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“The Name Lutheran is Not Denominational but rather a Confession of the Universal and Timeless Gospel.” 

“And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”

St.  John 8:32.

Introduction.


What is this Truth that liberates men?  This Truth is the Knowledge of God’s mercy in Christ and Him Crucified for the sins of all men.


Sin is what enslaves men.  The absolution of that sin, then, would means the dissolution of the shackles of sin and liberation from sin, death, and the power of the devil.


God, then, makes known the Truth of His mercy in Christ-Crucified through the Gospel, the Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven
, in order that through making known that Truth all men be liberated from sin, death, and the power of the devil, and gain life eternal with God.

I.  Christ Liberated All Men from Sin through His Death on the Cross for their Sins.
A.  The name Lutheran means confessing and preaching the universal and timeless Gospel.


Today is the Festival of the Reformation.  And when the popular mind ponders the Reformation, they think of it as the beginning of the Lutheran denomination.  Well, the name Lutheran is not denominational, but rather it is a pure confession and preaching of the universal and timeless Gospel.  The name Lutheran arose not from the Lutherans but from the opponents of the pure preaching and confessing of the Gospel at the time of the Reformation.  In our Lutheran Confessions we read of this historical development:

But the chief service of the God is to teach the Gospel.  And when the adversaries do preach, they speak of human traditions, of the worship of saints [of consecrated water], and other similar trifles, which the people justly loathe ... .  A few better ones begin now to speak of good works; but of the righteousness of faith, of faith in Christ, of the consolation of consciences, they say nothing; yea, this most wholesome part of the Gospel they rail at with their reproaches.  [This blessed doctrine, the precious holy Gospel, they call Lutheran.]


We, therefore, see that the name Lutheran arose not from the Lutherans, but rather from the adversaries of the Gospel in opposition to those who confessed and preached the Gospel purely.  The name Lutheran is not denominational, but rather a confession of the universal and timeless Christian faith.  For this reason, the Rev. Dr. C. F. W. Walther, one of the founding fathers of the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod, writes:

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1As long as there has been an orthodox church on earth there has also been a Lutheran church.  She is (as strange as it may seem) as old as the world for she has no other doctrine that the patriarchs, the prophets, and apostles received from God and preached.  It is true the name “Lutheran” was first used some 3003 ago but not the thing itself which is indicated by the name.  When we are asked so often:  “Where was the Lutheran church before Luther?” it is very easy to answer:  “Everywhere there were still Christians who believed with their hearts in Jesus Christ and in his word who would not allow themselves to be diverted by any human regulations from the one faith that alone saves.  Or at least at the time of death they took refuge in this faith.4

B.  Christ liberates and saves all people from sin through His Atonement on the Cross for the sins of all people.


What then is this Gospel?  The Gospel is the liberation of men from sin, death, and the power of the devil.  Jesus says:

And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.


To be liberated means to be shackled prior to that.  To what are all men shackled?  All man are shackled and enslaved to sin.  St. John the Apostle writes:

Jesus answered them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Whosoever committeth sin is the servant of sin.


Sin is what enslaves us because sin alienates us from God, the Source of Life, and subjects us to the devil’s domination and death.  St. Paul the Apostle writes:

For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal through Jesus Christ our Lord.

St. John the Apostle writes:

He that committeth sin is of the devil; for the devil sinneth from the beginning.  For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that he might destroy the works of the devil.


Christ, then, liberates us from sin.  But how?  Christ liberates us from the shackles of sin by removing sin.  But how does Christ remove sin?  Christ removes sin by taking our sins upon Himself and paying the price for them in our behalf.  St. Paul the Apostle writes:

For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures.


Because our sins no longer cling to us, but to Christ, they no longer shackle us and we are liberated.  


But how can our sins not also shackle Christ unto eternal death if they shackle us in that fashion?  Our sins cannot shackle Christ unto eternal death because He Himself is the Son of God come in the flesh to bear our sins.  Jesus, therefore, says:

And the servant abideth not in the house forever:  but the Son abideth ever.  If the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed.


