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THE FORMULA OF CONCORD – CONTENDING FOR THE FAITH 

 
“My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and the horsemen thereof!” 

   

 In this year of all things Luther, as we mark five centuries since those hammer blows 

heard ‘round the world,’ a nebulous historical nostalgia washes over us.  In some small measure 

we remember our Reformation roots.  Maybe you grew up in a school which set aside one 

afternoon a year to watch the 1953 Luther movie before you went forth to yell, “Trick or treat!”  

Maybe you took a course or two on the Nightingale of Wittenberg, or read a few biographies.  

You have mental images of the lone monk facing down the princes of church and state with his 

heroic “Here I stand!”  You see him leaning over a desk in the dim light of the Castle Wartburg 

translating the New Testament into the language of farmers and shopkeepers.    Maybe you even 

recall the drama of his departure, confessing his faith in Christ and commending his soul to God 

with words borrowed from the Crucified:  “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.”   

 

 You try to imagine what this was like, standing at the bedside of, arguably, the most 

consequential figure since St. Paul.   The fire in those piercing eyes fades.  His lips fall silent.  

His face is cold and gray.  Those who craft his death mask, conscious of history, decide to cast 

his hands also, the fingers of one hand splayed out, some noted, as though preparing to write one 

more book.  But those hands, now stiff, will write no more.  

 

 What are you likely thinking as the funeral procession makes it way from Eisleben to 

Wittenberg, as the sermons are preached, as Luther’s colleague, Philip Melanchthon, intones the 

plaintive cry of Elisha to Elijah:  “My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and the horsemen 

thereof?”  What goes through your mind as Luther’s body is lowered into the crypt at the foot of 

the pulpit in the Castle Church, the now famous Schlosskirche on whose door Luther had first 

posted the 95 Theses?  You try to peer down the path of the years to come.  You say to yourself, 

“There will never be another one like him.  God broke the mold when He made this man.”   

 

 If you are spiritually mature, if you have paid attention to the sermons and writings of 

this man, then you also remind yourself, as he himself taught you, that the church is founded on 

Jesus Christ, not on Dr. Martin Luther or any other man.  Cults are founded on men.  The church 

is founded on Christ and the bare word of God.  No 500
th

 anniversary socks, T-shirts and beer 

mugs, no pious canonizing of the great reformer, no publishing of Luther hagiographies will 

preserve to us the true treasure of the church, the gospel itself (cf. Thesis 62 of the 95Theses). 

 

 Still, like Elijah, Luther was a one-man army.  Supported by many others?  Yes.  But it is 

not to the praise and glorification of men to note that Luther was uniquely equipped by God to do 

what others had tried and failed to do.  Like John the Baptist, the second “Elijah,” Luther was a 

bright and shining light.  You and others who attend his funeral wonder who will now step into 

the breach and take his place.  Without fearless and faithful leadership, the hearts of many may 

grow faint.  Their courage may melt away.   Others with different agendas may arise, as Paul 

warned the pastors of Ephesus, “and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them” 

(Acts 20:30).   
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Luther himself predicted it:  “When the present pious, true preachers are dead, others will 

come who will preach and act as it pleases the devil…Up to this time you have heard the real, 

true Word; now beware of your own thoughts and wisdom.  The devil will kindle the light of 

reason and lead you away from the faith…I see clearly that if God does not give us faithful 

preachers and ministers, the devil will tear our church to pieces by the fanatics…” (Historical 

Introduction by Bente, Concordia Triglotta, p. 93). 

 

The Back Story 

 

 The back story of the Formula of Concord began almost before Luther’s body grew cold.  

The struggle for the infant Lutheran Church to avoid annihilation by fragmentation would last 

from Luther’s death in 1546 until the Formula of Concord settled the dust in 1577.  The entire 

Book of Concord, containing the three universal creeds (Apostles’, Nicene & Athanasian), the 

Augsburg Confession and its Apology (Defense), the Small & Large Catechisms, the Smalcald 

Articles and the Formula of Concord (the Epitome & the Solid Declaration) were all assembled 

in the The Book Of Concord (The Lutheran Confessions) in 1580. 

 

The Formula was begotten in conflict.  On June 26, 1546, only four months after Luther’s 

death, the pope and emperor Charles V entered into a secret agreement to crush the Reformation 

by military force.  On July 4, 1546, Pope Paul III went public with a papal bull: 

 

“From the beginning of our Papacy it has always been our concern how to root out the 

weeds of godless doctrines which the heretics have sowed throughout Germany ... Now it has 

come to pass that, by the inspiration of the Holy Ghost, our dearest son in Christ, Charles, the 

Roman Emperor, has decided to employ the sword against these enemies of God. And for the 

protection of religion we intend to promote this pious enterprise with all our own and the Roman 

Church’s possessions. Accordingly, we admonish all Christians to assist in this war with their 

prayers to God and their alms, in order that the godless heresy may be rooted out and the 

dissension removed ... To each and all who do these things we grant the most complete 

indulgence and remission of all their sins.” (Cited by Bente in the Historical Introduction, pp. 94-

95). 

 

War followed.  The imperial forces attacked.   The Smalcaldic League, originally formed 

by the evangelical princes in 1531 to hold in check the forces of Emperor Charles V, fought 

back.  John Frederick the Magnanimous (son of John the Steadfast and nephew of Frederick the 

Wise) was the leader of the Smalcaldic League.  He was a devoted follower of Luther.  Sadly, 

John Frederick was betrayed by his cousin, Duke Maurice of Saxony, who went over to the 

emperor’s side.   

 

The Smalcaldic League was crushed by the emperor’s armies at the battle of Muehlberg 

on Apr. 24, 1547.  John Frederick was wounded, captured – and sentenced to death.  When he 

received the news of his death sentence, he was playing chess with his fellow prisoner Duke 

Ernest of Lueneberg.  He indicated he would like some time to set his affairs in order and write a 

letter to his wife and children.  He then turned to Ernest and said:  “Let us continue the game; it’s 

your move.”  Eventually, to save their beloved John Frederick from the scaffold already built for 

his execution, the leaders of Wittenberg signed the terms of surrender.   
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And so it was that Charles V entered Wittenberg on May 19, 1547, less than a year and 

half after Luther’s death.  He entered the Castle Church.  His men urged him to exhume Luther’s 

body and burn it.  He replied:  “I make war on the living, not on the dead.” 

 

The years that followed cast a long shadow over the legacy of Luther.  At the Diet of 

Augsburg on May 15, 1548, the emperor issued the Augsburg Interim, a series of commands 

which compelled painful compromises from the Lutherans.  It was called the Interim because it 

was meant to deal with things until a general council could be held.  The Interim allowed 

marriage of Lutheran clergy and giving both kinds (i.e. the bread and the wine) in the sacrament, 

but the Lutherans were commanded to acknowledge the pope and bishops, transubstantiation, the 

seven sacraments – and were to retract justification by faith alone. 

 

Philip Melanchthon was considered by many to be the logical successor to Luther.  But 

his courage failed him.  He remained publicly silent, unwilling to risk the Emperor’s wrath.  His 

fear to confess the truth openly would eventually give way to an open denial of the pure gospel 

in favor of a compromised “gospel.”  His followers came to be called Philippists.  A few church 

history teachers have come to call him “spineless Phil.” 

  

Others stood their ground.  They resisted the demands of the Augsburg Interim.  Many 

churches stood empty in protest.  Pastors who refused to introduce the compromises in their 

congregations were exiled, imprisoned and even executed.  A man named Leutinger tore it up 

and threw it into the fireplace.  Another, Hans Kustriss, boldly said:  “Rather the sword than the 

pen, blood rather than ink.”  John Frederick himself was pressured continually to compromise.  

He refused.  Instead, he wrote a wonderful letter to Charles V confessing his Christian faith: 

 

 “I cannot refrain from informing Your Majesty that since the days of my youth I have 

been instructed and taught by the servants of God’s Word, and by diligently searching the 

prophetic and apostolic Scriptures I have also learned to know, and (this I testify as in the sight 

of God) unswervingly to adhere in my conscience to this, that the articles composing the 

Augsburg Confession, and whatever is connected therewith, are the correct, true, Christian, pure 

doctrine, confirmed by, and founded in, the writings of the holy prophets and apostles, and of the 

teachers who followed in their footsteps, in such a manner that no substantial objection can be 

raised against it.... Since now in my conscience I am firmly persuaded of this, I owe this 

gratefulness and obedience to God, who has shown me such unspeakable grace, that, as I desire 

to obtain eternal salvation and escape eternal damnation, I do not fall away from the truth of His 

almighty will which His Word has revealed to me, and which I know to be the truth. For such is 

the comforting and also the terrible word of God: ‘Whosoever therefore shall confess Me before 

men, him will I confess also before My Father which is in heaven. But whosoever shall deny Me 

before men, him will I also deny before My Father which is in heaven,’ If I should acknowledge 

and adopt the Interim as Christian and godly, I would have to condemn and deny against my own 

conscience, knowingly and maliciously, the Augsburg Confession, and whatever I have 

heretofore held and believed concerning the Gospel of Christ, and approve with my mouth what I 

regard in my heart and conscience as altogether contrary to the holy and divine Scriptures. This, 

O my God in heaven, would indeed be misusing and cruelly blaspheming Thy holy name, ... for 

which I would have to pay all too dearly with my soul. For this is truly the sin against the Holy 
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Ghost concerning which Christ says that it shall never be forgiven, neither in this nor in the 

world to come, i.e., in eternity”  (Bente, p.97). 

 

The resistance to the Augsburg Interim became so intense throughout Germany that it 

was impossible to enforce.  Even the duplicitous Maurice of Saxony knew this.  So he 

commissioned the Wittenberg & Leipzig faculties to draw up an “Interim” that would be more 

palatable to his people.   

 

Sadly, the Leipzig Interim, a new compromise, was crafted by none other than 

Melanchthon and friends.  It purported to hang on to justification by faith but used ambiguous 

language to hide doctrinal compromise.  The Leipzig Interim also gave in to Roman ceremonies 

which clearly carried a Roman message.  A follow-up compromise was called the Celle interim.  

Along these same lines, Melanchthon and others signed it.  The late Vice President Spiro T. 

Agnew would have characterized Melanchthon as a “pusillanimous pussyfooter.”   

 

 The plan of Melanchthon therefore was to yield in things which he regarded as 

unnecessary in order to maintain the truth and avoid persecution.  But in fact the Leipzig Interim 

too was in every respect a truce over the corpse of true Lutheranism. It was a unionistic 

document sacrificing Lutheranism doctrinally as well as practically. The obnoxious features of 

the Augsburg Interim had not been eliminated, but merely toned down. Throughout, the 

controverted doctrines were treated in ambiguous or false statements. 

 

Melanchthon and his supporters essentially took over Wittenberg.  They were opposed by 

the Gnesio-Lutherans (Genuine) Lutherans – headquartered in Magdeburg.  Men such as 

Matthias Flacius Illyricus led the charge.  All of this led to the Adiaphoristic Controversy which 

is addressed in Article X of the Formula of Concord. 

 

 In a stunning turn of events, Duke Maurice of Saxony, who had earlier gone over to the 

emperor’s side, switched sides again.   His own subjects regarded him as a Judas.  He had tried to 

clear his name by convincing Melanchthon to write the Leipzig Interim.  When the Leipzig 

Interim failed, he turned his army against Emperor Charles V who was caught without an army 

at Innsbruck, was nearly captured, and agreed to a truce, the Passau Pact of 1552.  This 

effectively ended the Smalcald War.    

 

The resulting Peace of Augsburg anticipated in substance, if not in exact words, 

Westphalia’s dictum cuius regio, eius religio [whoever’s reign, that one’s religion). Every prince 

could now control the religion of his own territory.  It also legitimized the signers of the 

Augsburg Confession.  Unfortunately, as one might expect from political “solutions” to 

theological issues, it did not distinguish between Lutherans, Zwinglians and other Protestants.  

John Calvin signed the Augsburg Confession with the proviso:   “just as the author himself 

[Melanchthon] explained it.”  Of course, Melanchthon had revised the Augsburg Confession as 

though it were his private confession.   He introduced the Variata which worded the article on 

the Lord’s Supper in such a way that Lutherans and the Reformed could each understand it in 

their own way.  This too would be addressed in the Formula of Concord (Article VII).  

Confessional Lutherans, as witnessed by church buildings inscribed with U.A. C. on their 

cornerstones, have always pledged themselves to the Unaltered Augsburg Confession. 



5 
 

 While the political solution was less than ideal, it did put an end to the war and paved the 

way for confessional Lutheranism to be a religio licita [a permitted religion] which would allow 

legal status in those regions where the ruler himself held to that confession – but only there.  The 

smoke of battle and the threat of persecution now diminished, the theological issues themselves, 

which threatened the legacy of the Lutheran Reformation, could be addressed.  The result would 

be The Formula of Concord.  So much for the back story of the Formula of Concord. 

 

The Main Players 

 

The Philippists – Melanchthon and his allies centered in Wittenberg. 

 

The Gnesio [genuine] Lutherans – Amsdorf, Flacius, Wigand, Gallus, Judex, 

Morlin, Hesshusius,Timan and  Westphal.  Many of these were noble confessors 

in general, but sometimes reacted to the errors of the Philippists with 

overstatements which could not be defended from Scripture and which 

endangered other doctrines. 

 

The “Formulators” – a third group working to resolve the controversies – Jacob 

Andreae, Nicholas Selnecker, Andrew Musculus, Christopher Cornerus, David 

Chytraeus and Martin Chemnitz.  [The formulators should not be seen as  

compromisers in any sense of the word.  Instead, they sought what Professor  

Deutschlander aptly calls “The Narrow Lutheran Middle.”  The Scriptures  

regularly remind us to turn neither to the right nor to the left of God’s word, to 

neither add nor subtract from this word, and to “rightly divide” this word of truth.  

This was their goal amid a cacophony of voices following Luther’s death. They  

succeeded admirably.] 

 

Some Observations About The Formula 

 

The final version was published on May 28, 1577.   The term “concord” means harmony, 

agreement, peace. 

 

All our confessional writings emerged from precise historical situations to settle specific 

controversies.   

 

All doctrinal error is a concession to human reason. 

 

The Formula is the keystone of our Confessions, restating the old truths with greater 

precision.  The Formula of Concord does not endeavor to prove or explain truth.  It attempts and 

succeeds in stating what Scripture says and does not say concerning certain truths.  The Formula 

of Concord is not an exercise in what some have called Lutheran scholasticism.  As it was with 

the Christological controversies of the early church, so in the time following the Lutheran 

Reformation it became necessary to use technical labels – not to explain mysteries – but to label 

mysteries – thereby helping us to hang on to certain truths (i.e. “gravity” labels a phenomenon, it 

does not explain it).  A practical example is the use of the term “Trinity” or “Triune.”   
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We learn from the back story of the Formula and from the Formula itself, that Biblical 

truth unites the Church.  Error divides the Church.   “The Formula of Concord encourages us to 

stick to the pattern of sound doctrine and refrain from introducing novel ways of speaking about 

Bible teachings.  We should use the very words and phrases used in the Lutheran Confessions to 

explain the Bible.  It is very unwise to take time-tested words explaining one thing and use them 

to explain another.  This only leads to error and confusion.” – B of C. Reader’s edition, p. 454. 

 

Publication Of The Entire Book of Concord (the Lutheran Confessions) 
 

The official German edition was published at Dresden on June 25, 1580 – 50 years to the 

day after the Augsburg Confession was read to emperor Charles V.  The Latin edition was 

published at Leipzig in 1584.  Chemnitz and others, over 8,000 laypeople, pastors and 

theologians signed their names to the Book of Concord.   We, as Confessional Lutherans, 

subscribe or pledge ourselves to these Confessions not quatenus (‘in so far as”) but quia               

(“because”) they agree with the Bible.  A quatenus subscription is no subscription at all! 

 

Our Approach 

 

 To summarize and apply the Formula of Concord in a series of three one-hour 

presentations is a formidable task.  The Epitome [synopsis or summary] itself is heavy material, 

to say nothing of the Solid (Thorough] Declaration.   We are here providing the entire Epitome 

for your perusal.  Our approach will be to give the back-story of each separate article in the order 

in which it appears [indicating that the chronological order of the controversies was somewhat 

different].  We will summarize the “issue,” the so-called status controversiae  or “state of 

controversy” which each article seeks to treat and the Scriptural resolution to the issue.  We shall 

then highlight some of the main statements in the actual Epitome, allowing for your educated 

eyes to peruse the various articles set before you.  (Brethren, be not afraid.  I have no intention of 

reading to you the entire Formula of Concord.)  The bracketed paragraph numbers from the Latin 

edition will be used in referring to various statements.  We shall then comment on the practical 

importance of each article.  Feel free in any smaller discussion groups to suggest other practical 

implications of each article.  The presenter humbly asks the Holy Spirit’s help in doing this. 

 

 

THE FORMULA OF CONCORD – EPITOME 
[From Concordia Triglotta, CPH, 1921, Now Online In the Public Domain] 

(The Bracketed Numbers, i.e., 1], 3] Refer to the Paragraphs in the Latin Edition) 

(The Unbracketed Numbers, i.e., 1. 2. Refer to the German Edition) 

 

 The introduction to the Formula highlights the normative nature of the Holy Scriptures 

and the testifying nature of Scriptural confessions or creeds.   Creeds are important, not because 

they supplant or replace the Scriptures, but because they serve as witnesses to the correct 

understanding of the Scriptures.  The Reformation principle of Sola Scriptura leads to the 

Lutheran axiom that the Scriptures are the norma normans (the Rule that rules), while the 

Confessions are the norma normata (the rule that is ruled – by the Scriptures).   
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Epitome of the Formula of Concord 

Comprehensive Summary, Rule and Norm According to which all dogmas should be 

judged, and the erroneous teachings [controversies]that have occurred should be decided 

and explained in a Christian way. 
1]  1. We believe, teach, and confess that the sole rule and standard according to which all 

dogmas together with [all] teachers should be estimated and judged are the prophetic and 

apostolic Scriptures of the Old and of the New Testament alone, as it is written Ps. 119:105: Thy 

Word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path. And St. Paul: Though an angel from 

heaven preach any other gospel unto you, let him be accursed, Gal. 1:8. 

2] Other writings, however, of ancient or modern teachers, whatever name they bear, must not be 

regarded as equal to the Holy Scriptures, but all of them together be subjected to them, and 

should not be received otherwise or further than as witnesses, [which are to show] in what 

manner after the time of the apostles, and at what places, this [pure] doctrine of the prophets and 

apostles was preserved. 

3] 2. And because directly after the times of the apostles, and even while they were still living, 

false teachers and heretics arose, and symbols, i. e., brief, succinct [categorical] confessions, 

were composed against them in the early Church, which were regarded as the unanimous, 

universal Christian faith and confession of the orthodox and true Church, namely, the Apostles' 

Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian Creed, we pledge ourselves to them, and hereby 

reject all heresies and dogmas which, contrary to them, have been introduced into the Church of 

God. 

4] 3. As to the schisms in matters of faith, however, which have occurred in our time, we regard 

as the unanimous consensus and declaration of our Christian faith and confession, especially 

against the Papacy and its false worship, idolatry, superstition, and against other sects, as the 

symbol of our time, the First, Unaltered Augsburg Confession, delivered to the Emperor Charles 

V at Augsburg in the year 1530, in the great Diet, together with its Apology, and the Articles 

composed at Smalcald in the year 1537, and subscribed at that time by the chief theologians. 

5] And because such matters concern also the laity and the salvation of their souls, we also 

confess the Small and Large Catechisms of Dr. Luther, as they are included in Luther's works, as 

the Bible of the laity, wherein everything is comprised which is treated at greater length in Holy 

Scripture, and is necessary for a Christian man to know for his salvation. 

6] To this direction, as above announced, all doctrines are to be conformed, and what is, contrary 

thereto is to be rejected and condemned, as opposed to the unanimous declaration of our faith. 

7] In this way the distinction between the Holy Scriptures of the Old and of the New Testament 

and all other writings is preserved, and the Holy Scriptures alone remain the only judge, rule, and 

standard, according to which, as the only test-stone, all dogmas shall and must be discerned and 

judged, as to whether they are good or evil, right or wrong. 

8] But the other symbols and writings cited are not judges, as are the Holy Scriptures, but only a 

testimony and declaration of the faith, as to how at any time the Holy Scriptures have been 

understood and explained in the articles in controversy in the Church of God by those then 

living, and how the opposite dogma was rejected and condemned [by what arguments the 

dogmas conflicting with the Holy Scripture were rejected and condemned]. 

 

Jesus once asked His disciples. “But what about you?  Who do you say I am?”   Speaking 

for all the apostles, Peter gave the correct answer:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the living 

God.”  The world is full of wrong answers to Christ’s question.  People believe all kinds of 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps.%20119.105
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal.%201.8
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things.  Some will deny that they believe anything.  They smugly assert that they believe in 

deeds, not creeds.  They will tell you that all this fuss about doctrines and beliefs is a lot of 

drivel.  What matters most, they say, is that you are a nice person, “do unto others,” and all that 

sort of thing.  They will tell you that all roads lead to some god or other.   

