the Lord who puts people 
in places of authority (Dn 2:21; 4:17, 25, 32). 

Consequently, the people are to pray for their pagan rulers, a position Paul 
maintains (1 Tm 2:1–4). This is the express content of Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles, 
in which they were commanded to “seek the peace [~wlv] of the city into which I exiled 
you, and pray to Yahweh on its behalf, for in its peace will be your own” (Jer 29:7). 
Accordingly, prayers were offered twice daily for “Caesar and the people of Rome” up 
to the outbreak of the first Jewish Revolt in AD 66.47 This was later preserved in the 
Mishnah, echoing Jeremiah: “Pray for the peace [~wlv] of the ruling power, without fear 
of which men would have swallowed each other alive.”48 

However, this axiom that all governmental rule was under God’s power and 
put in place by him alone was never understood to exonerate rulers of wickedness or 
imply that their actions and policies are things God wanted his people to emulate or 
participate in. Even when its policies contribute to good order and deter wrongdoing, 
“what goes for the state” does not necessarily go for God’s people. The books of Daniel, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Revelation all make the point that God asserts his lordship over 
pagan emperors and even puts particular rulers in place. But God’s lordship is exer-
cised simultaneously through and against these rulers—for the good of the people, the 
judgment of the people, and often to the ruler’s own condemnation and the empire’s 
demise. 

In John’s Apocalypse, the state is one of the instruments through which God 
brings wrath upon the world in anticipation of the final judgment. As the first three 
seals are opened, riders are dispatched bringing imperialism, warfare, and economic 
upheaval (Rv 6:1–6). It is the ten “horns”—future kings that make war on the Lamb 
(17:12–14)—that destroy “Babylon,” “for God put it into their hearts to carry out his 
intention, to be of singular purpose and hand their reign over to the Beast until the 
words of God are fulfilled” (17:17). John conceives of the state simultaneously as God’s 
instrument and as an enemy of Christ and Christians, one that will be judged and 
destroyed. The Beast is even allowed to “make war on the saints and to conquer them” 
by the power received from these kingdoms, a prophecy that calls for continued perse-
verance and faith (13:7, 10; 14:12; cf. chs. 2–3).

A similar perspective can be found in the Scriptures of Israel that nurtured the 
faith of Paul and John alike. Assyria—to which the Israelites turned for protection 
when their faith in God failed49—is both God’s powerful instrument and the wicked 
empire against which God will vindicate himself and his people. Yahweh calls Assyria 
“the rod of my anger—the staff in their hands is my indignation!” But Assyria is bent 
only on destruction and filled with a pride for which God, who used this empire’s pride 
and malice to carry out the curses of his covenant, will also judge it (Is 10:5–19; cf. 2 
Kgs 19:27–28). The pagan empire is God’s instrument to punish iniquity and is simul-
taneously opposed to the true God, for which God will punish it after his purposes have 
been fulfilled. 
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Babylon also bears the “sword” of Yahweh to make war (Ez 30:24–25). The 
Lord calls its emperor Nebuchadnezzar “my servant” (Jer 25:9; 27:6; 43:10). He is 
even rewarded by God for his “service” (LXX leitourgi,a, Ez 29:20; cf. Rom 13:6!). 
Such language certainly witnesses to God’s authority over and use of Babylon but, for 
the biblical authors, still did not imply that their policies revealed God’s will for his 
people’s behavior, as the episode with Hananiah, Azariah, and Mishael attests (Dn 3).50 
Nor did it mean that God’s people, when in positions of governmental authority, were 
permitted to follow the norms and expectations Babylon had of its authorities (Dn 1; 
6). God raised up Egypt, but will judge it for its pride (Ez 29:4; cf. chs. 29–32). And 
the consummate enemy, projected onto “Gog” of “Magog,” God will raise up against 
his people only to destroy them, to get glory over them and save his own (Ez 38:4; 
see chs. 38–39; cf. Ex 9:16). In John’s vision, that enemy is the summation of earth’s 
distant kingdoms, whose rage against God and his saints—prompted by God himself—
will usher in the judgment day and the final defeat of all evil.51 

In the book of Daniel, God “has given the kingdom, the power, the might, 
and the glory” and even “human beings, wherever they live” to Nebuchadnezzar (Dn 
2:37–38). Still, the pride and self-deification of the king (3:18, 28; 4:30) bring God’s 
judgment upon him (4:25; cf. 5:18–28) and his councilmen (6:7, 24). God exercised 
his authority over and in these rulers to vindicate his people and to spread his renown.52 
One can even say that God’s provision of order and commendation through this pagan 
regime makes it a “servant for your good” in the way Paul describes Rome. But this did 
not entail that God established Babylon eternally or that he exercised his authority over 
Babylon to the exclusion of the other kingdoms in the world. Daniel’s vision sees one 
kingdom rise after another until God holds court and vindicates his people against these 
empires (Dn 7; cf. 2:36–45). There is still evil to be done by these kings (11:27, 36), 
and even the saints will suffer worse things by their hand (8:24; 12:7). But God will 
assuredly vindicate those who endure in faithfulness.

I contend that Paul evinces the same attitude toward the Roman Empire even in 
Romans 13:1–7. Paul, here as elsewhere, stands firmly grounded in these Christ-events 
and the promises God has confirmed, and in that always looks and moves forward in 
expectation and hope.53 Like his prophetic forerunners, Paul reminds the Romans, who 
need encouragement in suffering (cf. Rom 5:3–5; 8:18, 35–36), that God is even now 
in control of all and moving all things toward his goal (esp. Rom 8:18–39). And here 
he reminds them that this is true even regarding the authorities of Rome. Christians 
are therefore to submit to them and fervently love their neighbors in anticipation of 
their eschatological vindication. Some might argue that Paul has a more positive view 
of God’s use for pagan regimes than, say, John in Revelation, but this likely reflects a 
difference in genre and purpose.54 The genius of the apocalyptic genre is to “pull back 
the curtain” on what God is doing and will do in his authority in the present age (often 
with reference to pagan political powers) to ultimately deliver his people and judge the 
world; Paul, on the other hand, is making a concrete application of what that world-
view means for Christian behavior toward the state in this aeon of suffering and hope.55

Paul knows and professes that through pagan rulers like Nebuchadnezzar, Cyrus, 
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and Nero, God benefits his people and deters maleficence. But he also knows that Rome 
crucified the Lord of glory (1 Cor 2:8) and that all powers and authorities—natural and 
supernatural—are defeated and will be destroyed under Christ’s banner (Col 2:15).56 
Paul can hold the position that governments deter wrongdoing and reward good as 
God’s servants while still maintaining that God has asserted his lordship against theirs 
in the death and resurrection of Christ, in which the baptized share (Rom 6:3–11). It is 
this twofold biblical conviction that allows him both to command taxpaying and honor 
for the state as God’s servant for this purpose (Rom 13) and to say that, when Christians 
use the state’s legal system in disputes with each other, they sin and misunderstand their 
identity in Christ (1 Cor 6). There, Paul does not commend them for peaceably taking 
their concerns to the systems God’s “servant” set up for settling disputes. Instead, he 
shames them: it is deplorable not only that there are quarrels between Christians (v. 7), 
but that they are going to the pagan court against each other for redress (vv. 5–6a). Paul 
simply asks, with a logic that can come only from the wisdom of the cross, “Why not 
rather be wronged?” (v. 7). Legal structures in the hands of government are divine means 
of preserving order, but even these are not all in sync with the identity of believers, who 
are to follow Christ in dying and even being willingly wronged rather than using legali-
ties to assert their rights against their brothers and sisters.  

Conclusion
Peter Stuhlmacher writes that Paul’s posture toward governmental authorities can 

be thought of in terms of distance and tolerance.57 But Paul’s valuation of them suggests 
that we add honor as well. We may conclude with a broad sketch of these, making no 
claim to comprehensiveness. It is hoped that these will provide a helpful rubric as we 
continue to consider our calling as Christians in America. 

Distance is simply assumed between Christians and the state. Distance oper-
ates from the knowledge that, no matter one’s national context, our identity is found 
first and last in Christ. Though a Christian lives in two kingdoms she or he is still one 
Christian, and is called to follow Christ in both. In any vocation, we are to promulgate 
the righteous, impractical, and suffering love of God revealed in Christ and to embody 
it toward one another within the world. Distance allows us to set our focus here first—
in private actions, in our interactions with those whom we deem our opponents, and 
in our public advocacy. Distance also allows the Christian to evaluate the state critically 
as one who is, in a sense, an outsider—one who makes use of his temporary home but 
holds on loosely to the structures of the present age, which will pass away (cf. 1 Cor 
7:31). This provides space for a discerning, repentant, prayerful submission to God’s 
specific revelation on every issue—regardless of labels, rhetoric, and partisanship—to see 
what is mandated and what is forbidden, what is merely permissible and what is in line 
with the Spirit and the new creation (Gal 5:25; 6:16). Such discernment is called for 
even in matters that are legal and contribute to good order, lest we be rebuked like the 
Corinthians for assuming that civil norms and Christian ethics automatically coincide. 

Within this assumed distance, we come to tolerance. Tolerance operates from the 
confidence that in good and bad governments, God is in control and working all things 
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to the judgment of sin and the vindication of those in Christ. This allows us to refuse 
aggressive revolt even when wronged, outraged, or dissatisfied. It allows Christians even 
in hostile political environments to make use of citizen’s rights when they are not out of 
sync with our identity, as Paul did in Acts. Tolerance provides space for the Christian to 
live as a sojourner in the present age under God’s providence, living at home in this age 
and among its powers until they “command what God forbids or forbid what God com-
mands,”58 in which case we must “obey God rather than people” (Acts 5:29; cf. AC XVI).

Honor is the more positive side of this same coin. Lest we think we need only 
“grin and bear” the state, God calls us to actively honor the authorities he has put in 
place over us. With confidence in God’s providence, honor recognizes that governmen-
tal authorities are ordained by God “for your good” and calls us to support them—by 
paying taxes even when they are felt illegitimate, by praying for the authorities even 
when we would consider them our enemies or even God’s. Honor recognizes the posi-
tive function for government within God’s economy, especially in preserving order. 
And honoring the authority precisely as God’s “servant” means that we should, without 
spite, expect God to use this servant for his glory, perhaps in the ways he has done in 
the past. God raises these servants up to destroy them by others and show his power. 
He allows them to persecute and test the fidelity of his people, providing the church 
an opportunity for dissent and witness (even martyrdom) within the world. God gives 
them over to the nation’s own sins, filling up the measure of their iniquity unto the 
judgment day. The authorities are God’s servant for good. But looking at the biblical 
witness that provides the context of Paul’s thought here, one realizes that, apart from 
broadly maintaining order, much of God’s intent for particular governments and politi-
cal events lies in the realm of his hiddenness. We do not have access to his intent for 
our nation in these respects; what we do have is Christ Jesus—God’s revealed Word—
and his claim on us, his people. It is by this Word that we know forgiveness, even for 
sins we commit in trying to discern how faithfulness should look in a given instance. 
And it is by this Word that we are daily called to repent of wrong actions and attitudes 
for the sake of our neighbor, as we seek to live out the conforming of our minds to the 
mind that was also in him. 
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The Dual Nature of Evangelism in the Early Church

     Glenn K. Fluegge

For better or for worse, Christians look back longingly at the early church and 
from it strive to establish principles for contemporary Christian living. This is also true 
of evangelism. What was the nature of evangelism in those early years of the church’s 
existence? What can we learn from how the first Christians evangelized? How can their 
evangelistic efforts shape our efforts today? There are many who have undertaken the 
task of exploring evangelism in the early church.1 This essay, however, focuses specifi-
cally on the dual nature of these evangelistic efforts. The contention is that evangelism 
in the first three centuries was, for the most part, able to balance between adaptability 
and conservation.2 These characteristics are often respectively associated with malleabil-
ity and rigidity, variety and homogeneity, as well as “ad-hocracy” and “bureaucracy,”3 
unplanned spontaneity and strategic structure.4 This contention is relevant for the 
church today because of its implications for addressing the fabricated, but all too com-
mon, dichotomy between spreading the gospel and preserving the gospel. To explore 
this thesis, we will briefly survey three aspects of evangelism in the early church: (1) The 
message which was communicated; (2) the missionaries who carried the message; and 
(3) the methodology used by early church evangelists. Much of our attention will focus 
on the biblical records, but we will also draw on extra-biblical sources during the first 
three centuries of the church’s existence,5 while also taking into account key secondary 
sources considered reliable for this period of history. 

Before delving into the matter, however, it will behoove us to be reminded of 
certain stigmas that, for better or for worse, are often associated with this duality. On 
the one hand, adaptability is sometimes deemed needlessly “risky” because it exposes 
one to outside influences and, therefore, runs the risk of falling prey to these dangers. 
“Ad-hocracy” and spontaneity can be hazardous to the well-being of the church, it is 
thought, because they often lead to uncontrollable situations and grave errors despite 
the best intentions. There is a certain surety in fixity and tradition. On the other hand, 
conservation is sometimes deemed needlessly “rigid” because it tends to be preoccupied 
with historical forms and traditions and, therefore, often pays too little attention to the 
current opportunities and needs in which the church finds itself embedded. Bureaucracy 
and structure stifle the creativity and flexibility of the church (and the Spirit), it is 
thought, and render it unable to freely and adequately respond to contemporary society. 

Glenn K. Fluegge is associate professor of theology and director of the 
Cross-cultural Ministry Center at Concordia University, Irvine, California. 
Previously, he served for fourteen years as a missionary and theological edu-
cator for the LCMS in Togo and South Africa. He has a PhD in theology and 
church history from the University of Pretoria, South Africa.



 

306

There is a certain responsiveness in elasticity and spontaneity. 
The goal here is to avoid these stigmas because, as we shall see, they are often less 

than accurate and tend to lead to less than helpful extremes.6 Both aspects were present 
in the early church and contributed greatly to its expansion.  

The Message 
The message of the early church evangelists illustrates particularly well this dual 

nature, as theologian and apologist Michael Green points out: 

There was enormous scope for versatility in preaching the gospel: there 
is variety galore in the Acts sermons themselves . . . [Nevertheless,] the 
gospel had a recognizable shape and content. Christians had a common 
approach to evangelism, however much they might differ in details and 
transpose some of the thought forms into other keys: and they did plenty 
of that as we shall see. There was some sort of “pattern of sound words” 
and this proved a useful spring board for the memories of the evangelists: 
it did not serve as a strait jacket, inhibiting all imagination and initiative on 
their part.7 

There was marked variety as well as a significant degree of homogeneity—the 
former proving necessary in maintaining the adaptability and responsiveness of the early 
church movement, while the latter equally crucial in combating syncretistic tendencies 
and divisive schisms.

In a well-known and oft quoted passage, the Apostle Paul alludes to his own 
adaptability and elasticity when he declares: “Though I am free and belong to no one, I 
have made myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. . . . I have become all 
things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 Cor 9:19, 22).8 
Clearly Paul applied this principle when he saw fit to have Timothy circumcised (Acts 
16:3), while seemingly leaving Titus uncircumcised (Gal 2:3–5); nonetheless, it seems 
that Paul also applied this principle to his written and spoken message. Hence, sections 
from Paul’s epistles and samples of his preaching in Acts would seem to illustrate this 
flexibility (albeit not casualness or carelessness!). Henry Chadwick concludes from an 
intriguing analysis of Paul’s response to the question of marriage in 1 Corinthians 7 and 
to the Colossian heresy in Colossians 2–3 that one of the ways in which the Apostle 
became “all things to all men” was by the rhetorical approach of “outclassing his oppo-
nents on their own ground.”9 In doing so, Paul demonstrates a keen awareness of his 
context and adjusts his message accordingly aligning himself initially with the assump-
tions and premises of his hearers/readers in order to lead them to a fuller understanding 
of Christian faith and practice. In other words, through versatility he is able to appeal 
to a wide variety of audiences.

