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Speak as the Oracles of God:  
Reinhold Pieper’s Classical Lutheran Homiletic 

Adam C. Koontz 

Introduction 

Preaching always vanishes. Sermons can be written down or recorded on audio 
or video, and choice quotes can be tweeted out, but the live presence of the man 
proclaiming God’s Word is for and in that moment. We read Luther’s sermons but 
do not hear his voice. We have Chrysostom’s admonitions to the rich but not the 
energy in the building as they bristled at his exhortations. 

It is fitting that one of the greatest preachers produced by the Missouri Synod 
and perhaps its greatest homiletician has himself practically vanished. Reinhold 
Pieper (1850–1920) was a professor and president of Concordia Theological 
Seminary (1891–1914) for more than two decades and a parish pastor before, 
during, and after his time at the seminary in Springfield, Illinois, but only his last 
name is now known to most of us because of his more famous younger brother, 
Franz. The Southern Baptists still know Spurgeon and Broadus. The Presbyterians 
still read Alexander and Dabney. The Lutherans do not know their own best 
preachers, most of whom preached and wrote in a different mother tongue. Pieper’s 
preaching and his understanding of how to preach have vanished. 

Why should we remember him? It would be enough for the sake of his works 
and his words to remember him, but his significance is greater than his own 
accomplishments. We will look not at Pieper’s enormous number of published 
sermons,1 but we will examine his Evangelisch-Lutherische Homiletik2 for its 
                                                           

1 Predigt über das Evangelium am 23. Sonntag nach Trinitatis, gehalten in der Ev. luth. 
Dreieinigkeits Kirche zu Springfield, Ill. (St. Louis: L. Lange, 1892); Rede am Sarge des sel. Prof. A. 
Crämer u. Rede zur Einweihung des neuen Seminargebäudes (St. Louis: L. Lange, 1893); Gottes Wort 
und Luthers Lehr’, vergehet nun und nimmermehr: Vortraege Gehalten in den Lutherstunden 
(Springfield: Concordia Seminary, 1893); Predigten ueber Freie Texte (Milwaukee: Germania, 
1902); Predigten ueber saemmtliche Sonn- und Festtags-Episteln des Kirchenjahres (Springfield: self-
published, 1905); Kasual- und Festpredigten (Springfield: self-published, 1908); Passionspredigten 
(Springfield: self-published, 1908); Predigten ueber saemmtliche Sonn- und Festtags-Evangelien des 
Kirchenjahres (Milwaukee: Germania, 1909); Predigten ueber alttestamentliche Texte: vornehmlich 
mit Beruecksichtigung messianischer Weissagungen (St. Louis: Concordia, 1915).  

2 There were two editions of R. Pieper, Evangelisch-Lutherische Homiletik: Nach der 
Erläuterung über die Praecepta Homiletica von Dr. J. J. Rambach identical in their pagination 
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distinctive attachment to the biblical text at every stage of sermon preparation and 
the preacher’s career. For Pieper, the text of the Bible governed everything from the 
timbre of the preacher’s voice to his homiletical outlining, and the deployment of 
the fivefold use of Scripture (2 Tim 3:16; Rom 15:4) as the key means of applying the 
biblical text to the hearer will be fruitful for us through its present unfamiliarity and 
long pedigree. His understanding of what preaching should be vanished along with 
the German language’s dominance in the Missouri Synod. The homileticians who 
came after him, their influences, and their impact on what happens in our pulpits 
do not cite his 474-page treatise on homiletics, much less repeat it, argue with it, or 
otherwise engage it. In Pieper’s preaching and homiletic, we hear a vanished voice 
in Missouri.3 It is now time to hear him again. 

Life 

Reinhold Pieper was born in 1850 in Pomerania and immigrated to the United 
States with his family in 1869. The Pieper family settled in Wisconsin and joined a 
Wisconsin Synod congregation, so Reinhold attended the Wisconsin Synod’s 
Northwestern College before going on to the Missouri Synod’s St. Louis seminary 
during an interlude when the Wisconsin Synod was not operating its own seminary. 
Pieper thus attended seminary under the teaching of C. F. W. Walther, alongside his 
brothers Franz (1852–1931) and August (1857–1946), as well as the later Wisconsin 
professors J. P. Koehler (1859–1951) and John Schaller (1859–1920). In Pieper’s 
time, Walther’s personal presence and his methodological sharpening in the 
Election Controversy’s refining fire were enormous in the formation in the great 
majority of Synodical Conference ministers.4 

                                                           
published in Pieper’s lifetime, the first by the Germania Publishing Company of Milwaukee in 1895 
and the second by Concordia Publishing House at St. Louis in 1901. 

3 In generations he had directly taught, his legacy was large. “I think the weakest part of 
Lutheran preaching is the poor preaching itself. I have known the seminary and listened to 
preachers for seventy years. I find preaching in the Missouri Synod not only mediocre but bad. One 
of the reasons for this is that our homiletics departments have been filled with very mediocre men, 
except in the Springfield seminary where they had Reinhold Pieper and Louis Wessel. Springfield 
and Synod owe these men, as it was generally conceded that Springfield produced much better 
preachers than St. Louis,” Berthold von Schenk, Lively Stone: The Autobiography of Berthold von 
Schenk, ed. C. George Fry and J. R. Kurz (Delhi, N.Y.: ALPB Books, 2006), 82. By “good,” von 
Schenk means a preacher’s style, delivery, and affect, not his grasp of doctrinal truth. Cf. his 
simultaneous love of Harry Emerson Fosdick’s preaching and Luther’s, 78–79. This gives us a sense 
of what Pieper achieved in his homiletical instruction, apart from his orthodoxy or his students’ 
orthodoxy, of which von Schenk would not have been the best judge. 

4 This influence is readily seen in Pieper’s Homiletik as well as the topical range and tone of 
his non-homiletical works: Von der Prädestination der Heiligen von Tilemann Hesshusius 
(Springfield: Concordia Seminary, 1896); Wegweiser durch die theologischen Disciplinen und deren 
Litteratur für theologische Studenten und Pastoren bei Anschaffung einer Bibliothek (Milwaukee: 
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On his graduation in 1876, Pieper was placed in Wrightstown, Wisconsin, 
where he remained for two years before taking a call to Manitowoc, Wisconsin. In 
Manitowoc, he served as a parish pastor until 1891, when he was called to teach at 
Concordia Theological Seminary in Springfield, Illinois, where he would spend 
almost all the rest of his life. Although Pieper’s call was to teach, the death of 
seminary president August Craemer shortly after Craemer’s presiding over Pieper’s 
installation meant a call to Pieper (at first temporary, then permanent) to be 
seminary president as well as professor throughout his time at Springfield. This 
double load, along with the variety of subjects seminary professors taught at the 
time, required competencies in leading the faculty; teaching homiletics, pastoral 
theology, and New Testament; and serving at Trinity Lutheran Church and rural 
churches in the Springfield area as need arose. 

