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Part 3 

Consensus in the Gospel 
as the Basis 
for Fellowship 



Our Commitment to the Gosp~I 
By Ralph A. Bohlmann 

Expressions like "commitment to 
the Gospel," "agreement in the 
Gospel," or "acceptan~ of the 
Gospel" have been employed fre
quently in the discussions and 
documents pertaining to the estab
lishing of fellowship between the 
American Lutheran Church and 
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. 

The 1969 convention of the LCMS 
agreed with the national and dis
trict presidents of the ALC and 
LCMS in declaring that "fellowship 
between church bodies is based 
on a common and mutual accept
ance, understanding and practice 
of the Gospel and the sacra
ments."1 Because "agreement in 
the Gospel" had been recognized, 
the LCMS declared itself "to be 
in altar and pulpit fellowship with 
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The American Lutheran Church."2 

The same resolution specified that 
"our commitment to the Gospel" 
is to be the basis on which we 
"seek a unified evangelical posi
tion and practice" in areas where 
there are unresolved problems or 
differences. 3 

Because agreement in and com
mitment to the gospel is both the 
basis and the framework for our 
fellowship, it is vitally important 
that we understand the confes
sional implications of such agree
ment and commitment. The Con
fessions employ "gospel" in both 
a narrow and a broad sense (cf., 
Formula of Concord, Solid Decla
ration, V, 1-6). 

In the narrow or "proper" sense 
(e.g., Apology, IV, 43, 345) "gos
pel" identifies the message or 
promise of the forgiveness of sins 
for the sake of Jesus Christ. "Gos-

pel" in this sense stands in anti
thesis to "law." It is the central 
message of both the Old and the 
New Testaments (e.g., Ap, IV, 5) 
and the means whereby God ac
complishes his opus proprium, 
namely, "to quicken and console" 
consciences terrified by God's 
wrath (e.g., Ap, XII, 51). "Gospel" 
in this sense is impossible to con
ceptualize apart from the saving 
work of Jesus Christ.4 

In the broad sense the word "gos
pel" in the Confessions often re
fers to some or all of the New Tes
tament writings or to their content 
or even to the teaching of the evan
gelical church.5 In this sense "gos
pel" is the "entire teaching of 
Christ, our Lord, which in his pub
lic ministry on earth and in the 
New Testament he ordered to be 
observed" (FC, SD, V, 4). Used in 



this way "gospel" includes the 
law and all parts of the Christian 
doctrine. The chief parts of the 
gospel-in-the-broad-sense are re
pentance and forgiveness of sins 
(or law and gospel-in-the-narrow
sense) (FC, SD, V, 4-5). 

The gospel is in every sense the 
Word of God. Its central content is 
the Incarnate Word, Jesus Christ. 
It is the revelatory Word of God's 
grace for man's sin. It is creative 
and dynamic in its operation on 
the human heart, as befits both 
the Creator's power and the crea
ture's sin. The gospel we proclaim 
and teach (in both the narrow and 
broad senses) is also the Word of 
God because, and to the extent 
that, its content is derived from 
Holy Scripture, the written Word 
of God. Recognition of the divine 
authority of Holy Scripture is a 
fruit of faith in the gospel, but the 
biblical content of the gospel we 
preach is in turn our assurance 
that our gospel comes from God 
and therefore expresses his will 
and his power.6 

Through the gospel God creates 
and preserves his church; through 
the church God proclaims and ad
ministers his gospel. Like the con-

. cept "gospel," the Confessions use 
the term "church" in both a narrow 
and a broad sense. 