Of course, as a Jew himself, Paul exhibited a certain sympathy and understand-
ing for the circumstances of his Jewish hearers when he consistently appeals to a com-
mon heritage from which he can proclaim Jesus as the promised Messiah (e.g., Acts 
13:16–41; 17:2–4). His sermons targeting Gentile audiences at Lystra (Acts 14:15–18) 
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and Athens (Acts 17:22–31) differ significantly from this normal synagogal preaching. 
Roland Allen suggests that these two discourses vary from the norm, not only because 
of their intended Gentile audiences, but even more so because of their exceptional 
circumstances.10 This would seem to indicate a willingness on Paul’s part to adapt his 
message depending on the context (both audience and circumstances)—all so that some 
might be saved, or perhaps more precisely put and as Allen is quick to point out (see 
below), so that some might be open to further teaching. Two other examples might 
suffice. Paul’s use of the metaphor of υἱοθεσία—adoption—(e.g., Rom 8:15; Gal 4:5) 
reveals his sensitivity to the disparate circumstances of his Gentile audience. The legal 
act of adoption, although foreign to a Jewish audience, was well-suited to communi-
cate to a primarily Gentile Roman audience the fullness of the gospel by which the 
Christian has become an heir to the blessings of our heavenly Abba.11 Even if, as some 
commentators conclude,12 an Old Testament influence may be detected in the Apostle’s 
use of “adoption,” it is still noteworthy that Paul has opted for a metaphor that appeals 
to both sociocultural milieux. Likewise, the Apostle’s use of the concept of ἀπολυτρώσις 
(manumission, redemption) (e.g., Rom 3:24; Col 1:14; Eph 1:14), along with frequent 
references to becoming God’s or Christ’s possession through the payment of a ran-
som,13 must have been profoundly meaningful for many within Paul’s congregations 
who were either Gentile slaves or freedmen/freedwomen whose freedom had been pur-
chased.14 It seems evident that Paul’s preaching and writing exhibit a certain measure of 
variety and adaptability depending on the particular context. 

This variety and adaptability is also evident in other apostolic and early church 
leaders. A great many historians and exegetes have attempted to define a fixed and 
stable kerygmatic message proclaimed by the New Testament church.15 It might be 
pointed out in the first place that the wide array of proposed patterns for this fixed 
message could very well lead one to believe that it was probably not as “fixed” as one 
might think. In any case, different apostolic authors vary their message according to 
their intended audiences and contexts, whether it be Jews (e.g., Matthew) or Gentiles 
(e.g., Luke). And this continues beyond the apostolic age. Toward the end of the first 
century, Clement of Rome appeals to his Graeco-Roman audience by using the image 
of the Greek mythological phoenix to argue for the resurrection.16 Justin Martyr in the 
first half of the second century employed the concept of the divine Logos to appeal 
to the higher intellectual strata of the Graeco-Roman society in order to explain the 
mysterious connection between a transcendent God and an inferior, transient world.17 
This philosophical twist on theology, further developed by Clement of Alexandria and 
Origen, would eventually lead the church into troubled waters, but the fact remains 
that one way in which the early church was able to penetrate the higher educated strata 
was by adapting the evangelistic message.18 The early church sought to adapt the mes-
sage using Jewish thought, Graeco-Roman ideas, and Stoic, Epicurean, and Platonic 
philosophies.19

There was, however, a definite commonality or homogeneity to the early 
church’s message. From the same apostle who showed such an uncanny ability to adapt 
his message, we have a certain measure of inflexibility. In the same epistle to the church 
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at Corinth, Paul declares, “I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I 
proclaimed to you the testimony about God. For I resolved to know nothing while I 
was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:1–2). These words reveal 
the strict uncompromising nature of the early evangelist’s message—Christ crucified 
(and risen! See ch. 15; cf. 2 Tm 2:8). Paul was consistent in this regard. A survey of 
his sermons/discourses in the book of Acts reveals this common denominator. In fact, 
it appears to even be the crux of his controversial sermon at the Areopagus in Athens 
and the very point at which “some of them sneered” (Acts 17:22–32, especially vss. 
31–32). That the Apostle felt constrained to include it—as ambiguous and incomplete 
as it is—despite the scorn it evoked, is a testament to its paramount importance in 
Paul’s theological thinking. That part of the message could not be put aside or glossed 
over, regardless of the context. The one exception, of course, is the urgent exhortation 
at Lystra which is in direct response to a particular situation and surely does not make 
up the whole or even the core of the apostolic message (Acts 14:8–18).20 The book of 
Acts presents a similar picture for the other apostles. Though their presentation and 
approach may vary, the common focus is Christ, his crucifixion and resurrection.21 
One can attempt to analyze that message further and perhaps include the “doctrine of 
the wrath of God,”22 but this leads up to the focal point of the message which remains 
Christ’s death and resurrection. The Apostle Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2 is par-
ticularly telling in this regard. For a sermon that could very well have focused on the 
Holy Spirit and his miraculous work, it is surprisingly christocentric. The interpretive 
explanation of the prophetic words of Joel centers on the death and resurrection of this 
“Man, Jesus of Nazareth.”23 

That the apostles focused their evangelistic preaching on Christ crucified and 
resurrected may seem self-evident. They were, after all, witnesses of this very event and 
person. There were, however, other things to focus on. For example, the apostles could 
very well have centered their message on Christ’s miracles or Christian charitable works. 
And it is true that the apostles did perform astonishing miracles and that works of char-
ity were an integral part of the church’s life from its beginning. Nonetheless, despite 
the fact that both miracles and charity did attract the favorable attention of many to 
this relatively unknown religious sect (see below the discussion of “methodology”), fol-
lowers of this sect were tellingly known as “Christ-ians” (Acts 11:26) and in the first 
century the pagan writer Suetonius refers to an edict promulgated against the followers 
of Chrestus in Rome.24 The consistent center of their message was Christ—not miracles 
or works of charity.25 In fact, Allen points out that Paul did not perform miracles or 
undertake charitable projects to convert or even attempt to convert people.26 The chris-
tocentric focus of the early church’s message was still evident in the third century. In 
explaining the word “gospel,” Origen writes in his Commentary on John that “we must 
say that the good things the Apostles announce in this Gospel are simply Jesus.” He 
later adds that “Jesus himself preaches good tidings of good things, which are none 
other than himself: for the Son of God preaches the good tidings of himself to those 
who cannot come to know him through others.”27 More than two hundred years after 
it originated in the person of Jesus, the central message remains unchanged (in sharp 
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contrast, by the way, to the multitude of mystery religions co-existing with Christianity 
during this time). This fact alone hints at an enduring structure and resistant rigidity. 

The intransigence of the early church’s message also extended beyond “Christ 
crucified.” If the evangelistic sermons in the book of Acts are markedly christocentric, 
it is also true that much teaching happened outside of the sphere of preaching with-
out which our knowledge of important doctrines (e.g., the Trinity, creation, means of 
grace) would be severely limited.28 This teaching inevitably developed a rather fixed 
pattern to which Paul no doubt refers in such biblical passages as 2 Timothy 1:13–14: 
“What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching, with faith and love 
in Christ Jesus. Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you— guard it with the 
help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us.”29 Or again in 2 Timothy 3:14–15: “But as for 
you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you 
know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy 
Scriptures which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” 
There was evidently some form or pattern to which Paul expected his young novice to 
adhere. And so he exhorts young Timothy to refrain from simply preaching whatever 
“itching ears” might want to hear (2 Tm 4:3–5) and to remain attached to what his 
mother and grandmother (2 Tm 1:5) and Paul, his spiritual father (1 Tm 1:2), in turn, 
had received and passed on to him. Likewise, the Apostle receives (παραλαμβάνω—
expressing the formal reception of something) that which he delivers (παραδίδωμι—
expressing the official transmission of a certain tradition) to the Corinthian church (1 
Cor 11:23).30 At the very least, the Holy Scriptures (at this time, the Old Testament) 
were a common reference point. But there seems to have been more. Kelly indicates 
that already the New Testament faith was inevitably beginning to harden into “conven-
tional summaries” and creedal statements.31 These “embryonic creeds” appear sporadi-
cally and yet frequently throughout the New Testament in the form of short creedal 
fragments such as “Jesus is Lord” (Rom 10:9), liturgical greetings at the beginning or 
ending of epistles (Eph 1:2; 2 John 1:3), longer catechetical summaries (Rom 15:3), 
and liturgical statements and hymns (Phil 2:6–11).32 These fragments found concrete 
expression in the symbolum apostolorum already circa AD 150 in the West and, along 
with the developing canon and apostolic authority, became an identifying mark of the 
true church (as opposed to the rival church established by Marcion).33 Both Irenaeus34 
(ca. AD 130–202) and Tertullian35 (ca. AD 160–225) speak of a “Rule of Faith,” which 
summarized the main tenets to which the whole church held.

There were, then, definite guiding structures that safeguarded the church’s mes-
sage by means of a certain rigidity. Having said this, however, it should be kept in mind 
that there was considerable looseness in the use of these creedal fragments. They were 
safeguards and guides which undoubtedly reveal a structure and inflexibility beyond 
which the orthodox early church was reluctant to wander, particularly as divergent 
teachings began to arise. Nevertheless, this inflexibility was uniquely blended with an 
inclusiveness and adaptability readily open and sensitive to the changing surrounding 
scene. 
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The Missionaries
The who of early church evangelism reveals a similar blend of flexibility and 

structure, spontaneity and intentionality. For our purposes here, early church mission-
aries can be roughly divided into two groups: Informal missionaries and formal mis-
sionaries. In retrospect, this unique combination greatly furthered the church’s expan-
sion. Formal missionaries were sent from churches, planted churches, and continued 
to strengthen those churches. Informal (usually lay) missionaries complemented these 
more formal efforts, touching those areas where formal missionaries could not or did 
not reach. 

We will first explore the seemingly spontaneous evangelistic movement of the 
laity. The impetus for this rather “impulsive” evangelism (as well as for the more orga-
nized effort) was simply this: “The Church evangelized because it had to.”36 In saying 
this, Weinrich is not referring to a command like that of Matthew 28. The church 
evangelized because it could not do otherwise as the followers of Christ. Through the 
same Holy Spirit that Jesus promised his disciples, the church “had been taken up into 
the very activity of God in Christ whereby the final purposes of God are fulfilled . . . 
the mission of the Church was nothing other than Jesus’s mission in its universal pro-
portions.”37 This appears to be the subtle point that Luke is making in the first verse 
of the second book of a two volume work on Jesus’s activity: “In my former book . . . 
I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach” (Acts 1:1). Luke makes it clear 
that the detailed description of the acts of Peter, Paul, and the other apostles are simply 
a continuation of Jesus’s ministry that began in the Gospel of Luke. In fact, the acts 
of the apostles are the acts of Jesus himself as he works through them and through his 
church.38 

Luke’s understanding of missiology became the norm for early church life and 
helps to fathom how such a large informal missionary movement arose. And it was sig-
nificant. Harnack goes as far as to say that “we cannot hesitate to believe that the great 
mission of Christianity was in reality accomplished by means of informal missionar-
ies.”39 In fact, the very dearth of historical evidence regarding the early church mission-
aries and their work indicates that much of it was no doubt carried out by inconspicu-
ous, ordinary Christians who left no records behind.40 We do see hints of this informal 
evangelism. In the book of Acts, congregations abruptly appear in Rome and Antioch 
with no mention of their founder.41 It seems likely that these congregations were the 
result of lay “missionaries” returning home from the Pentecost celebration in Acts 2 
or scattered abroad by the persecution after the martyrdom of Stephen in Acts 7.42 It 
was the church at Antioch that took the revolutionary step of first preaching to the 
pagan “Greeks” and, consequently, initiating what could be deemed the first informal 
Gentile “mission” (Acts 11:19–21). It is highly probable that these “men from Cyprus 
and Cyrene” (v. 20) who made the fortuitous “mistake” of preaching to the Gentiles at 
Antioch were, in fact, lay Christians with little formal training. 

And this continued even after the apostolic era. Ordinary Christians evangelized 
through informal conversation, chatting with friends, fellow-workers, and family mem-
bers in the marketplace, at work, and in their neighborhoods. This is particularly clear 
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through the second century pagan Celsus’s sarcastic complaint against the Christians as 
recorded by Origen (ca. AD 180):

We see in private houses workers in wool and leather, laundry workers and 
the illiterate and bucolic yokels, who would not dare to say anything at all 
in front of their elders and more intelligent masters. But they get hold of 
the children privately, and any women who are as ignorant as themselves. 
Then they pour out wonderful statements: “You ought not to heed your 
father or your teachers. Obey us. They are foolish and stupid. They nei-
ther know nor can do anything that is really good, but are taken up with 
mere empty chatter. We alone know how men ought to live . . .” And if 
just as they are speaking they see one of the school teachers coming, or 
one of the more educated class, or even the father himself, the more cau-
tious of them flee in all directions, but the more reckless urge the children 
on to rebel. . . . “So if you like, leave father and teacher, and come along 
with the women and your playmates to the women’s quarters, or the leath-
er shop or the laundry, and you will get the full story.”43 

Although quite degrading in its accusations, it attests to the zeal and dedica-
tion of even the most ordinary Christians. In a most impressive example, Ethiopia 
was Christianized by two boys, Frumentius and Aedesius, when their uncle’s ship was 
attacked by pirates and shipwrecked off the shores of Ethiopia.44 Women also played 
a prominent role.45 The mother of John Mark offered her house for church services 
(Acts 12:12); Dorcas was famous for charitable works (Acts 9:36–39); Priscilla and 
her husband were co-workers with Paul (Acts 18:2; Rom 16:3); the four daughters of 
Philip prophesied (Acts 21:9); the upper-class women of Berea searched the scriptures 
and believed (Acts 17:11–12); Lois and Eunice passed the faith on to Timothy (2 Tm 
1:5). Green points out that of the twenty-six people mentioned in the salutations in 
Romans 16, eight are women.46 Wives were instrumental in evangelizing their husbands 
as we see already in New Testament times (1 Cor 7: 14, 16; 1 Pt 3:1–6) and as late as 
Tertullian.47 

This spontaneous missionary activity was balanced by more intentional, profes-
sional missionaries. Luke records in Acts 1:8 that the apostles were tasked with such a 
role—witnessing starting at Jerusalem and extending to the farthest corners of the earth. 
Traditions exist that place Thomas in India, Andrew in Scythia, John in Asia Minor, 
and Peter preaching to the Jews of the diaspora in Pontus, Galatia, and Bithynia before 
eventually making his way to Rome.48 According to local tradition, St. James is said to 
have brought the church to Spain. To what extent these traditions reflect actual fact is 
difficult to assess,49 but they do underscore the primary missionary role of the apostle. 
Biblical records clearly attest the more formal missionary role of such individuals as 
the Apostle Barnabas (Acts 14:14; 15:39) and the Apostle Paul, who classed himself 
with the original twelve apostles, even if “abnormally born” (1 Cor 15:8). Paul, in 
turn, alludes to the “foreign” missionary activity of others. In fact, the unsurprised and 
almost casual way in which he refers to the missionary roles of Peter and Apollos (1 Cor 
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1:12; cf. Acts 18:24–28) and his stated reluctance to “build on someone else’s founda-
tion” (Rom 15:20) give one reason to believe that such missionaries were not all that 
uncommon.50 

There appear to be other types of ministers as seen already in the New Testament 
who were primarily tasked with caring for local congregations or groups of congrega-
tions. In exhorting his young protégé, Paul makes mention of bishops (1 Tm 3:1), 
presbyters (1 Tm 5:17), and deacons (1 Tm 3:8) and in a different context refers to 
pastors and teachers (Eph 4:11).51 Although their primary service was one of strength-
ening the church, many were very influential in spreading the faith. Ignatius of Antioch 
writes to his fellow bishop, Polycarp, encouraging him “to press forward in thy course, 
and to exhort all that they may be saved” (ca. AD 115).52 Polycarp apparently followed 
the advice of his older mentor as evidenced by the manner of his death some forty years 
later. Shortly before his martyrdom, the pagan crowd cried out in rage against him: 
“This is the teacher of Asia, the father of the Christians, the overthrower of our gods, he 
who has been teaching many not to sacrifice, or to worship the gods.”53 Irenaeus (born 
ca. 130), bishop of Lyons and famous for his theological and pastoral work, was also an 
extremely effective evangelist, even mastering the language of the local “barbaric” inhab-
itants.54 