The Son of God is no mere servant or guest in God’s House, but He is the Son of God.  And because He is the Son of God, He has all the prerogatives of God Himself because, by virtue of the fact that He is God’s Son, He is God Himself.  Now, because God Himself bears our sins, they can’t hold Him.  St. Peter, therefore, writes that our sins were not able to hold Christ in death:

Whom God hath raised up, having loosed the pains of death:  because it was not possible that he should beholden of it.

While death is indeed powerful, holding all men its grip, it is not more powerful than God Himself.  Hence, Christ, after dying for our sins, remained not in the grave like all other men but rose again on the third day.  The Rev. Dr. Francis Pieper, President of the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod from 1899-1911, writes of this vast and infinite power of the Son of God to bear the burden of our sins:


To bring out the practical importance of the deity and the humanity of Christ for the work of redemption, the teachers of the Church here often put the special question:  “Why was it necessary that Christ should be both true God and true man?”  Their answer is substantially the same as that given in Dietrich’s Catechism:  “It was necessary for Him to be a man that He might suffer and die; but as no mere man could bear the sin of the human race, together with the wrath of God and the curse of the Law, nor satisfy infinite divine justice, nor overcome death, hell, and the devil, it was necessary that He should at the same time be true God.”

Again, Dr. Pieper writes of Christ’s infinite power to save because He is God’s Son:

Scripture teaches plainly that the very punishment which we should have suffered on account of our sins was meted out to Christ.  The very curse which was denounced against sinful man (“Cursed is everyone that continueth not, etc.,” Gal. 3:10), fell in its full weight upon Christ:  “Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the Law, being made a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13).  Yes, the suffering of Christ was of comparatively short duration.  But observe God’s method of computation.  When Scriptures measure the value of Christ’s Passion, it does so by the exalted dignity of the Sufferer.  It was the suffering of the Son of God, 1 John 1:7:  “The blood of Jesus Christ, His Son, cleanseth us from all sin.”  Acts 20:28:  “His [God’s] own blood.”  The teaching of the “orthodox theologians” that the brief suffering of Christ, as that of the Son of God, is equivalent to the eternal suffering of mankind is not a “dogmatic construction,” but it is the doctrine of Scripture. ... Christ “fully balanced our account,” the settlement is “mathematically” correct as God views the matter.

The Lutheran Church confesses:

We Christians must know that if God is not also in the balance, and gives the weight, we sink to the bottom with our scale.  By this I mean:  If it were not to be said [if these things were not true], God has died for us, but only a man, we would be lost.  But if “God’s death” and “God died” lie in the scale of the balance, then He sinks down, and we rise up as a light, empty scale.  But indeed He can also rise again or leap out of the scale; yet He could not sit in the scale unless He became a man like us, so that it could be said:  “God died,” “God’s passion,” “God’s blood,” “God’s death.”  For in His nature God cannot die; but now that God and man are united in one person, it is correctly called God’s death, when the man dies who is one thing or one person with God

II.  Christ Liberates Men through the Truth of the Gospel.

A.  The Truth of Gospel of Christ and Him Crucified for the sin of mens liberates men.



Now, what if we were to hear of such a Wondrous Redemption?  Would not our hearts be lifted?  Yes, and if lifted, why?  Because in the hearing of this
, we learn that our burdens and shackles of sins are lifted as we hear this Wondrously Good News!!!  Our hearts rejoice and glorify God because our conscience is longer burdened and shackled by the knowledge of our sin
 because of this Knowledge of Christ Crucified.  Jesus, therefore, says in today’s Gospel that the Truth liberates:

And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.

St. John the Apostle writes of the Son of God and the Blessed Truth of the Gospel:

And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth.


Simply in the hearing of the Gospel, the shackles of our sins dissolve away.  The prophet Isaiah, therefore, writes of this Knowledge of the Gospel and its power to deliver from sin:

He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied:  by his knowledge shall my righteous servant justify many; for he shall bear their iniquities.