This busy life was marked by noted success as a preacher and homiletician in 
the Missouri Synod, where his books of sermons, two printings of his Homiletik, and 
other works of pastoral theology were outnumbered in the realm of pastoral 
theology perhaps only by Walther’s publications. In 1914, Pieper relinquished his 
offices of professor and seminary president to serve two different Springfield-area 
parishes, which he did until his death in 1920. He links the founders of the Missouri 
Synod, who were his teachers and his predecessors in office, with the Synod’s 
transition to modern American life in the twentieth century.5 

How to Preach 

Pieper’s homiletic was consciously shaped in the image of his homiletics 
instructor, C. F. W. Walther. Walther’s seminary lectures on homiletics were based 
on J. J. Rambach’s Praecepta, and Pieper’s own lectures employed Rambach 
alongside his Collegienheft of notes taken down two or three decades earlier at 
Walther’s feet.6 A Waltherian attachment to the works of Lutheran orthodoxy is 
found in Pieper’s citations, full of Johann Andreas Quenstedt, Christian Chemnitz, 

                                                           
Germania, 1900); Der Kleine Katechismus Luthers aus der Heiligen Schrift und Luthers Werken: in 
exegetisch-dogmatischen Vorträgen in den “Lutherstuden” (Milwaukee: Germania, 1899–1901); “A 
Brief Summary of Instruction in Homiletics and Pastoral Theology,” trans. Wilbert Werling, 
Lutheran Synod Quarterly 49, nos. 2–3: 169–176. Pieper’s theology appears everywhere as a 
thorough, pastoral application of Walther’s teaching. 

5 Erich H. Heintzen, Prairie School of the Prophets: The Anatomy of a Seminary, 1846–1976 
(St. Louis: Concordia, 1989), 110. Heintzen understands Pieper’s importance as a link from one 
generation to another and as a scholar but provides no analysis of Pieper’s oeuvre, a common 
omission in mentions of Pieper. 

6 Pieper, Homiletik, iii–iv. J. J. Rambach, Erläuterung über die Praecepta Homiletica (Gießen: 
Joh. Phil. Fresenius, 1736).  
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and Johann Gerhard alongside Lutherans of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Theoretical discussion of preaching is fleshed out in references to many 
preachers, chief of whom in Pieper’s mind were Luther and Walther. Quotations of 
Luther are ubiquitous in Pieper’s Homiletik, and citations from Walther’s gospel and 
epistle postils occur more frequently than anyone except Luther. Pieper worked 
within a tradition that in his time was unbroken in its direct connection to the 
founding of the Missouri Synod and the kind of preaching that shaped so many of 
its ministers. 

This commitment to Walther’s preaching should, according to current 
knowledge of Walther, result in Pieper’s exaltation of Walther’s lectures on law and 
gospel and constant discussion of a law-gospel dialectic in preaching. Yet the past is 
a foreign country, and they did things differently there. Pieper’s homiletic is not built 
around law and gospel as a central component. We will see how he does discuss law 
and gospel as a means of applying God’s Word, but Pieper’s homiletic is constructed 
around meditation on the text of Scripture—its authority and the preacher’s 
capacity to create themes, outlines, and finally sermons that exposit and apply it 
according to its fivefold use.7 

The fivefold use was so ubiquitous in Lutheran preaching down to Pieper’s time 
that he reiterated previous centuries’ complaints that preachers were twisting 
Scripture to fit onto the Procrustean bed of the fivefold use as a homiletical outline. 
Romans 15:4 and 2 Timothy 3:16 identify Scripture’s purposes: these are didactic, 
elenchtic, paedeutic, epanorthotic, or paracletic. He preserved the use of these 
severely Hellenized terms throughout the Homiletik but explicated them as follows: 
the didactic use is for doctrinal texts; the elenchtic use gives refutations of falsehood; 
the paedeutic use urges to good works; the epanorthotic use decries vices, 
blasphemies, and ungodly ways of life; and the paracletic use comforts the saints.8 
Every single divine truth in Scripture or inferred from Scripture can be used in one 
or more of these ways.9 A pastor could take John 3:16 and, in addition to its obvious 
doctrinal value on the nature of divine love and sacrifice of Jesus and its paracletic 
value to comfort the doubting sinner, also refute the Calvinist doctrine of limited 

                                                           
7 Walther’s much briefer section on homiletics in his Pastoraltheologie discusses application 

exclusively in terms of the fivefold use. See Amerikanisch-Lutherische Pastoraltheologie, 4th ed. (St. 
Louis: Concordia, 1897), 80–90. 

8 The German explanations after each word display the unfamiliarity of Hellenistic rhetorical 
terms to his students, Pieper, Homiletik, 58–60. A catalog of rhetorical figures and tropes with 
accompanying German paraphrases and examples from 399–406 demonstrates a similar gap 
between the instructor’s classical education and the presumptive student’s more tenuous grasp on 
classical literature. For the history of the uses from the late sixteenth century to Walther’s time, see 
Benjamin T. G. Mayes, “The Useful Applications of Scripture in Lutheran Orthodoxy: An Aid to 
Contemporary Preaching and Exegesis,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 83 (2019): 111–135. 

9 Pieper, Homiletik, 58. 
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atonement, urge the Christian to do good works for a God who has done so much 
for him, and decry the ungodliness of sleeping in so that you never hear the truth of 
John 3:16. Some uses of a text are more farfetched than others, and some would be 
altogether wrong. The entire work of constructing sermons for Pieper came down 
to the capacity rightly to divide or apportion the word of truth according to those 
five uses so that the congregation would be edified with God’s Word.10 

Right division of the word of truth began with fervent prayer for God’s grace 
and extensive meditation on the original text of Scripture. The preacher’s 
requirement to know the original languages comes from commitment to the 
inspired nature of the text before him. If it were less than God’s Word, translations 
would suffice. Since God has spoken these words, the preacher must draw what he 
says in the pulpit from what he reads in the study. The loop between good exegesis 
and good preaching recurs constantly in Pieper’s description of how to preach, 
beginning from one’s knowledge of what text one will preach on. For Pieper, the text 
was customarily the gospel or epistle (not the still-unavailable Old Testament 
reading) in the historic lectionary, but free texts or, more literally in English, texts 
fitted to the occasion (Kasualtexten) could also be chosen. Greater freedom in the 
choice of text is more evident in Pieper than one often finds in modern preaching 
resources where one is presumed to be using some lectionary. Pieper does not have 
significant warnings about caprice in the choice of a free text because the ongoing 
and general use of the historic lectionary in Lutheran churches meant free texts were 
an exception to a real rule. 