In ancient times when wandering philosophers were a common sight, the philos-
opher-theologian played an important missionary role. Justin Martyr wandered about, 
according to the custom of the time, presenting open-air lectures in the public places 
of towns he passed through. His disciple, Tatian, continued his teacher’s ministry. The 
clearest example may be that of Pantaenus (ca. 180), a converted Stoic, who traveled as 
far as India preaching the gospel before establishing the renowned catechetical school at 
Alexandria.55 These teaching missionaries were common enough to attract the scornful 
remarks of Celsus who accused Christians of taking undue advantage of ignorant com-
mon folk in the marketplace. Deeply offended, Origen defends this Christian practice 
at length and calls attention to the Cynics who adopted the same method.56

In addition to these wandering teachers, there were wandering missionaries. 
Following the example of Jesus (e.g., Mk 1:38), these peripatetic evangelists are found 
already in the New Testament. The Corinthian church was divided into factions loyal 
to different wandering preachers (1 Cor 1:12), Paul warns the Corinthian church 
against certain visiting “apostles” (2 Cor 11:4–5, 13), and Timothy continued the 
traveling ministry of Paul (2 Tm 4:2, 5). In warning against its abuse by certain false 
prophets, the Didache (probably ca. 70–110) ultimately affirms the validity of this 
“office.”57 Origen’s refutation of Celsus (ca. 180) reveals that the practice was still alive 
and well toward the end of the second century: 

Christians do not neglect, as far as in them lies, to take measures to dis-
seminate their doctrine throughout the whole world. Some of them, 
accordingly, have made it their business to itinerate not only through cit-
ies, but even villages and country houses, that they might make converts 
to God.58 
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Eusebius relates that in the second century many of these traveling missionaries 
donated their goods to the poor and 

then starting out upon long journeys they performed the office of evange-
lists, being filled with the desire to preach Christ to those who had not yet 
heard the word of faith, and to deliver to them the divine Gospels. And 
when they had only laid the foundations of the faith in foreign places, 
they appointed others as pastors, and entrusted them with the nurture of 
those that had recently been brought in, while they themselves went on 
again to other countries and nations, with the grace and the co-operation 
of God.59 

These itinerant evangelists did not stay long in any one place and lived in pov-
erty, completely dependent on the generosity of host congregations. Many were not 
elected by congregations, but were apparently called directly by God.60 Evident in 
this ministry was a certain flexible spontaneity that greatly contributed to the expan-
sion of the church during a time when it lacked resources and extensive infrastructure. 
However, as mentioned above, this spontaneity and flexibility was also the occasion 
of abuse, namely, false missionaries taking undue advantage of the generosity of kind 
congregations. The church, while still honoring these “apostles,” strove to curb these 
abuses by setting up certain guidelines whereby false prophets could be detected (e.g., 
the Didache cautions against apostles and prophets who prolong their stay longer than 
two days or request money).61 In addition, Paul had already established the gospel as 
another litmus test (Gal 1:8). Unattached from any one congregation, there was con-
siderable adaptability to respond to sudden, pressing circumstances (Acts 16:6–10). But 
even Paul—adaptable, flexible, and spirit-driven though he be—was sent out by and 
reported back to the church at Antioch (Acts 13:1–3; 14:26–27) and sought to be sent 
out by the church at Rome on his missionary journey to Spain (Rom 14:24). Thus, 
these roaming missionaries reflect the dual nature that is characteristic of early church 
evangelists—open flexibility with structured guidelines. 

The spontaneous movement of lay evangelism was incredibly important. Its 
impulsive and often unintentional witness proved invaluable for the expansion of the 
early church. Wandering missionaries and teachers benefited from this same flexibility, 
but were gradually subject to certain guidelines and strictures in order to avoid abuse. 
The evangelistic role of the local clergy in a predominantly pagan society should also 
not be underestimated. These ministers, however, reflect a certain rigidity, being elected 
to or chosen for fixed positions.  

The Methodology 
To my knowledge, aside from St. Paul’s mission strategy in the book of Acts 

(which is far from the detailed strategies advocated today!), there are few records of 
specific evangelism strategies in the early church. More than anything else, this is likely 
due to the early church’s mentality that the church, by its very nature as Christ’s body, 
is always reaching out in everything that it does (see above). It seems, therefore, that 
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there was little perceived need for elaborate evangelism strategies, nor did the church 
as an “illegal religion”62 have the liberty to launch massive evangelism campaigns. This 
section, then, will focus on certain aspects of the early church’s life which proved to be 
particularly effective in spreading the faith. As expected, we will see both spontaneity 
and intentionality. 

The most immediate, unintentional, and yet inestimably effective attraction to 
the church was the pious life of its members. The Roman world had deteriorated into 
a corrupt, immoral, hedonistic society.63 The high ethical standard of Christians in 
the early church stood out in sharp contrast and offered a viable option. Justin Martyr 
writes: 

For we ought not to strive; neither has He [Christ] desired us to be imita-
tors of wicked men, but He has exhorted us to lead all men, by patience 
and gentleness, from shame and the love of evil. And this indeed is 
proved in the case of many who once were of your [pagan] way of think-
ing, but have changed their violent and tyrannical disposition, being 
overcome either by the constancy which they have witnessed in their 
neighbours’ lives, or by the extraordinary forbearance they have observed 
in their fellow-travellers when defrauded, or by the honesty of those with 
whom they have transacted business.64

Part of that pious life was acceptance of persons from all economic strata. Roman 
society was strictly hierarchical with wealthy male citizens on the highest stratum, slaves 
on the lowest, and women, children, non-citizens, and poorer persons in between. 
There was little, if any, opportunity for upward social mobility. The church historian 
Latourette saw Christianity’s inclusiveness as an important factor in its success: “More 
than any of its competitors it attracted all races and classes.”65 Baptized into Christ, there 
was equality before God for citizen and slave, male and female, poor and rich, Greek 
and Jew (Gal 3:26–28; 1 Pt 3:7). This is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the fact 
that the Christian sex ethic held the unfaithfulness of the husband as serious a breach of 
morality as that of the wife—a belief that clearly challenged the status quo.66 Finally and 
most importantly, Christian piety was combined with a God-given courage in the face of 
injustice, persecution, and especially death. Martyrdom did not extinguish the church. 
Rather, it provided an occasion for growth. Thus, Tertullian, in writing to the governor 
of his province for having falsely accused Christians, makes the famous observation that 
“the blood of Christians is [the] seed [of the church]!”67 Elsewhere he describes why this 
is so: “For all who witness the noble patience of its [Christianity’s] martyrs, struck with 
misgivings, are inflamed with desire to examine into the matter in question; and as soon 
as they come to know the truth, they straightaway enroll themselves [as] its disciples.”68 
The Acts of the Martyrs gives ample (at times, gruesome) details of the martyrdoms of 
countless Christians who gave courageous witness to their faith before crowds of pagans. 
Hence, the word martyr, originally meaning “witness,” took on its current meaning. 
Spontaneous, unstructured, and often unexpected, the piety and courage of common 
Christians played a significant role in the growth of the early church. 
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 Similarly, charitable works were of vital importance. “The practical applica-
tion of charity was probably the most potent single cause of Christian success” remarks 
Professor Chadwick in talking about the early church.69 Harnack writes that people 
were attracted to the church because of its “social message” and dedicates an entire 
chapter to “The Gospel of Love and Charity” as an important cause of the church’s 
expansion.70 Jesus had said, “let your light shine before men, that they may see your 
good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (Mt 5:16) and the church took it seri-
ously. It was expected that a good portion of the church’s treasury would go to the 
poor, the widowed, and the orphaned members. By the year 251 the church in Rome 
had sufficient funds to support a surprisingly long list of church workers, in addition 
to supporting fifteen hundred widows and needy persons!71 Congregations provided 
burials for poor members, showed hospitality to traveling brethren, visited imprisoned 
members, and cared for the elderly. As opposed to other religions at the time, the 
church offered its services, preached, taught, healed, and performed miracles free of 
charge. These and other acts of charity inevitably caught the attention of non-Chris-
tians. Tertullian writes: “But it is mainly the deeds of a love so noble that lead many to 
put a brand upon us. ‘See,’ they say, ‘how they love one another.’”72 So much attention 
was given to the poor and destitute that a theological question in the pre-Constantine 
church was how a wealthy person might be saved.73 Spontaneous gifts and service com-
bined with intentional care of members gave outsiders a favorable and attractive view of 
the church. This left them prepared for more intentional, and thus structured, methods 
of evangelism.

The most obvious was public evangelistic preaching. We have already examined 
the message of such preaching. But in terms of methodology, it is historically interest-
ing that of the myriad of methods available, the early church spread the faith primar-
ily through preaching. Jesus’s ministry was one of “preaching the gospel” (Mk 1:14) 
and the disciples were trained and sent out to “preach” (Lk 24:47). Peter’s sermon at 
Pentecost became the occasion for the birth of the Christian church (Acts 2:14ff.) and 
Paul’s ministry was essentially one of preaching (1 Cor 1:23). Eusebius describes the 
second century evangelists as “being filled with the desire to preach Christ to those who 
had not yet heard the word of faith.”74 Elsewhere he speaks of a missionary Thaddaeus 
(ca. second century) who healed a certain Abgar from Edesse and preached the word of 
God.75 From this last account we learn what had already been confirmed in the New 
Testament;76 namely, that miracles played a role in evangelism, but they were not the 
central activity leading to conversion.77 They were clearly subordinate to gospel preach-
ing. There were a variety of different preaching venues. Before the definitive separation 
from Judaism, synagogues offered a readily available venue for preaching (e.g., Acts 
17:1–3), particularly so because of the practice of asking distinguished visitors to com-
ment on the text of the day. Open air preaching in market places and town forums was 
also popular (Acts 17:22). Despite the flexibility with regard to venue, such preaching 
tended to be more structured and guided than the informal witnessing of common 
Christians. This was particularly so because of the intentional, guided way in which 
preachers were chosen or, at least, recognized by the community (Acts 13:2–3; 2 Tm 
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2:2; Ti 1:5).78 All Christians were called to live the Christian life and, as we have seen, 
many spontaneously witnessed about their faith in daily activities. Not all were called to 
preach, nor did they. 

In addition to evangelical preaching, the rite of baptism played a significant role 
in evangelism. From the earliest days (Acts 2:38), baptism served as the church’s induc-
tion rite and, therefore, was inherently linked to missionary activity (Mt 28:19; Acts 
8:36).79 Baptism liturgies evolved during the first centuries of the church’s existence, 
but they invariably included, at the very least, the application of water (immersion or 
sprinkling) and the name of God (either in Jesus’s name or the Trinitarian name). Even 
in the New Testament era baptisms were normally administered by appointed min-
isters. The point is this: The rite of baptism endowed early church evangelism with a 
certain structure and continuity that might otherwise have been missing. This is often 
the role of rites and rituals. 

Finally, there was the church itself. Some historians are inclined to regard the 
organized church disapprovingly, suggesting that Jesus had no such thing in mind.80 
It is undoubtedly true that the New Testament church was devoid of the bureau-
cratic excesses and aristocratic offices that became widespread in the post-Constantine 
church.81 Nevertheless, Jesus himself instituted the ministry (Mt 16:19; Jn 20:23) and 
established the church (Mt 16:18). The early church accepted, and thus confirmed, 
the authority of the apostles (Acts 1:8, 15; Eph 2:20), who added to their number to 
replace Judas (Acts 1:26) and placed others in positions of service in the church (Acts 
6:1–6). The New Testament apostles confirmed the existence of the church in their 
teachings (e.g., Eph 1:22–23) and the early church believed and confessed the sanctam 
ecclesiam catholicam (symbolum apostolorum). But from where did the local congrega-
tions originate? Probably from as early as the organization of the original church in 
Jerusalem.82 After worshipping in the temple together with other non-Christian Jews, 
the first Christians would gather in separate houses (Acts 2:46) scattered throughout 
the city to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, which was the center of early church worship.83 
These “house churches” followed the prevailing example of Jewish synagogue worship 
and were closely linked to the larger Jerusalem church in doctrine, practice, and fel-
lowship—so much so that they were collectively referred to as the church (sing.) in 
Jerusalem (τὴν ἐκκλησίαν τὴν ἐν Ἱεροσολύμοις—Acts 8:1). When the persecution by 
Saul caused large numbers of Christian Jews to flee Jerusalem, they instinctively carried 
with them this congregational model of church fellowship. Thus, from its earliest days, 
Christian missionary efforts concentrated on the planting of local congregations. Paul, 
who was well-aware of the local house churches (Acts 8:3!), used this model to plant 
churches in the cities he visited. He apparently saw no contradiction between “winning 
some for Christ” and planting local churches as centers of Christian worship and life. 
In fact, the former was accomplished through the latter and vice versa. That this belief 
was shared by other missionaries throughout the early church era is attested by the 
lists of churches in cities throughout the empire and beyond. Perhaps not surprisingly, 
this strategic emphasis on planting local churches is presumed self-evident and often 
overlooked. But the early church could have focused on any number of other methods. 
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It could have sent out wandering leaders to gather disciples; it could have focused on 
works of charity within the existing religious structures; it could have aimed at build-
ing Christian towns isolated from the general populace; it could have founded schools 
throughout the empire.84 Instead, it concentrated the thrust of its evangelistic effort on 
local congregations. 

This is not to say, however, that individual, self-contained, autonomous entities 
were the overarching goal of early church missionaries.85 The tendency toward individu-
alism of European and American postmodern society has led some to overlook the deep 
concern for the una sancta that underlies all missionary activity in the early church. In 
a remarkable book, Missionary Methods: St. Paul’s or Ours?, Roland Allen offers a neces-
sary reminder: 

We have seen that St. Paul did not set out on his missionary journeys as 
a solitary prophet, the teacher of a solitary individualistic religion. He was 
sent forth as the messenger of a Church, to bring men into fellowship with 
that body. His converts were not simply united to one another by bonds 
of convenience arising from the fact that they lived in the same place, 
believed the same doctrine, and thought it would be a mutual assistance to 
form a society. They were members one of another in virtue of their bap-
tism. Each was united to every other Christian everywhere, by the closest 
of spiritual ties, communion in the one Spirit. Each was united to all by 
common rites, participation in the same sacraments. Each was united to 
all by common dangers and common hopes.86

House churches in the same city were so closely connected that they formed one 
church.87 And this church, in turn, was connected to the provincial church (i.e., the 
churches of cities within the province), which was connected to the entire Christian 
movement. It was, therefore, important that the church at all levels (local and trans-
congregational) follow common patterns and order (e.g., 1 Cor 7:17) with regard to 
confession, practice, and lifestyle.88 Establishing such commonality was essentially the 
raison d’être of such manuscripts of church orders as the Didache (ca. 70–110) and the 
Apostolic Tradition (ca. 200–220). Here, the more structured and homogenous nature 
of early church evangelism is evident.  

Conclusion
In the first volume of his multi-volume work on A History of the Expansion of 

Christianity, Kenneth Latourette offers a list of factors contributing to the ultimate 
success of the Christian movement and claims as one of those factors “the fact that 
Christianity was both intransigent and flexible.”89 In delving a bit deeper into this 
theme, we have seen that it appears to be so, at least with regard to the message, the 
missionaries, and the methodology of evangelism in the early church. The historical evi-
dence that we have reveals elements of flexibility, adaptability, and spontaneity balanced 
by a certain structure, homogeneity, and intentionality. Of course, one must be careful 
to avoid unduly forcing every individual person or event of this period into one precon-
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ceived mold. Surely that was not the case. Justin Martyr (not to mention Clement of 
Alexandria) was much more willing to render the Christian message more “sensible” to 
the philosophically inclined mind than was Tertullian who at one point exclaimed in 
exacerbation: “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem?!”90 Rather, what we have 
offered here is a macro-historical survey of early church evangelism in retrospect. 