Notice what the prophet Isaiah says:  By making known the Knowledge that He bore our sins for us, Christ justifies us, i.e. makes us righteous.  And if righteous, then we are no longer sinners in God’s eyes and shackled by sin, nor by death, nor by the power of the devil.  Luther writes:


Concerning this knowledge and its power the prophets have spoken gloriously and clearly prophesied, as in Isaiah 53[:11]:  “By knowledge of Him shall He (My Servant, the Righteous One) make many just or righteous.”  This means:  “He will redeem them from sins and snatch them from the devil’s jaws solely through this:  that they know Him and who He is.”


The Gospel that we hear today or read at home, then, is plainly the power of God unto salvation because it absolves of the sins that shackle us.  St. Paul the Apostle writes:

For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ:  for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.  For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith:  as it is written, The just shall live by faith.


St. John the Apostle writes of the power of the Gospel that we hear today, hear from our neighbor, or read at home, to absolve of sin and unshackle us:

Then said Jesus to them, again, Peace be unto you:  as my Father hath sent me, even so send I you.  And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost:  Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose soever sins ye retain, they are retained.

So we learned in Catechism: 

What is the Office of the Keys?  It is the peculiar church power which Christ has given to His Church on earth to forgive the sins of penitent sinners, but to retain the sins of the impenitent as long as they do not repent.  Where is this written?  Thus writes the holy Evangelist John, chapter twentieth:  The Lord Jesus breathed on His disciples and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost.  Whosesoever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whosesoever sins ye retain, they are retained.



The Rev. Dr. Francis Pieper, President of the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod from 1899- 1911, writes of the Keys:

[T]he "keys of the Kingdom of heaven" are nothing else, and can be nothing else, than the means of grace, the Gospel.  Through the offer of the Gospel, and through nothing else, Christians remit sins and thus open heaven; through withholding the Gospel, they retain sins and thus lock heaven.  Now, since the believers are the persons to whom Christ has entrusted the means of grace, they have...been given the keys of the kingdom of heaven.

B.  The Keys are given to the Church, i.e. to all Christians.


Is it no wonder, then, that Christ calls His Word and Sacraments the “Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven”?  For the Word and the Sacraments turn loose from us that which closes heaven to us:  our sins.  The Word and the Sacraments, therefore, open heaven to sinners.  Our Lutheran Church confesses:

 Moreover, the power of the keys administers and presents the Gospel through absolution, which [proclaims peace to me and] is the true voice of the Gospel.  {German:  The word of absolution speaks peace to me and is the Gospel itself.}  Thus we also comprise absolution when we speak of faith, because faith cometh by hearing, as Paul says Rom. 10, 17.  For when the Gospel is heard, and the absolution [i.e., the promise of divine grace] is heard, the conscience is encouraged and receives consolation. And because God truly quickens through the Word, the keys truly remit sins before God [here on earth sins are truly canceled also before God in heaven] according to Luke 10, 16:  He that heareth you heareth Me.  Wherefore the voice of one absolving must be believed not otherwise than we would believe a voice from heaven.


Not surprisingly, the Office of the Keys was the central article of faith disputed in the Reformation
 because the Office of the Keys is the Gospel.  The Lutheran Church confesses:


In addition, it is necessary to acknowledge that the keys belong not to the person of one particular man, but to the Church, as many most clear and firm arguments testify.  For Christ, speaking concerning the keys, Matt. 18, 19, adds:  If two or three of you shall agree on earth, etc.  Therefore he grants the keys principally and immediately to the Church, just as also for this reason the Church  has principally the right of calling.  [For just as the promise of the Gospel belongs certainly and immediately to the entire Church, because the keys are nothing else than the office whereby this promise is communicated to every one who desires it ... .