With an established text, the preacher meditated upon it, pored over it, and then 
composed a theme that expressed the text’s basic thought or concept. Every sermon 
needed a theme because it would otherwise be unmemorable for the preacher 
(hindering delivery) and for the hearer (hindering edification). Pieper enumerated 
four different thematic arrangements and ways of outlining: homiletical, analytic, 
synthetic, and analytico-synthetic. Pieper identified some homiletical themes and 
outlines as Luther’s most frequent way of preaching: working through a text by 
sentences or paragraphs, and changing one’s topic in accord with the textual 
specificities.11 Pieper does not decry this method directly but censures it indirectly 
in his much greater praise for the thematic specificity of preaching analytically or 
synthetically. 

All themes and preaching outlines must be streng textgemäß, strictly textually 
aligned, whatever their form. The three forms Pieper discusses throughout the book 
are the analytic method, the synthetic method, and the analytico-synthetic method. 
                                                           

10 Pieper, Homiletik, 133–135, 140–148. 
11 Pieper, Homiletik, 80. 
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An analytic theme and outline are derived directly from the text, so the epistle for 
the Third Sunday of Easter (Misericordias Domini), 1 Peter 2:21–25, could take the 
theme “The Calling of Christians to Suffer according to the Example of the Lord,” a 
one-sentence summation of the text’s subject and its method of discussing that 
subject, which are the two marks of an analytic theme.12 A synthetic theme and 
outline are derived indirectly from the text by valid inference. That inference could 
be primary, handling the text’s entire scope, or secondary, touching upon only one 
portion of the text. Primarily synthetic themes on John 4:46–54, the gospel for 
Trinity 21, would be “The Blessing of the Cross” or “The Growth of Faith,” but a 
secondarily synthetic theme on Luke 18:9–14, the gospel for Trinity 11, would be 
“The Shame of the Repentant Sinner,” since that theme touches upon only the words 
of Luke 18:13 indicating the tax collector’s attitude in repentance, not the full 
comparison Jesus makes in that parable.13 An analytico-synthetic theme and outline 
try to do both of those things, employing analytic directness and synthetic 
applicability to best advantage while expositing the entirety of the text, something 
Pieper does not understand as necessary in the purely analytic or synthetic 
methods.14 Citing Rambach, Pieper indicates that the nearer a synthetic theme 
comes to handling a text according to its own logic and in its entirety, the more it 
becomes “analytico-synthetic.”15 This taxonomy does not function prescriptively in 
Pieper as if one arrangement were greatly superior to another. Synthetic sermons 
could be more pointed and more easily received than a very close attachment to the 
words of a very unfamiliar passage of Scripture, and analytic sermons do not wander 
so far afield topically as synthetic sermons might. The taxonomy helps the preacher 
see what he is doing now in his preaching and what he might in some other situation 
do. 

The burden for Pieper is that whatever the arrangement, the sermon’s theme 
and outline must be textual, expressing their teaching, their admonitions, and their 
emotions in delivery according to the text. Thus the hardest work in preaching was 
not the process of meditation on a text or the discovery of a theme to focus the 
preacher’s and the hearers’ attention. Rather, Pieper identified the proper division 
of a text as the absolutely most difficult thing in preaching because it is how one 
moves from exegesis to proclamation, from reading to delivery. That is why the 
German term disposition, which we have spoken of as “division” or “outline,” has 
two senses: abstractly, the preacher’s handling of the text, and concretely, the 

                                                           
12 Pieper, Homiletik, 88–89. 
13 Pieper, Homiletik, 89–90. 
14 Pieper, Homiletik, 85. 
15 Pieper, Homiletik, 85, footnote. 
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preaching outline he produces because of that handling.16 Knowing how, when, and 
why to divide a text up—that is, the correct apportionment of Scripture for the 
congregation’s edification—is the real art of preaching, more than rhetorical 
capacity or fluency in delivery. 

So how can one do it? Not through the employment of a preexistent concept of 
how a sermon should be arranged. Justice to a particular text means that whatever 
one’s prior thoughts on that text or related texts, one cannot enter into meditation 
on a passage of Scripture with a Procrustean bed already prepared, eager to chop or 
to stretch the passage into shape. Such prior ideas of what a text ought to say result 
in poor outlines that repeat themselves and nauseate the hearers, who have in fact 
heard all that before. One can discover proper theme and arrangement according to 
divisions the text itself offers (analytic) or according to divisions germane to this 
Scripture in connection with other portions of Scripture on the same topic 
(synthetic). Whatever the method, the division of the text should follow the laws of 
thought to be logical and memorable.17 Thus our analytic sermon on John 3:16 on 
how God has loved the world would be divided into (1) Who loves the world? and 
(2) Whom does God love? Variety in synthetic sermons is obviously easier to achieve 
because one need not confine himself strictly to all of the specific text’s internal 
dynamics, but Pieper is clear that if that text is conflated with other very similar 
texts, one has not done justice to the text. One must accent what is accented in that 
text, even when the sermon’s theme goes beyond the text’s strict confines and 
references many other texts alongside the preaching text. 

Once the preacher has composed a theme and an outline, his delivery must have 
at least two elements indispensable to preaching: the exposition of Scripture and the 
application of Scripture. Other elements could be present: an emotional exhortation, 
for example, especially where high emotion is within the text. The emotions 
Scripture expresses and the emotions it aims to evoke in its hearers should be present 
in sermons on those texts,18 but if a preacher does not exposit and apply what he has 
exposited, high emotion and everything else will cause froth in people’s souls but no 
growth. 

                                                           
16 Pieper, Homiletik, 117. 
17 To this end, Pieper inserted in its entirety (Homiletik, 126–131) George Schaller’s article, 

“Is Logic Evil in the Composition of Sermons?” Magazin für ev.-luth. Homiletik und 
Pastoraltheologie 6:377ff. For more information on the Magazin and the practice of preaching in 
the early Missouri Synod, cf. Lester Zeitler, “Preaching Christ to the Glory of God for the Salvation 
of the Hearer: An Analysis of the Preaching Proposed in the Magazin Für Ev.-Luth. Homiletik und 
Pastoraltheologie, 1877–1929” (PhD diss., Concordia Seminary, 1965), available at 
https://scholar.csl.edu/thd/40. 