But such people, despite all their protests to the contrary, do have a creed.  A creed, you 

see, is simply a statement of what you believe.  Everyone has a creed.  Everyone.  As soon as 

you open your mouth to tell me what you believe or don’t believe about God, even if it is to say 

that you believe there is no god, that is your creed.  Also, people who say that all paths lead to 

God, or that there is in fact no god at all, are as exclusive and dogmatic as they accuse Christians 

of being.   Atheists, for instance, rule out every other belief as utter superstition.  Some of them 

spend their entire lives trying to convert others to believe in…nothing!   Remember those 

billboards put up by the humanistic atheists all over the country before Christmas one year? They 

said:  “No God?  No Problem.”  This is an evangelism of evil of course.  Ironically, atheists are 

exclusive and dogmatic about it.  Isn’t this like someone devoting his whole life to disproving 

the existence of the Easter bunny? Or consider people who say that there are many roads to 

heaven.  You will note that they too are as intolerant as they accuse Christians of being, for they 

are utterly intolerant of anyone who believes that Jesus Christ alone is the Way, the Truth and the 

Life.   The question nigh-well cries out to be asked:  Is it intolerant to say that Washington D.C. 

is the only capital of our nation?  If a real cure for cancer is found, does that mean sugar pills are 

just as effective?  But I digress.  Here’s the real point.  Everyone has a creed.  The question is 

whether or not their creed agrees with what the Bible says.   

 

 A creed does not replace the Bible.  It is a clear and necessary confession of what the 

Bible teaches.  Suppose a Jehovah’s Witness appears on your doorstep.  Not such a stretch.  Let’s 

suppose you have never heard of the Jehovah’s Witnesses.  That’s a stretch.  Suppose you ask 

the Jehovah’s Witness what he believes.  He pulls a Bible out of his satchel and says:  “I believe 

everything that’s in the Bible.”  You, a life-long Lutheran nourished on Sola Scriptura, reply:  “I 

believe everything that’s in the Bible too!  I guess Lutherans and Jehovah’s Witnesses believe 

the same things!”  In the dialect of John Wayne, “Not hardly, pilgrim.”  At some point you will 

end up asking the JW or he will end up asking you:  “Do you or do you not believe that the Bible 

teaches that Jesus is true God?  Do you or do you not believe that the Bible teaches the triune 

nature of God?  Do you or do you not believe that the Bible teaches that hell is eternal 

punishment?” etc. etc.  You get the idea.  As Christ once asked His apostles to spell out what 

they believed about Him, so every Christian is called upon to echo the prophets and apostles, to 

articulate the teachings of the Bible, to bear witness to the truth.   

 

 This is also why our pastors and teachers pledge themselves to the Lutheran Confessions 

when they are ordained or installed.  God’s people have a right to know whether they are getting 

a Baptist pastor or a confessional Lutheran pastor.    Similarly, this is why our pastors and 

teachers subscribe or pledge themselves to these confessions quia (because they agree with the 

Bible, not merely quatenus (insofar as they agree with the Bible).  A quatenus pledge is no 

pledge at all.  A man can pledge himself to a copy of Sports Illustrated “insofar” (quatenus) as it 

agrees with the Bible.  Such a pledge is a gutless wonder. 
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Article 1 – Original Sin 

The Flacian Controversy  1560-1575 
 

The Back Story 

 

 The Scriptural doctrine of original sin was already spelled out clearly in Article 2 of the 

Augsburg Confession:   

 

“1] Also they teach that since the fall of Adam all men begotten in the natural way are born with 

sin, that is, without the fear of God, without trust in God, and with   2] concupiscence; and that 

this disease, or vice of origin, is truly sin, even now condemning and bringing eternal death upon 

those not born again through Baptism and the Holy Ghost.     3] They condemn the Pelagians and 

others who deny that original depravity is sin, and who, to obscure the glory of Christ's merit and 

benefits, argue that man can be justified before God by his own strength and reason.”   

 

 The essential points are these:  1)  original or inherited sin is truly sin which condemns;  

2) negatively speaking, original sin consists in mankind’s lack of fear of God and trust in God, 

and 3) positively speaking, original sin consists of man’s “concupiscence” – that is, his innate 

lust and hatred for all things truly spiritual. 

 

 The Scripture passages which establish this teaching are legion.  In addition to the well-

known words of Psalm 51:5, “Surely I have been a sinner from birth, sinful from the time my 

mother conceived me,” we may list other examples:  Genesis 6:5,  Genesis 8:321,  Ecclesiastes 

7:20,  Isaiah 64:6,  Jeremiah 17:9,  Matthew 7:11,  Mark 7:21-22,  John 3:6,  Romans 3:10-18,  

Romans 5:12-19,  1 Corinthians 2:14,  Romans 8:7,  Ephesians 2:1, etc. 

 

 Original sin is a hard pill to swallow.  The notion that we may be bad, but not utterly bad, 

lay at the heart of Melanchthon’s synergistic tendencies – that man can at least cooperate in his 

own conversion.  These synergistic views of the Philippists lay behind the controversy on 

original sin (Article 1 of the Formula) and the controversy on free will (Article 2). 

 

 Two philosophical terms were employed to articulate the distinction between man’s 

actual nature (substantia) and the original sin which thoroughly permeates and corrupts that 

nature (accidens).  To illustrate the distinction between  substantia and accidens, the late 

Professor James Fricke uses cancer as an example:  “A deadly cancer might be so pervasive as to 

fill a man’s entire body and be ineradicable and incurable by any medical arts.  But cancer, 

disastrous as it is for the human body, is not substantia of the body, but accidens, something 

external that has invaded it and fatally attacked it.” 

 

 The controversies surrounding both the doctrine of original sin and the incapacity of 

man’s will in spiritual matters were sparked by the Weimar Disputation of 1560, a debate 

between Victorinus Strigel who defended Melanchthon’s synergism, and Matthias Flacius 

Illyricus  who sought to defend Luther’s teaching that man’s nature is totally corrupt in spiritual 

matters. 
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 It was here that the philosophical terms were used and abused.  Strigel spoke of original 

sin as accidens, but not in the mere sense that original sin was something external which 

thoroughly permeates and corrupts human nature – the very thing that Lutherans teach – but in 

the sense that human nature is still capable of some good in spiritual matters. 

 

 Because Strigel used this watered-down definition of accidens to minimize sin’s 

corruption, Flacius over-reacted and over-stated his case, swinging the pendulum to another 

extreme.   In the heat of the debate, Flacius maintained that “original sin is not an accidens 

because Scripture calls it flesh, the evil heart, etc.” 

 

 Flacius had taken Strigel’s bait.  Strigel pounced:  “Do you deny that original sin is an 

accident (accidens)?”  Flacius was backed into a corner.  He replied:  “Luther expressly denies 

that it is an accident (accidens).  Strigel pressed back hard:  “Do you mean to deny that sin is an 

accident (accidens)?”  Flacius dug in his heels:  “I have said that Scripture and Luther affirm that 

it is a substance (substantia).”   

 

 Behold!  The Flacian controversy on original sin!  For the complete back story, you are 

referred to Bente’s Historical Introduction in the front of the Triglot (pages 144-152). 

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 Flacius, in his zeal to defend the Lutheran position and maintain the sola gratia (by grace 

alone) of Scripture had overstated his case.  He made human nature in and of itself identical with 

sin.  Strigel would immediately accuse Flacius of Manichaeism, the ancient heresy which taught 

a dualistic world of good and evil forces and substances – God thereby becoming the creator of 

evil itself. 

 

 A kind word or two might be in order about Matthew Flacius Illyricus.  His scholarly 

credentials among the Gnesio-Lutherans were well-known.  Born Matiya Vlacis, a Yugoslav 

from Croatia, he was the most accomplished Hebraist of his time and also taught Greek at 

Wittenberg.   He was the author of a 13-volume historical study of the Roman Church’s 

development entitled the “Magdeburg Centuries.”  He was an unwavering champion against 

Melanchthon’s synergistic detours and an outspoken critic of governmental controls over the 

church.  Moreover, his intention was not to teach Manichaeism or any other doctrine contrary to 

Luther’s position.  Flacius was convinced that he was presenting the position of the Scriptures 

and of Luther.  He quoted statements of Luther which refer to original sin as “man’s nature,” etc.  

His mistake was that he took these terms more literally (or shall we say, in a more literalistic 

way) than the Scriptures or Luther meant.  This is pointed on as follows in the negativa of the 

Epitome, Article 1:    

 

 “Thus there is also to be noted well the diverse signification of the word nature, whereby 

the Manicheans cover their error and lead astray many simple men. For sometimes it means the 

essence [the very substance] of man, as when it is said: God created human nature. But at other 

times it means the disposition and the vicious quality [disposition, condition, defect, or vice] of a 

thing, which inheres in the nature or essence, as when it is said: The nature of the serpent is to 
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bite, and the nature and disposition of man is to sin, and is sin; here the word nature does not 

mean the substance of man, but something that inheres in the nature or substance.”     

 

 Whatever Flacius’ scholarly credentials or good intentions, he went off the rails on this 

one and stubbornly insisted on his own terminology.  It simply was not his prerogative to rewrite 

the dictionary on terms that were commonly understood by God’s people for centuries.  (While 

Strigel had no right to co-opt – steal, really – the term accidens and bend it like an actor’s wax 

nose to suit his heresy, this did not entitle Flacius to rework the term substantia.  Yes, there is 

evidence that Flacius distinguished between substantia materialis (example:  silica + sodium = 

glass), and  substantia formalis (example:  glass may be a chunk, a tube, a pane, etc.).  Flacius 

maintained that original sin is the substantia formalis, thereby coming close to the proper 

understanding of accidens.  But close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.  Flacius 

stubbornly refused to back down.  The Formula of Concord rightly points out that referring to 

original sin as man’s very essence (substantia) undermines the doctrines of creation, redemption, 

sanctification and the resurrection of the body.  So the issue, the status controversiae, is clearly 

set forth along with its Scriptural resolution: 

  

I. Original Sin. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

The Principal Question in This Controversy. 
1] Whether original sin is properly and without any distinction man's corrupt nature, substance, 

and essence, or at any rate the principal and best part of his essence [substance], namely, the 

rational soul itself in its highest state and powers; or whether, even after the Fall, there is a 

distinction between man's substance, nature, essence, body, soul, and original sin, so that the 

nature [itself] is one thing, and original sin, which inheres in the corrupt nature and corrupts the 

nature, another. 

Affirmative Theses.  

The Pure Doctrine, Faith, and Confession according to the Aforesaid Standard and 

Summary Declaration. 
2] 1. We believe, teach, and confess that there is a distinction between man's nature, not only as 

he was originally created by God pure and holy and without sin, but also as we have it [that 

nature] now after the Fall, namely, between the nature [itself], which even after the Fall is and 

remains a creature of God, and original sin, and that this distinction is as great as the distinction 

between a work of God and a work of the devil. 

3] 2. We believe, teach, and confess also that this distinction should be maintained with the 

greatest care, because this doctrine, that no distinction is to be made between our corrupt human 

nature and original sin, conflicts with the chief articles of our Christian faith concerning creation, 

redemption, sanctification, and the resurrection of our body, and cannot coexist therewith. 

4] For God created not only the body and soul of Adam and Eve before the Fall, but also our 

bodies and souls after the Fall, notwithstanding that they are corrupt, which God also still 

acknowledges as His work, as it is written Job 10:8: Thine hands have made me and fashioned 

me together round about. Deut. 32:18; Is. 45:9ff; 54:5; 64:8; Acts 17:28; Job 10:8; Ps. 

100:3; 139:14; Eccl. 12:1. 

5] Moreover, the Son of God has assumed this human nature, however, without sin, and 

therefore not a foreign, but our own flesh, into the unity of His person, and according to it is 

become our true Brother. Heb. 2:14: Forasmuch, then, as the children were partakers of flesh and 
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blood, He also Himself likewise took part of the same. Again, 16; 4:15: He took not on Him the 

nature of angels, but He took on Him the seed of Abraham. Wherefore in all things it behooved 

Him to be made like unto His brethren, yet without sin. 6] In like manner Christ has also 

redeemed it as His work, sanctifies it as His work, raises it from the dead, and gloriously adorns 

it as His work. But original sin He has not created, assumed, redeemed, sanctified; nor will He 

raise it, will neither adorn nor save it in the elect, but in the [blessed] resurrection it will be 

entirely destroyed. 

7] Hence the distinction between the corrupt nature and the corruption which infects the nature 

and by which the nature became corrupt, can easily be discerned. 

8] 3. But, on the other hand, we believe, teach, and confess that original sin is not a slight, but so 

deep a corruption of human nature that nothing healthy or uncorrupt has remained in man's body 

or soul, in his inner or outward powers, but, as the Church sings: 

Through Adam's fall is all corrupt,  

Nature and essence human. 

9] This damage is unspeakable, and cannot be discerned by reason, but only from God's 

Word. 10] And [we affirm] that no one but God alone can separate from one another the nature 

and this corruption of the nature, which will fully come to pass through death, in the [blessed] 

resurrection, where our nature which we now bear will rise and live eternally without original sin 

and separated and sundered from it, as it is written Job 19:26: I shall be compassed again with 

this my skin, and in my flesh shall I see God, whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall 

behold. 

Negative Theses.  

Rejection of the False Opposite Dogmas. 
11] 1. Therefore we reject and condemn the teaching that original sin is only a reatus or debt on 

account of what has been committed by another [diverted to us] without any corruption of our 

nature. 

12] 2. Also, that evil lusts are not sin, but con-created, essential properties of the nature, or, as 

though the above-mentioned defect and damage were not truly sin, because of which man 

without Christ [not ingrafted into Christ] would be a child of wrath. 

13] 3. We likewise reject the Pelagian error, by which it is alleged that man's nature even after 

the Fall is incorrupt, and especially with respect to spiritual things has remained entirely good 

and pure in naturalibus, i. e., in its natural powers. 

14] 4. Also, that original sin is only a slight, insignificant spot on the outside, dashed upon the 

nature, or a blemish that has been blown upon it, beneath which [nevertheless] the nature has 

retained its good powers even in spiritual things. 

15] 5. Also, that original sin is only an external impediment to the good spiritual powers, and not 

a despoliation or want of the same, as when a magnet is smeared with garlic-juice, its natural 

power is not thereby removed, but only impeded; or that this stain can be easily wiped away like 

a spot from the face or pigment from the wall. 

16] 6. Also, that in man the human nature and essence are not entirely corrupt, but that man still 

has something good in him, even in spiritual things, namely, capacity, skill, aptness, or ability in 

spiritual things to begin, to work, or to help working for something [good]. 

17] 7. On the other hand, we also reject the false dogma of the Manicheans, when it is taught that 

original sin, as something essential and self-subsisting, has been infused by Satan into the nature, 

and intermingled with it, as poison and wine are mixed.                                                           
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18] 8. Also, that not the natural man, but something else and extraneous to man, sins, on account 

of which not the nature, but only original sin in the nature, is accused. 

19] 9. We reject and condemn also as a Manichean error the doctrine that original sin is properly 

and without any distinction the substance, nature, and essence itself of the corrupt man, so that a 

distinction between the corrupt nature, as such, after the Fall and original sin should not even be 

conceived of, nor that they could be distinguished from one another [even] in thought. 

20] 10. Now, this original sin is called by Dr. Luther nature-sin, person-sin, essential sin, not 

because the nature, person, or essence of man is, without any distinction, itself original sin, but in 

order to indicate by such words the distinction between original sin, which inheres in human 

nature, and other sins, which are called actual sins. 

21] 11. For original sin is not a sin which is committed, but it inheres in the nature, substance, 

and essence of man, so that, though no wicked thought ever should arise in the heart of corrupt 

man, no idle word were spoken, no wicked deed were done, yet the nature is nevertheless 

corrupted through original sin, which is born in us by reason of the sinful seed, and is a 

fountainhead of all other actual sins, as wicked thoughts, words, and works, as it is written Matt. 

15:19: Out of the heart proceed evil thoughts. Also Gen. 6:5; 8:21: The imagination of man's 

heart is evil from his youth. 

22] 12. Thus there is also to be noted well the diverse signification of the word nature, whereby 

the Manicheans cover their error and lead astray many simple men. For sometimes it means the 

essence [the very substance] of man, as when it is said: God created human nature. But at other 

times it means the disposition and the vicious quality [disposition, condition, defect, or vice] of a 

thing, which inheres in the nature or essence, as when it is said: The nature of the serpent is to 

bite, and the nature and disposition of man is to sin, and is sin; here the word nature does not 

mean the substance of man, but something that inheres in the nature or substance. 

23] 13. But as to the Latin terms substantia and accidens, because they are not words of Holy 

Scripture, and besides unknown to the ordinary man, they should not be used in sermons before 

ordinary, uninstructed people, but simple people should be spared them. 

24] But in the schools, among the learned, these words are rightly retained in disputations 

concerning original sin, because they are well known and used without any misunderstanding, to 

distinguish exactly between the essence of a thing and what attaches to it in an accidental way. 

25] For the distinction between God's work and that of the devil is thereby designated in the 

clearest way, because the devil can create no substance, but can only, in an accidental way, by 

the providence of God [God permitting], corrupt the substance created by God. 

 

Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. The doctrine of original sin, however abhorrent to human reason, offers the only 

legitimate answer to the so-called problem of evil.  The famous home for boys in  

Nebraska years ago had a motto:  “There is no such thing as a bad boy.”  The thing is, 

boys know that this is not true.  When Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, in a rare philosophical 

moment, says, “It’s so hard to be good and it ain’t no trouble at all to be bad,” boys 

everywhere nod their heads in agreement.  If a mother were to come out to the 

neighborhood playground and announce:  “My boy is never naughty…!”, the poor kid 

would have to pack his bags and leave town.  Huck Finn was miles ahead of many a 

psychologist when it comes to why we are the way we are, and why we think the way we 
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think, and why we do the things we do.  It’s just a reflection on all those passages which 

tell us how bad to the bone we are because of this thing called original sin. 

 

2. To know this is to appreciate infinitely more the grace of God, the undeserved love of our 

Creator who, for the sake of His atoning Son, gives us not just something for nothing, but 

breathtakingly gives us the very opposite of what we had coming.  

 

3. Corrupt and on the outs with our Creator as we are, we are still creatures of God.  God is 

not the author or maker of sin.  Adam was a real human being before he sinned.  Christ, 

the second Adam, took to Himself a true human nature and yet was without sin.  Christ 

redeemed sinful human beings.  He did not redeem sin itself.  The Holy Spirit sanctifies 

human beings, but He does not sanctify sin.  Christ shall glorify us in the resurrection as 

perfect, sinless human beings.  He shall not resurrect sin. 

 

4. The sad doctrinal detour taken by an otherwise orthodox man shows us that Bible 

doctrine is as seamless as our Savior’s robe which the rude soldiers gambled away at the 

foot of the cross.  Scripture everywhere warns us against turning to the right or to the left 

of God’s word.  This is one more example of the importance of following “the narrow 

Lutheran middle.” 

 

Article 2 – Of Free Will 

The Synergistic Controversy 1555-1560 

 
The Back Story 

 

 The seeds of this controversy about the human will were sown by Melanchthon of whom 

Professor Richard Balge writes:  “Melanchthon, again, was at least the uncle – if not the father – 

of the view that man is in some way capable of cooperating in salvation.  In his 1548 edition of 

the Loci [Theological Works] he went so far as to say ‘free will is the ability of a man to apply 

himself to grace.’  Thus, two years after Luther’s death he was moving very quickly in the 

direction of the humanist Erasmus [1469-1536].”    (“The Formula of Concord,” 1977, as 

reprinted in Our Great Heritage,  NPH, page 410.) 

 

 But the real pollutant in the punch bowl here was Strigel.  His decision theology was his 

logical alternative to Calvin’s teaching of irresistible grace.  It brings to mind the question a man 

once placed years ago to Dr. Becker from our seminary.  The man asked Dr. Becker if he was a 

Calvinist or an Arminian (think Billy Graham here).  Becker said, “Neither.”  The man told 

Becker that this was impossible.  He had to be one or the other.  That’s what Strigel would have 

said.   To the question of “Cur alii, non alii?” (“Why some and not others?”), Calvinism looks 

for the answer in God’s double predestination  - some are elected to heaven and the rest are 

elected to hell.  Arminianism looks for the cause of salvation in man – one man at least 

surrenders his heart and will to Christ, makes a decision, etc.   

 

 There are essentially four views espoused concerning the role of the fallen human will in 

conversion:  1) Conversion is solely the work of man (Pelagianism, by works alone – takes its 
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name from a British monk named Pelagius who taught in Rome in the late 4
th

 and early 5
th

 

centuries),   2) Conversion is the work of man, aided by God (Semi-Pelagianism).                      