In the narrow or proper sense 
(stricte or proprie dicta) the 
"church" is the "assembly of be
lievers" (Augsburg Confession, VII, 
VIII). As such, it is "mainly an as
sociation of faith and of the Holy 
Spirit in men's hearts" (Ap, VII, 5) 
and "not merely an association of 
outward ties and rites." The faith 

that makes one a member of the 
church is a gift of the Holy Spirit 
bestowed through the gospel (nar
row sense) and sacraments (AC, 
V), which are not only means of 
grace but also the distinguish
ing marks of the church.7 Al
though the church-in-the-narrow
sense consists of believers in com
munity, its precise limits cannot 
be determined, nor can its extent 
be measured statistically, organi
zationally, or sociologically, for its 
constitutive factor is faith and its 
reality is spiritual. 

The unity of the church-in-the
narrow-sense is given with the 
existence of the church, for there 
is only one assembly of believers 
in both space and time. Ubi eccle
sia, ibi unitas. When AC VI I states, 
"For the true unity of the church 
it is enough to agree concerning 
the teaching of the Gospel and the 
administration of the sacraments," 
it is clear that in terms of the 
church in the narrow and proper 
sense the Confession is talking 
about "true spiritual unity, without 
which there can be no faith in the 
heart nor righteousness in the 
heart before God" (Ap, VII, 31). 

For such unity it is sufficient (be
cause it alone is necessary-note 
the contrast with the opening 
words of the next sentence) "that 
the Gospel· be preached in con
formity with a pure understanding 
of it and that the sacraments be 
administered in accordance with 
the divine Word." The accent in 
these words, as well as in the recte 
and pure of the Latin text, is pri-

marily (though not exclusively) 
qualitative: in order for the one 
church to come into being and 
endure (that is, for faith to be cre
ated and preserved), the gospel 
must be preached purely (that is, 
as God's gracious message of for
giveness in Jesus Christ without 
the works of law) and the sacra
ments must be used rightly (that 
is, as the gospel instruments God 
intended them to be). Agreement 
in the gospel-in-the-narrow-sense 
is thus basic and primary to the 
spiritual unity of the church-in-the
narrow-sense.s 

The church-in-the-proper-sense, 
the "assembly of believers," exists 
in this world only in an "associa
tion of outward ties and rites," 
which includes also "evil men and 
hypocrites," who are not members 
of the body of Christ but are only 
"members of the church according 
to the outward associations of the 
church's marks" (Ap, VII, 3) or "as 
far as outward ceremonies are con
cerned" (Ap, VI I, 12). The church 
in this broad sense (late or large 
dicta) can be measured and de
scribed empirically or sociological
ly. But it bears the name "church" 
only because of the true church in 
its midst. It too is identified by the 
preaching of the gospel and admin
istration of the sacraments which 
are carried on in its midst and 
which retain their divine efficacy 
even when done by unbelievers. 
The continuing efficacy of the 
means of grace in the church-in
the-broad-sense is a source of com
fort and assurance for the church
i n-the-narrow-sense, particularly 
because of the latter's existence 
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within the former; for the battle 
between the kingdom of God and 
the kingdom of the devil must also 
be fought within the church-in-the
broad-sense. 

While unity is a constant charac
teristic, a "given," of the church
in-the-proper-sense, it is also a 
goal for the church-in-the-broad
sense, "the association of outward 
ties and rites." The Augsburg Con
fession was written not only to es
tablish the fact that the one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic church was 
present among Luther's followers 
but also to help restore an outward 
unity that had been lost: "to have 
all of us embrace and adhere to a 
single, true religion and live to
gether in unity and in one fellow
ship and church, even as we are all 
enlisted under one Christ" (AC, 
Preface, 4).9 AC VII is instructive 
for the attainment of such external 
unity or fellowship. The "pure 
understanding of the Gospel" and 
the consequent correct preaching 
of the gospel-in-the-narrow-sense 
calls for a correct understanding 
of the gospel-in-the-broad-sense, 
particularly of the articles of faith 
treated in the Augsburg Confes
sion, defended in the Apology, and 
explained in the remaining Luther
an Confessions. All articles of faith 
are integrally related to the gospel
in-the-narrow-sense; as the fathers 
often said, they are either ante
cedent or consequent to justifica
tion by grace.10 The gospel-in-the
narrow-sense is central in the gos
pel-in-the-broad-sense, and all as
pects of the gospel-in-the-broad-
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sense (including the law) have a 
direct or indirect bearing on the 
gospel-in-the-narrow-sense.11 