18 Pieper, Homiletik, 255–260. 
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Exposition is not a method of delivery for Pieper like the “expository preaching” 
of Calvary Chapel’s Chuck Smith and his many imitators, which resembles Pieper’s 
description of a “homiletical” method. Exposition is not a style, the latter being 
mostly a matter of individual capacity and custom, according to Pieper.19 Exposition 
is the exact, clear, basic, and orderly explanation of the meaning of the text.20 
Exposition of the text is necessary because among the human faculties, Pieper posits 
the understanding as the most basic component of one’s soul. The will and the 
emotions can be stirred, but the understanding must above all else be taught.21 This 
accords with Walther’s understanding of preaching, that its most basic purpose is to 
teach,22 so that preaching and teaching are equivalent in Walther’s pastoral theology 
and in Pieper’s homiletic. The preacher is a teacher, and vice versa. He must provide 
scriptural proofs for what he teaches because his authority to teach derives only from 
Scripture.23 Exposition teaches what the scriptural text says, so if you preach on John 
3:16 but say nothing of the Father and the Son’s relationship to each other (theology 
proper) or of the Father’s plan to save the world through His Son (soteriology), you 
have not honored the text. Exposition builds up the church thoroughly and 
decisively and should be the main component of every sermon. 

Application is also requisite because a text that is not applied floats free from 
the hearers’ own lives, especially their emotions and their understanding of good 
works. Under application, we find once again the fivefold use that Pieper discussed 
in connection with meditation on Scripture so that the preacher can see again how 
Scripture wants to be applied. Under application is also found Pieper’s only explicit 
discussion of law and gospel, now often the sole criterion for good preaching among 
Lutherans. For Pieper, law and gospel are not a sermon outline. They are discussed 
after the fivefold use as a way of applying the Scripture with psychological acuteness. 
Pieper almost never discusses the process of conversion, which Walther does 

                                                           
19 Pieper, Homiletik, 360–364. Pieper distinguished between general requirements of style 

such as clarity in delivery or good rhythm in one’s sentences and paragraphs (Homiletik, 364–395) 
and specific expressions of style such as long or short clauses, an aphoristic or fulsome delivery, 
etc. General requirements were incumbent on anyone who speaks in public, and he therefore 
discussed them at length. Remarks on specific expression are briefer because they cannot be 
prescribed; he is pointed in denouncing anyone who forbids emotion in delivery as enforcing his 
own cold spirit upon everyone (Homiletik, 360). 

20 Pieper, Homiletik, 207. The adjectives in the above sentence serve as placeholders for 
Pieper’s later discussions of how exposition should be conducted. 

21 Pieper, Homiletik, 219–220. 
22 Walther, Amerikanisch-Lutherische Pastoraltheologie, 78–80; American-Lutheran Pastoral 

Theology, ed. David W. Loy, trans. Christian C. Tiews (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
2017), 97–98. 

23 Pieper, Homiletik, 243. 
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everywhere in his lectures on law and gospel,24 so in the Homiletik we find law and 
gospel discussed not as a means by which someone becomes a Christian but a means 
by which the preacher aligns his theme and outline most nearly with the hearers’ 
needs in the course of regular congregational preaching to Christians. If one 
misjudges how a text will be heard by various hearers, he cannot correctly apportion 
correction or teaching or comfort or whatever the different hearers might need. The 
distinction between law and gospel is not an overarching homiletical dynamic nor 
the sermon outline that it sometimes is with us. It is one of the pastor’s tools for 
aligning the text’s teaching and applications with his hearers’ needs. After quoting 
from Walther’s Law and Gospel without specific attribution to the work, Pieper gives 
an example of psychologically acute preaching from Walther’s theme and outline in 
a Good Friday sermon on 1 Corinthians 6:20: 

What does the saying, “You were bought with a price,” demonstrate to people? 

The answer is: 

1. As a word of awakening to repentance, 

2. As a word full of comfort for faith, and 

3. As a word of encouragement to sanctification.25 

Walther is the exemplar here, and his teaching is also Pieper’s. Walther’s homiletical 
discussion in his pastoral theology similarly subordinates the distinction between 
law and gospel to the fivefold use. Walther covers how to apply Scripture according 
to the fivefold use26 with accompanying remarks on proclaiming the whole counsel 
of God in every sermon—in other words, repentance, faith, and sanctification, 
plainly visible in the above outline. Within that entire counsel of God, the formula 
familiar to us from his Law and Gospel that the gospel must predominate in a 
preacher’s sermons is found,27 so that the distinction between law and gospel 

                                                           
24 C. F. W. Walther, Law and Gospel: How to Read and Apply the Bible, ed. C. Schaum, J. 

Hellwege, and T. Manteufel, trans. C. Tiews (St. Louis: Concordia, 2010), especially 93–97 on the 
conversion of Pharisees within the congregation, 235, 337–340, and Thesis XXII, “You are not 
rightly distinguishing Law and Gospel in the Word of God if a false distinction is made between a 
person’s being awakened and being converted; moreover, when a person’s inability to believe is 
mistaken for not being permitted to believe.” 

25 Pieper, Homiletik, 122–123. 
26 Walther, Amerikanisch-Lutherische Pastoraltheologie, 80–90; American-Lutheran Pastoral 

Theology, 98–109. 
27 Walther, Amerikanisch-Lutherische Pastoraltheologie, 93; American-Lutheran Pastoral 

Theology, 112. Cf. Law and Gospel’s Thesis XXV, “You are not rightly distinguishing Law and 
Gospel in the Word of God if you do not allow the Gospel to predominate in your teaching,” with 
the equivalence of teaching being equal to preaching and general remarks on the evangelical nature 
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concerns the entirety of a preacher’s ministry and proclamation (cf. 2 Cor 3:4–11), 
not specifically how he can apply the Scripture, for which the fivefold use is instead 
deployed. Walther does not envision pure doctrine that does not rightly distinguish 
between law and gospel,28 but like Pieper, he does not discuss law and gospel when 
discussing the exegesis of Scripture or the outlining or delivery of a sermon. For 
exegesis and delivery, Pieper’s homiletic expands upon the basic emphases of his 
teacher’s insistence on the text of Scripture.  

Pieper’s homiletic is driven by the text, and his provision of two different 
discussions of hermeneutics guides the preacher who may at times be uncertain 
about the meaning of Scripture.29 Pieper offers helpful examples everywhere and 
gives lists of hermeneutical principles, good sermon outlines, bad sermon outlines, 
and remarks on preaching drawn from Lutheran preachers throughout the 
centuries. Pieper is didactic perhaps not only for the students who listened to his 
lectures but also for the pastors who in the 1890s or 1910s necessitated the printing 
of two separate editions of the work. Perusing the Missouri Synod’s Magazin für ev.-
luth. Homiletik und Pastoraltheologie, one finds the same abundant provision of 
outlines, discussions of the practical difficulties of coming up with a good theme to 
focus the sermon, and connections between the accurate knowledge of the 
congregation and pointed, clear sermonizing. Pieper’s work in his Homiletik is 
neither unusual nor unusually brilliant, qualities he did not seek. It is compendious 
and characteristic of his time and place in its concerns; its presumption of a well-
meaning, orthodox, but too-busy preacher; and its presumption of certain 
homiletical commonplaces that are now no longer commonplace.30 

The theoretical commonplaces and asseverations we reviewed above are joined 
to Pieper’s later discussion of who will exegete, exposit, and apply the text of 
Scripture according to its fivefold use. That who is someone who must be healthy, 
possessing a good voice, and devoting himself above everything else in his ministry 
to preaching. The truism in the early Missouri Synod that the preaching was the 

                                                           
of the preaching office in 2 Corinthians 3, e.g., “A New Testament preacher as such should preach 
nothing else but the Gospel. He is really carrying out an alien function when he preaches the Law,” 
Walther, Law and Gospel, 457. 

