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The Ministry of the Word

Evangelical Lutheran Theses for the Twenty First Century

Offered to the ELS for Her Study and Response

Introduction

The chief article of the Christian faith is the teaching that we cannot become righteous before God by our own works or merits, but that we receive forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God through faith alone solely on account of the obedience of Christ our Redeemer who lived and died for us. This teaching of justification is the article on which the Church stands or falls. It is the truth that illumines all others. Our Lord Jesus Christ instituted the ministry of the word for the purpose of bringing sinners to that faith which receives forgiveness of sins, righteousness before God, and eternal salvation. This ministry of Christ among us is not the ministry or service that we offer up to God.  It is the ministry or service that God offers to us.  Through those whom Christ calls into this office, He gives to us the eternal treasures that He won for us by His perfect fulfilling of the law and by His innocent suffering and death for our sins. After He accomplished our salvation He rose from the dead and instituted this ministry of reconciliation to which He binds Himself to the end of time. Sitting at the right hand of the Father He continues to uphold this office and to call to it those whom He wills.

Thesis 1 - The Institution of the Office

Our Lord Jesus Christ instituted the ministry of the word or preaching office when He called the holy apostles, the first ministers or preachers, into this office after His resurrection from the dead. Christ’s ministers or preachers are therefore successors to the apostles, though they may not lay claim to direct revelation of God’s truth or to the various apostolic gifts given to the original apostles.  (Matthew 28:18-20; Mark 16:15-16; Luke 24:46-49; John 20:21-23; Acts 20:28; 1 Corinthians 12:28-29; Ephesians 4:11; AC V; Treatise 8-10) 

We reject the teaching that the ministry is conferred only by the ordination of a bishop who lays claim to an unbroken chain of “apostolic succession” and that, absent such “apostolic succession,” our ministers are not successors to the apostles.

We reject all claims that God has revealed or will reveal any teaching beyond that which he has already revealed in the apostolic Scriptures.

Thesis 2 - The Authority of the Office

Our Lord Jesus Christ holds all authority in heaven and on earth. However the authority He conferred upon His ministers or preachers is not that of the sword, of coercion, of external discipline, of taxation, of civil rule, or of any other temporal authority. It is rather the authority to open heaven to all believers through the preaching of the gospel and administering of the sacraments. It is therefore also called the office or power of the keys.  (Matthew 16:17-19; 28:18-20; John 20:21-23; 21:15-16; Romans 1:16; 1 Corinthians 4:1; AC XXVIII 8-11) 

We reject any doctrine of the ministry that attributes to it any civil, political, or other external coercive power.

Thesis 3 - The Purpose of the Office

Our Lord Jesus Christ instituted this ministry in order to regenerate lost and condemned sinners, bringing them to and keeping them in true faith. This faith receives forgiveness of sins, true righteousness, and eternal salvation bestowed freely by God through the gospel and sacraments.  This office has no other purpose.  (Romans 1:16-17; 10:17; Titus 3:5-8; 1 Peter 1:23-25; AC V; LC II [Creed] 38)

We reject the teaching that the forgiveness of sins and eternal salvation may be obtained apart from the gospel and the sacraments of Christ.

We reject the identification of this ministry of salvation with the sacrificial life of service to which every Christian is called.

Thesis 4 - The Requirements of the Office

Our Lord Jesus Christ chose twelve men to serve as His apostles and ministers even though there were others both male and female who had shown faith and devotion as great as any of the twelve. As He continues giving some to be ministers and preachers in His church our Lord prescribes a certain form and rule as to what kind of people they should be both in doctrine and life.  This heavenly norm or instruction must be followed if the call into office is to be divine.  Our Lord Jesus Christ does not call women into this office.  (Ephesians 4:7-12; 1 Timothy 2:12; 1 Timothy 3:2-7; 1 Corinthians 14:34-37; Titus 1:5-9)

We reject any practice of calling or ordaining into the ministry of the word those whom the Scriptures forbid to hold it.  We reject the calling and ordaining of women into the preaching office and we deny that such calls or ordinations are valid.

Thesis 5 - The Call into the Office

Our Lord Jesus Christ is the Savior and Lord of the whole church and of each Christian. His ministry of reconciliation belongs to the whole church and to each Christian. This does not mean that every Christian is a minister. No one may assume the duties of the office Christ instituted unless he is rightly called, that is, with a legitimate call from the church.  Ordination with the laying of hands of the presbytery (the ministers of the church) is not necessary to effect the validity of the gospel and the sacraments committed to this office.  Nevertheless, it is an apostolic practice that confirms publicly the validity and basis of the divine call into the office.  Therefore, it should not be omitted.  In cases of necessity any Christian may perform those duties of Christ’s ministry on which faith depends. (1 Corinthians 3:21-23; 1 Corinthians 12:28-30; Romans 10:15; 1 Timothy 4:12-16; AC XIV; Treatise 65-69) 

We reject the teaching that the call and ordination of the preacher or minister makes the gospel he preaches and the sacraments he administers efficacious as if the gospel were not inherently powerful and so efficacious when taught by those who are not ministers or preachers.  