Because of this relationship the 
"preaching of the Gospel accord
ing to a pure understanding of it" 
becomes an impossibility when
ever any article of faith is either 
falsified or denied. In this sense 
the pure and recte of AC VI I have 
quantitative as well as qualitative 
significance. The norm for deter
mining what is pure preaching of 
the gospel and right administration 
of the sacraments is Holy Scrip
ture; whatever is faithful to Scrip
ture serves the gospel, and what
ever opposes Holy Scripture threat
ens the gospel. Thus even an ex
ternal fellowship among Christians 
is improper without agreement in 
the gospel-in-a-broad-sense, or 
when the authority or truthfulness 
of the Bible is denied or mini
mized.12 For only such agreement 
within the church-in-the-broad
sense as preserves the means of 
grace in their essential purity 
serves the true unity, preservation, 
and extension of the church-in-the
proper-sense. Where such agree
ment in the gospel does exist, how
ever, Christians not only may but 
should practice fellowship. 

Nearly 50 years after the drafting 
of the Augsburg Confession, the 
Formula of Concord came into be
ing. It proposed to help in the res
toration of external fellowship to 
the German churches of the Augs
burg Confession. 13 The opening 
sentence of the Solid Declaration 
specifies the primary requirement 
for such external unity: "The pri
mary requirement for basic and 
permanent concord within the 
church is a summary formula and 

pattern, unanimously approved, 
in which the summarized doc
trine commonly confessed by the 
churches of the pure Christian 
religion is drawn together out of 
the Word of God" (FC, Rule and 
Norm, 1). The Formula's require
ment of a "summary formula and 
pattern," or common confession, 
as a basis for ecclesiastical con
cord does not establish an addi
tional requirement beyond "agree
ment in the Gospel." For the For
mula, like the other Lutheran Con
fessions, is not only the basis for 
concord but also the result of 
"agreement in the Gospel." 

Like the earlier Confessions, the 
Formula also demonstrates the 
need to reject teachings which jeo
pardize or overthrow the gospel. 14 

In words that echo AC VI I, the For
mula agrees that churches should 
not condemn each other because 
of differences in ceremonies "as 
long as they are otherwise agreed 
in doctrine and in all its articles 
and are also agreed concerning the 
right use of the holy sacraments" 
(FC, SD, X, 31). But they do in
sist that agreement in the gospel 
means agreement in "doctrine and 
all its articles" and that there must 
be no "yielding or conforming in 
external things, where Christian 
agreement in doctrine has not pre
viously been achieved" (FC, SD, 
X, 16).15 Their concern for the 
truth is also ours: "We believe, 
teach, and confess that at a time 
of confession, as when enemies of 
the Word of God desire to suppress 
the pure doctrine of the Holy Gos
pel, the entire community of God, 
yes, every individual Christian, and 
especially the ministers of the 



Word as the leaders of the commu
nity of God, are obligated to con
fess openly, not only by words but 
also through their deeds and ac
tions, the true doctrine and all that 
pertains to it, according to the 
Word of God" (FC, SD, X, 10). 

We are now in a position to state 
what is implied by "commitment 
to the Gospel" as the basis for fel
lowship and the framework within 
which we will "seek a unified evan
gelical position and practice" in 
areas of difference. Such commit
ment to the gospel means that in 
our dealings with one another and 
in our witness to church and world: 

1. We accept, confess, and give 
primacy to the gospel-in-the-nar
row sense as the message of the 
forgiveness of sins for the sake of 
Jesus Christ, and we reject all 
teachings and practices which in 
any way adulterate this gospel; 