And such a wider, panoramic view is helpful (and necessary), if for no other 
reason than to give the present day church pause to consider the importance of both 
aspects (intolerance and adaptability) as it participates in our Lord’s mission to all 
nations. As influential theologian Michael Green has pointed out that “it is a salutary 
reflection that the greatest enemy of Jewish Christianity was undue conservatism (in 
which Jesus was a complement, so to speak, to the Law); whereas the greatest danger 
to Gentile Christianity lay in the undue adaptation to the thought forms of the day 
(in which Jesus was seen as the key to wisdom and heavenly enlightenment). If con-
servatism stifles authentic Christianity, liberalism dissipates it.”91 On the one hand, 
early church evangelism was not so rigid in form, content, and style that Christianity 
was unable to adapt to the changing environment and varying contexts within which 
it existed. Nor was it so rigid that it was unable to flow into every nook and cranny92 
of Roman life and eventually reach as far as India. On the other hand, early church 
evangelism was not so elastic that Christianity gave way to a code of ethics which any 
number of religions or philosophies of the time could have emulated. Nor was it so 
elastic that it became a religion of generic spirituality or a movement of autonomous 
individuals with no commonality. In retrospect, early Christianity was, for the most 
part, able to avoid the extremes and this proved to be one of its chief strengths, and one 
of the causes of its success. 
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The Islamic Claim of Jesus and the Christian Response

     Abjar Bahkou

The title of this paper may be perceived in many different ways. Are we here to 
be armed to defeat Islam? Are we here to get information to respond to Islamic objec-
tions against Christian faith? Are we here to learn how to convert Muslims to Christ? 
I know many of you are expecting something; you might get excited (reading this) or 
you might be disappointed, but either way I hope you will be challenged. This paper is 
inspired by 1 Peter 3:15: “But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared 
to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you 
have. But do this with gentleness and respect.” If someone asks the reason of your hope 
in this world, what would be your answer? Is your hope learning the story of Jesus, or 
memorizing some verses from the Bible, or trying to be morally good? 

I believe that the reason of our hope as Christians is found in Jesus Christ the 
incarnate God, who suffered, was crucified, died, and rose on the third day conquering 
death, sin, and Satan. The hope is in the cross of Christ where God meets us, his stray-
ing, rebellious, human creatures. On the cross, God reveals who he is and who we are. 

I say this because this is the most challenging point between Islam and 
Christianity. The message of the cross is foolishness to Islam while for us it is the power 
of God (1 Cor 1:18).  

Jesus in the Qur’an
In this paper I will focus on the titles the Qur’an gives to Jesus and how Muslim 

theologian interpret these titles. What are the major differences between the Islamic 
Jesus and Christian one? What are the sources of the Qur’an Jesus?

Jesus is mentioned by name in ninety-three verses and fifteen Suras; the most 
important ones are Suras 19:16–34, and 3:43–49.

Sura 19 is entitled, Surat Mariam, which means “the book of Mary.” In it we 
read the story of Zechariah, John the Baptist, and the Annunciation to Mary. These 
stories are similar to the New Testament narratives. In it we read the angel proclaims 
to Mary that “I am only a messenger from thy Lord to announce to thee the gift of a 
holy son” (Mariam 19:19). This child is going to be pure; impurity will not affect him 
all the days of his life. The word used in Arabic to describe Jesus is Gulaman Zakiyan, 
which means “pure” or “without sin.” According to Islamic traditions Jesus is the only 
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one who was born without sin. We read in Sahih al-Bukhari “Every child that is born 
is touched by Satan and this touch makes him cry, except Miriam and her son” (al-
Bukhari, 6:71). 

We also read another passage that better picture the identity of Jesus Christ, 
“Behold! The angels said: O Mary! God gives thee glad tiding of a word from him, his 
name will be Christ Jesus the son of Mary, held in honor in this world and the hereaf-
ter and the company of those nearest to God” (Al-Umran 3:45). 

The Qur’an continues to say that this servant will be called The Word of God 
which means “from God” and his name is “al-Massih, Isa the son of Mary.” 

We read in another Surah, with more accuracy, who is Isa? He is “The son of 
Mary, an apostle of God, and His Word, which he bestowed on Mary, and a Spirit pro-
ceeding from Him” (Al-Nissa’ 4:171). God has sent this apostle to bring a message to 
the children of Israel “an apostle to the Children of Israel” (Al-Umran 3:49). 

These and many other verses draw our attention to the multiple names that the 
Qur’an applies to Jesus; he is: 

• The Christ, Al-Messih (mentioned eleven times) 
• Prophet, Nabi (Mariam 19:30) 
• Messenger, Rasul (Al-Nissa’ 4:156, 171; Al-Ma’idah 5:78) 
• Isa Son of Mary (mentioned sixteen times)
• Son of Mary (17 times; sometimes mentioned in connection to other names) 
• One of those privileged and nearest to God, Muqarab wa wajih (Al-Umran 

3:45) 
• Blessed, Mubarak (Mariam 19:31) 
• The statement of truth, Qaul Al-Haq (Mariam 19:34).  

What interests us here are the most important three titles that are given to Jesus, 
since both Christianity and Islam shares the same titles: 1) Messiah, 2) the Word of 
God, 3) the spirit from God. 
 
Jesus Is the Christ, al-Messih 

The Quran mentions that God sent 124,000 prophets to humans, but only 
Christ has been called Messiah (al-Massih) in the Qur’an. Not even Muhammad was 
called this. 

Commentators believe that God anointed Isa with his spirit. A trend in Muslim 
mysticism (Sufism) makes of Jesus the “seal of the holiness” since he has been exclu-
sively endowed with the word and spirit from God. Muhammad remains the “seal of 
the prophecy.” 
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Isa, a Word from God, Isa Kalimatan Menhu 
The second title that drew our attention is “a word from him” because it reminds 

us of the title “the word” that is mentioned in the Gospel according to John (Jn 1:1). 
Again no other prophet in the Qur’an has been given this title. However, the Christian 
idea of Jesus being the word of God is totally rejected by Islam. 

The Qur’an uses the word in the singular masculine form. Arabic is a language 
that is much more gender specific than English as is clearly seen in the differences 
between their verbal systems. In English the form of the third personal pronouns 
remains the same whether the subject is masculine or feminine (example “she speaks” 
“he speaks”) and personal names, or pronouns, must be supplied to specify the gender 
or the subject. This is not the case in Arabic where the verb itself has a different form 
depending on whether the subject is masculine or feminine. Kalimah, which means 
“word” in Arabic, is “feminine,” but when the Qur’an speaks of Jesus as “the word of 
God” it puts it in the masculine form, exactly as the Arabic translation of the Gospel of 
John. 
 
The Islamic Interpretation of the Word 

In the Qur’an, it means the work of creation that is expressed in the verb “Be! 
and it is” (Kun fa yakun); it is the work of God in the creation of Jesus. This interpre-
tation is based on Surah 3:47: “She [Mary] said: ‘O my Lord! How shall I have a son 
when no man hath touched me?’ He said: ‘Even so: God create what he will: when he 
hath decreed a plan.’ He but said to it, ‘Be, and it is!’” (Al Umran 3:47). 

The verb “be” (Kun) that the angel announced to Mary was for the purpose of 
creating Jesus Christ. Therefore the meaning of “the word” (Al-Kalimah) has nothing to 
do with the divine.1 In this way Muhammad is a greater prophet than Jesus since he is 
“the seal of the prophets” (Surah 33:40).

This interpretation is not clear in the Qur’an and it contradicts what the Qur’an 
teaches. In the Qur’an heaven and earth are created in God’s word. So they are called 
God’s word, therefore if the concept of the word is related to God’s work of creation, 
then the cow, the mountains, the trees, are also called the word of God. If this is true 
then not only Jesus should be called the word of God but also everything that is created 
in heaven and earth. 

 The word of God is similar to the word used in the creation of Adam. Muslim 
scholars claim that the creation of Jesus is similar to that of Adam who was also created 
by the command of God “be” (Kun). “The similitude of Jesus before God as that of 
Adam; He created him from the dust then said to him: ‘Be,’ and he was” (Al-Umran 
3:59). Islam even values the creation of Adam more than that of Jesus, because Jesus 
was created without a father but Adam was created without a father and a mother.2 

When we examine the verse in the Qur’an we see differences between the cre-
ation of Adam and Jesus. In the Qur’an account God created Adam then he breathed 
in him from his Spirit, just like the account of Genesis. The Qur’an itself does not rec-
ognize that Jesus was created from the dust of the earth. The Qur’an is clear that Jesus 
is “his Word, which he bestowed on Mary and a Spirit proceeding from him” (Sura 
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4:171). “And remember her who guarded her chastity, we breathed into her of our 
spirit and we made her and her son a sign for all peoples” (Sura 21:91).

Jesus is “his word” not “a word from God”; his word expresses himself. What is 
the background of this parallel? The Bible.

This parallel between Adam and Jesus reminds us of 1 Corinthians 15:22 and 
Romans 5:12–21. It can be summarized: For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be 
made alive.

This parallel is frequent in the patristic literature, especially in the Syriac liturgi-
cal traditions were we find parallel between Adam and Jesus. In the Antiochian Syrian 
common prayer, the liturgical chants of Friday address the theme of the cross and cre-
ation. According to the ancient Syrian traditions God created Adam on Friday; Adam 
sinned and was expelled from the garden on Friday. On the same day, Jesus (the new 
Adam) died on the cross, recreated a new Adam, and returned him back to the garden. 
The death of Christ on the cross has a clear connection with the story of creation in 
Genesis. Through the cross God creates a new humanity, by killing the old one. In the 
prayer of Friday morning we chant:

Tell me Friday, why is there great honor to you among all the churches? 
[Friday replies]: on me was created Adam, the head of mankind, and 
on me he entered Paradise and the Watchers bowed down before him, 
Halleluiah, and on me was crucified the First-born who redeemed the 
world.3 

In the service of Good Friday we chant:

On Friday Adam stretched out his hand and ate the fruit that hid death 
in it. And on Friday our Lord stretched out his hands on the cross, and he 
became the fruit that carries life to Adam and his descendants.4

When Muhammad first heard the story of Christ he heard it from the Syrian 
churches that were chanting these stories in their liturgies. So he adapted this verse 
without understanding the true meaning of it. 
 
Other Meanings of the Word of God 

Jesus is the word that the prophets have proclaimed. Jesus is the word that 
cleared the word of God that the Jews corrupted. Jesus is the good news that the angel 
proclaimed to Mary.5 The Qur’an therefore is assertive in negating the divinity of Jesus 
Christ, “In blasphemy indeed are those that say that God is Christ, the son of Mary” 
(Surah 5:17). 

According to the Qur’an, Jesus himself refused to be called God, “And behold! 
God will say: ‘O Jesus the son of Mary! Didst thou say unto men, worship me and my 
mother, as gods in derogation of God?’ He will say: ‘Glory to thee! Never could I say 
what I had no right (to say). Had I said such a thing, Thou wouldst indeed have known 
it’” (Al-Ma’idah 5:116). 
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Isa, a Spirit from God, Isa Ruhun Menhu
In the Qur’an there are many verses that contain expressions like “spirit” (Ruh), 

“Holy Spirit” (Ruh Al-Qudus), “our spirit” (Ruhana), and “a spirit from him” (ruhan 
menhu). These verses have been interpreted by Muslim theologians in different ways: 

The Archangel Gabriel. “Then we sent to her our angel, and he appeared 
before her as a man in all respects” (Mariam 19:17). Furthermore, “To 
Jesus son of Mary we gave clear (signs) and strengthened him with the 
Holy Spirit” (2:235). The Holy Spirit is interpreted here as the Archangel 
Gabriel.6 

The spirit by which God supports, sustains, and enlightens the minds of his 
prophets. The Qur’an asserts that Jesus was created supernaturally and 
God bestowed on him the Holy Spirit to protect him from the devil and 
complete his mission on earth (2:253, 58:22).7 God has also bestowed this 
spirit to Adam (15:29); and also to the chosen angels (70:4, 78:38, 97:4). 
However, when the Qur’an speaks about Jesus, he specifies him with addi-
tional words like “Our Spirit” (Ruhana) and “Spirit from Him” (Ruhan 
Menhoo) (21:91, 66:12). 

Islamic Teaching about the Death and Resurrection of Christ 
Islam rejects the idea of sacrificial death of Christ: Christ never died and never 

resurrected, instead he went to be with God directly. Someone who looked like him 
was crucified in his place. “They did not slay [kill] him, neither crucified him, only a 
likeness of that was shown to them [it only seemed that way]” (Surah 4:157).

Christ will return to this world as “a sign that the last hour has come” 
(Ornament 43:61). Tradition says Jesus will come back again to earth, marry, have 
children, and lead the world to Islam. Then after forty years, he will die and be buried 
in Medina next to Muhammad in a tomb prepared there long ago. Then he will rise on 
resurrection day. 
 
Evaluating These Claims

We would need a whole paper or more to try to study in depth these claims, so I 
will talk briefly about two points. 

First, there are verses in the Qur’an that talk about Jesus’s birth, death, and 
resurrection. Jesus, speaking from the cradle, prophesized what would happen to him. 
“‘Peace upon me [Christ] that day I was born, and the day I die, and the day I am 
raised up alive!’ That is Jesus, son of Mary, in word of truth, concerning which they are 
doubting” (Surah 19:33–34, emphasis mine).

 “God said, ‘Jesus, I will take thee to Me [in death] and will rise thee to Me, and 
I will purify thee of those who believe not. I will set thy followers above the unbelievers 
till the Resurrection Day’” (Surah 3:55, emphasis mine).

 These verses are in conflict with Surah 4:157. They indicate clearly that Jesus 
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died and was resurrected. Commentators and writers of Hadith, disagree with how 
modern interpretations should handle Surah 4:157. Al-Zzamakhshari, al-Razi, Ibn 
Abbas, Wahab Muhammad Ibn Ishak, and others say that Christ remained dead for 
three to seven hours before being raised to heaven by God. 

Second, the story of the substitution is surrounded by confusion and ambiguities. 
We can mention some. 

At least ten people have been proposed as substitute, John, Peter, Judas, and even 
Satan. One of the most prominent commentators, al-Razi, concludes this variety of 
opinions by asking: “Who is the one who was killed on the cross on behalf of Christ?” 
And he answered: “And these points of view are contradictory and many, and God 
knows the truth of this matter.” 

If we are asked to judge these conflicting statements, the likely judgment would 
be that such claims are false because the evidence supporting it is conflicting. Imagine 
you are on a jury, and you are to give a verdict. Juries reach a verdict based on evidence 
and witnesses. If the evidence and witnesses are conflicting then the natural verdict is 
that these claims are not true. The narratives denying Jesus’s death on the cross in the 
Qur’an are many and conflicting, while the narratives of the passion, death, and resur-
rection of Christ in the four Gospels are one and supported by witnesses and evidence. 

The Qur’an indicates that Christ could raise the dead. If he was so powerful, why 
would God have to pull a trick? Since God was fully able to raise Christ from the grave, 
it was unnecessary to kill an innocent substitute in his place. Why wouldn’t this alleged 
substitute make any effort to defend himself to declare that he was not the Christ? 

The disciples who followed Christ and wrote about his life told us they had seen 
him suffer the death of a criminal at the hands of the Roman soldiers. Of all people these 
disciples would have preferred that he finish his life in a manner suitable for a prophet. 
 
The Background of the “Appeared to Them” Story

From the first century Christianity encountered heretical groups that denied the 
physical death and consequently the physical resurrection of Jesus. These teaching can 
be seen in the apocryphal gospels. An example of these groups is a heretical sect called 
“Docetism,” from the Greek word dokeo which mean “to appear.” This sect appeared in 
the late first and early second century. Docetic view has a long history in Christianity 
and it holds that what was seen crucified on the cross was just an image, a phantom, 
not the real Jesus, or perhaps a substitute. John in his Gospel and two letters fought this 
kind of heresy (Jn 1:14, 1 Jn 4:2–3 and 2 Jn 7). 