3)  Conversion is the work of God, with man cooperating (Synergism).  4)  Conversion is the 

work of God alone (the Monergism of grace, i.e. by grace alone – grace being defined as the 

undeserved love of God in Christ.) 

 

Strigel held to the third view.  He is reported to have used a comparison along these lines:  

“Suppose a rich man and I sit down to drink at an inn.  If when we’re done, he pays $5 and I pay 

a quarter on the bill, that’s what I mean by synergia, cooperation.  My part is by far the smaller, 

but it is a part.”   This was Strigel’s position.  Sadly, the Wittenbergers lined up behind him.        

St. Paul would have said,  “And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would 

no longer be grace” (Romans 11:6). 

 

The Scriptural, Lutheran teaching is that God’s grace alone is the cause of our salvation 

from beginning to end.  Man’s unbelief alone is the reason for his damnation.  The champion of 

the pure doctrine here was Flacius.  It helps to note that this controversy pre-dates the 

controversy on original sin.  Many of the same Scriptural references and historical notes 

regarding the controversy on original sin apply also here to the synergistic controversy about free 

will.   

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 

 

On a purely human level, one can see how, by the time Flacius had gone to the mat with 

Strigel in this synergistic controversy, he later had a belly full of Strigel and swung too wildly 

with his overstatements in the controversy on original sin as we have noted.  Here, in this earlier 

synergistic controversy, Flacius is spot on. 

 

 The issue, as the article plainly states, does not deal with the perfect will of man as it was 

before the Fall into sin, nor the will of the Christian as a Christian following conversion, nor the 

will of man as it will be in the glorious resurrection.  The issue deals with the will of man since 

the Fall into sin and before he is brought to faith by the Holy Spirit through the gospel. Is this 

will of man, since the Fall but before regeneration, able to cooperate with God to some extent or 

to no extent at all in coming to faith?   Again, we shall scan the article for some of the highlights: 

 

 

 

II. Free Will. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

The Principal Question in This Controversy. 
1] Since the will of man is found in four unlike states, namely: 1. before the Fall; 2. since the 

Fall; 3. after regeneration; 4. after the resurrection of the body, the chief question is only 

concerning the will and ability of man in the second state, namely, what powers in spiritual 

things he has of himself after the fall of our first parents and before regeneration, and whether he 

is able by his own powers, prior to and before his regeneration by God's Spirit, to dispose and 

prepare himself for God's grace, and to accept [and apprehend], or not, the grace offered through 

the Holy Ghost in the Word and holy [divinely instituted] Sacraments.                         
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Affirmative Theses.  

The Pure Doctrine concerning This Article, according to God's Word. 
2] 1. Concerning this subject, our doctrine, faith, and confession is, that in spiritual things the 

understanding and reason of man are [altogether] blind, and by their own powers understand 

nothing, as it is written 1 Cor. 2:14: The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God, 

for they are foolishness to him; neither can he know them when he is examined concerning 

spiritual things. 

3] 2. Likewise we believe, teach, and confess that the unregenerate will of man is not only turned 

away from God, but also has become an enemy of God, so that it only has an inclination and 

desire for that which is evil and contrary to God, as it is written Gen. 8:21: The imagination of 

man's heart is evil from his youth. Also Rom. 8:7: The carnal mind is enmity against God; for it 

is not subject to the Law of God, neither, indeed, can be. Yea, as little as a dead body can 

quicken itself to bodily, earthly life, so little can man, who by sin is spiritually dead, raise 

himself to spiritual life, as it is written Eph. 2:5: Even when we were dead in sins, He hath 

quickened us together with Christ; 2 Cor. 3:5: Not that we are sufficient of ourselves to think 

anything good as of ourselves, but that we are sufficient is of God. 

4] 3. God the Holy Ghost, however, does not effect conversion without means, but uses for this 

purpose the preaching and hearing of God's Word, as it is written Rom. 1:16: The Gospel is the 

power of God 5] unto salvation to every one that believeth. Also Rom. 10:17: Faith cometh by 

hearing of the Word of God. And it is God's will that His Word should be heard, and that man's 

ears should not be closed. Ps. 95:8. With this Word the Holy Ghost is present, and opens hearts, 

so that they, as Lydia in Acts 16:14, are attentive to it, and are thus converted alone through the 

grace and power of the Holy Ghost, whose 6] work alone the conversion of man is. For without 

His grace, and if He do not grant the increase, our willing and running, our planting, sowing, and 

watering, all are nothing, as Christ says John 15:5: Without Me ye can do nothing. With these 

brief words He denies to the free will its powers, and ascribes everything to God's grace, in order 

that no one may boast before God. 1 Cor. 1:29; 2 Cor. 12:5; Jer. 9:23. 

 

Negative Theses.  

Contrary False Doctrine. 
7] Accordingly, we reject and condemn all the following errors as contrary to the standard of 

God's Word: 

8] 1. The delirium [insane dogma] of philosophers who are called Stoics, as also of the 

Manicheans, who taught that everything that happens must so happen, and cannot happen 

otherwise, and that everything that man does, even in outward things, he does by compulsion, 

and that he is coerced to evil works and deeds, as inchastity, robbery, murder, theft, and the like. 

9] 2. We reject also the error of the gross Pelagians, who taught that man by his own powers, 

without the grace of the Holy Ghost, can turn himself to God, believe the Gospel, be obedient 

from the heart to God's Law, and thus merit the forgiveness of sins and eternal life. 

10] 3. We reject also the error of the Semi-Pelagians, who teach that man by his own powers can 

make a beginning of his conversion, but without the grace of the Holy Ghost cannot complete it. 

11] 4. Also, when it is taught that, although man by his free will before regeneration is too weak 

to make a beginning, and by his own powers to turn himself to God, and from the heart to be 

obedient to God, yet, if the Holy Ghost by the preaching of the Word has made a beginning, and 

therein offered His grace, then the will of man from its own natural powers can add something, 
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though little and feebly, to this end, can help and cooperate, qualify and prepare itself for grace, 

and embrace and accept it, and believe the Gospel. 

12] 5. Also, that man, after he has been born again, can perfectly observe and completely fulfil 

God's Law, and that this fulfilling is our righteousness before God, by which we merit eternal 

life. 

13] 6. Also, we reject and condemn the error of the Enthusiasts, who imagine that God without 

means, without the hearing of God's Word, also without the use of the holy Sacraments, draws 

men to Himself, and enlightens, justifies, and saves them. (Enthusiasts we call those who expect 

the heavenly illumination of the Spirit [celestial revelations] without the preaching of God's 

Word.) 

14] 7. Also, that in conversion and regeneration God entirely exterminates the substance and 

essence of the old Adam, and especially the rational soul, and in conversion and regeneration 

creates a new essence of the soul out of nothing. 

15] 8. Also, when the following expressions are employed without explanation, namely, that the 

will of man before, in, and after conversion resists the Holy Ghost, and that the Holy Ghost is 

given to those who resist Him intentionally and persistently; for, as Augustine says, in 

conversion God makes willing persons out of the unwilling and dwells in the willing. 

16] As to the expressions of ancient and modern teachers of the Church, when it is said: Deus 

trahit, sed volentem trahit, i. e., God draws, but He draws the willing; likewise, Hominis voluntas 

in conversione non est otiosa, sed agit aliquid, i. e., In conversion the will of man is not idle, but 

also effects something, we maintain that, inasmuch as these expressions have been introduced for 

confirming [the false opinion concerning] the powers of the natural free will in man's conversion, 

against the doctrine of God's grace, they do not conform to the form of sound doctrine, and 

therefore, when we speak of conversion to God, justly ought to be avoided. 

17] But, on the other hand, it is correctly said that in conversion God, through the drawing of the 

Holy Ghost, makes out of stubborn and unwilling men willing ones, and that after such 

conversion in the daily exercise of repentance the regenerate will of man is not idle, but also 

cooperates in all the works of the Holy Ghost, which He performs through us. 

18] 9. Also what Dr. Luther has written, namely, that man's will in his conversion is pure 

passive, that is, that it does nothing whatever, is to be understood respectu divinae gratiae in 

accendendis novis motibus, that is, when God's Spirit, through the Word heard or the use of the 

holy Sacraments, lays hold upon man's will, and works [in man] the new birth and conversion. 

For when [after] the Holy Ghost has wrought and accomplished this, and man's will has been 

changed and renewed by His divine power and working alone, then the new will of man is an 

instrument and organ of God the Holy Ghost, so that he not only accepts grace, but also 

cooperates with the Holy Ghost in the works which follow. 

19] Therefore, before the conversion of man there are only two efficient causes, namely, the 

Holy Ghost and the Word of God, as the instrument of the Holy Ghost, by which He works 

conversion. This Word man is [indeed] to hear; however, it is not by his own powers, but only 

through the grace and working of the Holy Ghost that he can yield faith to it and accept it. 
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Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. Synergism (prior to conversion) denies man’s total depravity. 

 

2. Synergism, in attempting to answer a question which God has not answered 

(“Why some and not others?”) elevates human reason above the Scriptures. 

 

3. Synergism (“decision theology”) embezzles glory from God who is the sole provider of 

our salvation.   

 

4. Synergism casts a soul back on itself for the assurance of salvation.  Instead of looking to 

the gospel alone, people focus their faith on the sincerity or intensity of their “decision.” 

 

5. For further research, Luther’s Bondage of the Will and the Heidelberg Disputation  

“get into the weeds” of this theological issue. 

 

 

Article 3 – Of The Righteousness Of Faith Before God 

The Osiandrian-Stancarian Controversy  1549-1562 

 
The Back Story 

  

The 24
th

 chapter of Exodus tells us:  “Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the 

seventy elders of Israel went up and saw the God of Israel.  Under his feet was something like a 

pavement made of sapphire, clear as the sky itself.  But God did not raise His hand against these 

leaders of the Israelites; they saw God, and they ate and drank”  (24:9-11).  How privileged they 

all were to see God so clearly.  They saw God! – to the extent that mortal man may.  This makes 

the 10
th

 chapter of Leviticus that much more poignant and tragic:  “Aaron’s sons Nadab and 

Abihu took their censers, put fire in them and added incense; and they offered unauthorized fire 

before the Lord, contrary to His command.  So fire came out from the presence of the Lord and 

consumed them, and they died before the Lord” (10:1-2). 

 

Judas was appointed as an apostle by Christ Himself.  Along with the other apostles he 

was given authority to cast out demons and to do miracles in Christ’s name (Luke 9:1).  He, 

along with eleven other apostles, was privately tutored by Christ, walked with Jesus, had lunch 

with the Son of God – and then sold His Savior for 30 pieces of silver. 

  

In the last chapter of Colossians, Paul passes on a few fist-bumps:  “Our dear friend 

Luke, the doctor, and Demas send greetings (4:14).  But in the last chapter of his last letter to 

Timothy, Paul writes from death row in Rome:  “Do your best to come to me quickly, for 

Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted me…”  (4:9-10).   

 

Paul had warned about such things:  “If you think you are standing firm, be careful that 

you don’t fall!”  (1 Corinthians 10:13).  In a “there, but for the grace of God, go I” moment he 

kept his own heart under guard “so that after I have preached to others,” as he put it, “I myself 

will not be disqualified for the prize” (1 Corinthians 9:27). 
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 The path of pure doctrine is strewn with casualties.  Andreas Osiander was one of them.  

Very few would have imagined that his name would be associated with such dangerous 

departures from the doctrine by which the church stands or falls – justification.  As head pastor at 

Nuernberg, Osiander was a staunch defender of the Reformation.  When the compromises of the 

Augsburg Interim were established in Nuernberg, rather than go along to get along, Osiander 

resigned and moved to Koenigsberg in Prussia.   

 

 It is hard to say who or what got into the man’s head and heart, but within 3 years of 

Luther’s death in 1546, Osiander went public with a “different” view of justification which 

ultimately placed him back in the Roman camp. 

 

  

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 

 

 Osiander taught that Christ redeemed us only according to His divine nature, since, he 

believed, the human nature could contribute nothing to our salvation.  He thus divided Christ. 

 

 He taught that justification is not an act by which God declares sinners righteous for the 

sake of Christ, but an act by which God gradually makes a man just by dwelling in him. 

 

 In this way, he said, Christ the man was righteous because of the indwelling of the divine 

nature.  So faith, too, justifies, he maintained, because it unites man with the divine nature.   

 

 Consequently, said Osiander, man is saved not by the righteousness of Christ from 

outside of man which is imputed to him, (gratia imputata), but by the inward righteousness 

which is gradually worked or poured into him (gratia infusa), as medicine gradually works its 

healing. 

 

 Osiander’s emphasis, in fact his slogan, was:  “Not the Christ for us, but the Christ in us 

is our justification.”   

 

 This was confusing justification and sanctification. 

 

 Osiander was in effect running home to mother Rome, reverting to the Roman Catholic 

concept of “infused grace.”  From Melanchthon to Flacius, all opposed the teaching of Osiander 

and upheld Luther’s Scriptural doctrine that justification is God’s act of declaring the world 

righteous on the basis of Christ’s righteousness (Article III, 2:  “He [God] imputes to us the 

righteousness of Christ’s obedience, on account of which righteousness we are received into 

grace by God, and regarded as righteous.”  And this righteousness earned universally and 

objectively for a world of sinners is received by a Spirit-wrought faith alone (Article III, 3:  

“Faith alone is the means and instrument whereby we lay hold of Christ, and thus in Christ of 

that righteousness which avails before God (und also in Christo solche Gerechtigkeit, die vor 

Gott gilt), for whose sake this faith is imputed to us for righteousness, Rom. 4,5.”) 

 

 A man named Francesco Stancarus (1501-1574) opposed Osiander but fell into the 

opposite error, saying that Christ is our righteousness only according to His human nature.  Such 
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a teaching destroys the unity of the Person of Christ and the sufficiency of His atonement.  If we 

are redeemed by anything less than one who is God Himself, then the price of our redemption 

would be completely inadequate.   

 

 Another odd detour was taken by Johann Georg Karg Parsimonius (1512-1576)  who 

taught that Christ redeemed man only by His passive obedience (His suffering and death), and 

not by His active obedience (His keeping of the commandments in our stead).  His reasoning was 

that Christ as true man owed God active obedience to the law anyway.   

 

 Article 3 sets forth the correct Scriptural teaching on justification.  We will highlight 

certain portions of Article 3 below: 

 

III. The Righteousness of Faith Before God. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

The Principal Question In This Controversy. 
1] Since it is unanimously confessed in our churches, in accordance with God's Word and the 

sense of the Augsburg Confession, that we poor sinners are justified before God and saved alone 

by faith in Christ, and thus Christ alone is our Righteousness, who is true God and man, because 

in Him the divine and human natures are personally united with one another, Jer. 23:6; 1 Cor. 

1:30; 2 Cor. 5:21, the question has arisen: According to which nature is Christ our 

Righteousness? and thus two contrary errors have arisen in some churches. 

2] For the one side has held that Christ according to His divinity alone is our Righteousness, if 

He dwell in us by faith; contrasted with this divinity, dwelling in us by faith, the sins of all men 

must be regarded as a drop of water compared to the great ocean. Others, on the contrary, have 

held that Christ is our Righteousness before God according to the human nature alone. 

 

Affirmative Theses.  

Pure Doctrine of the Christian Churches against Both Errors Just Mentioned. 
3] 1. Against both the errors just recounted, we unanimously believe, teach, and confess that 

Christ is our Righteousness neither according to the divine nature alone nor according to the 

human nature alone, but that it is the entire Christ according to both natures, in His obedience 

alone, which as God and man He rendered to the Father even unto death, and thereby merited for 

us the forgiveness of sins and eternal life, as it is written: As by one man's disobedience many 

were made sinners, so by the obedience of One shall many be made righteous, Rom. 5:19. 

4] 2. Accordingly, we believe, teach, and confess that our righteousness before God is (this very 

thing], that God forgives us our sins out of pure grace, without any work, merit, or worthiness of 

ours preceding, present, or following, that He presents and imputes to us the righteousness of 

Christ's obedience, on account of which righteousness we are received into grace by God, and 

regarded as righteous. 

5] 3. We believe, teach, and confess that faith alone is the means and instrument whereby we lay 

hold of Christ, and thus in Christ of that righteousness which avails before God, for whose sake 

this faith is imputed to us for righteousness, Rom. 4:5.                                                              

6] 4. We believe, teach, and confess that this faith is not a bare knowledge of the history of 

Christ, but such a gift of God by which we come to the right knowledge of Christ as our 

Redeemer in the Word of the Gospel, and trust in Him that for the sake of His obedience alone 
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we have, by grace, the forgiveness of sins, are regarded as holy and righteous before God the 

Father, and eternally saved. 

7] 5. We believe, teach, and confess that according to the usage of Holy Scripture the word 

justify means in this article, to absolve, that is, to declare free from sins. Prov. 17:15: He that 

justifieth the wicked, and he that condemneth the righteous, even they both are abomination to 

the Lord. Also Rom. 8:33: Who shall lay anything to the charge of God's elect? It is God that 

justifieth. 

8] And when, in place of this, the words regeneratio and vivificatio, that is, regeneration and 

vivification, are employed, as in the Apology, this is done in the same sense. By these terms, in 

other places, the renewal of man is understood, and distinguished from justification by faith. 

9] 6. We believe, teach, and confess also that notwithstanding the fact that many weaknesses and 

defects cling to the true believers and truly regenerate, even to the grave, still they must not on 

that account doubt either their righteousness which has been imputed to them by faith, or the 

salvation of their souls, but must regard it as certain that for Christ's sake, according to the 

promise and [immovable] Word of the holy Gospel, they have a gracious God. 

10] 7. We believe, teach, and confess that for the preservation of the pure doctrine concerning 

the righteousness of faith before God it is necessary to urge with special diligence the particulae 

exclusivae, that is, the exclusive particles, i. e., the following words of the holy Apostle Paul, by 

which the merit of Christ is entirely separated from our works, and the honor given to Christ 

alone, when the holy Apostle Paul writes: Of grace, without merit, without Law, without works, 

not of works. All these words together mean as much as that we are justified and saved alone by 

faith in Christ. Eph. 2:8; Rom. 1:17; 3:24; 4:3ff.; Gal. 3:11; Heb. 11. 

11] 8. We believe, teach, and confess that, although the contrition that precedes, and the good 

works that follow, do not belong to the article of justification before God, yet one is not to 

imagine a faith of such a kind as can exist and abide with, and alongside of, a wicked intention to 

sin and to act against the conscience. But after man has been justified by faith, then a true living 

faith worketh by love, Gal. 5:6, so that thus good works always follow justifying faith, and are 

surely found with it, if it be true and living; for it never is alone, but always has with it love and 

hope. 

 

Antitheses: Contrary Doctrines Rejected. 
12] Therefore we reject and condemn all the following errors: 

13] 1. That Christ is our Righteousness according to His divine nature alone. 

14] 2. That Christ is our Righteousness according to His human nature alone. 

15] 3. That in the sayings of the prophets and apostles where the righteousness of faith is spoken 

of the words justify and to be justified are not to signify declaring or being declared free from 

sins, and obtaining the forgiveness of sins, but actually being made righteous before God, 

because of love infused by the Holy Ghost, virtues, and the works following them. 

16] 4. That faith looks not only to the obedience of Christ, but to His divine nature, as it dwells 

and works in us, and that by this indwelling our sins are covered. 

17] 5. That faith is such a trust in the obedience of Christ as can exist and remain in a man even 

when he has no genuine repentance, in whom also no love follows, but who persists in sins 

against his conscience.                                                                                                                

18] 6. That not God Himself, but only the gifts of God, dwell in believers.19] 7. That faith saves 

on this account, because by faith the renewal, which consists in love to God and one's neighbor, 

is begun in us.                                                                                                                             
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20] 8. That faith has the first place in justification, nevertheless also renewal and love belong to 

our righteousness before God in such a manner that they [renewal and love] are indeed not the 

chief cause of our righteousness, but that nevertheless our righteousness before God is not entire 

or perfect without this love and renewal. 

21] 9. That believers are justified before God and saved jointly by the imputed righteousness of 

Christ and by the new obedience begun in them, or in part by the imputation of Christ's 

righteousness, but in part also by the new obedience begun in them. 

22] 10. That the promise of grace is made our own by faith in the heart, and by the confession 

which is made with the mouth, and by other virtues. 

23] 11. That faith does not justify without good works; so that good works are necessarily 

required for righteousness, and without their presence man cannot be justified. 

 

 

Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. It was noted in our church history courses over the years that heretics are generally not 

the low achievers or the duller knives in the drawer.   Quite often they are the 

Wunderkinder, highly intelligent and charismatic.  Men such as Osiander and many of the 

other heterodox souls we encounter in this study were brilliant scholars in their own right.  