28 Walther, Amerikanisch-Lutherische Pastoraltheologie, 79; American-Lutheran Pastoral 
Theology, 97. 

29 Pieper, Homiletik, 44–65, 208–222. There are other hermeneutical discussions in brief in 
many other places, but these are the two most extended discussions in connection with exegesis 
and exposition, respectively. 

30 “The idea that the fivefold use of Scripture is applicable to preaching permeates the 
Magazin,” Zeitler, “Preaching Christ,” 269. 
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chief duty of the pastoral office31 must be known to understand what Pieper requires 
in preaching, as was elsewhere presumed in homiletical discussion: sermons should 
not be read. This is a different question from the production of a manuscript, which 
Pieper averred Walther always wrote out, along with Claus Harms and Pieper 
himself. Notably, an early debate about sermon delivery was framed in terms of a 
delivery originating from a manuscript or a delivery originating ex tempore,32 but 
Pieper castigated the deadness of reading manuscripts in the pulpit and gave 
extensive recommendations for improving one’s memory.33 The option Pieper finds 
safest especially for young preachers is the preparation of a complete manuscript by 
Friday morning, so that with that work behind him, he can devote a few hours on 
Saturday to the memorization of the manuscript. One could also deliver freely from 
a prearranged theme and outline with or without notes, but Pieper found it best to 
write out a manuscript, memorize it word for word, and reread it on Sunday 
morning to deliver its contents in memorized form.34 

 The goal was a lively delivery of interesting, varied, and orthodox content. 
Pieper found the dangers of preaching without prior conceptualization far too great 
in their tendency for repetition and their poorly detailed application of the text. 
Although this was Spurgeon’s method and Pieper quoted Spurgeon’s homiletical 
lectures with frequent approval (from a German edition!), Pieper did not commend 
ex tempore preaching. Whether the preacher uses a manuscript or notes or not, he 
must beforehand conceptualize what he will say, how he will apportion the text’s 
teachings, admonitions, and everything else, and prepare the sermon before he gets 
into the pulpit. Once in the pulpit, he must deliver the sermon as speaking live to 
other people, whether the words were written down beforehand or not. 

Where Do We Go from Here? 

Reinhold Pieper does not provide something altogether new in the history of 
Lutheran preaching. For that, Richard Caemmerer and his series of articles35 and 
                                                           

31 Cf. Walther, Amerikanisch-Lutherische Pastoraltheologie, 76, “The most important of all 
requirements of the office of every pastor is public preaching,” translation mine. Cf. Walther, 
American-Lutheran Pastoral Theology, 95. 

32 Martin Guenther, “Memorieren oder extemporieren?” Magazin für ev.-luth. Homiletik und 
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34 Pieper, Homiletik, 412–416, 425. 
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books36 prior to Seminex provided something altogether new in the Missouri 
Synod’s homiletical tradition, a fact not lost on Caemmerer himself.37 Caemmerer’s 
understanding of the meaning of “the word of God,”38 heavily informed by 
neoorthodoxy and the homiletical theory of Wolfgang Trillhaas,39 fundamentally 
reshaped American Lutheran preaching, and the fact that we may now be unaware 
of that is because of its tremendous success. Men who had been raised under an 
older method of preaching, such as Robert Schultz, were very well aware that 
Caemmerer was changing things greatly, specifically in the understanding of the 
distinction between law and gospel and how it applies to preaching.40 Debates in 
application shifted from discussions of the fivefold use of Scripture to how many 
uses the law of God has, something about which one finds no debate in the early 
Missouri Synod.41 

Pieper’s significance is as a representative for and masterly synthesis of what 
and who came before him, not least C. F. W. Walther, who taught him to preach 
and was his exemplar of faithful American Lutheran preaching. Pieper’s work was 
lost because it went untranslated. Similar to the rather recent translation of 
                                                           
to his homiletical textbooks. He further elaborated on his homiletic in “Current Contributions to 
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Walther’s own sermons, we received the homiletical theory of the early Missouri 
Synod almost entirely through reading Walther’s Law and Gospel rather than 
reading either their sermons or their own homiletical exemplars such as Rambach 
or homiletical writings such as Pieper’s Homiletik. 

What we stand to gain from a renewed reading of Reinhold Pieper is a fresh 
understanding of a biblically textual sermon. A textual sermon is not the imposition 
of predetermined dogmatic or psychological structures upon the biblical text, 
squeezing a certain amount of “law” or “gospel” from this or that phrase. A textual 
sermon proceeds from meditation on the text of Scripture and apportions its theme, 
outline, and applications according to that text’s and concomitant biblical texts’ 
wording. A textual sermon uses Scripture according to its own internally expressed 
fivefold use (2 Tim 3:16; Rom 15:4) and employs the distinction between law and 
gospel as a particularly brilliant light upon the application of God’s Word to people’s 
consciences. Law and gospel functions fruitfully within the field of sermonic 
application rather than swamping all other rubrics for interpreting Scripture, 
whether in the study or in the pulpit. Pieper is a witness from another time and place, 
but his witness is that Walther’s preaching is consistent with Walther’s 
understanding of law and gospel. Pieper saw no disjunction between his teacher’s 
homiletical discussions and sermons. What we have lost, and what Pieper 
demonstrates and recommends, can be recovered. Our homiletical tradition is not 
lost so much as buried and unknown. It can be found and recovered, dusted off, and 
put to use. 