An apocryphal gospel, The Acts of John, offers the following Docetic account of 
the crucifixion:

After the Lord has so danced with us, my beloved, he went out. And we 
were like men amazed or fast sheep and we fled this way and that. And so 
I saw him suffer, and did not wait by his suffering, but fled to the Mount 
Olives and wept at what has come to pass. And when he was hung (upon 
the Cross) on Friday, at the sixth hour of the day there came darkness over 
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the whole earth. And my Lord stood in the middle of the cave and gave 
light to it and said, “John, for the people below in Jerusalem I am being 
crucified and pierced with lances and reeds and given vinegar and gall to 
drink. But to you I am speaking, and listen to what I speak.8 

Islamic Teaching on Redemption 
In order to understand the Islamic rejection of Christ’s sacrificial death we need 

to understand the Islam teachings on the doctrine of redemption. To briefly explain 
it, Islam teaches that Adam and Eve sinned against God but then they went back and 
asked God’s forgiveness and God forgave them. However, he warned them that Satan 
would be tempting them. They would always need to do good works in order to go 
to heaven. Therefore, there is no need for a sacrificial, vicarious death of Christ on the 
cross. The Islamic story of the fall totally missed the cross in it. The main focus on the 
Christian story is the two sentences of death then the promise of salvation: “For when 
you eat from it you will certainly die” (Gn 2: 17). “And I will put enmity between you 
and the woman, and between your offspring and hers he will crush your head, and you 
will strike his heel” (Gn 3:15). 

How do we talk to Muslims about the idea of Christ’s sacrificial death? First, the 
Qur’an supports the idea of the sacrificial death. Surah 37 tells the story of Abraham 
sacrificing his son. It is almost identical to the story of the Bible except there is no 
mention to the name “Isaac.” Verse 107: “We ransomed him [Abraham’s son] with a 
mighty sacrifice” (emphasis added). The term “mighty” (‘Azeem) in Arabic also means 
“priceless,” “without any limit.” In this verse the Qur’an does not mention a lamb, or 
any animal, he just says a “mighty sacrifice.” 

What is this great sacrifice? We need to show our Muslim friends that the sac-
rifice that God is talking about here is not the sacrifice of animals. The sacrifice of 
animals cannot ransom a man. This is supported by the Qur’an: “and the beasts of sac-
rifice, the flesh of them shall not reach God, neither their blood, but godliness from you 
shall reach them” (22:36–37, emphasis added).

Tradition says Muhammad told his daughter not to forget to put her hand on 
the head of a sacrificed animal, so that when it was killed, she would identify with it. 
He understood well the need for a sacrifice for our sins. 

How can we be ransomed? The ransom should be equal to the subject being ran-
somed. Say you have a car that is worth $1000 and you hit a brand-new Mercedes that 
is worth $35.000. You tell the owner of the Mercedes, “My card is valued at $1000, 
so I will give you $1000 and we are equal.” The owner of the Mercedes would say, 
“Absolutely not!” He wants the value of his car. 

The sinful nature that we are born with cannot offer enough good work to fel-
lowship with God and enter in his presence. God is infinite and the price that we 
should pay to ransom ourselves is infinite. We need a mighty sacrifice to ransom our-
selves. How did God solve the problem of sin? By an infinite sacrifice; the price that 
God paid to ransom us was priceless. He put on our sinful nature and offered himself 
as a sacrifice on the cross to equal the ransomed God. 
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Eastern Church fathers spoke about the positive side of redemption. The 
redemption is not only Jesus dying on the cross. The redemption is Jesus putting on 
the filthy and corrupt nature that was not able to stand in God’s presence. The sin-
ful nature that lost the privilege to talk to God face to face as Adam and Eve did in 
Paradise. 

The verse in Genesis 1:26 about the “creation of man in the image and likeness 
of God” is seen as being directly related to the doctrine of redemption. Sin spoiled the 
image that God created man in. Redemption is seen as bringing the image of God to its 
fulfillment in a perfect relationship with God culminating in immortality. 

Redemption is seen also as reconciliation between Jews and Gentiles, heaven and 
earth, and human nature and God its Creator. By redemption, man is returned to the 
position he held before the fall as a ruler over creation, thus defeating Satan and gaining 
victory over hell. Redemption destroys the wall that stands between heaven and earth, 
and eliminates the flashing sword that guards the way to the Tree of Life. God accom-
plished all this on the cross.

The whole liturgy of Good Friday in most Eastern liturgical traditions is a narra-
tive between what happened in the garden of Eden and how God is restoring the story 
of the fall to victory on the cross. The cross is seen as a tree that was forbidden to Adam 
and Eve, but today it is available to all the baptized. We see these same theological 
interpretations in the sacrament of baptism. Through baptism the image is restored, we 
re-enter paradise, and are allowed to eat from the tree. 

Second, we need to show our Muslim friends that good works can never redeem 
us. Islam is a law-oriented religion. Muslims must always do good works in order to 
please God. How do we approach Muslims?

Walther’s teaching on the proper distinction between law and gospel is an excel-
lent tool. Walther observes that law and gospel differ in six ways: (1) the manner in 
which they are revealed; (2) the content—the law demands, (3) the gospel contains no 
demand; it is the gift of God’s grace; (4) the promise that each makes; (5) the threats 
and effects; and (6) the persons who are addressed. 

A quote from Walther on this subject can be applied to Islam:

All religions [Islam included] contain portions of the Law. Some of the 
heathen, by their knowledge of the law, have advanced so far that they 
have perceived the necessity of an inner cleansing of the soul, a purifica-
tion of the thought and desires. But of the Gospel not a particle is found 
anywhere except in the Christian religion (emphasis added).9 

The gospel can never be known from the conscience. It is not a word from with-
in the heart; it comes from outside. It comes from Christ alone. The fact that humanity 
is alienated from God in need of cleansing and reconciliation is a theme that Islam also 
teaches. But it is only Christianity that teaches that God himself justifies the ungodly. It 
is an imputed justification; it is not an earned one. 
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Evaluating the Qur’anic Jesus
The immediate conflict we find in the Qur’an is that the writer of the Qur’an 

gives divine attributes to Jesus, yet at the same time denies the divinity of Christ. 
According to the Qur’an only God can have these two attributes: knowing the unknown 
and the act of creation. Jesus was given these two attributes. 

The immediate impression on the reader of the story of Jesus in the Qur’an 
is its brevity. There is no narrative description of the ministry. It is further surprising 
that within the limits of some ninety verses in all, no less than sixty-four belong to the 
nativity stories in Surah 3 and 19. This leaves twenty-six or so verses to present the 
rest of Jesus’s ministry. In the New Testament the Gospels are passion narratives with 
extended introduction. It could be said that the Jesus cycle in the Qur’an is a nativity 
narrative. 

The reason for this brevity is that Muhammad borrowed the story of Jesus from 
the Apocryphal Arabic infancy gospels that were circulating in Arabia in the sixth and 
seventh centuries. I will mention two stories in the Qur’an that are found in these 
Apocryphal books: Jesus speaking from the cradle and the merciful palm tree. 

In the Qur’an (Surah 19:29–33) Mary had her baby and brought him to the 
Jews. They questioned her, “where did you get this baby and you are not married?” She 
pointed to the babe in the cradle. The Jews said, “How can we ask a baby in the cradle?” 
but Jesus spoke from the cradle and told them “I am indeed a servant of Allah.” This 
same story can be found in the Arabic Infancy Gospel that dates from the sixth century. 
Jesus spoke and indeed when he was laying in his cradle said to Mary his mother: “I am 
Jesus, the son of God, the Logos, whom thou hast brought forth, as the Angel Gabriel 
announced to thee; and my Father has sent me for the salvation of the world.”

In the story of the merciful palm tree, in Surah 19:22–26, Mary is found wan-
dering in the desert; she is lost and helpless, and in the midst of giving birth, the pain 
drove her to a palm tree. After the birth, Mary was thirsty and hungry but there was 
nothing for her to eat or drink, so she cries to God for help, and Jesus, who was just 
born, replied, “Grieve not for thy Lord hath provided a stream beneath thee, shake 
toward thyself the trunk of the palm tree, it will let fall fresh ripe dates upon thee. So 
eat and drink and cool thine eyes and be gladdened.” 

The miracle of providing for Mary is found in at least two Apocryphal books: 
The History of the Nativity of Mary and the Savior and The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew. 

The deep veneration with which the role of Mary and the nativity of Jesus is held 
in Islam often excludes close attention to the content of Jesus’s teaching, his announce-
ment of the kingdom of heaven, the Beatitudes, and the meaning of the servanthood of 
the “Son of Man.” 

Everything to do with Jesus is set in a context assumed to be parallel to that of 
Muhammad. The fact of antagonism to Jesus is an important feature of the Qur’anic 
picture; the hostility tends to be understood as if it were analogous to that which 
Muhammad sustained in the setting of Mecca and the Quraish. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to consider that the perspectives of the Qur’an are always aligned with the immedi-
ate situation of Muhammad’s preaching among his own people.10 
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Conclusion 
We conclude with what we started: the message of the cross, that is the reason 

of our hope, is foolishness to Muslims but to us it the power of God. In front of such a 
challenge we have no choice but to present Christ crucified to Muslims. I always like to 
conclude with a quote by Kenneth Gragg.

If Christ is what Christ is, he must be uttered. If Islam is what Islam is, 
that must is irresistible. Wherever there is misconception witness must be 
penetrate. Wherever there is the obscuring of the beauty of the Cross, it 
must be unveiled. Wherever persons have missed God in Christ, he must 
be brought to them again. In such a situation as Islam presents, the church 
has no option but to present Christ.11 

The church of Christ has, indeed, no option but to present God in Christ. Islam 
has missed the love and forgiveness that every baptized believer is privileged in Christ. 
Eastern Church fathers gave us the classical parable of the redemption. The passion 
of Christ is compared to a servant who fell into the harshness of captivity. His master 
redeemed him by enduring the hardship that the servant had to endure. He put on 
the servant’s filthy garment and the chains of captivity, and suffered on his behalf. The 
servant, after his liberation, clothed himself with the filthy garment and the chains of 
captivity and walked around proclaiming the favor and goodness of his master.

Our encounter with Muslims is not to defeat their religion; we are not in a war! 
Our encounter with Muslims is to show the reason of our hope. We are the servants 
whom God redeemed in Christ; he is commanding us to put on his cross and walk pro-
claiming his favor and goodness on us. 
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Luther’s Visual Theology
The Lectures on Galatians and Cranach’s Law and Gospel Paintings

     Matthew Rosebrock

Introduction
Luther had an intensely visual vocabulary and imagination that reveals what late-

medieval scholars have called the “mind’s eye.”1 By far, the central image for Luther was 
the sight of Christ by faith. Through prayer and meditation on Scripture, this image 
came into focus. And yet, in the midst of Anfechtung, Luther recognized that seeing 
Christ as gracious was at times very difficult. It required a special skill—“a high art (ein 
hohe kunst)”—in rightly distinguishing between God’s two words (i.e., law and gos-
pel) and between humanity’s two relationships (i.e., active and passive righteousness).2 
This art is never an end in itself, but a way of clearing obstacles for the gaze upon the 
forgiving Lord of the Scriptures in faith. To aid Luther was his approach to the study 
of theology and, hence, the Scriptures themselves in what he called Oratio, Meditatio, 
Tentatio. 

Martin Nicol and Oswald Bayer have suggested that Oratio, Meditatio, 
Tentatio plays a pivotal role in all of the reformer’s theology and approach to the 
Scriptures.3 Indeed, the trio of prayer, meditation on the external word, and tempta-
tion (Anfechtung) do appear over and over again in his theology. As I will suggest in this 
paper, Luther’s vision of Christ from Scripture is closely tied to this trio. Specifically, 
Luther sees certain key statements of Paul playing a central role shaping his view of 
Christ. To demonstrate this, I will draw on Luther’s 1531/1535 Lectures on Galatians. 
I will then close with some observations of Lucas Cranach the Elder’s paintings of law 
and gospel as a manifestation of Luther’s visual theology. 

Lectures on Galatians
Luther names oratio, meditatio, tentatio in the 1539 preface to his German 

theological works as his three rules for studying theology.4 Very briefly stated, prayer 
involves asking the Holy Spirit to teach through the word, meditation focuses on the 
external word of Scripture itself as the means of the Holy Spirit’s teaching, and temp-
tation teaches the enduring value of Scripture.5 Though not explicit as three rules, 
Luther’s earlier theology does evince this triad, namely, for my purposes, the Lectures on 
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Galatians.6 The 1535 published commentary, edited by George Rörer, Veit Dietrich, 
and Caspar Cruciger from student lecture notes, encourages would-be teachers to “exer-
cise yourselves by study, by reading, by meditation, and by prayer, so that in tempta-
tion (exerceatis vos studendo, legendo, meditando, et orando, ut in tentatione) you will be 
able to instruct consciences, both your own and others, console them, and take them 
from the law to grace, from active righteousness to passive righteousness, in short, from 
Moses to Christ.”7 At the very least, some of Luther’s closest colleagues perceived in his 
teaching that prayer and meditation are closely linked with being prepared for tempta-
tion. This involves the art of distinguishing between two kinds of righteousness and 
brings consciences from the law to grace, from Moses to Christ. Such statements con-
cerning the role appear repeatedly throughout the published lectures. I will now show 
how such statements point in the direction of tying this approach to Luther’s view of 
Christ.

Luther speaks often of the image of Christ as a lawgiver that he learned as a 
child, which continued to haunt him.8 Indeed, some of the most prominent and expan-
sive paintings of Christ in cathedrals of Luther’s day were those depictions of Christ 
seated in the final judgment.9 A popular motif in Northern European art included 
Christ seated upon a rainbow while beneath him on his right were those entering into 
heaven; to his left were those being condemned.10 To reinforce this judgment were two 
objects on each side of Christ: to his right, the white lily signifying resurrection into 
eternal life and to his left, the sword signifying judgment.

The image of Christ as judge was a terrifying image to Luther because Christ’s 
disposition was unknown so far as it depended upon human merit to the slight-
est degree. Luther would later note that this image should only portray Christ with 
the “sword, cudgel, rod, or whip issuing from his mouth” like John’s depiction 
in Revelation without the addition of the lily.11 Luther wrote most provocatively, 
“Therefore if Christ appears in the guise of a wrathful judge or lawgiver who demands 
an accounting of how we have spent our lives, we should know for certain that this is 
not really Christ but the devil.”12 

In his Invocavit sermons given following the unrest of Wittenberg led by Andreas 
von Bodenstein von Karlstadt in 1522, Luther stated that external images have no abili-
ty to harm faith.13 But that is certainly not the case with these images of Christ as judge 
for Luther. They persistently struck a chord deep within him that continued to resonate 
into his later years. These particular images cause harm to the faith, not because of their 
externality, but because of their message to the conscience.14 In other words, Luther 
viewed such images as visual reinforcements to papal doctrines of works-righteousness, 
which motivated people primarily by fear and not faith. However, as Luther recognizes 
that his hyperbolic speech can be misunderstood in making his point, he does not 
outright deny those passages that speak of Christ as judge (e.g. Mt 25:31–46; 2 Cor 
5:10). He gives the caveat, “Christ also interprets the law, to be sure; but this is not his 
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proper and chief work.”15 Though Luther did allow a stone image of Christ to remain 
in Wittenberg, he said that one must preach against it.16

Paul in Galatians 2:20 writes, “the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (ESV). Luther comments on this 
text, 

Therefore Christ is not Moses, not a taskmaster or a lawgiver; He is the 
Dispenser of grace, the Savior, and the Pitier. In other words, He is noth-
ing but sheer, infinite mercy, which gives and is given. Then you will 
depict (pinxeris) Christ correctly. If you let Him be depicted (depingi) to 
you any other way, you will soon be overthrown in the hour of temptation 
(tentationis). The highest art among Christians (summa ars Christianorum) 
is to be able to define Christ this way; it is also the most difficult of arts.17

Luther’s theology notes that the only way to dislodge this terrifying image of Christ 
from the conscience in tentatio is continual meditatio on the external words of St. 
Paul. He insisted that a new image began to take shape within his mind of the Christ 
who “loved me and gave himself for me.” With these words Christ is painted as “the 
Dispenser of grace, the Savior, and the Pitier (largitor gratiae, Salvator et miserator).” 
This continual interaction with the Scripture, Luther encourages, is the only way for 
the gracious and merciful image of Christ to be fixed in the heart when the hour of 
tentatio comes so that one might readily call out to Christ in oratio, which leads back to 
meditatio on the word.