They could dance circles around many a parish pastor or teacher.  This made them all the 

more dangerous.  This is not to cast suspicion upon the gifted among us who have led us 

to the pure fountain of Israel for generations.  It is, however, a salutary warning often set 

down for each one of us on the sacred page:  “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble 

and contrite in spirit, and trembles at My word” (Isaiah 66:2).   “Let not the wise man 

boast of his wisdom or the strong man boast of his strength or the rich man boast of his 

riches, but let him who boasts boast about this:  that he understands and knows Me, that I 

am the Lord…” (Jeremiah 9:23-24).  “At that time Jesus said, ‘I praise You, Father, Lord 

of heaven and earth, because You have hidden these things from the wise and learned and 

revealed them to little children’ ” (Matthew 11:25).   “Where is the wise man?  Where is 

the scholar?  Where is the philosopher of this age?  Has not God made foolish the 

wisdom of the world?  For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did 

not know Him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save 

those who believe” (1 Corinthians 1:20-21).  Anyone acquainted with the doctrinal 

demise of once orthodox church bodies will note how brilliant and highly-degreed 

academicians often led the charge as the sulfurous fumes of Sodom slithered up pulpit 

steps, or as the infatuation with false teachers infected their classrooms. 
 

2. Osiander’s teaching about becoming righteous by a union with the divine nature would 

also align him in some measure with the theosis (uniting with the divine nature) as taught 

by the Eastern Orthodox Church. 
 

3. Paragraph 8 demonstrates how careful the confessors were to anticipate the objection that 

those who hold to justification by faith are somehow granting license to sin.  “We 

believe, teach, and confess that, although the contrition that precedes, and the good works 

that follow, do not belong to the article of justification before God, yet one is not to 

imagine a faith of such a kind as can exist and abide with, and alongside of, a wicked 

intention to sin and to act against the conscience. But after man has been justified by 
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faith, then a true living faith worketh by love, Gal. 5:6, so that thus good works always 

follow justifying faith, and are surely found with it, if it be true and living; for it never is 

alone, but always has with it love and hope.”  This truth is timeless and contemporary 

amid claims to Christian faith by those who willfully continue in sins of the flesh. 
 

4. The emphasis on Christ “in” us rather than the Christ “for” us is the subtle stuff of many 

“Christian radio” programs and celebrity preachers who tack on the gospel as a footnote 

to their “how to fix your messed up life” lectures.  Sanctification and the third use of the 

law have their place as we shall see in Articles IV & V, but that place is not primary.  

One of the “drawing cards” of the mega-churches is their law emphasis which appeals to 

the opinio legis of the Old Adam which gravitates toward self instead of Christ.  The 

“foolishness of the gospel” is often traded away for “whatever works” because men envy 

the “success” of those whose emphasis has subtly shifted to Christ “in” us rather than 

Christ “for” us as the heart of our salvation.     
 

As mentioned in a previous paper a few years back, it is easy to trade away this “chief 

article by which the church stands of falls” as the Confessions call it – this doctrine of 

justification – this beautiful thing that Christ has done.  We can lose it by borrowing too 

many spare parts from the junkyards of the reformed-evangelicals to keep the Lutheran 

machine moving, like trying to interchange Chevy and Ford parts.  We can lose it by 

turning the great commission about what Christ has done into the great commercial about 

what we are doing.  We can lose it by building entire instruction courses and mission 

agendas around our own “ministries” (what we are doing) rather than on Christ’s 

redemption (what He has done).  We can lose it by portraying salvation as a minor repair 

job rather than a rescue story.   We can lose this chief article by paying lip service to the 

cross and empty tomb, but trading away its transforming power for a litany of laws, steps 

and principles prescribing structured plans to overcome sinful habits – leading souls to 

either pharisaism or despair.  We can lose it by making the rich text of the Bible itself 

dwell in the shadow of the preacher’s fantasy of being a stand-up comic. We can lose it 

by replacing it with a theology of self-help and self-interest, garnished with a few Bible 

passages.  These “other gospels” (Galatians 1) are appealing to human nature, for they 

make man the center instead of Christ.  But these “other gospels” are impostors.    
 

Without question, we Christians are drawn by what Christ has done for us to become 

more and more like Christ, to want what He wants, to think the way He thinks. And 

certainly the law has its place as a guide and compass when our sinful nature clouds and 

confuses us about what is God-pleasing. Certainly the gospel creates its own forms and 

we live in the fresh air of Christ’s freedom as we serve the Lord with gladness. But being 

drawn by the gospel is not the same as being driven by six secrets to friendship with God, 

or five attitudes of real servants, or endless sets of “shoulds” and “oughts.”   Real 

sanctification takes place when we more fully grasp justification.  Or as Luther liked to 

say, “You don’t have to go out to the garden and lecture your pear tree to have pears!”  

There’s a lot of Bible-sounding stuff out there.  Test the center.  Test the emphasis.  How 

does this stuff measure up to the question:  “What has Christ done?”  Is Christ the main 

point, or merely the footnote?   
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Article 4 – Of Good Works 

The Majoristic Controversy  1551-1562 

 
The Back Story 

 

 We have noted how the otherwise noble Flacius allowed himself to be annoyed by Strigel 

into the overstatement that sin is part of man’s very essence or nature.  We see a similar case in 

the controversy regarding where good works fit into the life of a Christian.   

 

 The root of the controversy which provoked an overstatement goes back to Melanchthon.  

As early as 1535, in a later edition of his Loci Communes doctrinal textbook, Melanchthon 

wrote:  “Thus good works are necessary to eternal life, because they must of necessity follow 

reconciliation.”  On October 24, 1536 Luther spoke to the issue:  “This is the very theology of  

Erasmus, nor can anything be more opposed to our doctrine.”  Later, Melanchthon retracted the 

words, “necessary to eternal life,” writing in December of 1553, “New obedience is 

necessary;…but when it is said:  New obedience is necessary to salvation, the Papists understand 

that good works merit salvation.  This proposition is false; therefore I relinquish this mode of 

speech.”   Nowhere, however, did Melanchthon admit that his phrase was inherently false as 

such, but merely that it was subject to misunderstanding and abuse.  Nor was it any secret that 

Melanchthon had written in the Leipzig Interim compromise:  “It is certainly true that these 

virtues: faith, hope love, and others, must be in use and are necessary to salvation…And since 

the virtues and good works…please God, they merit also a reward in this life, because of the 

divine promise.”  Such language only muddied the waters. 

 

 In addition to this, others took up the “mode of speech” which Melanchthon had claimed 

to set aside.  Most notable here is George Major  (1502-1574).  Major studied at Wittenberg, was 

made court preacher there and became a professor on the theological faculty in 1545.  Afterward 

he became superintendent at Leipzig for a time.  He was suspected of being an “Interimist” and 

an “Adiaphorist” (cf. Article 10).  Major became the champion of Melanchthon’s error. 

 

 Nicholas von Amsdorf  (1483-1565), a close friend and co-worker of Luther, called out 

Georg Major for a showdown.  In 1551 Amsdorf denounced Major for his role in the framing of 

the Leipzig Interim and especially for omitting the “sola fide” (by faith alone) from the article 

on justification.  In his “answer” (1552) Major disclaimed responsibility for the Interim and said 

he had never doubted the “sola fide.”  He then continued: “BUT, I do confess that I have 

hitherto taught and still teach, and henceforth will teach all my life that good works are 

necessary to salvation.  And I declare publicly and with clear and plain words that no one is 

saved by evil works, and also that no one is saved without good works.  Furthermore I say, let 

him who teaches otherwise, even though an angel from heaven, be accursed!”  At one point, 

Major was willing to modify his statements that good works were necessary for salvation, but he 

still maintained that good works were necessary to preserve a Christian in a state of grace. 

 

 Amsdorf, full of zeal to defend the Scriptural doctrine of grace alone, fired off the kind of 

overstatement that must have had his orthodox Lutheran friends face-palming and groaning.  He 

said: “Good works are injurious [harmful] to salvation!”  In fairness we note that what Amsdorf 

meant to emphasize was not that good works are dangerous in and of themselves, but that they 
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are dangerous when introduced into the article of salvation.  Nonetheless, he went too far.  The 

bare words were indefensible.  The issue (status controversiae) was not what he meant to say, 

but what he really did say.  Scriptural honesty would call for a corrective on this overstatement. 

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 To correct Major’s Romanizing tendencies which tied salvation in some measure to good 

works and to correct Amsdorf’s overstatement which could be taken as antinomianism (that the 

law has no place at all in the life of God’s children), the formulators composed Article 4.  This 

article rejects Major’s “necessary to salvation” and Amsdorf’s “injurious to salvation” and 

simple says that good works are necessary.  Period.  It proceeds to discuss how the term 

“necessary” is properly or improperly used.  The Formula cautions against the use of unguarded 

and extreme words which cause unnecessary confusion.  Especially in times of controversy, it is 

important to “hold fast the form of sound words” (2 Timothy 1:13 KJV). 

 

 Again, we shall highlight some of the salient points in the article below: 

  

 

IV. Good Works. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

The Principal Question In the Controversy concerning Good Works. 
1] Concerning the doctrine of good works two divisions have arisen in some churches: 

2] 1. First, some theologians have become divided because of the following expressions, where 

the one side wrote: Good works are necessary for salvation. It is impossible to be saved without 

good works. Also: No one has ever been saved without good works. But the other side, on the 

contrary, wrote: Good works are injurious to salvation. 

3] 2. Afterwards a schism arose also between some theologians with respect to the two words 

necessary and free, since the one side contended that the word necessary should not be employed 

concerning the new obedience, which, they say, does not flow from necessity and coercion, but 

from a voluntary spirit. The other side insisted on the word necessary, because, they say, this 

obedience is not at our option, but regenerate men are obliged to render this obedience. 

4] From this disputation concerning the terms a controversy afterwards occurred concerning the 

subject itself; for the one side contended that among Christians the Law should not be urged at 

all, but men should be exhorted to good works from the Holy Gospel alone; the other side 

contradicted this. 

Affirmitive Theses. 
Pure Doctrine of the Christian Churches concerning This Controversy. 

5] For the thorough statement and decision of this controversy our doctrine, faith, and confession 

is: 

6] 1. That good works certainly and without doubt follow true faith, if it is not a dead, but a 

living faith, as fruits of a good tree. 

7] 2. We believe, teach, and confess also that good works should be entirely excluded, just as 

well in the question concerning salvation as in the article of justification before God, as the 

apostle testifies with clear words, when he writes as follows: Even as David also describeth the 

blessedness of the man unto whom God imputeth righteousness without works, saying, Blessed 

is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin, Rom. 4:6ff And again: By grace are ye saved 
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through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not of works, lest any man should 

boast, Eph. 2:8-9. 

8] 3. We believe, teach, and confess also that all men, but those especially who are born again 

and renewed by the Holy Ghost, are bound to do good works. 

9] 4. In this sense the words necessary, shall, and must are employed correctly and in a Christian 

manner also with respect to the regenerate, and in no way are contrary to the form of sound 

words and speech. 

10] 5. Nevertheless, by the words mentioned, necessitas, necessarium, necessity and necessary, if 

they be employed concerning the regenerate, not coercion, but only due obedience is to be 

understood, which the truly believing, so far as they are regenerate, render not from coercion or 

the driving of the Law, but from a voluntary spirit; because they are no more under the Law, but 

under grace, Rom. 6:14; 7:6; 8:14. 

11] 6. Accordingly, we also believe, teach, and confess that when it is said: The regenerate do 

good works from a free spirit, this is not to be understood as though it is at the option of the 

regenerate man to do or to forbear doing good when he wishes, and that he can nevertheless 

retain faith if he intentionally perseveres in sins. 

12] 7. Yet this is not to be understood otherwise than as the Lord Christ and His apostles 

themselves declare, namely, regarding the liberated spirit, that it does not do this from fear of 

punishment, like a servant, but from love of righteousness, like children, Rom. 8:15. 

13] 8. Although this voluntariness [liberty of spirit] in the elect children of God is not perfect, 

but burdened with great weakness, as St. Paul complains concerning himself, Rom. 7:14-25; Gal. 

5:17; 

14] 9. Nevertheless, for the sake of the Lord Christ, the Lord does not impute this weakness to 

His elect, as it is written: There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ 

Jesus, Rom. 8:1. 

15] 10. We believe, teach, and confess also that not works maintain faith and salvation in us, but 

the Spirit of God alone, through faith, of whose presence and indwelling good works are 

evidences. 

Negative Theses.  

False Contrary Doctrine. 
16] 1. Accordingly, we reject and condemn the following modes of speaking: when it is taught 

and written that good works are necessary to salvation; also, that no one ever has been saved 

without good works; also, that it is impossible to be saved without good works. 

17] 2. We reject and condemn as offensive and detrimental to Christian discipline the bare 

expression, when it is said: Good works are injurious to salvation. 

18] For especially in these last times it is no less needful to admonish men to Christian discipline 

[to the way of living aright and godly] and good works, and remind them how necessary it is that 

they exercise themselves in good works as a declaration of their faith and gratitude to God, than 

that the works be not mingled in the article of justification; because men may be damned by an 

Epicurean delusion concerning faith, as well as by papistic and Pharisaic confidence in their own 

works and merits. 

19] 3. We also reject and condemn the dogma that faith and the indwelling of the Holy Ghost are 

not lost by wilful sin, but that the saints and elect retain the Holy Ghost even though they fall 

into adultery and other sins and persist therein. 

 

 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph.%202.8-9
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.8
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.9
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.10
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom.%206.14
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%207.6
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%208.14
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.11
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.12
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom.%208.15
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.13
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom.%207.14-25
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal.%205.17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal.%205.17
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.14
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom.%208.1
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.15
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.16
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.17
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.18
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part4.19


27 
 

Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. Once again, this error injected works into salvation.  Every error, followed to its 

conclusion, will eventually attack the chief article. 

 

2. Major’s error, like that of Osiander, confused justification and sanctification. 

 

3. In one way or another, Major’s error made man responsible for his own salvation, at least 

to the extent that he must preserve his own faith. 

 

4. All of this, in turn, utterly robs God’s children of confidence and consolation.  Flacius 

rightly made the point:  “Furthermore Major will also have to state and determine the 

least number of ounces or pounds of good works one is required to have to obtain 

salvation.”   That’s a pretty scary thought when you lay your head on the pillow each 

night. 

 

5. Among the questions answered by this article are these:  How and why are the believer’s 

works pleasing to God?  (Despite the many imperfections of a believer’s works, God is 

pleased with them as good for the sake of Christ and only as the natural fruit of faith).  In 

what sense are good works “necessary” for the believer?  (We are saved by faith in 

Christ alone, but faith is never alone.  A faith which does not produce good works is 

dead, counterfeit, no faith at all.)   Do good works preserve the believer in faith and 

salvation?   (We cannot preserve ourselves in faith.  This too is all grace.  But evil works 

and presumptuous sins are dangerous to faith.  Saul, Judas, Demas and others are 

examples that it is possible to fall from the faith).   Are good works injurious to 

salvation?  (Good works injure salvation only if they are thought to contribute to our 

justification.  They are “necessary” not for salvation, but as the essential part of the new 

life (sanctification) which is the evidence of our justification.  John 15:5. 

 

 

Article 5 – Of The Law And The Gospel 

The Antinomian Controversy  1548-1555 

  Part 1 

 
The Back Story 

 

 You will note that we refer to Article 5 as Part 1 of the Antinomian Controversy.  Article 

6 will deal with Part 2.  The two articles are closely related. 

 

 John Agricola (1494-1566) had come over to the side of the Lutherans early in the 

Reformation.  Historians need to be cautious about reducing doctrinal disagreements to mere 

personality conflicts or differences in temperament.  This can be condescending to all the parties 

involved.  Still, theologians are made of flesh and blood too.  They are not free from the common 

sins that plague mankind, sins such as greed, lust, selfish ambition and pride.  It is not unlikely 

that Agricola’s pride was bruised when, upon Luther’s recommendation, Melanchthon was 

chosen over him to fill the new theological professorship at the University of Wittenberg in 



28 
 

1526.  This may have led to a “jealous animosity toward both Melanchthon and Luther” (Fricke, 

Formula Of Concord – A Study Guide, NPH, 1979, p. 50).    

 

At various stages of this one-upmanship, Agricola criticized Melanchthon’s Visitation 

Articles of 1527 in which Melanchthon advised pastors to preach the law to produce repentance  

[in the narrow sense of contrition].  Luther patched things up for a while between the two, but in 

1528, Agricola published a catechism which said that the Old Testament was God’s ineffective 

attempt to produce repentance.  Again, Luther corrected things for the time being.  But despite 

the fact that Luther had treated him patiently as a friend, Agricola went on the offensive against 

Luther’s teaching that the law produces contrition (terrors of conscience smiting the soul through 

the knowledge of sin).  Luther now produced more formal statements repudiating Agricola’s 

“antinomian” (“against the law”) views.   

 

 Following Luther’s death, other theologians, some Philippists among them, took this 

“against the law” attitude and taught that the gospel (in its narrow sense of the good news of 

Christ’s salvation) “is the most powerful preaching of repentance.”  Particularly, the antinomians 

maintained that only the gospel could reprove unbelief. 

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 Article 5 of the Formula of Concord addresses this aspect of antinomianism which makes 

the gospel, rather than the law, a preaching of repentance.  Critical to an understanding of the 

issue (status controversiae) of whether the gospel is purely a preaching of grace or whether it 

also is a preaching of repentance, is defining the terms which are so commonly used.  The word 

“gospel” is used in a wider sense in Scripture (as in the title of Mark’s Gospel, or in cases where 

the entire doctrine of Christ is intended), but it is also used most often in the narrow sense, the 

good news of Christ’s blood-bought forgiveness.  The word “repentance,” when distinguished 

from faith in the gospel, is sometimes used in the narrow sense of contrition which is produced 

by the thunder of the law, but also in the wider sense of both contrition (i.e. by the law God 

changes the way we think about sin, so that we see it for the terrifying thing that it is), as well as 

faith (i.e. by the gospel God changes the way we think about salvation so that we see that only 

Christ can and has redeemed us).   

 

 Let’s take a look at these distinctions as outlined in Article 5: 

 

V. Law and Gospel 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

The Principal Question In This Controversy. 
1] Whether the preaching of the Holy Gospel is properly not only a preaching of grace, which 

announces the forgiveness of sins, but also a preaching of repentance and reproof, rebuking 

unbelief, which, they say, is rebuked not in the Law, but alone through the Gospel. 

Affirmative Theses.  

Pure Doctrine of God's Word. 
2] 1. We believe, teach, and confess that the distinction between the Law and the Gospel is to be 

maintained in the Church with great diligence as an especially brilliant light, by which, according 

to the admonition of St. Paul, the Word of God is rightly divided.                                              
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3] 2. We believe, teach, and confess that the Law is properly a divine doctrine, which teaches 

what is right and pleasing to God, and reproves everything that is sin and contrary to God's will. 

4] 3. For this reason, then, everything that reproves sin is, and belongs to, the preaching of the 

Law. 

5] 4. But the Gospel is properly such a doctrine as teaches what man who has not observed the 

Law, and therefore is condemned by it, is to believe, namely, that Christ has expiated and made 

satisfaction for all sins, and has obtained and acquired for him, without any merit of his [no merit 

of the sinner intervening], forgiveness of sins, righteousness that avails before God, and eternal 

life. 

6] 5. But since the term Gospel is not used in one and the same sense in the Holy Scriptures, on 

account of which this dissension originally arose, we believe, teach, and confess that if by the 

term Gospel is understood the entire doctrine of Christ which He proposed in His ministry, as 

also did His apostles (in which sense it is employed, Mark 1:15; Acts 20:21), it is correctly said 

and written that the Gospel is a preaching of repentance and of the forgiveness of sins. 

7] 6. But if the Law and the Gospel, likewise also Moses himself [as] a teacher of the Law and 

Christ as a preacher of the Gospel are contrasted with one another, we believe, teach, and confess 

that the Gospel is not a preaching of repentance or reproof, but properly nothing else than a 

preaching of consolation, and a joyful message which does not reprove or terrify, but comforts 

consciences against the terrors of the Law, points alone to the merit of Christ, and raises them up 

again by the lovely preaching of the grace and favor of God, obtained through Christ's merit. 

8] 7. As to the revelation of sin, because the veil of Moses hangs before the eyes of all men as 

long as they hear the bare preaching of the Law, and nothing concerning Christ, and therefore do 

not learn from the Law to perceive their sins aright, but either become presumptuous hypocrites 

[who swell with the opinion of their own righteousness] as the Pharisees, or despair like Judas, 

Christ takes the Law into His hands, and explains it spiritually, Matt. 5:21ff ; Rom. 7:14. And 

thus the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all sinners [ Rom. 1:18 ], how great it is; 

by this means they are directed [sent back] to the Law, and then first learn from it to know aright 

their sins-a knowledge which Moses never could have forced out of them. 

9] Accordingly, although the preaching of the suffering and death of Christ, the Son of God, is an 

earnest and terrible proclamation and declaration of God's wrath, whereby men are first led into 

the Law aright, after the veil of Moses has been removed from them, so that they first know 

aright how great things God in His Law requires of us, none of which we can observe, and 

therefore are to seek all our righteousness in Christ: 

10] 8. Yet as long as all this (namely, Christ's suffering and death) proclaims God's wrath and 

terrifies man, it is still not properly the preaching of the Gospel, but the preaching of Moses and 

the Law, and therefore a foreign work of Christ, by which He arrives at His proper office, that is, 

to preach grace, console, and quicken, which is properly the preaching of the Gospel. 