But the papacy asserted the Keys belonged to the Pope and not to the Church, i.e. to every believer.  This fact is manifested in the papacy’s coat-of-arms:  a three-crowned head dress with the back drop of two keys.  From this attempt to usurp the Keys the papacy wielded its tyranny over the consciences of men until the proper teaching of the Keys and the pure preaching and teaching of the Gospel was restored.  Our Lutheran Church confesses that the primary error of the papacy was the usurpation of the Keys from the Church:


Moreover, it is manifest, in the first place, that the Pope rules in the Church, and by the pretext of ecclesiastical authority and of the ministry has established for himself this kingdom.  For he assigns as a pretext these words:  I will give to thee the keys.


But it is clear that the Keys belong not to the Pope but to the Church because the Gospel, which is the Keys, Christ gives to all Christians, not to the Pope or to the clergy.  But from this error decline all the errors of the papacy
, for therein the Pope directs people away from the True Keys of Christ’s Kingdom, Holy Baptism, the Word, and the Holy Communion, to his false keys which have never absolved anyone of any sin ever.  


An example of the papacy’s diversion from Christ’s Keys to his own false keys is the teaching on Holy Baptism.  Whereas St. Peter teaches that Holy Baptism saves from all sin
, the Pope, allegedly St. Peter’s successor
, teaches that Holy Baptism only forgives original sin and sins up to the point of Baptism.  In The Catechism of the Catholic Church we read on Holy Baptism:

WHY A SACRAMENT OF RECONCILIATION AFTER BAPTISM? ...  Conversion to Christ, the new birth of Baptism, the gift of the Holy Spirit and the body and blood of Christ received as food have made us “holy and without blemish,” just as the Church herself, the Bride of Christ, is “holy and without blemish.” ...  Nevertheless the new life received in Christian initiation has not abolished this frailty and weakness of human nature, nor the inclination to sin that tradition calls concupiscence, which remains in the baptized such that with the help of the grace of Christ they may prove themselves in the struggle of Christian life. ... This is the struggle of conversion directed toward holiness and eternal life to which the Lord never ceases to call us. ...  The sacrament of forgiveness. ...  Christ instituted the sacrament of Penance for all sinful members of his Church: above all for those who, since Baptism, have fallen into grave sin, and have thus lost their baptismal grace and wounded ecclesial communion.  It is to them that the sacrament of Penance offers a new possibility to convert and to recover the grace of justification.  The Fathers of the Church present this sacrament as “the second plank [of salvation] after the shipwreck which is the loss of grace.” ...  The forgiveness of sins committed after Baptism is conferred by a particular sacrament called the sacrament of conversion, confession, penance, or reconciliation.


Unlike St. Peter who returns Christians to Holy Baptism for the absolution of any and all sins, including sins after Baptism
, because Holy Baptism saves, the papacy directs people to the false sacrament of penance.  But what has penalty (penance) to do with absolution (full and free pardon for Christ’s sake)?  Penalty and absolution go together?  That simply makes no sense.
  Penalty in fact has nothing to do with absolution and so we see that the Pope turns people away from the True Keys of Christ and the consolation of the Gospel in Holy Baptism to keys of his own making, e.g. acts of penance
, etc., which have no comfort of Christ in them whatsoever.


But because the Keys are the Gospel and, therefore, given to all Christians, all Christians are authorized by Christ to comfort themselves and others with the forgiveness of sins in Christ and Him Crucified for the sins of all men.

C.  The Swiss Reformers likewise opposed the consolations of the Gospel.

And while the papacy obscured the Gospel and misdirected people away from the True Keys to the Pope’s false keys, the other opponents of the Lutheran Reformation, the Swiss Reformers, emptied the Keys of any Power of God to absolve and save whatsoever.  


John Calvin, who came a little after Luther, sums up the Swiss Reformers’ denial the power of God’s Word and Sacraments to save when he writes that because not everyone who hears the Gospel comes to faith, then Christ’s Gospel cannot confer God’s grace and saving faith.
  But here the Swiss Reformers attribute the darkness of man and his unbelief to God.  That men reject the Gospel is not the work of God but rather the work of the darkness of men’s hearts. St. Matthew the Evangelist writes:

O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not!