Paul in Galatians 3:1 writes, “It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was 
publicly portrayed as crucified” (οἷς κατʼ ὀφθαλμοὺς Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς προεγράφη 
ἐσταυρωμένος) in his plea for the Galatians to recognize the truth of their bewitch-
ment. Luther comments that Paul wishes to say, “No painter can depict Christ as 
accurately to you with his colors as I have depicted him with my preaching.”18 In 3:14, 
Paul reveals that “in Christ,” the one cursed hanging on the tree, there is “the bless-
ing of Abraham.” Luther hones in on these words to speak of how one ought to regard 
Christ: “Let us learn, therefore, in every temptation to transfer sin, death, the curse, and 
all the evils that oppress us from ourselves to Christ, and, on the other hand, to transfer 
righteousness, life, and blessing from him to us.”19 Christ has inverted the cross’s mean-
ing from curse to blessing. So it also follows that the vision of Christ crucified is the 
vision of mercy, because the one dying on the tree takes with him the world’s curse and 
gives freely his blessing. Paul in 1:4 writes that Christ “gave himself for our sins” and 
so Luther comments, “For Christ is not a cruel master; he is the propitiator for the sins 
of the whole world. If you are a sinner, therefore—as indeed we all are—do not put 
Christ on a rainbow as the Judge; for then you will be terrified and will despair of his 
mercy.”20 Rather see Christ on the cross, and you will be consoled.

Luther wants the word to shape the image of Christ. What then are the state-
ments of Paul to which Luther continually points for the merciful image of Christ? 
They are the simple gospel proclamations of Paul in this letter: “who gave himself for 
our sins” (1:4) and “who loved me and gave himself for me” (2:20). Notice what these 
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two phrases contain; Christ is the subject who gives himself not only objectively but 
also subjectively to believers: “for our sins” and “for me.” These passages serve as the 
words to meditate upon, to repeat outwardly. By this practice, these words shape the 
image of Christ as merciful, crucified and risen Savior. For Luther, these words changed 
Christ from the terrifying judge into the merciful crucified.  

Lucas Cranach the Elder’s Law and Gospel Paintings
Lucas Cranach the Elder, the Wittenberg court painter to Frederick the Wise, 

knew Luther early on in the Reformation. He became a friend of Luther’s, best man 
in his wedding, and godparent to Luther’s first child.21 He assisted Luther in illustra-
tions for propaganda material (e.g., Passional Christi und Antichristi) and Bible printings 
(e.g., German translation of New Testament in 1522). Though he continued to take 
commissions from Roman Catholic patrons, such as Cardinal Brandenberg, Cranach’s 
sympathies were clearly with the Lutheran Reformation. Cranach and his workshop 
produced theological paintings in the form of altarpieces (e.g., 1539 Schneeberg, 1547 
Wittenberg, and 1555 Weimar altarpieces). As Bonnie Noble argues, it is his portrayal 
of law and gospel (1529), his first explicitly Lutheran painting theme that undergirds 
some of these altarpieces.22 It is to those paintings that we now turn.

John Dillenberger observes that surely some kind of connection exists between 
Luther’s Lectures on Galatians and Cranach’s law and gospel paintings.23 Indeed the 
visual language of Luther in reference to Galatians and sermons is ripe with visual 
vocabulary evocative of the paintings. The interesting observation in regard to the 
Lectures on Galatians is the fact that so many of these images are found in lectures pre-
sented (1531) and published (1535) after the paintings that Cranach completed (1529). 
This is the subject of further study in my dissertation. But our focus here has been 
on Luther’s approach for the theologian and exegete, that is, the Christian toward the 
image of Christ. With this focus in mind, we are ready to address the relationship with 
the artwork of Lucas Cranach.

In all of Cranach’s renditions of law and gospel, a central tree divides the scene 
evenly. On the left side is the law. Half of the tree withers. Scenes of judgment and 
death are shown as Adam and Eve take fateful bites. On the gospel side, the tree is 
abundant with green foliage. The angel announces Christ’s birth to the shepherds. John 
the Baptist stands prominently pointing his finger to scenes of Christ on the cross and 
the Lamb of God holding a standard and banner of triumph. Christ resurrected stands 
or ascends victoriously while the skeletal form of death and the beastly devil lie defeated 
before an empty tomb. The entire composition of the paintings works like the Baptist’s 
pointing finger, drawing attention to Christ’s work of redemption through his cross and 
resurrection. The exact details of this scene differ between two main types both com-
pleted in 1529 and classified by their provenance: Gotha and Prague. The Gotha type 
was most popular for subsequent paintings while the Prague type was more common in 
woodcuts.24

The Gotha type (82.2 cm. x 118 cm.) is currently held in the Stiftung Schloss 
Friedenstein in Gotha, Germany.25 Along the bottom are six columns of Scripture 
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quotations that correspond to the images above. In the painting, a man on the gospel 
side calmly looks upon Christ with folded hands, as if in prayer, while a man on the 
law side fearfully runs with both hands apart and in the air. (See the image on the front 
cover.) Of particular interest in these images is that Christ seated on the rainbow is still 
retained. Some scholars note this, however it is mostly in passing.26 Craig Harbison 
observes that it is small and distant.27 If we understand this image within the context of 
oratio, meditatio, tentatio, as found in the Lectures on Galatians, then Christ as the judge 
still plays a role but is not the central image. Neither the man on the law side nor the 
man on the gospel side finds comfort in this image of Christ. Rather the whole scene’s 
emphasis draws the viewer to Christ “for me.” Even the man who is being prodded 
toward the hellfire by death and the devil appears to have his eyes fixed on the risen 
Christ ascending. In other later versions the man clearly looks at the devil and death, 
the tablets of the Law, or even Christ seated as judge. Could this 1529 rendering of 
the painting theme have been a way for Cranach to indicate that the man experiencing 
the law is also the Christian’s experience of calling out to Christ in the hour of tempta-
tion and that the open hands are a plea of prayer as well? I think it quite possible. The 
title page to a 1538 abridged German version of Luther’s commentary, attributed to 
Cranach’s workshop, depicts just one man on the law side who looks in the direction of 
Christ while undergoing affliction.28 Moreover, the Weimar altarpiece, Lucas Cranach 
the Younger’s perspectival reworking of the theme, shows the running man in the back-
ground looking up to Christ on the cross.29 Several other nuances between subsequent 
paintings indicate a continual reworking of the theme.

The Prague type (72 cm. x 88.5 cm.) is located in the National Gallery in 
Prague, Czech Republic.30 The painting originally contained inscriptions naming each 
element and may have also contained Scripture quotations along the bottom.31 In the 
painting, a single man is seated at the central tree. His body is turned toward the law 
side while his upper body, head, and eyes turn toward Christ on the cross on the gos-
pel side. The Prague type indicates that law and gospel are simultaneously experienced 
by the Christian.32 As Luther states in Lectures on Galatians, “let every Christian learn 
diligently to distinguish between the law and the gospel. Let him permit the law to rule 
his body and its members but not his conscience.”33 This is shown in the Prague type 
in which the man is submissive to the law in his body while his meditative gaze is upon 
the merciful Christ. In faith granted by the word—signified by the pointing finger 
of the Baptist in both versions—the Christian’s gaze pierces through even the hidden 
nature of Christ’s crucifixion to see “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world” (Jn 1:29). 

Conclusion
We need not imagine that Cranach was thinking of Luther’s oratio, meditatio, 

tentatio as he painted these images. It is truly more of an orientation or posture than a 
technical method. I do believe, however, that this is a critical link between Luther and 
Cranach that deserves further exploration. The posture and orientation to Scripture 
employed in oratio, meditatio, tentatio has a shaping influence not only upon Lutheran 



 

Concordia Journal/Fall 2016 337

exegesis and theology but even upon the artistic manifestations of the Reformation. So, 
we come back again to the variety of images produced by Cranach. Various theories 
exist that often attribute one form as the one most in keeping with Luther’s theology.34 
Others believe that a minimal interaction with Luther’s theology suffices to explain 
these paintings.35 However, perhaps if we begin with oratio, meditatio, tentatio, we can 
take a step back from seeing Cranach’s artwork as being merely functional and didactic 
codes for theological categories.36 Neither should Cranach and his workshop’s several 
renditions be weighed against one another. Rather, intentional or not, they may have 
been varied in direct keeping with Luther’s aims to lead the viewer into continuous 
meditation upon the proclaimed word. In fact, the variety of Cranach’s renditions of 
law and gospel may be illustrative of the practice of meditatio as well. Just like each 
reading out loud of the word is an act of meditation for Luther, perhaps each paint-
ing can serve the same purpose of putting the word before the eyes as well.37 Perhaps 
no single rendition fully captures the law and gospel distinction, because Luther him-
self never thought it could be mastered in practice either.38 It needs to be continually 
“taught by the Holy Spirit in school of experience” through the word.39 So too, Luther 
believed that the image of Christ depended upon continually hearing the promises of 
God, the ones that Paul proclaimed. If this posture also informed Cranach, then per-
haps his paintings were not so much for the purpose of illustrating abstract ideas of law 
and gospel as they were for showing the importance of the distinction in practice. That 
is, these paintings were created to be the visual expression of the finest, highest, and 
most difficult art for the sake of consoling consciences.
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Preaching Matthew

     Jeff Gibbs

For pastors who follow the LSB three-year lectionary cycle, Series A begins again 
with the Advent season at the end of calendar year 2016. Series A offers a prominent 
place to readings from the Gospel according to Matthew, and in this reflection I’ll try 
to offer considerations that might, in the gracious will of God, be helpful to preachers 
of these Gospel texts. There are too many, of course, to comment on all of them, and 
that is really the function of something like Concordia Seminary’s “Lectionary at Lunch 
Plus.” (If the reader is not familiar with this resource, I encourage you to check it out: 
http://concordiatheology.org/lalp/index.php.) I will organize my own comments here 
under two headings: formal considerations and material concerns. 

Formal Considerations (Method, Genre, etc.)
I have three suggestions here. The first is that as you consider the assigned 

Gospel text for any given Sunday, you should feel free to expand it or reduce it, that 
is, to take in hand either more or fewer verses. The second encouragement is that in 
preaching texts from Matthew, you make it your goal to preach the particular message 
of the text itself and not be distracted by some related theological meaning. The third 
consideration has to do with parables. The lectionary schedule guides us into preaching 
from parables fairly often, and I encourage you to take seriously some basic hermeneuti-
cal principles. Let me comment on each one of these suggestions in turn.

Far be it from me to criticize the good people who decided the limits (that is, the 
beginnings and the endings) of the Gospel readings for Series A, Matthew texts. Let the 
one who is without pericopal sin cast the first stone! Just on the face of it, however, it’s 
a reasonable thought that some of the divisions into units will be more faithful to the 
flow of Matthew’s Gospel, and some of the divisions will be less helpful. Working care-
fully and humbly and with as many helps as you need, you should feel free to use either 
more verses or fewer verses than the ones assigned. A glance at the lectionary listing of 
texts, for instance, shows that the following are offered: Matthew 5:13–20, 10:21–33, 
and 13:44–52. None of these, in my opinion, are helpfully delimited units. Matthew 
5:13–16 is clearly a unit, offering Jesus’s “salt and light” sayings that naturally follow as 
the “now what?” after the blessings bestowed in 5:3–12. On the other hand, Matthew 
5:17–20 presents a noteworthy and somewhat abrupt change in subject matter; in my 
judgment, it is the most exegetically challenging unit in the entire Gospel. One or the 
other would do—it would be impossible to try to treat them together. It would be a 
mistake to try to preach one sermon based on Matthew 5:13–20. 

When it comes to Matthew 10:21–33, I can begin by noting that scholars have 
struggled long and hard over how to perceive the structural parts of Matthew’s mis-
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sionary discourse (10:5–42). I am not aware, however, of anyone who would run verses 
21–33 together as a coherent unit. I would argue, to the contrary, that there is a major 
break in thought between the difficult saying in 10:23, and 10:24–42. Part of the dif-
ficulty in preaching the verses leading up to and including 10:23 is that they bear the 
unmistakable stamp of historical particularity—their meaning is strongly connected to 
unique features of the apostles’ first-century mission. With verse 24, however, Jesus’s 
words become more general, and so therefore more generally applicable to believers in 
all ages, including our own. 

Finally, Matthew 13:44–52 (however one interprets these parables) takes two 
small parables that are pretty clearly parallel in meaning (the Treasure and the Pearl) 
and joins them with the Dragnet that has strong affinities with the Wheat and the 
Weeds earlier in the chapter—but not with the two parables that precede. On the 
assumption that sermons ought to have a unified message, it’s hard to imagine preach-
ing on all of these verses in one sermon. My first point, then, is simple enough. Do 
your homework, stay humble, but realize that you don’t have to follow the limits of the 
texts as assigned in the lectionary.

My second somewhat formal (or procedural) suggestion is that you strive to 
preach the message of the text, and not to use the text as a vehicle for something else. It 
might seem as though I’m saying something that doesn’t need to be said, and when said 
out loud and in public, that might be true. But there are all sorts of forces at work—
some of them theological and some of them merely human—that can militate mightily 
against doing what I, at least, was exhorted and trained to do by the sainted Gerhard 
Aho. That is, in this sense every sermon—unless otherwise consciously intended, as in 
a topical or doctrinal or catechetical sermon—should be an exposition of what the text 
says, its particular message.

On the human level, this is difficult to do for at least two reasons. First, it’s hard 
to study texts carefully and calmly and to postpone trying to apply a text until I know 
what it actually says. The demands on parish pastors are endless, and it is easy (I know, 
because I’ve done it plenty of times) to engage in “drive-by exegesis.” That is, you make 
a quick approach at the text, passing it by at high speed on your way to a hospital or an 
appointment or a meeting, and then leaving it behind on the assumption that you’ve 
understood what it is about and you’re ready to apply the text to Christian existence 
today.

The second human reason that makes it difficult to preach the message of a given 
text is what James Voelz (and many others) calls our own “second text.”1 That is, my 
experiences and my memories and my predilections of all kinds are constantly at work 
to guide (or perhaps mis-guide) how I read a text. This is always the case, and so every 
preacher should be aware of just how difficult in practice it can be to preach the mes-
sage of the text.

In terms of theological distractions that might prevent me from preaching the 
message of a text, in our Lutheran circles perhaps the most common mistake is to 
make the proper distinction of law and gospel into either an interpretive lens through 
which to discern a text’s meaning on the one hand, or else (and worse) to assume that 



 

Concordia Journal/Fall 2016 345

“law and gospel” should function as the outline of the sermon itself. Not every text in 
Matthew contains law. Not every text in Matthew contains gospel. To be sure, every 
text in Matthew (and the rest of the Scripture) must be understood in light of the prop-
er distinction of law and gospel. 

But “where is the law?” or “where is the gospel?” are not the first questions to 
ask when studying a text with the goal of preaching on the basis of that text. The first 
question is simply this: what is this text about? What is the message of this text? Once 
that has been discerned, then all our Lutheran distinctives can and should be active and 
never be left behind. And I realize that it is easier to say what I am saying than it is to 
actually do it. Nevertheless, when preaching a sermon that is supposed to be based on a 
given text, what is to be preached is the message of that text in such a way that properly 
distinguishes law and gospel.