Negative Theses.  

Contrary Doctrine which is Rejected. 
11] Accordingly we reject and regard as incorrect and injurious the dogma that the Gospel is 

properly a preaching of repentance or reproof, and not alone a preaching of grace; for thereby the 

Gospel is again converted into a doctrine of the Law, the merit of Christ and Holy Scripture are 

obscured, Christians robbed of true consolation, and the door is opened again to [the errors and 

superstitions of] the Papacy. 
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Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. It is a hard look in the mirror, but pride and self threaten grace and truth.  Agricola’s 

wounded pride may have played into some of this controversy.  The Apology of the 

Augsburg Confession notes how some of the smallest sparks and trifling offenses can 

cause the greatest commotions.  “Many heresies have arisen in the church only from the 

hatred of the teachers” (Triglotta, page 187).   Rather than pounce on a brother’s poor 

choice of words, love for God and each other kindly asks for clarification.  Rather than 

stubbornly digging in one’s heels on a poor choice of words, love for God and each other 

is willing to adjust to the form of sound words.   

 

2. In the case of Agricola, it is apparent that Luther showed him a great deal of patience, but 

in the end, false teaching is false teaching.  The proper distinction between law and 

gospel “is to be maintained in the Church with great diligence as an especially brilliant 

light, by which, according to the admonition of St. Paul, the Word of God is rightly 

divided” (Article V, 2) 

 

3. When we see how the use of various terms can sometimes cause us to talk past each other 

(i.e. the Flacian controversy and those various shadings of what one means by substantia 

or accidens, or here in article 5 with the broad and narrow meanings of “gospel” and 

“repentance,”) it is important to define terms.   Students of more recent church history, 

with the benefit of 20/20 hindsight, see how good, orthodox men struggled to carefully 

parse their words, or as Mark Twain observed, to “use the right word and not its second 

cousin” to express a doctrinal concept.  There was, for example, the controversy 

regarding the third use of the law in one of our congregations in Colorado back in the 

early 70’s.  Many of us also recall the Kokomo controversy where terms were twisted and 

annotated beyond their intended meaning when setting forth objective justification.  We 

still dissect that controversy in conference papers.  All the more reason to choose our 

words carefully in conformity with the analogy of faith, that is, in balanced alignment 

with all of God’s pure and inerrant word.  As we immerse ourselves in the Scriptures, and 

yes, in the Lutheran Confessions, we can help each other to speak clearly and to avoid 

making the same mistakes all over again.  It would seem that the Lutheran Confessions 

are quite relevant, aren’t they? 

 

 

Article 6  The Third Use Of The Law 

The Antinomian Controversy  1548-1555 

Part 2 

 
The Back Story 

 

 The so-called “Second Antinomian Controversy” took a different detour.  While 

admitting the necessity of the law for showing the unregenerate their sin and their need of a 

Savior, certain theologians maintained that the law had no place or function in the life of those 

who had been converted to faith.  They said that the Christian, now set free from the law, needed 

only the inner promptings of the Holy Spirit to lead a godly, sanctified Christian life. 
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 Among those who promoted this error to one extent or another were Poach, Musculus 

and Otto.  Andrew Musculus (1514-1581) accepted correction on the matter and went on to 

become one of the framers of the Formula of Concord. 

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 The issue (status controversiae) is as basic as a catechism lesson on the three-fold use of 

the law.   

 

The law is a curb to control gross outbreaks of evil among the unregenerate and in the 

sinful nature of the regenerate (e.g. When you see the car with the fancy lights and markings 

parked in the median on the freeway and your foot automatically eases up on the gas, this may 

not always be attributable to being filled with the sweet love of Jesus.  The law is a curb to keep 

things in bounds.   (If you don’t like the way I drive, stay off the sidewalk!) 

 

 The law is a mirror.  You arise in the morning, stumble into the smallest room in your 

house and stare into the mirror – not to see what’s right (if so, we will have to take you away), 

but to see what needs fixing before some member of your flock sees the real you.  Because a 

Christian’s whole life is one of repentance (Thesis 1 out of 95), and because the Christian carries 

around the Old Adam as a house-guest from hell, he too needs this function of the law to remind 

Him that only Christ can save him.   

 

 The law is a guide for the Christian in that the Christian, qua Christianus (as a Christian), 

delights in the law of the Lord.  After all, the unbeliever does not care about what God wills or 

wants.  But the law is a guide for the Christian propter peccatum (because of sin).  The sinful 

nature of the Christian clouds his thinking about right and wrong.  To get a clear picture, one 

needs the revealed will of God as set down on the pages of the Bible.    

 

 Clearly, the Christian’s motivation for obeying God’s will stems from the gospel alone.  

Clearly also, when speaking of the Christian “as a Christian,” living a sanctified life is the natural 

fruit of faith (John 15:5).  As Luther put it, “You don’t have to go out to your garden and lecture 

your pear tree to have pears.” 

 

 The law has no role to play in our justification or in our motivation.  Antinomianism, 

however, refused to acknowledge that the law has any role to play in the life of the Christian.   

 

 So the issue (status controversiae) regarding the third use of the law is whether it is to be 

urged or not upon regenerate Christians.   Article 6 below will help us focus: 

 

VI. The Third Use of the Law. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

The Principal Question In This Controversy. 
1] Since the Law was given to men for three reasons: first, that thereby outward discipline might 

be maintained against wild, disobedient men [and that wild and intractable men might be 

restrained, as though by certain bars]; secondly, that men thereby may be led to the knowledge of 

their sins; thirdly, that after they are regenerate and [much of] the flesh notwithstanding cleaves 
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to them, they might on this account have a fixed rule according to which they are to regulate and 

direct their whole life, a dissension has occurred between some few theologians concerning the 

third use of the Law, namely, whether it is to be urged or not upon regenerate Christians. The 

one side has said, Yea; the other, Nay. 

Affirmative Theses.  

The True Christian Doctrine concerning This Controversy. 
2] 1. We believe, teach, and confess that, although men truly believing [in Christ] and truly 

converted to God have been freed and exempted from the curse and coercion of the Law, they 

nevertheless are not on this account without Law, but have been redeemed by the Son of God in 

order that they should exercise themselves in it day and night [that they should meditate upon 

God's Law day and night, and constantly exercise themselves in its observance, Ps. 1:2 ], Ps. 

119. For even our first parents before the Fall did not live without Law, who had the Law of God 

written also into their hearts, because they were created in the image of God, Gen. 

1:26f.; 2:16ff; 3:3. 

3] 2. We believe, teach, and confess that the preaching of the Law is to be urged with diligence, 

not only upon the unbelieving and impenitent, but also upon true believers, who are truly 

converted, regenerate, and justified by faith. 

4] 3. For although they are regenerate and renewed in the spirit of their mind, yet in the present 

life this regeneration and renewal is not complete, but only begun, and believers are, by the spirit 

of their mind, in a constant struggle against the flesh, that is, against the corrupt nature and 

disposition which cleaves to us unto death. On account of this old Adam, which still inheres in 

the understanding, the will, and all the powers of man, it is needful that the Law of the Lord 

always shine before them, in order that they may not from human devotion institute wanton and 

self-elected cults [that they may frame nothing in a matter of religion from the desire of private 

devotion, and may not choose divine services not instituted by God's Word]; likewise, that the 

old Adam also may not employ his own will, but may be subdued against his will, not only by 

the admonition and threatening of the Law, but also by punishments and blows, so that he may 

follow and surrender himself captive to the Spirit, 1 Cor. 9:27; Rom. 6:12, Gal. 6:14; Ps. 

119:1ff ; Heb. 13:21 (Heb. 12:1). 

5] 4. Now, as regards the distinction between the works of the Law and the fruits of the Spirit, 

we believe, teach, and confess that the works which are done according to the Law are and are 

called works of the Law as long as they are only extorted from man by urging the punishment 

and threatening of God's wrath. 

6] 5. Fruits of the Spirit, however, are the works which the Spirit of God who dwells in believers 

works through the regenerate, and which are done by believers so far as they are regenerate 

[spontaneously and freely], as though they knew of no command, threat, or reward; for in this 

manner the children of God live in the Law and walk according to the Law of God, which [mode 

of living] St. Paul in his epistles calls the Law of Christ and the Law of the mind, Rom. 

7:25; 8:7; Rom. 8:2; Gal. 6:2. 

7] 6. Thus the Law is and remains both to the penitent and impenitent, both to regenerate and 

unregenerate men, one [and the same] Law, namely, the immutable will of God; and the 

difference, so far as concerns obedience, is alone in man, inasmuch as one who is not yet 

regenerate does for the Law out of constraint and unwillingly what it requires of him (as also the 

regenerate do according to the flesh); but the believer, so far as he is regenerate, does without 

constraint and with a willing spirit that which no threatenings [however severe] of the Law could 

ever extort from him.                                                                                                            
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Negative Theses.  

False Contrary Doctrine. 
8] Accordingly, we reject as a dogma and error injurious to, and conflicting with, Christian 

discipline and true godliness the teaching that the Law in the above-mentioned way and degree is 

not to be urged upon Christians and true believers, but only upon unbelievers, non-Christians, 

and the impenitent. 

 

Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. Francis Pieper was not unique in observing that a weak law makes for a weak gospel.  

When the law goes, so does the gospel.  If there is no sin that needs forgiving in the first 

place, if we dwell in that gray twilight where there are no absolutes, then Christ was born 

for no good reason and died for even less. 

 

2. Following close on the heels of this is something stunningly modern, what we often 

referred to in the 60’s and 70’s as situation ethics.  A self-defined “love” determines 

whether it’s OK to play house with your girlfriend, steal from your boss, or sanctify 

sodomy.  Pastors and teachers alike, we all live out our ministries in a world that is not 

our father’s Oldsmobile.  I even sense the irony that they don’t make Oldsmobiles 

anymore…and that I drove here in a 16-year-old Oldsmobile my departed mother left to 

me.  You need no lengthy lessons from me that sin itself is becoming a foreign language 

to many, that holding to the absolutes of God’s moral law brands you as Pastor Jurassic.  

You sense that many of the sheep who graze along the fence-line of the Lord’s pasture do 

not identify with the psalmist who sang, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my 

soul pants for You, O God.  My souls thirsts for the living God.  When can I go and meet 

with God?”   When?  Maybe after the Sunday morning hockey practices are done, yada, 

yada.  Not thirsty?  Only if we have never been led by the law into the desert of our 

discontent to be left alone with sin and all that stuff that can never satisfy - and so we do 

not pant for the streams of living water which only Christ can give us.   

 

3. Allow a side-bar on the 4
th

 chapter of John’s Gospel.  To the woman at Jacob’s well, 

Jesus said:  “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you 

would have asked Him and He would have given you living water.”  If only she knew.  

But she doesn’t, not yet.  Like countless others, she has been living a life of quiet 

desperation in the desert of her discontent.   

 

The Divine Physician lances an infectious boil.  “Go, call your husband.”  “I have no 

husband,” she replies.”  “Quite right,” says Jesus, “You’ve been to the altar five times 

and the one you are with now is not your husband.”  Playing house doesn’t make a 

marriage.  Had she simply made up her mind she wasn’t going to get burned again?  That 

she would have an immediate exit strategy?  Was she tired of standing in a pool of 

emotional blood every time he broke faith or she broke faith?  Did the poor woman 

confuse sex for a far deeper desire?   
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Yes, she was thirsty.  Jesus sees all of the ugly places this thirst takes us – everywhere but 

to Him, the Living Water who satisfies our deepest needs.  We think to satisfy our 

deepest desires with salt water – with sex, a new house, a new job, another drink, another 

night out.  When we divorce sexuality, for instance, from the Creator’s purposes in 

committed marriage and procreation, we are like a bulimic person who gorges on food 

and then vomits. We want the animal pleasures but not the intended nourishment.   We 

literally fill ourselves up with sin but we pour out on the ground the only water than can 

save us and satisfy us.   

 

Yes, the law has a place.  We need to understand how thirsty we are, that only Christ can 

satisfy.  “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for You, O God.  My 

souls thirsts for the living God.  When can I go and meet with God?”    

 

 

 

Article 7  The Lord’s Supper 

The Crypto-Calvinistic Controversy  1560-1574 

Part 1 
 

The Back Story 

 

 The Crypto-Calvinistic controversy, like the Antinomian Controversy, is addressed in 

two separate articles in the Formula:  Article 7 on the Lord’s Supper and Article 8 on the Person 

of Christ.  How the term “Crypto (secret, or hidden)-Calvinism” paints the backdrop for each of 

these articles will become apparent. 

 

 The Lord’s Supper (Holy Communion) is one of those doctrines which clearly 

demonstrates the narrow Lutheran middle.  Luther and his followers decisively distanced 

themselves from the “vermin brood of the Mass,” as he called it in the Smalcald Articles, from 

the teaching of transubstantiation, the adoration of the host, and from turning the Lord’s Supper 

from a visible gospel of infinite comfort into a meritorious work to shave time off of purgatory. 

 

 The Reformed churches agreed with Luther on this.  But men like Ulrich Zwingli 

demonstrated “a different spirit.”  At the Marburg Colloquy in 1529, Zwingli debated with 

Luther, maintaining that only bread and wine were present and distributed in the sacrament.  

These elements only “symbolized” or “represented” the body and blood of Christ.   

 

 But there remained a desire on the part of many Reformed leaders to smooth over the 

differences and align themselves with the Lutherans.  John Calvin, for instance, had embraced 

the Augsburg Confession and had a deep admiration for Luther.   

 

 But the followers of Luther were not ready to extend the right hand of fellowship.  They 

knew that Calvin’s subscription to the Augsburg Confession was disingenuous.   The form of the 

Augsburg Confession to which he adhered was the Variata of 1540 in which Melanchthon had 

altered the wording of Article 10 dealing with the Lord’s Supper.   
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 The wording of the original, unaltered Augsburg Confession reads as follows:  “Of the 

Supper of the Lord they [the Lutheran churches] teach that the body and blood of Christ are truly 

present, and are distributed to those who eat in the Supper of the Lord; and they reject those that 

teach otherwise” i.e. “De coena Domini docent, quod corpus et sanguis Christi vere adsint et 

distribuantur vescentibus in coena Domini; et improbant secus docentes” (Triglotta, pages 46 & 47). 

 

 The wording of Melanchthon’s Variata reads as follows:  “Of the Supper of the Lord 

they [the Lutheran churches] teach that with the bread and wine are offered the body and blood 

of Christ in the Supper of the Lord” i.e. “De coena Domini docent quod cum pane et vino 

exhibeantur corpus et sanguis Christi vescentibus in coena Domini.”  (Historical Introduction 

by Bente, page 26).   

 

 Melanchthon’s exhibeantur means to hold out, offer, exhibit.  His Variata also omitted 

the rejection or condemnation of those who teach otherwise than the true Lutheran position.  

Such a softening of the language allowed the Lutherans to interpret things their way, and the 

Reformed (e.g. Calvin and others) to interpret things their way.   

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 Calvin’s error was more subtle than Zwingli’s, and therefore all the more dangerous.  We 

are reminded of those who say they believe that the Bible is inspired by God – but they do not 

mean what we mean by that, as in verbal inspiration and verbal inerrancy.  Calvin would have 

smiled and said he believed that there was a “presence” of the Lord’s body and blood in the 

sacrament – spiritually or symbolically as faith lifts its eyes to Christ in heaven – but he did not 

believe in the real presence of Christ’s very body and blood. 

 

 Sadly, until his death in 1560, Melanchthon remained silent or non-committal as far as 

reaffirming the Lutheran position on the Lord’s Supper.  He kept up friendly correspondence 

with Calvin to the extent that Calvin regarded Melanchthon as a fellow Sacramentarian (a term 

the Lutherans’ attached to the Reformed on this issue). 

 

 It was Joachim Westphal who, in 1552, blew the lid off this “Crypto (secret, or hidden) 

Calvinism” which had infiltrated the Lutheran camp.  The Formula of Concord boldly affirmed 

the Scriptural teaching that under earthly bread and wine, the very body and blood of Christ are 

truly distributed to those who eat in the Holy Supper.   

 

 As we mentioned in the general introduction to our study, this is why confessional 

Lutherans, as witnessed by old church buildings inscribed with U.A. C. on their cornerstones, 

have always pledged themselves to the Unaltered Augsburg Confession. 

 

 We will allow the key statements of Article 7 to speak for themselves: 

  

VII. The Lord's Supper. 
1] Although the Zwinglian teachers are not to be reckoned among the theologians who affiliate 

with [acknowledge and profess] the Augsburg Confession, as they separated from them at the 

very time when this Confession was presented, nevertheless, since they are intruding themselves 
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(into their assembly], and are attempting, under the name of this Christian Confession, to spread 

their error, we intend also to make a needful statement [we have judged that the Church of Christ 

should be instructed also] concerning this controversy. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

Chief Controversy between Our Doctrine and That of the Sacramentarians regarding This 

Article. 
2] Whether in the Holy Supper the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ are truly and 

essentially present, are distributed with the bread and wine, and received with the mouth by all 

those who use this Sacrament, whether they be worthy or unworthy, godly or ungodly, believing 

or unbelieving; by the believing for consolation and life, by the unbelieving for judgment? The 

Sacramentarians say, No; we say, Yes. 

3] For the explanation of this controversy it is to be noted in the beginning that there are two 

kinds of Sacramentarians. Some are gross Sacramentarians, who declare in plain (deutschen), 

clear words as they believe in their hearts, that in the Holy Supper nothing but bread and wine is 

present, and distributed and received with the mouth. 4] Others, however, are subtle 

Sacramentarians, and the most injurious of all, who partly speak very speciously in our own 

words, and pretend that they also believe a true presence of the true, essential, living body and 

blood of Christ in the Holy Supper, however, that 5] this occurs spiritually through faith. 

Nevertheless they retain under these specious words precisely the former gross opinion, namely, 

that in the Holy Supper nothing is present and received with the mouth except bread and wine. 

For with them the word spiritually means nothing else than the Spirit of Christ or the power of 

the absent body of Christ and His merit, which is present; but the body of Christ is in no mode or 

way present, except only above in the highest heaven, to which we should elevate ourselves into 

heaven by the thoughts of our faith, and there, not at all, however, in the bread and wine of the 

Holy Supper, should seek this body and blood [of Christ]. 

Affirmative Theses.  

Confession of the Pure Doctrine concerning the Holy Supper against the Sacramentarians. 
6] 1. We believe, teach, and confess that in the Holy Supper the body and blood of Christ are 

truly and essentially present, and are truly distributed and received with the bread and wine. 

7] 2. We believe, teach, and confess that the words of the testament of Christ are not to be 

understood otherwise than as they read, according to the letter, so that the bread does not signify 

the absent body and the wine the absent blood of Christ, but that, on account of the sacramental 

union, they [the bread and wine] are truly the body and blood of Christ. 

8] 3. Now, as to the consecration, we believe, teach, and confess that no work of man or 

recitation of the minister [of the church] produces this presence of the body and blood of Christ 

in the Holy Supper, but that this is to be ascribed only and alone to the almighty power of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. 

9] 4. But at the same time we also believe, teach, and confess unanimously that in the use of the 

Holy Supper the words of the institution of Christ should in no way be omitted, but should be 

publicly recited, as it is written 1 Cor. 10:16: The cup of blessing which we bless, etc. This 

blessing occurs through the recitation of the words of Christ. 

10] 5. The grounds, however, on which we stand against the Sacramentarians in this matter are 

those which Dr. Luther has laid down in his Large Confession concerning the Lord's Supper. 

The first is this article 11] of our Christian faith: Jesus Christ is true, essential, natural, perfect 

God and man in one person, undivided and inseparable.                                                       

12] The second: That God's right hand is everywhere; at which Christ is placed in deed and in 
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truth according to His human nature, [and therefore] being present, rules, and has in His hands 

and beneath His feet everything that is in heaven and on earth [as Scripture says, Eph. 1:22 ], 

where no man else, nor angel, but only the Son of Mary is placed; hence He can do this [those 

things which we have said]. 

13] The third: That God's Word is not false, and does not deceive. 

14] The fourth: That God has and knows of various modes of being in any place, and not only 

the one [is not bound to the one] which philosophers call localis (local) for circumscribed]. 

15] 6. We believe, teach, and confess that the body and blood of Christ are received with the 

bread and wine, not only spiritually by faith, but also orally; yet not in a Capernaitic, but in a 

supernatural, heavenly mode, because of the sacramental union; as the words of Christ clearly 

show, when Christ gives direction to take, eat, and drink, as was also done by the apostles; for it 

is written Mark 14:23: And they all drank of it. St. Paul likewise says, 1 Cor. 10:16: The bread 

which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ? that is: He who eats this bread 

eats the body of Christ, which also the chief ancient teachers of the Church, Chrysostom, 

Cyprian, Leo I, Gregory, Ambrose, Augustine, unanimously testify. 