Appendix: Reinhold Pieper’s Obituary42 

On Holy Saturday [April 3, 1920] Prof. Reinhold Pieper, for years professor and 
president of our theological seminary in Springfield, Ill., was unexpectedly quickly 
called from this life and entered into the rest of the blessed in light. He was born on 
March 2, 1850 in Carwitz, Pomerania, immigrated to our country in the year 1869, 
attended the college of the Wisconsin Synod at Watertown, Wis., and in the year 
1876 passed his theological examination in our St. Louis preachers’ seminary. He 
held pastoral positions at first in two parishes in the Wisconsin Synod: 
Wrightstown, Wis., from 1876 to 1878 and Manitowoc, Wis., from 1878 to 1891. 
Then he was called as professor to Springfield and after the soon-following death of 
Prof. Craemer took over the presidency of the institution. Both offices, heavily laden 
with work, he held for twenty-three years with great skill until 1914. Then he moved 
to Chatham, Ill., and served the congregation there until 1918 and the congregation 
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in nearby Riverton up to his death. A painful blow hit him, when on March 24th 
[1920] his spouse Emilie, nee Koehn, was torn from him by death. Since then he, 
who for a long time had felt the pains of age, longed for home, asked his children 
repeatedly to pray the Lord that he would soon (“even before Easter”) be taken 
home. He set his house in order, went on Good Friday to the Holy Supper in 
Chatham, prepared on Saturday for a Confession- and Lord’s Supper-Divine Service 
in Riverton, fell suddenly to the floor about 10 in the evening, and the doctor who 
was called in could establish only his immediate death. In a letter written in his last 
days to his longtime Springfield colleague, Prof. J. Herzer, he pointed to the beautiful 
passage of the mercy and forgiveness of sins of God, Micah 7:18–19, “Where is such 
a God, as you are? Who forgives sin and passes over the transgression of the remnant 
of his inheritance? Who does not retain his wrath eternally, because he is merciful. 
He shall again have mercy, to put away our transgression and to throw all our sins 
into the depths of the sea”—The burial took place on April 6. In the house of 
mourning at Chatham, the local pastor, E. C. Wegehaupt, spoke in the German and 
the English languages on Job 19:25–27 and Rev. 14:13. Then the body was brought 
to Springfield. In the place of his many years of activity, in the auditorium of the 
seminary, President F. Pfotenhauer spoke of the blessing God had given to his 
church through the man now fallen asleep, District President W. Heyne of the divine 
grace in which he [R. Pieper] shared, Prof. R. Biedermann in the English language 
of the rule and guide to which he always adhered in his work and of the goal that 
was at all times before his eyes. At the graveside in Springfield President Heyne 
officiated. The man now fallen asleep left behind eight children, three of whom had 
gone before him into eternity, three sons and five daughters. One of his sons is in 
the preaching office, and two sons-in-law. — “Blessed are the dead, who die in the 
Lord, from now on. ‘Yes,’ says the Spirit, ‘because they rest from their labor, for their 
works follow after them.’” 

L. Fuerbringer 
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On the Sufficiency and Clarity of Scripture 
Korey D. Maas 

It remains impossible to spend much time in Lutheran circles without hearing 
invocations of Scripture’s sufficiency and, very much related, its clarity. Each is often 
encompassed in the phrase “Scripture alone,” which is of course one of the famous 
solas that would become a slogan of the Reformation. Like most oft-repeated 
slogans, it has even become something of a cliché. To say so need not be to disparage, 
however; clichés, after all, only become clichés because they concisely and helpfully 
express a recognized truth. But precisely because they are so concise, it is not always 
possible for slogans or clichés to express the relevant truth clearly or fully. More 
problematic, as George Orwell emphasizes in his famous essay on “Politics and the 
English Language,”1 clichés very easily become substitutes for actual thought, and 
so discourage or prevent clear thinking. Their ready use can prevent one from 
seriously thinking about and thinking through the original ideas they were meant to 
convey. If and when this is the case, misunderstanding inevitably arises. The kernel 
of truth expressed in a concise formula can be mistaken for the whole truth. Even 
those invoking the slogan might begin to forget what the whole truth is, why it is 
true, and why it was articulated and defended in the first place.  

Such forgetfulness is of course problematic for a whole host of reasons, not the 
least of which is that the attendant misunderstandings might make it especially easy 
for Lutherans to have their faith shaken if and when they encounter some fairly 
standard objections. Some of the more common objections to the Lutheran 
profession of Scripture’s sufficiency and clarity will be addressed below, but it is 
worth noting at the outset that many of them are indeed predicated upon what are 
quite obviously caricatures of the Lutheran confession. Or, at least, their nature as 
caricatures would be obvious if we—clergy and laity alike—better remembered and 
understood the truths intended to be conveyed by concise references to Scripture’s 
sufficiency or clarity. By way of attempting to recover this understanding, then, it 
will be worth asking some relatively straightforward questions of each doctrine. The 
first is simple: “What does this mean?” What, exactly, is meant by the Lutheran claim 
that Scripture is sufficient, or that it is clear? Addressing that question will then allow 
clarification with respect to a second: “What does this not mean?” What 
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mischaracterizations of these teachings should one be wary of accepting or (even 
unintentionally) promoting? Beyond these basic definitional questions, it will be 
further helpful to address some of the implications suggested by their answers. 
Namely: “What does the Lutheran confession intentionally and necessarily exclude, 
or prevent us from saying and believing?” and “What does it not necessarily 
exclude?” In light of the answers to these questions, then, brief attention can be given 
to some of the more popular objections to these fundamental Lutheran doctrines of 
Scripture. 

The Sufficiency of Scripture 

Because the Lutheran confession of Scripture’s sufficiency is so frequently 
summarized with the phrase sola scriptura, an obvious point deserves to be made 
even more obvious. Namely, the phrase is precisely that: a phrase. Because it is not 
a complete sentence, it does not express a complete thought; it does not provide a 
coherent propositional statement to which one might actually say, “yes, that is 
correct,” or “no, that is incorrect.” This perhaps becomes clearer if, rather than 
“Scripture alone,” one uses the equally legitimate translation, “only Scripture.” The 
slogan can be repeated as often and as loudly as one likes, but it invites only one 
logical response. Only Scripture . . . well, what, exactly? 

What Does This Mean? 

This is the question the Smalcald Articles answer when, for example, Luther 
writes that “the Word of God—and no one else, not even an angel—should establish 
articles of faith” (SA II II 15),2 and when the Formula of Concord more fully states, 
“We believe, teach, and confess that the only rule and guiding principle according 
to which all teachings and teachers are to be evaluated and judged are the prophetic 
and apostolic writings of the Old and New Testament alone” (FC Ep Rule and Norm 
1).3 In short, the Lutheran confession of sola scriptura is that only Scripture can 
“establish articles of faith,” and that only Scripture is the standard by which such 
articles are to be judged. Not only is Scripture necessary for defining and judging 
doctrine, but Scripture, all by itself, is sufficient for these tasks. 