We reject the teaching that the ministry belongs either solely to the ministers of the church or solely to their hearers.  

We reject the teaching that the ministry simply derives from the priesthood of all believers and was not directly instituted by Christ as a distinct office of administering the gospel in word and sacrament for the salvation of sinners.

Thesis 6 - The Integrity of the Office

Our Lord Jesus Christ has instituted only one office to which He has entrusted the duties of baptizing, preaching the gospel, feeding and defending the flock with God’s pure word, forgiving and retaining sins, administering the Lord’s Supper, and thereby taking oversight of Christ’s church.  This office is one and indivisible. It is furthermore essential to the existence of Christ’s church on earth. (See citations for Theses 1 and 2)

We reject any doctrine of the ministry that would sever the preaching of the gospel from the administration of the sacraments.

We reject any teaching that there exists by divine right an oversight of the church apart from the actual teaching and preaching of God’s word and administration of His sacraments.

Thesis 7 - The Unity of the Office

Our Lord Jesus Christ has given to His church on earth this one office of teaching the gospel and administering the sacraments as His gracious gift.  Defining this office as the pastoral office is therefore an evangelical, not a legal, definition.  Incumbents of this office need not serve a specific local congregation or carry out all the duties of the office as a matter of divine law.  St. Paul, for example, did not regularly carry out all the duties entrusted to the office.  The one and indivisible office of Christ therefore is held also by men such as theological professors, missionaries, chaplains, etc. who do not regularly carry out all of the duties of the office.  However, all those who hold the office may rightly perform all the duties of the office when it is warranted.  (See citations for Theses 1 and 2)   

We reject the teaching that one must ordinarily carry out all of the duties of Christ’s ministry or have a call to a local congregation in order to be and be called a minister or preacher.

We reject the teaching that one may be regarded as holding the preaching office while being unfit or forbidden to carry out all of the duties of Christ’s ministry.

Thesis 8 - Offices Assisting the Office

The church of our Lord Jesus Christ is free to establish offices that assist the ministry of the word.  Such offices may carry out to a degree certain duties of Christ’s ministry.  They may also serve as means for selecting men to serve in the ministry of the word.  Those who assist ministers or preachers in the duties of the ministry are engaged in divinely ordained work.  The work of the assisting offices may be called the ministry in the broader sense while the ministry of preaching the gospel and administering the sacraments is the ministry in the strict sense.  According to the command and institution of Christ the church must have men who preach the gospel and administer the sacraments.  According to the freedom given by Christ the church may or may not establish offices to assist the ministry of the word.  (Matthew 28:18-20; Luke 10:1-20; Acts 6:3-4; 1 Timothy 3:8-13) 

We reject the teaching that persons in offices established to assist the preaching office may be regarded as holding the office instituted by Christ and defined plainly and clearly by His word.

We reject the teaching that persons holding such churchly offices do not share in the ministry of the church.

We reject any denial of the church’s God-given freedom in such matters and, at the same time, any creation of a churchly office which would supplant, undermine, or render less certain the office which Christ Himself expressly instituted and formed.  

Thesis 9 – The Office in Relation to the Training of Children

Our Lord Jesus Christ affirmed the commandment of Moses that children are to honor their father and mother. Through His apostles He also affirmed the right, duty, and obligation of parents to bring their children up in the training and admonition of the Lord.  Our Lord also commanded His church and His ministers to feed both the sheep and lambs of His flock with the saving word. Teachers of children in church sponsored schools therefore hold an office that assists both of these divinely established estates.  (Matthew 15:4; Ephesians 6:1-4; John 21:15-17; LC I 141)

Thesis 10 - The Office in Relation to the Royal Priesthood of all Believers

Our Lord Jesus Christ through His apostles has declared His Church to be a Royal Priesthood possessing all the spiritual treasures he graciously bestows. The sacrifices offered up to God by the holy priests of His kingdom are precious in God’s sight for the sake of Christ’s holy and perfect merits and mediation.  Furthermore, Christ’s ministry belongs immediately to the Royal Priesthood in its entirety and only mediately to the ministers.  Christ’s faithful ministers are not lords over the flock, but ambassadors and servants for Christ’s sake.  Every godly calling or vocation is as holy and divine as any other.  The ministry of the word is extolled above any other office in the church, not because of any gift, quality, or ability in ministers or preachers, but solely on account of the saving gospel and sacraments Christ has committed to their stewardship. (John 13:3-17; 1 Corinthians 4:1; 2 Corinthians 5:18-21; Treatise 69-70)

We reject the teaching that Christ’s ministers or preachers have a call from God that places them into a holier class than that of any other of the Royal Priesthood or that the godly vocation of any Christian is not as holy and pleasing to God as that of any other Christian.
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