16] 7. We believe, teach, and confess that not only the true believers [in Christ] and the worthy, 

but also the unworthy and unbelievers, receive the true body and blood of Christ; however, not 

for life and consolation, but for judgment and condemnation, if they are not converted and do not 

repent, 1 Cor. 11:27-29. 

17] For although they thrust Christ from themselves as a Savior, yet they must admit Him even 

against their will as a strict Judge, who is just as present also to exercise and render judgment 

upon impenitent guests as He is present to work life and consolation in the hearts of the true 

believers and worthy guests. 

18] 8. We believe, teach, and confess also that there is only one kind of unworthy guests, 

namely, those who do not believe, concerning whom it is written John 3:18: He that believeth not 

is condemned already. And this judgment becomes greater and more grievous, being aggravated, 

by the unworthy use of the Holy Supper, 1 Cor. 11:29. 

19] 9. We believe, teach, and confess that no true believer, as long as he retains living faith, 

however weak he may be, receives the Holy Supper to his judgment, which was instituted 

especially for Christians weak in faith, yet penitent, for the consolation and strengthening of their 

weak faith [Matt. 9:12; 11:5. 28]. 

20] 10. We believe, teach, and confess that all the worthiness of the guests of this heavenly feast 

is and consists in the most holy obedience and perfect merit of Christ alone, which we 

appropriate to ourselves by true faith, and whereof [of the application of this merit] we are 

assured by the Sacrament, and not at all in [but in nowise does this worthiness depend upon] our 

virtues or inward and outward preparations. 

Negative Theses.  

Contrary, Condemned Doctrines of the Sacramentarians. 
21] On the other hand, we unanimously reject and condemn all the following erroneous articles, 

which are opposed and contrary to the doctrine presented above, the simple faith, and the [pure] 

confession concerning the Lord's Supper; 

22] 1. The papistic transubstantiation, when it is taught in the Papacy that in the Holy Supper the 

bread and wine lose their substance and natural essence, and are thus annihilated; that they are 

changed into the body of Christ, and the outward form alone remains. 

23] 2. The papistic sacrifice of the Mass for the sins of the living and the dead.                      

24] 3. That [the sacrilege whereby] to laymen one form only of the Sacrament is given, and, 
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contrary to the plain words of the testament of Christ, the cup is withheld from them, and they 

are [thus] deprived of His blood. 

25] 4. When it is taught that the words of the testament of Christ must not be understood or 

believed simply as they read, but that they are obscure expressions, whose meaning must be 

sought first in other passages of Scripture. 

26] 5. That in the Holy Supper the body of Christ is not received orally with the bread; but that 

with the mouth only bread and wine are received, the body of Christ, however, only spiritually 

by faith. 

27] 6. That the bread and wine in the Holy Supper are nothing more than [symbols or] tokens by 

which Christians recognize one another. 

28] 7. That the bread and wine are only figures, similitudes, and representations of the far absent 

body and blood of Christ. 

29] 8. That the bread and wine are no more than a memorial, seal, and pledge, through which we 

are assured that when faith elevates itself to heaven, it there becomes partaker of the body and 

blood of Christ as truly as we eat bread and drink wine in the Supper. 

30] 9. That the assurance and confirmation of our faith [concerning salvation] in the Holy Supper 

occur through the external signs of bread and wine alone, and not through the true, [verily] 

present body and blood of Christ. 

31] 10. That in the Holy Supper only the power, efficacy, and merit of the absent body and blood 

of Christ are distributed. 

32] 11. That the body of Christ is so enclosed in heaven that it can in no way be at once and at 

one time in many or all places upon earth where His Holy Supper is celebrated. 

33] 12. That Christ has not promised, neither could have effected, the essential presence of His 

body and blood in the Holy Supper, because the nature and property of His assumed human 

nature cannot suffer nor permit it. 

34] 13. That God, according to [even by] all His omnipotence (which is dreadful to hear), is not 

able to cause His body to be essentially present in more than one place at one time. 

35] 14. That not the omnipotent words of Christ's testament, but faith, produces and makes [is 

the cause of] the presence of the body and blood of Christ in the Holy Supper. 

36] 15. That believers must not seek the body [and blood] of Christ in the bread and wine of the 

Holy Supper, but raise their eyes from the bread to heaven and there seek the body of Christ. 

37] 16. That unbelieving, impenitent Christians do not receive the true body and blood of Christ 

in the Holy Supper, but only bread and wine. 

38] 17. That the worthiness of the guests at this heavenly meal consists not alone in true faith in 

Christ, but also in the external preparation of men. 

39] 18. That even the true believers, who have and retain a true, living, pure faith in Christ, can 

receive this Sacrament to their judgment, because they are still imperfect in their outward life. 

40] 19. That the external visible elements of the bread and wine should be adored in the Holy 

Sacrament. 

41] 20. Likewise, we consign also to the just judgment of God all presumptuous, frivolous, 

blasphemous questions (which decency forbids to mention) and [other] expressions, which most 

blasphemously and with great offense [to the Church] are proposed by the Sacramentarians in a 

gross, carnal, Capernaitic way concerning the supernatural, heavenly mysteries of this 

Sacrament.                                                                                                                               

42] 21. Hence we hereby utterly [reject and] condemn the Capernaitic eating of the body of 

Christ, as though [we taught that] His flesh were rent with the teeth, and digested like other food, 

http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.25
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.26
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.27
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.28
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.29
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.30
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.31
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.32
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.33
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.34
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.35
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.36
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.37
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.38
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.39
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.40
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.41
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part7.42


39 
 

which the Sacramentarians, against the testimony of their conscience, after all our frequent 

protests, wilfully force upon us, and in this way make our doctrine odious to their hearers; and on 

the other hand, we maintain and believe, according to the simple words of the testament of 

Christ, the true, yet supernatural eating of the body of Christ, as also the drinking of His blood, 

which human senses and reason do not comprehend, but as in all other articles of faith our reason 

is brought into captivity to the obedience of Christ, and this mystery is not apprehended 

otherwise than by faith alone, and revealed in the Word alone. 

 

Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. Once again, we see how words can be twisted or abused to fool the naïve.  In old 

doctrinal discussions, Scriptural theologians rejected the statement of some theologians 

that “the Bible contains the word of God.”  In itself, this is true.  But it is also 

meaningless and its use is meant to deceive, to obfuscate.  Scriptural theologians knew 

that this phrase allowed everyone to hold his own view.  Such a statement was simply not 

enough.  Go to the World Book Encyclopedia if you still have one – or Google – the word 

“Bible.”  You will see under that entry photographs of Hebrew and Greek manuscripts of 

the Scriptures.  True or false?  “The World Book Encyclopedia contains the word of 

God.”  Of course it does.  And so might Sports Illustrated, Mad Magazine and a hundred 

other publications if they happen to contain a Bible passage.  But you would never say, 

“The World Book Encyclopedia is the word of God!”  This is why Scriptural theologians 

insisted on:  “The Bible is the word of God.”  And this is why confessional Lutherans, 

whether in regard to inspiration, or the Lord’s Supper, or any other Scriptural teaching, 

will not employ emasculated words.  The purpose of a creed or confession is to speak not 

only in a way that can be understood, but in a way that cannot be misunderstood. 

 

2. It is easy for some in our own Lutheran flocks to think there is no difference in what 

various churches teach about the Lord’s Supper, or to think that it is no big deal, or even 

to harbor the idea that the bread and wine are no more than that – mere symbols.  

Reformed/Evangelical thinking is all over the airwaves and internet, on the TVs in their 

living rooms and on the Christian radio station in their cars.  For that very reason, we 

must not assume too much.  We will want to review in sermons and Bible classes what 

we once taught them in catechism class: 

 

The words are simple words.  They have withstood the controversies of centuries.  

Matthew, Mark, Luke and St. Paul all record the words by which Christ instituted this 

sacrament, this visible Gospel, this mystery in which Christ passes to us the pardon He 

won once for all on the cross:  “This is My body…This is My blood.”  This is no 

metaphor (a reality compared to a picture, as in “I am the Door”).  It is a simple fact (this 

real piece of bread is the very real body; this real sip of wine is the very real blood).  

Christ so defines it as the body “which is given” and the blood “which is poured out.”  

Christ did not give a picture, nor pour out a symbol.  For a wonderfully in-depth study of 

the bare words of Christ, confer the book on The Lord’s Supper (De Coena Domini) by 

one of the authors of the Formula, Martin Chemnitz.  

Christ did not say:  “This symbolizes” or “This represents” My body.  He said:  “This is.”  

Taking the Biblical accounts together, He refers to the cup as “the new covenant in My 
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blood.”  This rings a bell with the apostles around the table - from Exodus 24.  At Mt. 

Sinai, when Israel was brought near to God to be His special people, Moses poured out 

half the blood in sacrifice – and the rest he sprinkled on the people as proof that a 

sacrifice had really taken place.  He did not sprinkle water as some sort of symbol.  He 

sprinkled real blood to show that a sacrifice had indeed taken place.  As Moses applied 

the real blood to the people, he said:  “This is the blood of the covenant.”  Now Jesus 

says:  “This cup is the new covenant in My blood.”  Not a symbol or picture of My blood 

– but the very blood “which is poured out for you.”  In, with and under the earthly bread 

and wine, He touches us with the body and blood of the new covenant.   

This new covenant is different.  It is not the promise of a Savior who is coming, but the 

fulfilled promise of a Savior who has now come.  It is not the hoped for inheritance, but 

the inheritance itself.  It is both the covenant of the God who lives – and the last will and 

testament of the God who is about to die for His creatures.  This word which Jesus uses, 

in the KJV and in our old hymnal, was translated “the new testament in My blood,” as in 

“last will and testament.”  One of our communion hymns, “I come, O Savior, to Your 

Table,” says in verse 8:  “By faith I call your holy Table the testament of Your deep 

love.”  But then in verse 9 it calls the Lord’s Supper “the covenant of hope and grace.”  

So which is it?  Testament or covenant?  Actually both.  The terms overlap.  Luther 

remarks that a covenant or promise is made by someone who expects to continue living; a 

testament is made by someone who expects to die.  In Holy Communion, we have the last 

will and testament of our Savior – the God-Man who dies so that we might inherit 

forgiveness and life eternal.  But we also have the covenant of the God who intends to 

live – who rises from the dead, to give us a place at His heavenly table.  So we have in 

this one little word - diatheke– “covenant/testament” the teaching that Christ died and 

rose again.   Here Christ wraps His arms around us. 

Upon pain of losing the comforting treasure of the Holy Supper, the Formulators 

maintained that we dare not tamper with the wording of our Savior’s will. What Christ 

has bequeathed to us, what He has left us under this earthly bread and wine, is nothing 

less than His very body and blood.   It is an inheritance.  An inheritance is a gift – pure 

grace – pure gospel.   Like every inheritance, it was earned for us by the life and labors of 

another.  To receive an inheritance, someone has to die.  Christ did.  Now He lives.  Vivit! 

Article 8  Of The Person Of Christ 

The Crypto-Calvinistic Controversy  1560-1574 

Part 2 
 

The Back Story 

 

 The historical figures behind this controversy are pretty much the same.  If we wonder 

why the “Crypto-Calvinists” simply could not bring themselves to confess the real presence of 

Christ’s body and blood in the Lord’s Supper, all we need do is look at this intimately related 

issue of the Person of Christ. 

 

 The Reformed theologians (Calvinists, et al.) said that Christ’s words, “This is My 

body…this is My blood” cannot be taken at face value because Jesus has ascended to the right 
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hand of God, as though to say, “Well, there He is, limited and local up there, like some parakeet 

in a cage, as though sitting on a chair three miles left of Jupiter.”   

 

 Their mantra was the Latin phrase:  Finitum non est capax infiniti – “The finite is not 

capable of the infinite.”  Bread and wine are finite (limited) elements and cannot contain the 

infinite God.  The human nature of Jesus, because it is human, cannot be present with His body 

and blood in all those places.  Moreover, they maintained, the human nature of Christ did not 

participate in the divine acts attributed to the Person of Christ – such as the ascension, etc., nor in 

such attributes as omnipresence (e.g. Paul says Christ ascended far above all heavens to fill the 

whole universe).  The Reformed said that passages which attribute divine acts to the entire 

Person of Christ, the God-Man, must be taken only as a figure of speech, a substitution of one 

term for another which Zwingli called alloeosis. 

 

 Behind all of this, of course, is rationalism.  If one cannot intellectually comprehend it, 

then one must find some other explanation or mode of speaking.  But the doctrine of the Trinity, 

the incarnation of God in the flesh in the finite womb of Mary, the real presence of Christ’s body 

and blood in the sacrament, the humanly unanswerable questions about election – all of these 

teachings are beyond reason also.  The only sense in which Finitum non est capax infiniti is true 

is that the finite human brain is not capable of comprehending the wonders of an infinite God. 

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 Article 8 sets forth in great detail the Scriptural teaching that Jesus Christ is fully God 

and fully, sinless Man in one Person.  It rejects the ancient errors of Nestorius who divided 

Christ into two Persons, and of Eutyches who commingled the two natures of Christ.   

 

 Article 8 sets forth what some of you may remember from your doctrinal courses, 

something called “the communication of attributes.  Lutheran theologians present three 

classifications – not as some sort of Lutheran scholasticism – but to clearly classify and organize 

those passages of the Bible which teach us about Christ. 

 

 There is the Genus Idiomaticum – in which the attributes of both the divine nature and of 

the human nature are given or communicated to the person of Christ so that what can be said 

about each nature can be said about the person, e.g. “Be shepherds of the church of God, which 

He [God!] purchased with His own blood” (Acts 20:28).  There is also the Genus Maiestaticum 

- those passages which describe God the Son as communicating or giving the majesty and power 

of His divine nature to His assumed human nature so that divine attributes are predicated (spoken 

of as belonging to) of the human nature, e.g. “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 

given to Me” (Matthew 28:18), or, “In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” 

(Colossians 2:9).  On the other hand, the human nature cannot give anything to the divine nature 

as such, but only to the person.  Parenthetically we might mention here also the two states of 

Christ – His humiliation and exaltation.  In the humiliation, Christ still possessed all of the divine 

attributes given to His human nature, but he did not make full and continuous use of this power, 

e.g. He could have come down from the cross, but for our sakes, chose not to, etc.   Finally, there 

is the Genus Apotelesmaticum – those passages which show that the redemptive work of Christ 

was performed by the entire Christ, both natures contributing their proper share to this work, e.g. 

“Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; He is Christ, the Lord” (Luke 2:11).   
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 This subject of the Person of Christ is so vast, deep and wonderful that a legion of papers 

could not exhaust it.  There is a reason why one of the Formulators, Martin Cheminitz, wrote a 

very lengthy and separate book on this entitled, De Duabus Naturis In Christo (“Concerning the 

Two Natures in Christ”).  We shall highlight a few lines from the Epitome here: 

 

VIII. The Person of Christ. 

1] From the controversy concerning the Holy Supper a disagreement has arisen between the pure 

theologians of the Augsburg Confession and the Calvinists, who also have confused some other 

theologians, concerning the person of Christ and the two natures in Christ and their properties. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

Chief Controversy In This Dissension. 
2] The chief question, however, has been whether, because of the personal union, the divine and 

human natures, as also their properties, have realiter, that is, in deed and truth, a communion 

with one another in the person of Christ, and how far this communion extends. 

3] The Sacramentarians have asserted that the divine and human natures in Christ are united 

personally in such a way that neither has realiter, that is, in deed and truth, in common with the 

other that which is peculiar to either nature, but that they have in common nothing more than the 

name alone. For unio, they plainly say, facit communia nomina, i. e., the personal union makes 

nothing more than the names common, namely, that God is called man, and man God, yet in 

such a way that God has nothing realiter, that is, in deed and truth, in common with humanity, 

and humanity nothing in common with divinity, its majesty and properties. Dr. Luther, and those 

who held with him, have contended for the contrary against the Sacramentarians. 

Affirmative Theses.  

Pure Doctrine of the Christian Church concerning the Person of Christ. 
4] To explain this controversy, and settle it according to the guidance [analogy] of our Christian 

faith, our doctrine, faith, and confession is as follows: 

5] 1. That the divine and human natures in Christ are personally united, so that there are not two 

Christs, one the Son of God, the other the Son of man, but that one and the same is the Son of 

God and Son of man, Luke 1:35; Rom. 9:5. 

6] 2. We believe, teach, and confess that the divine and human natures are not mingled into one 

substance, nor the one changed into the other, but that each retains its own essential properties, 

which [can] never become the properties of the other nature. 

7] 3. The properties of the divine nature are: to be almighty, eternal, infinite, and to be, according 

to the property of its nature and its natural essence, of itself, everywhere present, to know 

everything, etc.; which never become properties of the human nature. 

8] 4. The properties of the human nature are: to be a corporeal creature, to be flesh and blood, to 

be finite and circumscribed, to suffer, to die, to ascend and descend, to move from one place to 

another, to suffer hunger, thirst, cold, heat, and the like; which never become properties of the 

divine nature. 

9] 5. As the two natures are united personally, i. e., in one person, we believe, teach, and confess 

that this union is not such a copulation and connection that neither nature has anything in 

common with the other personally, i.e . because of the personal union, as when two boards are 

glued together, where neither gives anything to the other or takes anything from the other. But 

here is the highest communion, which God truly has with the [assumed] man, from which 

personal union, and the highest and ineffable communion resulting therefrom, there flows 

everything human that is said and believed concerning God, and everything divine that is said 
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and believed concerning the man Christ; as the ancient teachers of the Church explained this 

union and communion of the natures by the illustration of iron glowing with fire, and also by the 

union of body and soul in man.                                                                                                 

10] 6. Hence we believe, teach, and confess that God is man and man is God, which could not be 

if the divine and human natures had in deed and truth absolutely no communion with one 

another. 

11] For how could the man, the son of Mary, in truth be called or be God, or the Son of God the 

Most High, if His humanity were not personally united with the Son of God, and He thus had 

realiter, that is, in deed and truth, nothing in common with Him except only the name of God? 

12] 7. Hence we believe, teach, and confess that Mary conceived and bore not a mere man and 

no more, but the true Son of God; therefore she also is rightly called and truly is the mother of 

God. 

13] 8. Hence we also believe, teach, and confess that it was not a mere man who suffered, died, 

was buried, descended to hell, arose from the dead, ascended into heaven, and was raised to the 

majesty and almighty power of God for us, but a man whose human nature has such a profound 

[close], ineffable union and communion with the Son of God that it is [has become] one person 

with Him. 

14] 9. Therefore the Son of God truly suffered for us, however, according to the property of the 

human nature which He assumed into the unity of His divine person and made His own, so that 

He might be able to suffer and be our High Priest for our reconciliation with God, as it is 

written 1 Cor. 2:8: They have crucified the Lord of glory. And Acts 20:28: We are purchased 

with God's blood. 

15] 10. Hence we believe, teach, and confess that the Son of Man is realiter, that is, in deed and 

truth, exalted according to His human nature to the right hand of the almighty majesty and power 

of God, because He [that man] was assumed into God when He was conceived of the Holy Ghost 

in His mother's womb, and His human nature was personally united with the Son of the Highest. 

16] 11. This majesty He [Christ] always had according to the personal union, and yet He 

abstained from it in the state of His humiliation, and on this account truly increased in all 

wisdom and favor with God and men; therefore He exercised this majesty, not always, but when 

[as often as] it pleased Him, until after His resurrection He entirely laid aside the form of a 

servant, but not the [human] nature, and was established in the full use, manifestation, and 

declaration of the divine majesty, and thus entered into His glory, Phil. 2:6ff , so that now not 

only as God, but also as man He knows all things, can do all things, is present with all creatures, 

and has under His feet and in His hands everything that is in heaven and on earth and under the 

earth, as He Himself testifies Matt. 28:18; John 13:3: All power is given unto Me in heaven and 

in earth. And St. Paul says Eph. 4:10: He ascended up far above all heavens, that He might fill all 

things. And this His power, He, being present, can exercise everywhere, and to Him everything 

is possible and everything is known. 

17] 12. Hence He also is able and it is very easy for Him to impart, as one who is present, His 

true body and blood in the Holy Supper, not according to the mode or property of the human 

nature, but according to the mode and property of the right hand of God, as Dr. Luther says in 

accordance with our Christian faith for children, which presence (of Christ in the Holy Supper] is 

not [physical or] earthly, nor Capernaitic; nevertheless it is true and substantial, as the words of 

His testament read: This is, is, is My body, etc. 

18] By this our doctrine, faith, and confession the person of Christ is not divided, as it was by 

Nestorius, who denied the communicatio idiomatum, that is, the true communion of the 
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properties of both natures in Christ, and thus divided the person, as Luther has explained in his 

book Concerning Councils. Neither are the natures together with their properties confounded 

with one another [or mingled] into one essence (as Eutyches erred); nor is the human nature in 

the person of Christ denied or annihilated; nor is either nature changed into the other; but Christ 

is and remains to all eternity God and man in one undivided person, which, next to the Holy 

Trinity, is, as the Apostle testifies, 1 Tim. 3:16, the highest mystery, upon which our only 

consolation, life, and salvation depends. 