2. We believe, teach, and confess 
the gospel-in-the-broad-sense as 
the totality of revealed doctrine 
which in all of its articles is related 
to the forgiveness of sins for the 
sake of Christ, and we reject all 
falsifications of this doctrine; 

3. We accept and employ Holy 
Scripture, the written Word of 
God, as "the only judge, rule, 
and norm according to which as 
the only touchstone all doctrines 
should and must be understood 
and judged as good or evil, right 
or wrong" (FC, Ep, R&N, 7), and 
we therefore reject whatever calls 
into question the authority or truth
fulness of the Bible; 

4. We continue to confess and use 
the ecumenical creeds and Luther
an Confessions as true and norma
tive expositions of the Holy Scrip
tures and explications of the gos
pel (broad sense); 

5. We regard and treat each other 
as fellow members of the church 
(narrow sense), that is, as brethren 
whose faith in Jesus Christ makes 
us sharers in the "association of 
faith and of the Holy Spirit in 
men's hearts" (Ap, VII, 5); 

6. We zealously endeavor to pre
serve and promote in the church 
(broad sense) the preaching of the 
pure gospel and the right adminis
tration of the sacraments as the 
only means by which the church 
(narrow sense) is nourished, main
tained, empowered, and extended; 

7. We recognize that proper for
mulations of the gospel and the 
sacraments, necessary as they 
are, are no substitute for actually 
preaching, teaching, and living the 
gospel and using the sacraments; 
and that practice, as the applica
tion of doctrine to life, is a fair 
indication of fidelity to the gospel; 

8. We pledge ourselves to a con
tinued use of law and gospel in a 
fraternal and evangelical prac
tice of Christian discipline toward 
those in our church bodies whose 
life or doctrine contradicts the 
teaching of Holy Scripture and 
vitiates or denies the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, thereby impairing our 
fellowship with one another in the 
church of Jesus Christ; 

9. And we implore God the Holy 
Spirit, who has begun this good 
work in us, to continue it until the 
day of Jesus Christ. 

1 Preamble of Resolution 3-15, 1969 
Convention Proceedings, p. 97. The 
sentence is cited from the statement 
accepted in substance• by ALC and 
LCMS national and district presi
dents in a joint meeting in Minne
apolis, February 25-26, 1969. 

2 Ninth "Whereas" and second "Re
solved" of Resolution 3-15, p. 98. 

3 Third "Resolved" of Resolution 3-
15, p. 98. The "Conclusion" of the 
resolution speaks similarly in pledg
ing the Synod "to draw these and all 
other problems affecting our rela
tionships into the perspective of 
God's grace as revealed in the divine 
Word and deal with them within that 
framework." 

4 The terms "gospel" and "Christ" are 
used almost interchangeably in some 
contexts, e.g., Ap, IV, 257, 260. 

5 This broad sense of "gospel," which 
is no doubt derived from the four 
Gospel accounts of the New Testa
ment, was common usage in the 16th 
century and occurs in a variety of 
ways in the Confessions. The expres
sions "iuxta evangelium" or "secun
dum evangelium" ("according to the 
gospel") traditionally had reference 
to the four New Testament Gospels 
or a specific passage in them. The 
following confessional references 
are samples of such. usage: AC, 
XXVIII, 5; Ap, X, 4; Ap, XII, 122; 
LC, I, 65, 81, 276, 285. By extension 
the term "gospel" is sometimes ap
plied to other parts of the New Tes
tament or to the biblical teaching 
as a whole. For example, when Mel
anchthon writes that the Mosaic 
ceremonial laws do not justify "ac
cording to the gospel," his reference 
is to Colossians 2.16-17 (Ap, XV, 30). 
When the Apology asserts that we 
obtain forgiveness of sins freely be
cause of Christ, it is possible to 
base this assertion on either scrip
t!Jra docet (Ap, XII, 157) or evange
llum docet (Ap, XV, 30). Likewise 
such expressions as "mandatum e
vangelii" or "evangelium iubet" evi
dently reflect this broad usage of 
the term (e.g., Ap, XII, 172). Mel
anchthon laments the fact that the 
monks "neither hear nor preach the 
gospel" and then :isserts that the 
gospel deals not only with forgive
ness and justification but also is 
"about true penitence, about works 
that have the command of God" (Ap, 
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XXVII, 54). Luther regrets that the 
clergy have learned very little from 
the "gospel" about the conduct of 
their offices, with the result that they 
abuse their Christian liberty (LC, 
Preface, 3-4). 