Though both of these claims were debated in the sixteenth century—and 
remain contested today—it was the latter that received the greater attention. No 
contemporary Catholic doubted or denied that Scripture was an inspired revelation, 
and so an important source for establishing and judging doctrine. The disputed 
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question, however, was whether Scripture by itself was a sufficient source for doing 
so, or whether additional, and equally authoritative, sources such as tradition or the 
church’s magisterium might be necessary in addition to Scripture. Similarly, no 
sixteenth-century Catholic doubted or denied that Scripture was an infallible source 
of doctrinal authority. But again, the disputed question was whether Scripture is the 
only infallible authority by which doctrine might be established or judged, or 
whether other authorities, such as popes and councils, might also and equally be 
deemed infallible. 

It is something like this latter question that the Formula addresses when it 
declares that “other symbols” and “other writings” are “not judges, as is Holy 
Scripture, but they are only witnesses and explanations of the faith” (FC Ep Rule and 
Norm 8).4 The fact that “other symbols” and “writings” can be and indeed are cited 
in the Formula indicates that its authors did recognize them to be authorities in 
some sense. When the authors appeal to early church fathers, to the Augsburg 
Confession, or even to Luther’s own writings, what they are quite clearly doing is 
making an appeal to authority. Such authorities are understood to be important 
witnesses to true doctrine. But because one might speak truthfully even if not 
possessing infallibility, such witnesses cannot be ultimate judges of doctrine, “as is 
Holy Scripture.” It is because only Scripture is recognized as having infallible 
authority that Scripture alone must establish and judge articles of faith. 

Finally, what is already implicit in the Formula is made further explicit by 
Martin Chemnitz, one of its authors, when he writes in his Enchiridion that 
Scripture contains “the sum of the whole heavenly doctrine, as much as is necessary 
for the church and suffices for the faith by which believers obtain life eternal.”5 
Though Scripture may not contain within its pages all that is true, it preserves and 
proclaims those truths that are both necessary and sufficient for salvation. Though 
perhaps an obvious point, it is especially important for avoiding misunderstanding 
or caricature. The properties and effects of certain chemical compounds, for 
example, are truths that can be discerned, and to be licensed as a pharmacist one 
might even be required to assent to those truths. But because they are not revealed 
in Scripture, their acknowledgment is not necessary for salvation; assent to them 
cannot be required of Christians as Christians. Or, to use an example a bit closer to 
home, a congregation’s use of synodically approved worship materials might 
legitimately be deemed a necessary requirement of membership in The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod. But since Scripture itself speaks neither of hymnals nor 
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of the Missouri Synod, one is not at liberty to say the use of certain hymnals is a 
requirement of salvation. In view of the above, then, what, precisely, do Lutherans 
mean by their confession of sola scriptura? Simply this: Scripture alone, being the 
infallible revelation of God, is both necessary and sufficient for establishing and 
judging the doctrines necessary for salvation. 

What Does This Not Mean? 

Articulating sola scriptura in this fuller and more precise manner not only 
encapsulates the various emphases of the Lutheran Confessions; it also thereby helps 
to clarify what the phrase does not and cannot mean when used by Lutherans. In so 
doing, it therefore reveals the erroneous assumptions of critics, such as the popular 
Catholic apologist Karl Keating, who does battle with a straw man when he describes 
the doctrine as a belief that “anything extraneous to the Bible is simply wrong or 
hinders rather than helps one toward salvation.”6 Keating is surely aware that the 
Bible nowhere explains that, at sea level, water comes to a boil at 100 degrees Celsius. 
But equally surely he has never met a Lutheran who says this non-biblical datum is 
therefore “simply wrong.” Similarly, one very much doubts there are many 
Lutherans who have felt their salvation hindered by the process of making spaghetti 
or boiling an egg. 

Unfortunately, though, it is not simply Catholic polemicists who 
mischaracterize this doctrine, intentionally or otherwise. Even an astute Protestant 
academic like Alec Ryrie can give the wrong impression when writing that 
“Protestantism was in the truest sense a fundamentalist movement; it only accepted 
a single authority, Holy Scripture.”7 It is instead the case that, while acknowledging 
many authorities (from the Council and Creed of Nicaea, through the Book of 
Concord, and down to the local parish pastor), Lutherans, at least, accept only a 
single authority as infallible, and so capable of establishing those doctrines necessary 
to salvation. A final example, from another academic, manages to combine the 
errors of both Keating and Ryrie when presuming sola scriptura to mean that non-
scriptural writing “lacks all authority or truthfulness.”8 No, a second grade math 
book, despite lacking the infallibility of divine inspiration, does not lack all 
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truthfulness when it teaches that 2 + 2 = 4. Nor do similarly non-biblical traffic laws 
lack all authority when they prohibit drag racing in residential neighborhoods. 

What Does This Exclude? 

If the confession of sola scriptura was never meant to prohibit belief in 
extrabiblical truths or to reject any and all authorities other than Scripture, what 
exactly was it intended to safeguard against? The answer to this question is not 
difficult to discern in light of the previous clarification of the phrase as a concise 
manner of professing that, since only Scripture is infallible, only Scripture is to 
establish and judge Christian doctrine. Since the confession was initially articulated 
this way in controversy with Rome, however, its implications might become even 
clearer in view of what Rome taught—and continues to teach—on this point. 

Again, since no medieval theologian doubted or denied that Scripture was the 
inspired and infallible word of God, and therefore an important source for 
establishing and judging doctrine, the question that came into dispute was whether 
Scripture is the only inspired and infallible word of God, and so whether it is the 
entirely sufficient source for establishing and judging doctrine. Whatever freedom 
pre-Reformation Christians might have had to debate these questions, it was in part 
the reformers’ own affirmative answer that finally informed Rome’s official answer 
in the negative. The Council of Trent, for example, though emphasizing the 
veneration due Holy Scripture on account of its divine inspiration, does not allow 
that Scripture is the only source of divine revelation. It therefore speaks of the same 
veneration being due also to “the traditions, whether they relate to faith or to morals, 
as having been dictated either orally by Christ or by the Holy Ghost, and preserved 
in the Catholic Church in unbroken succession.”9 

Trent’s manner of speaking is illustrative of what historians and theologians 
have referred to as the “two-source” theory of revelation, the proposal that God has 
revealed and preserved his word in two forms: written Scripture and unwritten 
tradition. The late Heiko Oberman would bluntly offer that this was a theory 
formulated because Rome came to recognize that some of her teachings “could not 
be found explicitly or implicitly in Holy Scripture.”10 That is, rather than this 
teaching being itself part of an “unbroken” tradition, it was an ad hoc theory 
developed to avoid the otherwise undesirable implications of requiring the faithful 
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to believe extrabiblical doctrines. Whatever its original impetus or motivation, what 
is clear is that Rome continues to embrace the theory even into the present. Dei 
Verbum, the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on Divine 
Revelation, ratified and promulgated by Pope Paul VI in 1965, is emphatic on the 
point: “It is not from Sacred Scripture alone that the Church draws her certainty 
about everything that has been revealed. Therefore both sacred tradition and Sacred 
Scripture are to be accepted and venerated with the same sense of loyalty and 
reverence.” Further, and more explicitly, Scripture is to be held “together with sacred 
tradition, as the supreme rule of faith.”11 