Other prior theological commitments can also interfere with appropriately read-
ing a pericope, in Matthew or anywhere in Scripture. I might mention briefly here one 
particular example, simply because over the years I have had the chance gently to re-
direct the focus on students in the process of studying it. I’m referring to the account 
of Jesus’s baptism (Mt 3:13–17). Here the danger is that the powerfully developed (and 
correct!) Lutheran doctrine of Christian baptism will lead to an abuse or (at times) an 
almost complete neglect of the message of the text. To state the matter bluntly, these 
verses recount a shockingly unexpected turn of events, namely that Jesus, the perfect 
Son of God, was baptized by John the Baptist who was administering a baptism of 
repentance to sinners. John himself objected to this possibility, and tried to prevent it 
from happening. Jesus then speaks to John (3:15), teaching and redirecting him and 
winning his acceptance. 

The text does not, however, say anything directly about Christian baptism; not 
one thing directly. We are invited to ponder the reasons and the possible results of 
Jesus’s baptism—why John found it surprising (to say the least) when the Father clearly 
approved, what it means for Jesus to be God’s Son down there in the Jordan River, 
what it meant for John and Jesus (note “us,” not “me”) to “fulfill all righteousness,” 
what the Father’s approval and the Spirit’s descent say about the fact that Jesus was bap-
tized. The text is a rich source of good news about the Lord Jesus. Often, however, it 
becomes a launching point for a perfectly orthodox sermon about Christian baptism—
except that’s not what the text is about.

My third formal or methodological suggestion has to do with parables. No one, 
of course, can completely articulate the intricacies of parable interpretations. For that 
matter, there is no absolute agreement on how to interpret the parables of Jesus, or even 
what precisely counts as a parable. (If you want to know what I think, I can refer you to 
the discussion in Matthew 11:2–20:34 [CPH, 2006], 659–673.) By way of a small and 
fairly obvious suggestion, the old claim that a parable only has one point of comparison 
has a very dubious pedigree, and is scarcely helpful in any way. It comes from the work 
of Adolf Jülicher, a classic European liberal scholar who denied the authenticity of the 
dominical interpretation of the parables! To be sure, in a way a parable is chiefly about 
one thing—every text is chiefly about one thing. But some of the parables are very com-
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plex, with smaller aspects of the story bearing theological significance—as Christ’s own 
interpretations make plain enough. The challenge consists in trying to cautiously figure 
out how much of the parable, or how many of its features, bears a theological meaning 
that contributes to the one thing the parable is chiefly about.

I do have one larger suggestion, however, and it pertains to virtually all of the 
parables in Matthew. The parables of Jesus concerning the reign of God (more on 
that phrase below) function as divine revelation. Their primary purpose is to disclose 
or reveal what it is like, or what it will be like when God comes into Israel and the 
world to establish his rule in Christ Jesus. So, for example, the parable of the Sower in 
Matthew 13 reveals something of what the earthly ministry of Jesus, that is, the reign 
of God, is like. The parable of the Ten Maidens reveals something of what the final 
consummation of the reign of God in Jesus will be like. Before trying or thinking to 
apply the parables “to our lives today,” ask, “What does this tell me about Jesus and his 
ministry, and what difference does that make?”

Along these lines, then, as far as I can tell every one of the reign-of-God-parables 
reveals that that kingly rule comes (especially in the present time) in an unexpected or 
exaggerated or shocking sort of way; it is not like anything people ordinarily expect. 
Farmers, for instance, do not sow seed on all of those kinds of soil. Nobody does that 
because it is profligate and wasteful and (especially) inefficient—but that’s what God’s 
reign in Jesus is like and it explains why so many people opposed Jesus in his earthly 
ministry, as Matthew 12 powerfully narrates. No one really would sell all of his posses-
sions in order to own a single pearl—but that’s what God’s reign in Jesus is like. It’s 
almost impossible to imagine a master forgiving a debt of ten-thousand talents, and 
equally difficult to imagine a servant forgiven such a debt and not being willing to for-
give a fellow servant. No farmer in his right mind lets weeds grow up with wheat—but 
that’s what God’s reign in Jesus is like. The parables of Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel must 
first be read as revealing what God’s reign in Jesus is like—and then that is the thing to 
be applied and proclaimed in a Lutheran, properly-distinguishing-law-and-gospel sort 
of way. 

Material Considerations for Preaching Matthew
The brief comments above on the genre of parables inevitably brought up “the 

reign of God,” and that is a natural segue into comments on three material or theologi-
cal aspects of preaching from the Gospel according to Matthew.  

The Βασιλεία of God
Let me begin by saying that although in Matthew’s Gospel the Lord Jesus most 

often is reported as teaching on or about “the reign of the heavens” (ἡ βασιλεία τῶν 
οὐρανῶν), there are four instances where he explicitly speaks of “the reign of God” (ἡ 
βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ). For all practical purposes (and in light of many parallels in Mark 
and Luke where “reign of God” is parallel to Matthew’s “reign of the heavens”), the two 
phrases in Matthew mean the same thing. But that is precisely the question which, in 
my judgment, needs a careful articulation and understanding for preaching.
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Sometimes I am asked what the Gospel of Matthew is about. The basic answer, 
of course, is the predictable one: Jesus. But the next answer, which elaborates on the 
first, comes quickly to mind; the Gospel of Matthew is about the reign of heaven, the 
reign of God, the βασιλεία. Not only does Jesus speak and teach in dozens of places 
about it. Matthew, the evangelist whom we hold to be inspired and fully reliable in 
every way, chooses to summarize the content of Jesus’s public preaching and teaching 
like this:

From then, Jesus began to preach and to say, “Repent, for the βασιλεία of 
heaven stands near!” (4:17)

And [Jesus] began going around in the whole of Galilee, teaching in their 
synagogues and preaching the Good News of the βασιλεία and healing 
every disease and every sickness in the people. (4:23)

And Jesus continued to go around all the cities and villages, teaching in 
their synagogues and preaching the Good News of the βασιλεία and heal-
ing every disease and every sickness. (9:35)

These Twelve Jesus sent, commanding them and saying, “as you go, 
preach saying, ‘The βασιλεία of heaven stands near.’” (10:5, 7)

Think of it this way. Ask Matthew the question, “What was Jesus all about?” He would 
say, “The βασιλεία of God.” Every part and every text in Matthew’s Gospel has to be 
understood as it relates to this reality, namely, that in Jesus, God’s βασιλεία has begun 
to manifest itself in the world. A new thing, long foretold, has now begun. It will last 
until the Day when it is consummated, when the Son of Man returns as Judge of the 
living and the dead.

If the βασιλεία is that important in Matthew, then it behooves us to be as clear as 
we can about what it refers to. Here I would strongly encourage my readers to develop a 
new way of speaking. The English word “kingdom,” I fear, evokes in the minds of most 
listeners (if they are listening to such a churchy word at all) connotations of territory 
and space, a place. Not a few people hear “the kingdom of heaven” and they think this 
refers to “being in heaven,” that is, to the interim state of the soul with Christ between 
the moment of death and Christ’ return in glory. This is completely wrong; the “reign 
of heaven/God” never refers to this promised rest. 

Individual texts emphasize, of course, now one aspect of God’s βασιλεία, now 
another. I would argue, however, that the phrase always refers to God’s activity, God’s 
deeds in Christ that have begun now in Israel and the world. The “kingdom” refers to 
God’s royal ruling in Jesus to reclaim people (and create a new community) and ulti-
mately to restore the entire creation. This is why Jesus’s miracles can be regarded as 
“signs of the reign of God.” Sin, demonic possession, sickness, chaos, and death are all 
manifestations of the world’s sinful brokenness; they are prime examples of the reign of 
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Satan. This is why Jesus, bringer of reign of God, forgives, exorcises, heals, calms, and 
resurrects. He shows, in proleptic or anticipatory fashion (more on that in a second), 
what God’s reign is for and what God’s reign ultimately will be like. Creation restored. 
Satan’s dominion broken and shattered. People—body-and-soul people—forgiven and 
healed and raised up.

Two more suggestions about understanding (and preaching) the reign of God. 
The first is that, like the truth of Jesus’s authority in Matthew, the reign of God can 
mean good news and salvation—and it can also mean judgment. With regard to Jesus’s 
authority, one might say that if you approach him with needs and helplessness and 
faith, then his authority is for you to forgive and heal and restore. If, however, you 
approach his authority in opposition, in hatred, in unbelief, then his authority will con-
front and rebuke and ultimately condemn you. For all authority has been given to him.

So it is with the reign of God in Jesus. It encompasses both (as we might say) law 
and gospel, judgment and salvation. God is re-establishing his reign in Israel and in the 
world. He will do that. Many of Jesus’s parables of the reign of God, however, express 
a theme of separation, of dividing the wheat from the weeds, the good fish from bad, 
the wise maidens from the foolish, and so on. For such as acknowledge that they are 
poor in spirit, helpless children, babies to whom everything must be revealed—for them 
his reign comes as inexpressible good news. For such as oppose and seek to destroy or 
dishonor Jesus, God’s reign still will come and you cannot stop it. But the reign of God 
will come against you as fire, as outer darkness, as weeping and gnashing of teeth.

One final thing about the reign of God, that is, about the theological center 
of the Gospel of Matthew. Because it comes already but has not yet come in fullness, 
the present manifestations of the reign of God in Jesus will often seem weak and hid-
den and impotent. The seed sown often will not bear fruit. From the day of John the 
Baptist the reign of God—of almighty, omnipotent, omniscient God—suffers violence 
and violent men are seeking to snatch it away. Healed and restored for a time, limbs 
and legs will again weaken and wither, and men will die. Eschatological Elijah’s head 
is severed by a two-bit puppet monarch and presented to an adulterous and jealous 
wife on a plate. The King himself will first willingly and powerfully become weak, will 
reign from a cross, will be rejected and abandoned by his own Father—only to be raised 
in immortal triumph and be installed into the place of all authority and omnipresent 
blessing for his church. The Gospel of Matthew, with the entire New Testament, testi-
fies to the hiddenness of God’s work in Christ, the weakness of the kingdom. 

Matthew’s Gospel Language
As I indicated briefly above, I think that “good news” or “gospel” is a smaller 

category than “the reign of God,” so to speak. The latter refers to all of God’s deeds 
in Christ which are law and gospel, judgment and salvation; the reign of God is like a 
dragnet that in the end both cherishes and saves the good fish and destroys the rotten 
ones. The gospel is, to be sure, the gospel of the reign of God, but as we normally use 
the word, it refers not to the judgment aspects of God’s reign but to the saving and 
redeeming actions. 
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And the good news in Matthew is not often expressed in the vocabulary of St. 
Paul or St. John, if I can say it that way. For Paul, good news comes to expression as 
justification, or redemption, as union with Christ’s death and resurrection or forgive-
ness of sins. There is, of course, a wide array of expressions for the gospel in Paul. John, 
too, has his own favorite ways of proclaiming good news: light in darkness, new birth, 
and so on.

In Matthew, Jesus speaks plenty of good news, but there is something of a dis-
tinctive idiom. Often it is, not surprisingly, the language of the reign of God. It can be 
very, very good news to hear that God in Christ has come to reign over me—especially 
if I realize that I am helpless without him and desperately in need of his restoring and 
protecting reign. For my money, the most powerful and (exegetically) most significant 
gospel proclamation in Matthew’s Gospel is the first beatitude: “Blessed are the poor 
in spirit, for theirs is the reign of heaven.” If Paul had written that proclamation, he 
might have said, “Redeemed are those who are enslaved, for Christ has set them free.” 
And if John had written it, he might have said, “Enlightened are those who were in 
darkness, for Christ is the light of the world.” Matthew likes the theme of the mighty 
and gracious God coming to reign in mercy over the small and the ignorant, the power-
less and the weak. In Matthew, Jesus preaches good news to the poor (5:3; 11:5), even 
as the Father reveals the mysteries of the reign of God to helpless infants rather than 
those who regard themselves as wise and understanding (11:25–27). In Matthew, the 
weary find Sabbath rest in the Sabbath’s Lord (11:28–12:8). Forgiveness comes through 
Jesus’s work, to be sure (9:1–9; 26:28). But more often Jesus is power for the powerless, 
wisdom for the ignorant, and significance for children who have no status or little social 
significance. Indeed, only those who turn and become like children will enter the reign 
of heaven on the last day (18:1–3). 

The Call to Discipleship
One final observant about the content of Matthew’s Gospel and preaching on 

it. In Matthew’s narrative you become a disciple because Jesus calls you to follow him 
and because the Father reveals the truth to you; no one follows by his own reason or 
strength. No one follows Jesus because he is sufficiently strong or committed—you 
begin as the poor in spirit, as the mourners, as the powerless and the hungry who need 
God to satisfy. And such you remain at all times.

Nevertheless, following Jesus entails also obeying him, and although Matthew 
gives us virtually nothing explicit about the Holy Spirit’s empowerment and indwell-
ing, following Jesus means that you will (at times, at least) obey him. This means that 
preaching from Matthew texts will, when appropriate, involved exhorting the people of 
God to live lives of good work that will act as salt and light in a rotting and dark world. 
That exhortation will not return empty—at least, not always. It will bear fruit.

One sometimes hears it said that Lutheran preaching will not exhort to good 
works, or at least will not end on such a note. This is an over-simplification. Of course 
the exhortations to follow Jesus in obedience will be done in such a way that properly 
distinguishes law and gospel. But texts, perhaps especially from some of the great dis-
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courses in Matthew, lend themselves to exhorting believers to the new life of obedience. 
When Jesus tells his disciples to forgive one another, he means it and he expects it to 
happen. And, to borrow from Paul’s idiom, because we are in Christ and indwelt by the 
Holy Spirit, we believers will be able to forgive one another, even if it takes a while or 
has to be repeated over and over. When Jesus tells his disciples not to serve two masters, 
or to love their enemies, this means that the preacher can tell Jesus’ disciples today the 
same thing—and expect them to do it. Again, we do not do it in a Roman Catholic or 
an Evangelical sort of way. We always distinguish law and gospel properly. But preach-
ing Matthew at times will naturally mean saying to God’s people, “We who are follow-
ing the crucified, risen, and reigning Jesus are supposed to love one another. Repent of 
your coldness of heart, and begin to do that again—today.”
 
Conclusion

So . . . may the Spirit help us all as in Series A we begin by studying, pondering 
texts from the Gospel according to Matthew and asking the question, “What is this 
about?” May that same Spirit lend energy and creativity, faithfulness and eloquence to 
proclaiming and applying textual messages to the lives of God’s people. The reign of 
God has come near in Jesus. We pray that his reign may come among us as well. With 
the whole church, we pray, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.” 

1  See the discussion in James W. Voelz, What Does This Mean? Principles of Biblical Interpretation in the 
Post-Modern World, 2nd ed. (Concordia Publishing House, 1997), 208–211.
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GENTLE REBEL: The Life and Work 
of Granger Westberg, Pioneer in 
Whole Person Care. By Jane Westberg. 
Church Health, 2015. 300 pages. Paper. 
$15.00.

Author Jane Westberg, daughter 
of the subject of this book, Granger 
Westberg, writes in the Introduction: 
“Even though I did careful research for 
this book, I cannot claim to have writ-
ten a full, definitive, objective biography. 
I tell his life as I witnessed it and heard 
about it from him and others. My hope is 
to share his remarkable life and achieve-
ments. I want people to be inspired so 
that they might also question assump-
tions, envision creative alternatives, and 
work at healing the wounds in the world, 
making it a more compassionate, love-
giving, health-promoting place” (4).

As to the telling of his life, Jane 
Westberg does an effective and marvel-
ous job. As to the inspiration goal, my 
hope is that the book will find its mark. 
For, when all is said and done, Granger 
Westberg was a twentieth-century inno-
vator in models of whole person care 
whose life and life’s work focused on 
service and care to the whole person and 
for whom, inspired by the early YMCA 
focus on body, mind, and spirit, ministry 
was expansive and, in many, many ways, 
inventive.