It is understandable that "gospel" 
in this broad sense was also used 
for the proclamation or teaching of 
the contemporary church. Luther 
claims, for example, that "the entire 
Gospel is an external, oral proclama
tion" (LC, VI, 30). The Apolo~y 
equates evangelium with doctrina m 
defining the church as "the assem
bly of saints who share the associa
tion of the same Gospel or teaching 
and of the same Holy Spirit" (Ap, 
VII, 8). Or again, one of the fruits 
of the fact that "the Gospel is taught 
purely and diligently among us" is 
that no Anabaptists have arisen in 
the churches of the Augsbur~ Con
fession; the teaching of Baptism is 
based on Matthew 28.19, but the 
content and effect as taught in the 
church is "gospel" (Ap, IX, 2). It is 
often difficult to draw a precise line 
between the biblical gospel and its 
contemporary proclamation. When, 
for example, the Confessions talk 
about the "praecipuus evangelii lo
cus," it is clear that they have ref
erence to the forgiveness of sins for 
the sake of Jesus Christ (e.g., AC, 
XXVIII, 52; Ap, XII, 3, 10). But evan
gelium in this expression refers in 
the first instance to the entire doc
trine of the New Testament and then 
to the proclamation of that doctrine 
in the church. This expression, inci
dentally, indicates that the gospel
in-the-narrow-sense is the most im
portant point and the chief topic 
of the gospel-in-the-broad-sense. 

Students of the Confessions need 
to be sensitive to the various empha
ses in the use of the term "gospel, " 
for the Confessions employ the term 
without great precision and some
times use it in different ways in the 
same context (e.g., AC, VII; AC, 
XXVI II, 5; Tr, 60). 

6 The Confessions' conviction that the 
Scriptures were authored by God the 
Holy Spirit is closely related to the 
confessional accent on the Christo
logical content and soteriological 
pur~ose of the Scriptures. The con
fessional fathers confess the Christ 
of Scripture, even as they ground all 
their theology on the Scripture tes
tifying to Christ. 
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For a detailed treatment of the 
confessional understanding of Holy 
Scripture, see Ralph Bohlmann, 
Principles of Biblical Interpretation 
in the Lutheran Confessions (Saint 
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1968), especially pp. 23-80. 

It hardly needs to be demonstrated 
that the Confessions consider their 
doctrine, centering in the gospel of 
justification through Jesus Christ, to 
be the clear teaching of Holy Scrip
ture and not some sectarian empha
sis received and taught apart from 
the sacred Scriptures. Cf., Bohl
mann, pp. 73-79, for documentation. 

7 Interestingly, the German text of Ap, 
VII, 5, has "wo Gottes Wort rem 
gehet" where the Latin has "puram 
evangelii doctrinam." Similarly, Ar
ticle XIV refers to the marks of the 
church thus: "We know that the 
church is present among those who 
rightly teach the Word of God and 
rightly administer the sacraments. 
It is not present among those who 
seek to destroy the Word of God with 
their edicts .... " (Ap, XIV, 4). This 
interchangeability of "Word of God" 
and "gospel" suggests that each term 
has a variety of emphases rather 
than that one term completely de
fines the other. 

8 AC VI I is not in the first instance a 
programmatic statement for the es
tablishment of denominational fel
lowship, although it has important 
implications for the latter. Its pri
mary purpose was to state what is 
necessary for the true church to exist 
and by implication to affirm that the 
one, holy, catholic, and apostolic 
church was also present among Lu
ther's followers. 