Negative Theses.  

Contrary False Doctrine concerning the Person of Christ. 
19] Accordingly, we reject and condemn as contrary to God's Word and our simple [pure] 

Christian faith all the following erroneous articles, when it is taught: 

20] 1. That God and man in Christ are not one person, but that the Son of God is one, and the 

Son of Man another, as Nestorius raved. 

21] 2. That the divine and human natures have been mingled with one another into one essence, 

and the human nature has been changed into the Deity, as Eutyches fanatically asserted. 

22] 3. That Christ is not true, natural, and eternal God, as Arius held [blasphemed]. 

23] 4. That Christ did not have a true human nature [consisting] of body and soul, as Marcion 

imagined. 

24] 5. Quod unio personalis faciat tantum communia nomina, that is, that the personal union 

renders only the names and titles common. 

25] 6. That it is only phrasis et modus loquendi, that is, a phrase and mode of speaking, when it 

is said: God is man, man is God; since Divinity, as they say, has realiter, that is, in deed [and 

truth], nothing in common with the humanity, nor the humanity with the Deity. 

26] 7. That there is merely communicatio [idiomatum] verbalis [without reality], that is, that it is 

nothing but words when it is said the Son of God died for the sins of the world; the Son of Man 

has become almighty. 

27] 8. That the human nature in Christ has become an infinite essence in the same manner as the 

Divinity, and that it is everywhere present in the same manner as the divine nature because of 

this essential power and property, communicated to, and poured out into, the human nature and 

separated from God. 

28] 9. That the human nature has become equal to and like the divine nature in its substance and 

essence, or in its essential properties. 

29] 10. That the human nature of Christ is locally extended to all places of heaven and earth, 

which should not be ascribed even to the divine nature. 

30] 11. That because of the property of the human nature it is impossible for Christ to be able to 

be at the same time in more than one place, much less everywhere, with His body. 

31] 12. That only the mere humanity has suffered for us and redeemed us, and that the Son of 

God in the suffering had actually no communion with the humanity, as though it did not concern 

Him. 

32] 13. That Christ is present with us on earth in the Word, the Sacraments, and in all our 

troubles, only according to His divinity, and that this presence does not at all pertain to His 

human nature, according to which also, as they say, He, after having redeemed us by His 

suffering and death, has nothing to do with us any longer upon earth. 

33] 14. That the Son of God who assumed the human nature, after He has laid aside the form of a 

servant, does not perform all the works of His omnipotence in, through, and with His human 

nature, but only some, and only in the place where His human nature is locally.                   
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34] 15. That according to His human nature He is not at all capable of omnipotence and other 

attributes of the divine nature, against the express declaration of Christ, Matt. 28:18: All power is 

given unto He in heaven and in earth, and of St. Paul, Col. 2:9: In Him dwelleth all the fulness of 

the Godhead bodily.                                                                                                                 

35] 16. That to Him [to Christ according to His humanity] greater power is given in heaven and 

upon earth, namely, greater and more than to all angels and other creatures, but that He has no 

communion with the omnipotence of God, nor that this has been given Him. Hence they devise 

mediam potentiam, that is, a power between the almighty power of God and the power of other 

creatures given to Christ according to His humanity by the exaltation, such as would be less than 

God's almighty power and greater than that of other creatures. 

36] 17. That Christ according to His human mind has a certain limit as to how much He is to 

know, and that He knows no more than is becoming and needful for Him to know for [the 

execution of] His office as Judge. 

37] 18. That Christ does not yet have a perfect knowledge of God and all His works; of whom 

nevertheless it is written Col. 2:3: In whom are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. 

38] 19. That it is impossible for Christ according to His human mind to know what has been 

from eternity, what at present is occurring everywhere, and what will be in eternity. 

39] 20. When it is taught, and the passage Matt. 28:18: All power is given unto Me, etc., is thus 

interpreted and blasphemously perverted, namely, that all power in heaven and on earth was 

restored, that is, delivered again to Christ according to the divine nature, at the resurrection and 

His ascension to heaven, as though He had also according to His divinity laid this aside and 

abandoned it in His state of humiliation. By this doctrine not only the words of the testament of 

Christ are perverted, but also the way is prepared for the accursed Arian heresy, so that finally 

the eternal deity of Christ is denied, and thus Christ, and with Him our salvation, are entirely lost 

if this false doctrine were not firmly contradicted from the immovable foundation of the divine 

Word and our simple Christian [catholic] faith. 

 

Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. The doctrine of the Person of Christ is of great practical value.  Permit me for a moment 

to draw you into the confirmation classroom for a moment.  We believe that Jesus Christ 

is true God, equal with the Father and the Holy Spirit from all eternity because the Bible 

gives Him divine names – calls Him God over-all forever praised.  The Bible says our 

Savior has divine attributes or characteristics – things you can only say about God - that 

is, He is all powerful, all knowing, present everywhere, without beginning and without 

end.  The Bible says Jesus does divine works – things only God can do – changing water 

into wine, walking on water, raising the dead.  The Bible shows us Jesus receiving divine 

honor – that is – He is worshipped as God.  The Bible even says about Jesus:  “Let all 

God’s angels worship Him.”  Divine names, divine attributes, divine works, divine honor 

– all stuff that can only be said about God – all stuff that the Bible says about Jesus who 

is David’s Lord. 

But Jesus is also true, yet sinless Man.  The Bible gives Jesus human names, such as 

Jesus – the Greek version of the Hebrew name Joshua, and remember how often Jesus 

called Himself “the Son of Man?”  The Bible says that Jesus has a human body and soul.  

He can be nailed to a cross.  He bleeds.  He commends His soul into the Father’s keeping.  

The Bible says that Jesus has very human actions and emotions.  He becomes hungry in 
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the wilderness, falls asleep in the storm-tossed boat, breaks down and cries at the grave of 

His friend Lazarus, becomes thirsty on the cross. 

 

Because our King is both God and Man, He is able to defeat our enemies and lead us also 

to eternal victory.  Who would want or trust in a Savior who is anything less than God 

Himself?  And yet, we can never say to Jesus, “You don’t know what it’s like to be sad, 

lonely, hungry, thirsty or betrayed by a friend.”   

 

2. In one of his novels, Robert Cole wrote about an angry farmhand who brought his sick 

baby to church.  The man broke up the whole service.  He shouted at the preacher about 

the injustices of life.  Then he took his sick, screaming baby, held it up in front of the 

cross and told God that “He’d better stop having the ministers speak for Him, and He 

should come down and see for Himself!”   

One can understand the man’s pain over his sick child, his dead-end job, his search for 

answers.  But the bitter and angry farmhand was dead wrong – holding his child up in 

front of the preacher and in front of the cross and demanding that God come down and 

see for Himself what this world is like.  The man was wrong, because God did come 

down.   

 

In a moment of national crisis, the prophet Isaiah said to God:  “O that you would rend 

the heavens and come down!” (Isaiah 64:1).  “The Word became flesh!” (John 1:14). 

God the Son came down.  He saw for Himself – and felt for Himself – what His fallen, 

rebellious world was like – this world which not He, but His creatures had ruined.  

Though sinless, He took on the same body you and I have.  His nerves were not robotic.  

They screamed with pain when the God-Man was nailed to the cross.   We are wrong 

when we point to the pain in this world and in our own lives and accuse God of being 

distant, unsympathetic, unable to understand, or unwilling to notice how miserable we 

are.  For God became our Brother – became flesh – to prove His love, to stand beneath 

judgments that should have been ours – and to give back to us all that Adam lost. 

 

 

Article 9  Of The Descent Into Hell 

Responding To John Aepinus 
 

The Back Story 

 

 Article 9 is the shortest of the 12 articles of the Formula of Concord.  That is because     

1) the Scriptures themselves deal with this teaching briefly, simply establish the fact along with 

its comfort, and  2) there was no great crisis within Lutheranism regarding this teaching. 

 

 Still, the Lutheran teaching differed from the Roman view (i.e. that Christ descended into 

a general abode of the dead – a “limbo of the fathers” to proclaim the gospel to the Old 

Testament fathers and patriarchs so they could be saved) and the Reformed view (i.e. who 

generally treat the descent into hell as the final stage of the humiliation of Christ).  The 

Formulators felt that a brief statement was in order. 
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 In a sermon delivered at Torgau in 1533 (which is attached to the German edition of the 

Solid (Thorough) Declaration, but is not technically part of the Formula itself), Luther stressed 

two points:   1) The entire Christ, the God-Man, body and soul, descended into hell, and  2) He 

did this not to suffer (for He had already suffered the pains of hell in our place in His God-

forsakenness of the cross), but rather to demonstrate His triumph over Satan.  The descent into 

hell and the resurrection are tied together as part of the exaltation.  All analogies limp, but one 

might think of the descent of the living Christ into hell as happening on one side of the “curtain,” 

in that world which is as real as the air we breathe, but which we cannot see – while on the other 

side of the “curtain,” in this world which we can see, the living Christ shows Himself alive to His 

own.  The omnipresent, risen Christ is where and when He wishes to be.  Beyond this, there is no 

point in trying to dissect this comforting occurrence.  We are blessed simply to know it and 

believe it. 

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 If one were to note any real “controversy” at all, it would be this:  Contrary to what 

Luther taught, an otherwise noble champion of Lutheran orthodoxy, John Aepinus (1499-1553) 

taught in some of his comments on the Psalms that only Christ’s soul descended to hell while His 

body was still lying in the grave and that the purpose of this was to suffer.   

 

 So while Luther taught that the descent into hell was a part of Christ’s exaltation (1 Peter 

3:19; Colossians 2:15), Aepinus made the descent into hell part of Christ’s humiliation. 

 
 The brief article follows: 

 

IX. The Descent of Christ Into Hell. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

Chief Controversy concerning This Article. 
1] It has also been disputed among some theologians who have subscribed to the Augsburg 

Confession concerning this article: When and in what manner the Lord Christ, according to our 

simple Christian faith, descended to hell: whether this was done before or after His death; also, 

whether it occurred according to the soul alone, or according to the divinity alone, or with body 

and soul, spiritually or bodily; also, whether this article belongs to the passion or to the glorious 

victory and triumph of Christ. 

2] But since this article, as also the preceding, cannot be comprehended by the senses or by our 

reason, but must be grasped by faith alone, it is our unanimous opinion that there should be no 

disputation concerning it, but that it should be believed 3] and taught only in the simplest 

manner; according as Dr. Luther, of blessed memory, in his sermon at Torgau in the year 1533 

has explained this article in an altogether Christian manner, separated from it all useless, 

unnecessary questions, and admonished all godly Christians to Christian simplicity of faith. 

4] For it is sufficient that we know that Christ descended into hell, destroyed hell for all 

believers, and delivered them from the power of death and of the devil, from eternal 

condemnation and the jaws of hell. But how this occurred we should [not curiously investigate, 

but] reserve until the other world, where not only this point [mystery], but also still others will be 

revealed, which we here simply believe, and cannot comprehend with our blind reason. 
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Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. It is likely that many of our Christian people think of Christ suffering for us when they 

say the words of the Apostles’ Creed:  “He descended into hell.”  Reviewing this teaching 

from the pulpit and the classroom is a beneficial thing to do. 

 

2. This article may be very brief, but it is filled with great comfort.  If, when you walk into 

church on a particular day, and your week has been just one ugly thing after another, one 

heartache after another…and the hymns don’t do much for you that day…and the sermon 

is nothing to write home to mother about…lay hold of these four words in the Apostles’ 

Creed and run with them:  “He descended into hell.”  With those four words, see Christ 

march triumphantly into enemy territory and shout to all the dark forces:  “I win!  You 

lose!  And My people win too!”  In the end, Christ wins!  So do you! 

 

Article 10   Church Rites 

The Adiaphoristic Controversy  1548-1555 
 

The Back Story 
 

 Maurice of Saxony and Melanchthon, true to their compromising natures, conceded a lot 

of territory when it came to certain Catholic ceremonies.  They regarded many of these 

observances, such as the mass, as indifferent matters, externals which were neither commanded 

nor forbidden by God.    

 

 Many Catholics and Lutherans alike did not see these matters as mere externals.  For the 

Catholics, these ceremonies and external matters were the first stage in getting the Lutherans to 

return home to mother Rome.  For the Lutherans, these concessions were the first step in being 

dragged back under the rule of the papacy. 

 

The Issue (Status Controversiae) 
 

 Flacius, among others, understood this.  He coined a principle on which the Formula of 

Concord would elaborate:  Nihil adiaphoron est in casu confessionis et scandali (“Nothing is an 

adiaphoron in the case of confession and offense”).   Johannes Brenz agreed, saying, “Adiaphora 

must be judged from their conditions.  For if the condition is good, the adiaphoron, too, is good; 

and its observance is commanded.  If, however, the condition is evil, the adiaphoron, too, is evil, 

and the observance of it is prohibited.” 

 

 An adiaphoron (plural = adiaphora) refers to any matter of Christian worship and life 

which, in and of itself, God has neither commanded nor forbidden.  Our German forefathers 

coined the word Mittledinge – things in the middle.  Technically speaking, you can use an organ 

or a kazoo in church.   There are so many things in worship and life where we exercise abundant 

liberty and, joyful in our gospel freedom, we barely blink an eye.  Midwesterners may not 

choose to line dance into the church with great exuberance.  But they may find it delightful to 

watch the lively, heart-felt worship of their Christian brothers and sisters in Zambia or Malawi.  
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Nor do we have many of the cultural hang-ups surrounding food that plagued the early church as 

Jews and Gentiles came together and needed to show sensitivity. 

 

On the other hand, if only Mormons use kazoos, then perhaps that might send a wrong 

signal for us to use them.  Technically speaking, there is nothing to forbid the preacher from 

wearing a clown suit in the pulpit, but it would likely cause God’s people to think that their 

pastor is making a joke out of the gospel.    And just because you can use a kazoo, doesn’t 

necessarily mean you should.  Customs and practices send a message.  Sometimes that message 

is one of liberty.  Sometimes customs and practices can stink up the message, or even contradict 

the message.   Article 10 says it this way: 

 

X. Church Rites 

Which are [Commonly] Called Adiaphora or Matters of Indifference. 
1] Concerning ceremonies or church rites which are neither commanded nor forbidden in God's 

Word, but have been introduced into the Church for the sake of good order and propriety, a 

dissension has also occurred among the theologians of the Augsburg Confession. 

STATUS CONTROVERSIAE.  

Chief Controversy concerning This Article. 
2] The chief question, however, has been, whether, in time of persecution and in case of 

confession, even if the enemies of the Gospel have not reached an agreement with us in doctrine, 

some abrogated ceremonies, which in themselves are matters of indifference and are neither 

commanded nor forbidden by God, may nevertheless, upon the pressure and demand of the 

adversaries, be reestablished without violence to conscience, and we may thus [rightly] have 

conformity with them in such ceremonies and adiaphora. To this the one side has said Yea, the 

other, Nay. 

Affirmative Theses.  

The Correct and True Doctrine and Confession concerning This Article. 
3] 1. For settling also this controversy we unanimously believe, teach, and confess that the 

ceremonies or church rites which are neither commanded nor forbidden in God's Word, but have 

been instituted alone for the sake of propriety and good order, are in and of themselves no divine 

worship, nor even a part of it. Matt. 15:9:In vain they do worship Me, teaching for doctrines the 

commandments of men. 

4] 2. We believe, teach, and confess that the congregation of God of every place and every time 

has the power, according to its circumstances, to change such ceremonies in such manner as may 

be most useful and edifying to the congregation of God. 

5] 3. Nevertheless, that herein all frivolity and offense should be avoided, and special care should 

be taken to exercise forbearance towards the weak in faith. 1 Cor. 8:9; Rom. 14:13. 

6] 4. We believe, teach, and confess that in time of persecution, when a plain [and steadfast] 

confession is required of us, we should not yield to the enemies in regard to such adiaphora, as 

the apostle has written Gal. 5:1: Stand fast, therefore, in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made 

us free, and be not entangled again in the yoke of bondage. Also 2 Cor. 6:14: Be ye not 

unequally yoked together with unbelievers, etc. For what concord hath light with darkness? 

Also Gal. 2:5: To whom we gave place, no, not for an hour, that the truth of the Gospel might 

remain with you. For in such a case it is no longer a question concerning adiaphora, but 

concerning the truth of the Gospel, concerning [preserving] Christian liberty, and concerning 

sanctioning open idolatry, as also concerning the prevention of offense to the weak in the faith 
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[how care should be taken lest idolatry be openly sanctioned and the weak in faith be offended]; 

in which we have nothing to concede, but should plainly confess and suffer on that account what 

God sends, and what He allows the enemies of His Word to inflict upon us. 

7] 5. We believe, teach, and confess also that no Church should condemn another because one 

has less or more external ceremonies not commanded by God than the other, if otherwise there is 

agreement among them in doctrine and all its articles, as also in the right use of the holy 

Sacraments, according to the well-known saying: Dissonantia ieiunii non dissolvit consonantiam 

fidei, Disagreement in fasting does not destroy agreement in faith. 

Negative Theses.  

False Doctrine concerning This Article.                                                                           
8] Accordingly, we reject and condemn as wrong and contrary to God's Word when it is taught: 

9] 1. That human ordinances and institutions in the church should be regarded as in themselves a 

divine worship or part of it. 

10] 2. When such ceremonies, ordinances, and institutions are violently forced upon the 

congregation of God as necessary, contrary to its Christian liberty which it has in external things. 

11] 3. Also, that in time of persecution and public confession [when a clear confession is 

required] we may yield to the enemies of the Gospel in such adiaphora and ceremonies, or may 

come to an agreement with them (which causes injury to the truth). 

12] 4. Also, when these external ceremonies and adiaphora are abrogated in such a manner as 

though it were not free to the congregation of God to employ one or more [this or that] in 

Christian liberty, according to its circumstances, as may be most useful at any time to the Church 

[for edification]. 

 

Some Practical Applications & Observations 
 

Love asks the right questions when it comes to adiaphora:  Does this send a signal that I 

am supporting a false teaching of some kind?  Is my exercise of Christian freedom in 

such matters a testimony to the liberty wherewith Christ has made me free (as when Paul 

refused to circumcise Titus), or is my refraining from exercising this freedom an act of 

love to win a hearing for the gospel (as when Paul did circumcise Timothy)?  Am I quick 

to use the word adiaphora to excuse excessive behavior which may harm my faith or the 

faith of others, or to bully others into saluting my egotistic nonsense?   Love asks the 

right questions, engages in some self-examination. 

 

Article 11   Of God’s Eternal Foreknowlege [Predestination] and Election 

The Anticipated Controversy 
 

The Back Story 
 

 You will notice in the heading above that the article on Election is called the anticipated 

controversy.  Although there was no controversy regarding the doctrine of Election or 

Predestination during the days of the Lutheran Reformation, Article 11 shows an awareness that 

the infectious nature of rationalism on this point among the followers of Calvin could easily 

bleed over into the infant Lutheran Church.  Also, this article anticipates, albeit unconsciously, 

the Election controversies among Lutherans in America during the late 19
th

 century and into the 

20
th

 century, including the error that we are elected intuitu fidei – “in view of faith.”  (Here too, 

the devil inserts himself into terms.  The 17
th

 century Lutheran dogmatician, Paul Gerhard, 
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unfortunately made use of the phrase intuitu fidei to mean that people are saved by being brought 

to faith during their lifetimes.  Others used this phrase to support a false view – that people are 

elected in view of the faith they would have.  Gerhard’s terminology was less than helpful). 

  

In summary, the Scriptures teach the following about Election or Predestination: 

 

1.  That it is addressed to believers only. 

2.  That it is an election unto faith. 

3.  That it is the cause of our salvation and all that pertains to it. 

4.  That it cannot fail or be overthrown. 

5.  That it is an election of specific individuals. 

6.  That it is to be sought in the gospel. 

 

WORDS OF CAUTION REGARDING ELECTION 

 

1. We are elected out of pure love and grace from all eternity. 

We are not elected in view of something we would do in time, not even in view of the faith 

we would have.  Election is the cause of our faith.  Our faith is not the cause of our election. 

 

2.  Election is a doctrine of specific gospel.     

The corresponding doctrine of law is to take heed lest we fall.   The law and gospel must not 

be mingled, nor dare we teach “once saved, always saved.”  Election is to be applied 

as a comfort for humble Christians.  The law is meant for the carnally secure Old Adam. 

 

3. The Bible does not teach a corresponding election to damnation. 

 

Here is how the Epitome speaks of it: 

 

XI. Election. 

1] Concerning this article no public dissension has occurred among the theologians of the 

Augsburg Confession. But since it is a consolatory article, if treated properly, and lest offensive 

disputations concerning the same be instituted in the future, it is also explained in this writing. 

Affirmative Theses.  