Granger Westberg’s name may not 
be well-known in a few Lutheran circles. 
It should be if it is not. Parish nursing, 
for instance, was really an unknown 
profession in the mid-twentieth century. 
But, germinating in the early 1980s 
and beginning with the Parish Nurse 
Project in conjunction with Lutheran 
General Hospital, Park Ridge, IL in the 

mid-1980s, parish nursing and health 
ministries is now vibrant in many congre-
gations in the US and beyond. This is an 
example of Granger Westberg’s impact.

His book, Good Grief, first published 
in 1961, was offered as a fiftieth-anni-
versary edition in 2011 by Fortress Press. 
Over the years Good Grief has sold more 
than three and a half million copies. It, 
highlighting ten stages of the grief pro-
cess, is a must-read. 

Granger Westberg was a formative 
figure in the development of the integrat-
ed body-mind-spirit care of persons in 
congregations, hospitals and theological 
educational institutions.

Delightful in Gentle Rebel are 
Granger Westberg quotations that may 
not be otherwise easily accessible, 
although his entire corpus is archived 
at Loyola University in Chicago (www.
luc.edu/media/lucedu/archives/pdfs/
westberg2.pdf). Examples of these quotes 
include the following.

When he was installed as a profes-
sor at the Hamma School of Theology, 
Wittenberg University, Springfield, 
Ohio: “My appointment to the Hamma 
School of Theology in Practical Theology 
and Continuing Education is a combi-
nation that makes sense to me, for if a 
clergyman desires to teach and to live 
theology that is practical, it is necessary 
that he continue his education the rest of 
his life. It is also true that every professor 
on this faculty is a professor of practical 
theology. This school happily does not 
tolerate professors of impractical theol-
ogy” (163). This has a challenging but 
necessary ring to it, does it not?

When dean of the Institute of 
Religion (now the Institute for 
Spirituality and Health) in Houston, 
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Texas: “The Institute operates on the 
premise that the student should first be 
introduced to the ‘living human docu-
ment’ on the assumption that ‘life comes 
before literature.’ We have found that 
these students are then much more will-
ing to take the library of books seriously 
because they have been motivated by 
their encounter with life itself” (149). 
This puts Westberg squarely in the tra-
dition of Anton Boisen, the pioneer of 
clinical pastoral education and suggests 
a learning model that is experiential and 
then reflective.

At the 1977 National Invitational 
Symposium on Wholistic Health Care: 
“Public health nurses, counselors, teach-
ers and clergy focus on health care rather 
than sickness care. Both the clergy and 
schoolteachers get to know whole fami-
lies and maintain the acquaintance over 
a period of time . . . They are in touch 
with the stresses of life, which contribute 
greatly to the onset of illness in its earli-
est stages. Their knowledge needs to be 
tapped and taken seriously in the health 
care system” (200). Here Westberg lays 
down a basic principle that was core to 
his understanding of wholism and health 
care: ministers should be deeply involved 
in the health care system.

Granger Westberg’s deeper involve-
ment with Lutheran General Hospital is 
well-documented in this book, and comes 
several years after I had left LGH follow-
ing a thirteen-year association connected 
with the development of out-patient 
pastoral counseling centers there. I regret 
not having an opportunity to be a col-
league, and only remember a meeting or 
two in the years before that as he was in 
the Chicago area. But I always had a deep 
appreciation for Westberg’s work and 

a certain awe at both his creativity and 
capacity to join with others to get things 
done. This book helps more clearly draw 
the picture of how all that happened. As 
such, it was a real joy to read. And I hope 
others who read Gentle Rebel will get an 
inspiring flavor of Westberg, his work, 
and his vision. We all owe Jane Westberg 
and the whole Westberg family a real 
debt of gratitude for sharing Granger 
Westberg’s life with us in such a wonder-
ful way.

I confess, though, that I would pre-
fer a different title. While the rebel idea 
appeals to my own counter-institutional 
instincts, I would have preferred gentle 
innovator or gentle pioneer (as in the sub-
title). More than rebelling I see him tak-
ing what was so and both expanding and 
deepening it. The reader will catch his 
creative engagement by reading this book. 

Bruce Hartung 

THE ABUNDANCE: Narrative Essays 
Old and New. By Annie Dillard. 
Ecco/HarperCollins, 2016. 304 pages. 
Hardcover. $25.99.

In the age of vinyl, cassette, and 
compact disk, the greatest hits was the 
rock-n-roll novice’s best friend. In one 
package, the would-be fan would pre-
sumably hear the band’s best work, and 
it gave professional critics the opportu-
nity to argue over what was left out and 
what shouldn’t have been there in the 
first place. One wonders what becomes 
of the curation of a musician’s best work 
in the age of iTunes and Pandora, and 
what becomes of the professional critic 
in the age of the user review. But that’s 
another story, one we can leave to Chuck 
Klosterman to figure out.
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In literary terms, though, poets 
are the most likely to publish a greatest 
hits, usually under a title that includes 
the word “Selected,” “Collected,” or 
“Complete.” Occasionally, the short story 
writer. But perhaps the only nonfiction 
writer alive who has the immensity of 
craft and the body of work to deserve her 
own greatest hits is Annie Dillard.

I am not aware of any other greatest 
hits collection of nonfiction published in 
the last fifteen years or so with as much 
fanfare. This fact likely speaks more to 
my novitiate than to the state of the 
genre. But it does strike me that the great 
essayist deserves a greatest hits as much 
as the great poet. The “hit” essay and the 
“hit” poem work the same way as the hit 
single. You can play them over and over 
again, and they play well whether they 
stand alongside their original sides or 
with the other hits from other albums. 
Novels play too much like symphonies 
and would require a boxed set to collect 
them all. And who has time for those 
anymore?

But Dillard’s greatest hits collec-
tion—so aptly titled The Abundance it 
hurts—has at least one singular distinc-
tion. Is there another writer alive from 
whom we could cut out excerpts from 
book-length works because they stand 
just as well as essays on their own? Her 
famous essay “Seeing” isn’t really an 
essay. It is a section from her Pulitzer 
Prize–winning Pilgrim at Tinker Creek 
that editors turned into an essay in its 
own right. And this collection isn’t the 
first time “Seeing” has appeared in print 
on its own. You can find it in anthologies 
and writing guides all over the place. So 
much so that I am quite certain there are 
hordes of readers who aren’t even aware 

that it isn’t really a stand-alone essay to 
begin with. I myself have taught “Seeing” 
on its own in several creative writing 
workshops, and it always carries itself off 
with stunning effect whether or not any-
one’s read Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.

Which is a blessing and a curse. But 
it does go to show that Dillard is just 
that good of a writer. So many times she 
can catch you breathless in six words or 
fewer. Or in twenty words or more. I 
don’t know a writer currently living any-
where on this globe who can arrest your 
attention with the sublimity of a sentence 
the way she can.

Consider one early example cut from 
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (1974): “We 
wake, if we ever wake at all, to mystery, 
rumors of death, beauty, violence.” 
Notice how she centers the sentence on 
rumors, and with it, hints at its span of 
archaic to contemporary meanings: hear-
say, report, protest, noise, uproar. The 
sentence is so rich that she returns to it 
in her next book, Holy the Firm (1977), 
strips it of all its extraneous materials, 
and turns over its soil into even more fer-
tile ground: “We wake, if we ever wake, 
to the silence of God.”

All of which means that, for the 
Dillard novice, The Abundance is an 
excellent place to start experiencing her 
work. From there you can decide which 
full-length work you listen to next, just 
like Forty Licks lets you know that you 
really do need to hear all of Exile on 
Main Street.

But that is also its weakness. Some 
greatest hits give casual fans everything 
they need to know and you can end it 
there. Not so here. As others have noted, 
Dillard’s writerly gifts are best suited to 
book-length work. Even her book of 
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essays Teaching a Stone to Talk, only works 
because its language grows and accrues 
across the essays into a certain fullness that 
is greater than its successive parts. You can 
read The Abundance to begin seeing the 
world as Annie Dillard sees it, but you 
cannot end there. This is the gateway drug 
into one of America’s truly great living 
religious writers, a way to catch the first 
spark that shines in the hidden corners of 
Dillard’s voluminous prose, the first spar-
kle of more enlivening epiphanies tucked 
like pennies in sycamore trees.

Travis Scholl

GOSPEL DNA: Five Markers of a 
Flourishing Church, Learning from 
a Movement called “Missouri.” By 
Michael W. Newman. Ursa Publishing, 
2016. 232 pages. Paper. $12.99.

In this book, Michael W. Newman 
wants us to see that as daunting as the 
post-churched North American land-
scape may appear to be for many in The 
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod 
(LCMS), it presents no less of a challenge 
than the one their immigrant forebears 
faced and successfully addressed. For 
them, it was a new nation, a new culture, 
and a new language to which they needed 
to adjust, and had they not ventured to 
do so for the sake of the gospel, or so 
Newman contends, there would be far 
fewer Lutheran Christians in America 
than there are today. Hence, this “move-
ment called Missouri,” set in motion 
shortly after the first immigrants arrived 
in 1839, does not put today’s members 
of this same denominational family on a 
new path. On the contrary, it is the one 
on which they have been traveling for 
most of their history. 

People (orientation), multiplication, 
truth, adaptability, and self-sacrifice are 
Newman’s “five markers of a flourishing 
church” and the themes used to organize 
the book’s chapters. In the explication of 
these, he smoothly transports us between 
biblical narratives, the missional history 
of the LCMS, and the world in which 
the North American church presently 
finds itself, in order to demonstrate more 
clearly that each of these same “markers” 
is firmly embedded in the Synod’s DNA. 

Particularly effective is Newman’s 
use of mission stories and anecdotes, 
including a few from today’s global 
scene, where in places such as East Africa, 
Lutheranism is experiencing significant 
growth. He also lifts up past LCMS 
“giants” and “heroes” such as, C. F. W. 
Walther, John H. C. Fritz, and Walter 
A. Maier, with the hope that we will give 
them a place at the table where conversa-
tions about outreach need to be taking 
place. Newman is convinced that hearing 
their voices and heeding their examples 
will help the church, much as it has in 
the past, flourish on the twenty-first-
century frontier of mission. At the same 
time, he warns us that little movement in 
this direction is likely to occur unless all 
efforts are undergirded with real prayer 
and a strong commitment to the guid-
ance provided by the Holy Spirit and the 
word of God. 

As a staff member of its Texas 
District, Newman draws several distinc-
tions that may be helpful to member 
congregations and clergy of the LCMS. 
One is between “church growth” and 
“church planting.” To those concerned 
about reliance upon fads and gimmicks 
that may compromise what they are 
pledged to believe, teach, and confess, 
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Newman argues that the planting of 
new churches was the primary mission 
strategy the LCMS successfully employed 
during the first 120 years of its existence. 
Instead of creativity, moreover, he stresses 
that adaptability is the more appropriate 
term for describing the Synod’s efforts 
to stay faithful to the truth its members 
have come to know by God’s grace, even 
as they have sought to find new ways to 
share this same truth of the gospel with 
other people in the context of the con-
temporary culture. 

What Newman provides is a “popu-
lar” assessment of the missional side of 
his denomination’s story. For this reason, 
there are helpful questions at the end of 
each chapter for congregations to use in 
study groups interested in reading and 
discussing this book. LCMS scholars 
will no doubt find fault with some of its 
finer points or insist upon an account 
that gives more attention to the synod’s 
historic commitment to confessional 
orthodoxy. On the other hand, the vast 
majority of the people in the pews of 
its churches are largely ignorant of the 
fact that during most of its history, the 
LCMS experienced phenomenal growth, 
and as Newman goes to some length 
to point out with statistics, there were 
several decades in which the member-
ship additions outpaced the increase of 
America’s general population.

Newman also asserts that along the 
way the “movement called Missouri” 
experienced a “pause” at several key 
moments in time. The first of these 
occurred within the earliest immigrant 
community, and it involved the scandal-
ous behavior and deposing of “bishop” 
Martin Stephan. The source of the 
second was from without, beginning 

in 1917, when America’s entrance into 
World War I on the side of the Allies 
forced the LCMS to shed some of its 
German linguistic and ethnic identity. 
According to Newman, the third pause 
that began in the 1970s has proved the 
most enduring because the sources of 
it are both internal (decades of politi-
cal infighting following the Seminex 
crisis) and external (the arrival of a 
post-churched religious environment 
in America). However, he wants us to 
believe that the movement’s momentum 
can be regained, if only more members 
of his Lutheran family, informed by the 
Scriptures and the realities of today’s 
world, and above all for the sake of the 
gospel, reclaim their missional heritage. 
For those who have a similar yearning, 
one place to begin may be with conversa-
tion based upon this well-written, easy-
to-read, and deeply passionate narrative. 

Jon Diefenthaler
 

SINGING THE CHURCH’S SONG: 
Essays and Occasional Writings on 
Church Music. By Carl Schalk. Lutheran 
University Press, 2015. 272 pages. 
Hardcover. $20.00.

In this book Carl Schalk, who has 
had a long career in church music, offers 
some of his “most important essays, 
papers, and addresses spanning the course 
of his career” in order to further “founda-
tional ideas and values which continue to 
shape the Church’s song” (16). For nearly 
five decades he has been a significant 
figure at an educational hub of Lutheran 
church music in the United States, 
Concordia University Chicago. It’s Center 
for Church Music, which Schalk helped 
found in 2010, has published the book. 
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The author has gathered twenty-
three items representative of his work. 
They are grouped into general essays, 
the Lutheran tradition of worship and 
church music, aspects of Lutheran hym-
nody, thoughts about composing church 
music, and brief devotional items. The 
principles he articulates and the admoni-
tions he offers in these writings come 
from his studies and his experiences. He 
has worked with choral groups, played 
for services, edited a journal about church 
music, taught future church musicians 
and Christian school teachers, been a 
serious collector of hymnals published 
in America, written hymn melodies that 
found their way into numerous hymnals, 
published choral and organ pieces, given 
lectures to many groups, and created 
books on key topics in Lutheran church 
music. 

Theological themes in his essays are 
drawn primarily from Luther. A few can 
be mentioned here. Music is God’s gift. 
Music’s greatest use: to praise God and 
to tell the story of what God has done 
for us in Jesus Christ. Hymns and choral 
pieces that not only express praise of God 
but also proclaim Jesus’s saving work 
become “a living voice of the Gospel.” 
This is why music has a significant place 
in Christian worship.  Concepts like 
these permeate and shape his discussion 
of worship, hymnody, and sacred choral 
music and instrumental music. Schalk 
uses his central principles to analyze 
problems and to suggest solutions.

Several writings directly address the 
composer who writes for the church. 
Schalk urges composers to be aware of 
the Lutheran tradition, to be sensitive 
to the context of the people of God for 
whom they write, to create music for 

use now (not for some future audience), 
and to exercise strong self-criticism in 
matters of harmony and counterpoint. 
Writing music for the church, he says, 
is not for dilettantes but for those musi-
cians who are thoroughly schooled in the 
art of music making in their own time. 
Indeed, the Lutheran tradition has a long 
and rich history of well-crafted music 
and other of Schalk’s books treat various 
figures and topics. When he urges excel-
lent “craft,” he is calling for artful musi-
cal design, not oversized, complicated, or 
fancy pieces. Composers need to avoid 
trite, overused patterns meant to satisfy 
listeners’ ears and instead create musical 
events that engage listeners in ways that 
help them focus on the message which 
the music carries. These artistic solutions 
are less about entertaining and more 
about helping people hear and use the 
text in ways that the Holy Spirit wants 
them to serve a believer’s faith. This 
craftsmanship is necessary if the church 
is to have good resources for praising and 
proclaiming.

These selected writings, then, are 
not just leftovers at the end of a career. 
Most of them discuss central principles 
that have been used by an informed and 
experienced musician to create musical 
pieces for today’s context, to guide deci-
sions about music making in the church, 
to shape musicians for the church, and to 
encourage pastors and people in under-
standing and practicing the Lutheran 
heritage of music. The book is recom-
mended to pastors and church musicians.

James L. Brauer
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