9 This language is substantially that 
of Charles V's imperial summons to 
the Diet of Worms. 

10 Cf., "A Review of the Question, 'What 
Is a Doctrine?'" Ill, 7, in 1969 Con
vention Workbook, pp. 506-07. In a 
similar vein the LCMS's "Theology 
of Fellowship" (Part 2, B, 2, 1969 
Convention Workbook, p. 535) ex
plains with reference to AC, VII: 

"The doctrine of the Gospel is not 
here to be understood as one doc
ltrine among many, or as a bare re
cital of John 3:16, but rather as a 
doctrine composed of a number of 
articles of faith. For the doctrine of 
the Gospel cannot be understood or 
preached without the Article of God, 
which the Lutheran confessors say 
they teach magno consensu, (AC, I), 
the Article of Original Sin, which 
shows man's need for the Gospel, 
the Article of the Son of God, who 
became incarnate and redeemed 
man. The true understanding of Ar
ticle VII of the Augsburg Confession 
is correctly set forth by Herbert J. A. 
Bouman as follows: 'This does not 
n:iean that the specific locus "de jus
tlficatione" considered by itself is 
all that the Lutherans consider in
dispensable. Rather they regard the 
entire corpus doctrinae as bound up 
inextricably with justification. All 
doctrines have their place in this 
doctrine. All doctrines stand or fall 
with the doctrine of justification.' " 

11 A careful examination of the close 
relationship of the articles of faith 
to the gospel is found in "The Doc
trine of the Church in the Lutheran 
Confessions: Essay Adopted by the 
Commissioners of The American Lu
theran Church and the Lutheran 
Church-Missouri Synod," in the 1967 
Convention Workbook, pp. 417-19. 

In this connection commitment to 
the gospel-in-the-broad-sense includ
es commitment to the law. Confes
sional Lutherans therefore reject not 
only legalism (theoretical or practi
cal use of the law for its own sake, 
particularly in the interest of attain
mg God's favor) but also antinomian
ism (theoretical or practical disuse 
of the law as the ethical standard of 
Christians and a necessary instru
ment for their daily repentance) as 
an aberration in the gospel. 

12 See the earlier paragraph beginning, 
"The gospel in every sense is the 
Word of God," and footnote 6. Be
cause of the importance for the gos
pel of maintaining the truthfulness 
of Holy Scripture, it was reassuring 



for the delegates to the 1969 LCMS 
convention to hear from President 
Fredrick Schiotz that Professor Rob
ert Preus' explanation of the mean
ing of inerrancy (in Concordia Theo
logical Monthly, June 1967) is "vir
tually a paraphrase of what The 
American Lutheran Church states in 
its United Testimony . ... " (in 1969 
Convention Proceedings, p. 74). 

13 The Latin versions of the Formula of 
Concord tend to use the term "Con
cordia" when speaking of the exter
nal fellowship or unity of the church, 
and to reserve the term "unitas" for 
the spiritual fellowship existing 
among true believers in the una 
sancta. The German text tends to 
employ "Einigkeit" for both con
concepts. 

14 The framers of the Formula state: 
"In order to preserve the pure doc
trine and to maintain a thorough, 
lasting, and God-pleasing concord 
within the church, it is essential not 
only to present the true and whole
some doctrine correctly, but also to 
accuse the adversaries who teach 
otherwise" (FC, SD, R&N, 14). 

15 External concord was not to be at
tained at any price. The Formula 
states that "we have no intention 
(since we have no authority to do so) 
to yield anything of the eternal and 
unchangeable truth of God for the 
sake of temporal peace, tranquility, 
and outward harmony. Nor would 
such peace and harmony last, be
cause it would be contrary to the 
truth and actually intended for its 
suppression. Still less by far are we 
minded to whitewash or cover up any 
falsification of true doctrine or any 
publicly condemned error" (FC, SD, 
XI, 95). 

45 