The Pure and True Doctrine concerning This Article. 
2] 1. To begin with [First of all], the distinction between praescientia et praedestinatio, that is, 

between God's foreknowledge and His eternal election, ought to be accurately observed. 

3] 2. For the foreknowledge of God is nothing else than that God knows all things before they 

happen, as it is written Dan. 2:28: There is a God in heaven that revealeth secrets and maketh 

known to the king Nebuchadnezzar what shall be in the latter days. 

4] 3. This foreknowledge extends alike over the godly and the wicked, but it is not the cause of 

evil, neither of sin, namely, of doing what is wrong (which originally arises from the devil and 

the wicked, perverse will of man), nor of their ruin [that men perish], for which they themselves 

are responsible [which they must ascribe to themselves]; but it only regulates it, and fixes a limit 

to it [how far it should progress and] how long it should last, and all this to the end that it should 

serve His elect for their salvation, notwithstanding that it is evil in itself.                                 

5] 4. The predestination or eternal election of God, however, extends only over the godly, 
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beloved children of God, being a cause of their salvation, which He also provides, as well as 

disposes what belongs thereto. Upon this [predestination of God] our salvation is founded so 

firmly that the gates of hell cannot overcome it. John 10:28; Matt. 16:18. 

6] 5. This [predestination of God] is not to be investigated in the secret counsel of God, but to be 

sought in the Word of God, where it is also revealed.                                                                  

7] 6. But the Word of God leads us to Christ, who is the Book of Life, in whom all are written 

and elected that are to be saved in eternity, as it is written Eph. 1:4: He hath chosen us in Him 

[Christ] before the foundation of the world. 

8] 7. This Christ calls to Himself all sinners and promises them rest, and He is in earnest 

[seriously wills] that all men should come to Him and suffer themselves to be helped, to whom 

He offers Himself in His Word, and wishes them to hear it and not to stop their ears or [neglect 

and] despise the Word. Moreover, He promises the power and working of the Holy Ghost, and 

divine assistance for perseverance and eternal salvation [that we may remain steadfast in the faith 

and attain eternal salvation]. 

9] 8. Therefore we should judge concerning this our election to eternal life neither from reason 

nor from the Law of God, which lead us either into a reckless, dissolute, Epicurean life or into 

despair, and excite pernicious thoughts in the hearts of men, for they cannot, as long as they 

follow their reason, successfully refrain from thinking: If God has elected me to salvation, I 

cannot be condemned, no matter what I do; and again: If I am not elected to eternal life, it is of 

no avail what good I do; it is all [all my efforts are] in vain anyway. 

10] 9. But it [the true judgment concerning predestination] must be learned alone from the holy 

Gospel concerning Christ, in which it is clearly testified that God hath concluded them all in 

unbelief, that He might have mercy upon all, and that He is not willing that any should perish, 

but that all should come to repentance and believe in the Lord Christ. Rom. 11:32; Ezek. 

18:23; 33:11; 2 Pet. 3:9; 1 John 2:2. 

11] 10. Whoever, now, is thus concerned about the revealed will of God, and proceeds according 

to the order which St. Paul has observed in the Epistle to the Romans, who first directs men to 

repentance, to knowledge of sins, to faith in Christ, to divine obedience, before he speaks of the 

mystery of the eternal election of God, to him this doctrine [concerning God's predestination] is 

useful and consolatory. 

12] 11. However, that many are called and few chosen, Matt. 22:14, does not mean that God is 

not willing to save everybody; but the reason is that they either do not at all hear God's Word, 

but wilfully despise it, stop their ears and harden their hearts, and in this manner foreclose the 

ordinary way to the Holy Ghost, so that He cannot perform His work in them, or, when they have 

heard it, make light of it again and do not heed it, for which [that they perish] not God or His 

election, but their wickedness, is responsible. [2 Pet. 2:1ff ; Luke 11:49. 52; Heb. 12:25f.] 

13] 12. Thus far a Christian should occupy himself [in meditation] with the article concerning the 

eternal election of God, as it has been revealed in God's Word, which presents to us Christ as the 

Book of Life, which He opens and reveals to us by the preaching of the holy Gospel, as it is 

written Rom. 8:30: Whom He did predestinate, them He also called. In Him we are to seek the 

eternal election of the Father, who has determined in His eternal divine counsel that He would 

save no one except those who know His Son Christ and truly believe on Him. Other thoughts are 

to be [entirely] banished [from the minds of the godly], as they proceed not from God, but from 

the suggestion of the Evil Foe, whereby he attempts to weaken or entirely to remove from us the 

glorious consolation which we have in this salutary doctrine, namely, that we know [assuredly] 

that out of pure grace, without any merit of our own, we have been elected in Christ to eternal 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%2010.28
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%2016.18
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.6
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.7
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph.%201.4
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.8
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.9
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.10
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom.%2011.32
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ezek.%2018.23
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ezek.%2018.23
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ezek%2033.11
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Pet.%203.9
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20John%202.2
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.11
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.12
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%2022.14
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Pet.%202.1ff
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2011.49
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2011.52
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Heb.%2012.25f
http://bookofconcord.org/fc-ep.php#part11.13
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom.%208.30


53 
 

life, and that no one can pluck us out of His hand; as He has not only promised this gracious 

election with mere words, but has also certified it with an oath and sealed it with the holy 

Sacraments, which we can [ought to] call to mind in our most severe temptations, and take 

comfort in them, and therewith quench the fiery darts of the devil.                                        

14] 13. Besides, we should use the greatest diligence to live according to the will of God, and, as 

St. Peter admonishes, 2 Pet. 1:10, make our calling sure, and especially adhere to [not recede a 

finger's breadth from] the revealed Word: that can and will not fail us. 

15] 14. By this brief explanation of the eternal election of God His glory is entirely and fully 

given to God, that out of pure mercy alone, without all merit of ours, He saves us according to 

the purpose of His will; besides, also, no cause is given any one for despondency or a vulgar, 

wild life [no opportunity is afforded either for those more severe agitations of mind and 

faintheartedness or for Epicureanism].                                                                                

Negative Theses  

False Doctrine concerning This Article. 
16] Accordingly, we believe and hold: When any teach the doctrine concerning the gracious 

election of God to eternal life in such a manner that troubled Christians cannot comfort 

themselves therewith, but are thereby led to despondency or despair, or the impenitent are 

strengthened in their wantonness, that such doctrine is treated [wickedly and erroneously] not 

according to the Word and will of God, but according to reason and the instigation of the cursed 

Satan. For, as the apostle testifies, Rom. 15:4, whatsoever things were written aforetime were 

written for our learning, that we, through patience and comfort of the Scriptures, might have 

hope. Therefore we reject the following errors: 

17] 1. As when it is taught that God is unwilling that all men repent and believe the Gospel. 

18] 2. Also, that when God calls us to Himself, He is not in earnest that all men should come to 

Him. 

19] 3. Also, that God is unwilling that every one should be saved, but that some, without regard 

to their sins, from the mere counsel, purpose, and will of God, are ordained to condemnation so 

that they cannot be saved. 

20] 4. Also, that not only the mercy of God and the most holy merit of Christ, but also in us there 

is a cause of God's election, on account of which God has elected us to everlasting life. 

21] All these are blasphemous and dreadful erroneous doctrines, whereby all the comfort which 

they have in the holy Gospel and the use of the holy Sacraments is taken from Christians, and 

therefore should not be tolerated in the Church of God. 

---------- 

22] This is the brief and simple explanation of the controverted articles, which for a time have 

been debated and taught controversially among the theologians of the Augsburg Confession. 

Hence every simple Christian, according to the guidance of God's Word and his simple 

Catechism, can perceive what is right or wrong, since not only the pure doctrine has been stated, 

but also the erroneous contrary doctrine has been repudiated and rejected, and thus the offensive 

divisions that have occurred are thoroughly settled [and decided]. 

23] May Almighty God and the Father of our Lord Jesus grant the grace of His Holy Ghost that 

we all may be one in Him, and constantly abide in this Christian unity, which is well pleasing to 

Him! Amen. 
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Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. Here again we can easily see how failing to bring every thought captive to the obedience 

that comes from faith in Christ will only lead us to trust in our own powers of reason and 

arrive at unscriptural outcomes. 

 

2. How kind of God, to give to His children this very specific gospel of Election!   Consider 

this:  Yes, there is a time and place for the warnings of the law.  On this side of the grave, 

the Bible does not teach “once saved, always saved.”  If I am careless and secure in my 

sins, then I need to be reminded that King Saul and Judas and many others lost the faith 

they once had.  “Let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall,” is the word of the 

law I then need to hear. 

But when I tremble at how many casualties lie strewn on the path around me, then I need 

to hear not one word of the law’s finger-wagging threats.  I need to hear only the Good 

Shepherd’s promise: “No one shall pluck you out of my hand,” and Paul’s words:  “He 

who began a good work in you will bring it to completion.” 

You and I too may fear that we won’t make it to the Promised Land.  We see whole 

churches and separate souls around us forsaking what they were once taught from the 

Bible.  We see friends and even family members who have traded away the truth and 

have taken a detour toward eternal destruction.  But stronger than our fear is the hand of 

the Good Shepherd who holds us.  In Him, we can say with St. Paul:  “I am convinced 

that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, 

nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 

separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”   

The British poet John Donne liked to use his own name as a pun or a play on words in his 

poems.  In one of them, the poet turned preacher said:  “I have this sin of fear that when I 

have spun my last thread, I shall perish on the shore.  But swear by Thyself, O God, that 

at my death, Thy Son shall shine now as He shines heretofore, and having done that, 

Thou hast done [John Donne, that is]; I fear no more.” 

Yes, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of 

Christ Jesus.”  Here Jesus draws us close with His arm and whispers in our ear a stunning 

secret, a mystery revealed only to those inside His circle by faith.  Jesus says:  “I know 

the storm is often loud and the wind against you.  I know your heart sometimes beats fast 

with fear.  I know you struggle with sin within you and around you.  But stay here with 

Me inside the circle, and I will show you the whole plan, and the last chapter too, the 

happy ending.  I promise you, safe on the other side, we will shout for joy together .  It 

will be ‘like spring after winter, and sun on the leaves, and like trumpets and harps and 

all the songs you have ever heard!’  That’s My plan for you, and I am sticking to it!”    

 

 

 

 

 



55 
 

Article 12   Of Other Factions [Heresies] And Sects 

Which Never Embraced The Augsburg Confession 
 

The Back Story 
 

 With Article 11 the Formula has completed its treatment of the principle doctrines.  

Article 12 sweeps up the floor by refuting various errors which were promoted here and there 

and which posed a danger to God’s people. 

 

 Three major groups are targeted in this article:  The Anabaptists, the Schwenkfeldians, 

and the Anti-Trinitarians. 

 

 The Anabaptists (from the Greek word meaning “to baptize again”) were an assortment 

of radical reformers who felt Luther had not gone far enough.  Luther’s former colleague, 

Carlstadt, fell in with these guys.  They denied infant baptism and so re-baptized folks as adults.  

At times they engaged in what can only be called anarchy against the civil powers.  Among them 

were leaders such as Thomas Muenzer, one of the “Zwickau prophets,” who claimed 

supernatural powers, visions, prophecies, etc.  Luther said they had “swallowed the Holy Ghost 

feathers and all!” 

 

 The Schwenkfeldians took their name from Casper Schwenkfeld.  Though not a 

clergyman, Schwenkfeld played a leading role in promoting the Reformation in Silesia starting in 

1518.  At a meeting with Luther in 1525, it was apparent that, for whatever sad reasons, he had 

gone off the rails – denying justification, the Scriptures as the only source of doctrine, and the 

sacraments as means of grace.  Although his devotional writings were popular among the 

Anabaptists, Enthusiasts and even some Catholics, today there are only a few small gatherings of 

his followers in Europe and America (Pennsylvania). 

 

 The Anti-Trinitarians, as the name implies, denied the doctrine of the Trinity and the 

Godhead of Christ.  Their most prominent leader was Faustus Socinus.  His teachings were well 

received in Transylvania and in Poland among the nobility.  In 1605 they published their beliefs 

in the Racovian Catechism (so named because it was published in Rakow, Poland).   The 

Epitome makes short work of them, knowing as the Apology to the Augsburg Confession says:  

“They are outside the church of Christ, and are idolators, and insult God” (Triglotta, page 103). 

 

Below is Article 12: 
 

(XII.) Other Heresies and Sects Which Never Embraced the Augsburg Confession. 

1] In order that such [heresies and sects] may not silently be ascribed to us, because, in the 

preceding explanation, we have made no mention of them, we intend at the end [of this writing] 

simply to enumerate the mere articles wherein they [the heretics of our time] err and teach 

contrary to our Christian faith and confession to which we have often referred. 

Erroneous Articles of the Anabaptists. 

2] The Anabaptists are divided among themselves into many factions, as one contends for more, 

another for less errors; however, they all in common propound [profess] such doctrine as is to be 

tolerated or allowed neither in the Church, nor in the commonwealth and secular government, 

nor in domestic life.                                                                                                                
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Articles that Cannot be Tolerated in the Church.                                                                  
3] 1. That Christ did not assume His body and blood from the Virgin Mary, but brought them 

with Him from heaven. 

4] 2. That Christ is not true God, but only [is superior to other saints, because He] has more gifts 

of the Holy Ghost than any other holy man.                                                                                 

5] 3. That our righteousness before God consists not in the sole merit of Christ alone, but in 

renewal, and hence in our own godliness [uprightness] in which we walk. This is based in great 

part upon one's own special, self-chosen [and humanly devised] spirituality [holiness], and in 

fact is nothing else than a new sort of monkery. 

6] 4. That children who are not baptized are not sinners before God, but righteous and innocent, 

who in their innocency, because they have not yet attained their reason [the use of reason], are 

saved without Baptism (which, according to their assertion, they do not need). Therefore they 

reject the entire doctrine concerning original sin and what belongs to it.                                    

7] 5. That children are not to be baptized until they have attained their reason [the use of reason], 

and can themselves confess their faith. 

8] 6. That the children of Christians, because they have been born of Christian and believing 

parents, are holy and children of God even without and before Baptism; and for this reason they 

neither attach much importance to the baptism of children nor encourage it, contrary to the 

express words of God's promise which pertains only to those who keep His covenant and do not 

despise it. Gen. 17:7ff                                                                                                                   

9] 7. That that is no true Christian congregation [church] in which sinners are still found. 

10] 8. That no sermon is to be heard nor attended in those churches in which formerly papal 

masses have been celebrated and said. 

11] 9. That one [a godly man] must not have anything to do with the ministers of the Church who 

preach the Gospel according to the Augsburg Confession, and rebuke the sermons and errors of 

the Anabaptists; also that he is neither to serve nor in any way to labor for them, but to flee from 

and shun them as perverters of God's Word. 

Articles that Cannot be Tolerated in the Government. 
12] 1. That under the New Testament the magistracy is not an estate pleasing to God. 

13] 2. That a Christian cannot with a good, inviolate conscience hold or discharge the office of 

magistrate. 

14] 3. That a Christian cannot without injury to conscience use the office of the magistracy 

against the wicked in matters as they occur [matters so requiring], nor that subjects may invoke 

for their protection and defense the power which the magistrates possess and have received from 

God. 

15] 4. That a Christian cannot with a good conscience take an oath, nor with an oath do homage 

[promise fidelity] to the hereditary prince of his country or sovereign. 

16] 5. That under the New Testament magistrates cannot, without injury to conscience, inflict 

capital punishment upon malefactors. 

Articles that Cannot be Tolerated in Domestic Life. 
17] 1. That a Christian cannot with a good conscience hold or possess property, but is in duty 

bound to devote it to the common treasury.18] 2. That a Christian cannot with a good conscience 

be an innkeeper, merchant, or cutler [maker of arms].                                                               

19] 3. That the married may be divorced on account of [diverse] faith, and the one may abandon 

the other and be married to another person who is of his faith.                                                                                                                

Erroneous Articles of the Schwenkfeldians.                                                                          
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20] 1. That all those have no true knowledge of Christ as reigning King of heaven who regard 

Christ according to the flesh as a creature.                                                                                

21] 2. That the flesh of Christ by His exaltation has assumed all divine properties in such a 

manner that Christ as man is in might, power, majesty, and glory altogether, as regards degree 

and position of essence equal to the Father and to the Word, so that now there is only one 

essence, property, will, and glory of both natures in Christ, and that the flesh of Christ belongs to 

the essence of the Holy Trinity. 

22] 3. That the ministry of the Church [ministry of the Word], the Word preached and heard, is 

not a means whereby God the Holy Ghost teaches men, and works in them the saving knowledge 

of Christ, conversion, repentance, faith, and new obedience. 

23] 4. That the water of Baptism is not a means whereby God the Lord seals the adoption of sons 

and works regeneration.                                                                                                             

24] 5. That bread and wine in the Holy Supper are not means through and by which Christ 

distributes His body and blood. 

25] 6. That a Christian who is truly regenerated by God's Spirit can perfectly observe and fulfil 

the Law of God in this life.                                                                                                         

26] 7. That it is not a true Christian congregation [church] in which no public excommunication 

[some formal mode of excommunication] or no regular process of the ban [as it is commonly 

called] is observed. 

27] 8. That the minister of the church who is not on his part truly renewed, regenerate, righteous, 

and godly cannot teach other men with profit or distribute genuine, true Sacraments. 

Error of the New Arians. 

28] That Christ is not true, essential, natural God, of one eternal, divine essence with God the 

Father and the Holy Ghost, but is only adorned with divine majesty inferior to and alongside of 

God the Father [is so adorned with divine majesty, with the Father, that He is inferior to the 

Father]. 

Error of the Anti-Trinitarians. 

29] This is an entirely new sect, not heard of before in Christendom, [composed of those] who 

believe, teach, and confess that there is not one only, eternal, divine essence of the Father Son, 

and Holy Ghost, but as God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are three distinct persons, so each 

person has its essence distinct and separate from the other persons of the Godhead; and that 

nevertheless they are either [some think] all three of equal power, wisdom, majesty, and glory, 

just as otherwise three men are distinct and separate from one another in their essence, or [others 

think that these three persons and essences are] unequal with one another in essence and 

properties, so that the Father alone is properly and truly God. 

30] These and similar articles, one and all, with whatever other errors depend upon and follow 

from them, we reject and condemn as wrong, false, heretical, contrary to the Word of God, the 

three Creeds, the Augsburg Confession and Apology, the Smalcald Articles, and Luther's 

Catechisms, against which all godly Christians of both high and low station are to be on their 

guard as they love the welfare and salvation of their souls. 

31] That this is the doctrine, faith, and confession of us all, for which we will answer at the last 

day before the just Judge, our Lord Jesus Christ, and will neither secretly nor publicly speak or 

write anything against it, but that we intend by the grace of God to persevere therein, we have 

after mature deliberation testified, in the true fear of God and invocation of His name, by signing 

with our own hands [this Epitome]. 
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Some Practical Applications & Observations 

 

1. The more things change, the more they remain the same.  “There is nothing new 

under the sun.”  In the modern denials of infant baptism, in the Pentecostal churches 

of various kinds, in the false teachings of the Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses, the 

same errors in new garb show up in each generation. 

 

2. “For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine.  Instead, to 

suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say 

what their itching ears want to hear.  They will turn their ears away from the truth and 

turn aside to myths.  But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the 

work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry” (2 Timothy 4:4-5). 

 

And so… 

 

“Therefore, whoever confesses Me before men, him I will also confess before My father 

who is in heaven.  But whoever denies Me before men, him I will also deny before My Father 

who is in heaven” (Matthew 10:32-33 NKJV).   

 

The first and automatic fruit of real faith is to confess Christ, to admit our association 

with Him and proclaim our agreement with Him.  When the dying thief on the cross next to Jesus 

confessed his sin and was brought to faith, what was the first thing he did – really the only thing 

he could do?  He confessed Christ to the other thief, rebuking him for his unbelief and trying to 

lead him to repentance.  Or we think of St. Paul quoting the psalmist:  “It is written, ‘I believed; 

therefore I have spoken.’ ” Or Christ’s challenge to His disciples:   “But what about you?  Who 

do you say I am?”  Or we think of the great Reformers presenting the Augsburg Confession to his 

imperial majesty, Charles V in 1530.  They placed on the title page the words of Psalm 119:  “I 

will speak of Thy testimonies also before kings and will not be ashamed.” 

 

Often enough, confessing Christ means simply supporting others who confess Christ, 

sticking up for those who proclaim the truth rather than joining those who criticize and complain 

about the prophet, defending the righteous man instead of siding with the crowd, doing the 

smallest favor for the least of Christ’s believers simply because we are to see Christ in them.  All 

of these things we do unto Christ and for Christ and because of Christ.  In all of this we confess 

Christ. 

 

 Not always in a single, heroic pool of blood, but quite often in a thousand self-draining 

sacrifices, we show our colors, side with our Savior, take a stand, draw that line in the sand, and 

confess with brand new courage and joy what our Friend once did for us when He stretched out 

His arms on a cross to confess His love for us – all the way to the cemetery and back again. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

 
R.W.Hefti 
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