Consequently, like the papal opponents, when the Swiss Reformers hear Lutherans speak of the Gospel saving, or Holy Baptism saving, or the Sacrament of Holy Communion forgiving sins, they, again like the papal opponents, say, That’s Lutheran.  It is?  I thought Holy Baptism saving through the remission of sins was St. Peter’s teaching?

Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost. ... The like figure whereunto even baptism doth also now save us (not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God,) by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.

Likewise, Jesus says the Sacrament of the Holy Communion forgives sins:

For this is my blood of the new testament, which is shed for many for the remission of sins.


Now, it would appear that either St. Peter and Jesus are Lutherans, or, the Lutheran Church is merely teaching and reproducing what Jesus and all of Holy Scripture teach, namely, the comfort and salvation of the Word and the Sacraments
, i.e. the Gospel that liberates.  According to Dr. Walther, it is the latter, namely, that the Lutheran Church is merely reproducing the Blessed Teaching of Holy Scripture:

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1As long as there has been an orthodox church on earth there has also been a Lutheran church.  She is (as strange as it may seem) as old as the world for she has no other doctrine that the patriarchs, the prophets, and apostles received from God and preached.  It is true the name “Lutheran” was first used some 3003 ago but not the thing itself which is indicated by the name.  When we are asked so often:  “Where was the Lutheran church before Luther?” it is very easy to answer:  “Everywhere there were still Christians who believed with their hearts in Jesus Christ and in his word who would not allow themselves to be diverted by any human regulations from the one faith that alone saves.  Or at least at the time of death they took refuge in this faith.4

Like the papacy, the Swiss Reformers, sad to say, identified the pure preaching of the comforts of the Gospel in Christ’s Word and Sacraments as Lutheran.  


And so we see that as it was with the papists, so also it was with the Swiss Reformers that when the universal and timeless Gospel was preached, it is identified as Lutheran.

D.  The Truth of the Gospel comforts and preserves unto life eternal.


But in spite of this opposition, the comforts and power of the Gospel remain to us richly because no man or anyone else has given the Keys to us but rather the Lord of the Church Himself, Jesus Christ; and so can never take them from us.  The Lutheran Church confesses:


We will now return to the Gospel, which not merely in one way gives us counsel and aid against sin; for God is superabundantly rich [and liberal] in His grace [and goodness].  First, through the spoken Word by which the forgiveness of sins is preached [He commands to be preached] in the whole world; which is the peculiar office of the Gospel.  Secondly, through Baptism.  Thirdly, through the holy Sacrament of the Altar.  Fourthly, through the power of the keys, and also through the mutual conversation and consolation of brethren, Matt. 18, 20:  Where two or three are gathered together, etc.


Because the Gospel is given to the Church, i.e. the Keys are given to each and every Christian, then we have a rich source of consolation and comfort because our Christian brothers and sisters give to us the comfort of the Truth of the Gospel that liberates from sin, death, and the power of the devil.  Hence, the Rev. Dr. C. F. W. Walther, one of the founding fathers of the Missouri Synod, writes:

Now that forgiveness of sins has been procured, as stated, not only has a minister a special commission to proclaim it, but ever Christian, male or female, adult or child, is commissioned to do this.  Even a child’s absolution is just as certain as the absolution of St. Peter, yea, as the absolution of Christ would be, were He again to stand visibly and say:  “Thy sins are forgiven thee.”  There is no difference; for, mark you! it is not a question of what man must do, but what has been done by Christ.

Conclusion.


The Truth that liberates, then, is Christ’s Word and Sacraments, the Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.  For the Keys are actually the Voice of God absolving us of our sin and that which closes heaven to us and shackles us to sin, death, and the power of the devil.  And where God absolves us in His Word and Sacraments, there the shackles of sin dissolve and fall away and heaven and life eternal become ours.


This Blessed Truth was restored by the Reformation.  The Church of the Reformation simply reproduced what the Church has always taught and believed, namely, that the Gospel is the Truth that liberates from sin and, therefore, is the power of God unto salvation, the life everlasting, and the resurrection of the body in glory.  









Amen.
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