Clearly, then, Rome insists even today that Scripture is not sufficient. If Trent 
and Vatican II are understood to claim that some binding doctrines were 
communicated “orally by Christ or by the Holy Ghost” and yet not recorded in 
Scripture, it further follows that Rome denies, at least in some cases, that scriptural 
revelation is even necessary for defining doctrine. Precisely such claims are what the 
Lutheran confession of sola scriptura originally and most specifically intended to 
exclude. And the implications of not excluding tradition as an authority by which 
doctrines might be established can briefly be illustrated with reference to Rome’s 
formal definition of the bodily assumption of Mary, promulgated only as recently as 
1950. In that year, Pope Pius XII officially proclaimed it to be a “divinely revealed 
dogma.” Note first the explicit claim that, despite nowhere being recorded in 
Scripture, the ostensibly traditional teaching of the assumption is to be regarded as 
a divine revelation. This being the case, therefore, it is not merely entertained as a 
possible historical fact, or even encouraged as a pious opinion, but defined as a 
conscience-binding article of faith, “dogma.” Finally, since the assumption is so 
defined, it can further be decreed that any who doubt or deny it have “fallen away 
completely” from the faith.12  

A conscientious Lutheran must of course find this all very problematic. But the 
precise reason a Lutheran deems it problematic deserves emphasis. It is certainly not 
problematic to believe God capable of assuming someone into heaven, body and 
soul, before the final judgment. In fact, not only will a Lutheran acknowledge that 
he could do so; any sincere Christian must confess that God has in fact done so, as 
with the prophet Elijah (2 Kgs 2:11). Nor is it necessarily problematic to believe that 
God did so—or at least might have done so—with Mary herself. If the Lord had some 
good reason for already assuming Elijah to his side, there is no prima facie reason to 
insist he could not have had a good reason to do the same with Mary, even if he did 
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not consider it necessary to reveal his doing so in the Scriptures. But that, of course, 
is the rub; he did not tell us he did so in the Scriptures. The fundamental problem 
with the doctrine of the assumption, then, is not simply that it permits one to believe 
something not found in Scripture, but that it requires one to believe it. More 
specifically, it requires one to believe it as necessary to salvation; to doubt or deny it, 
says Rome, is to incur damnation. This is precisely what the Lutheran confession of 
sola scriptura intends to prohibit or exclude—making extrabiblical beliefs 
conscience-binding articles of faith, necessary for salvation.  

What Does This Not Exclude? 

In light of the above, then, it also becomes clearer what need not be excluded by 
the confession that Scripture, being infallible, is both necessary and sufficient for 
establishing and judging those doctrines necessary to salvation. Such a confession 
does not exclude, for example, the acknowledgment and use of extrabiblical 
authorities, such as creeds and confessions, pastors and parents—understanding, of 
course, that such authorities, not being infallible, cannot be ultimate norms of 
doctrine. It does not exclude respect for and use of extrabiblical customs or 
traditions, such as the church calendar, liturgy, or vestments—understanding that 
such are not, strictly speaking, “necessary for the church” or absolutely necessary to 
“the faith by which believers obtain life eternal” (Cf. Ap XXIV). It does not prohibit 
articulations of biblical teaching by use of extrabiblical vocabulary, such as the terms 
Trinity or homoousios—understanding that such articulations, like the phrase sola 
scriptura itself, simply serve as concise expressions of fuller doctrines that are found 
in Scripture. Nor need it prevent the entertainment or embrace of “pious opinions” 
that, while not expressed in Scripture, do not contradict Scripture—understanding 
that, since such opinions are not clearly expressed in Scripture, they may not be 
made “articles of faith,” or deemed necessary for salvation. 

Objections Considered 

Better understanding what the Lutheran confession of sola scriptura means and 
does not mean, what it excludes and does not exclude, makes clearer how and why 
commonly heard objections to the doctrine lose their force. Space does not permit 
treating all of these, or any of them in detail; but a few might be addressed at least 
briefly by way of example. One of the more clever of these is the claim that “Scripture 
alone” cannot be found in Scripture alone, and so is inherently self-contradictory. 
This, though, is (as the British say) too clever by half once it is acknowledged that 
the phrase “Scripture alone” is merely meant (like the term Trinity) to encapsulate 
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in concise form a fuller teaching that is found in Scripture. So, for example, Paul 
reminds Timothy that “from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred 
writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” 
(2 Tim 3:15; see also vv. 16–17). 13 Since he mentions nothing in addition to the 
Scriptures being necessary for this purpose, he seems clearly to think they are 
sufficient for this purpose. It is Paul who likewise exhorts his readers “not to go 
beyond what is written” (1 Cor 4:6). And it was going “beyond what is written” for 
which even Jesus himself rebuked the traditionalism of the Pharisees, who were 
“teaching as doctrines the commandments of men” (Mark 7:7). Such passages testify 
to the central tenet of sola scriptura: that Scripture alone is necessary and sufficient 
for establishing those doctrines which are themselves necessary and sufficient for 
salvation. 

A second objection, however, counters that Scripture itself acknowledges that 
it does not contain all that Christ or his apostles said and did. John concludes his 
Gospel, for example, with the reminder that it is not exhaustive, but that “there are 
also many other things that Jesus did” (John 21:25). That is of course true, and John 
had already said the same in the previous chapter, when he wrote that “Jesus did 
many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book.” 
He continued, however: “But these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” 
(John 20:30–31). In other words, what is written might not be exhaustive, but it 
remains nonetheless sufficient. Thus, already in his Examination of the Council of 
Trent, Martin Chemnitz acknowledged that “it is clear that though not everything . 
. . was written, nevertheless, whatever of the doctrine and miracles of Christ is 
necessary and sufficient for true faith and eternal life has been written.”14 It is worth 
simply adding in passing that, if Scripture is deemed insufficient merely because it 
is not exhaustive, then oral tradition quite obviously becomes equally problematic, 
since no church claims to have preserved even in unwritten form everything Jesus 
said or did. 

A further objection, however, perhaps carries a bit more weight, and deserves 
greater attention. This is the claim that Scripture actually requires the faithful to 
hold extrabiblical teachings. Paul is invoked here, when he tells his audience to 
“stand firm and hold to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by our 
spoken word or by our letter” (2 Thess 2:15). The first thing that might be said here 
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is that there is no immediately obvious reason to assume that Paul taught something 
by his “spoken word” that he had not also taught in writing. More importantly, 
though, there is a specific context in which Paul speaks this way. The opening verses 
of his epistle’s second chapter make clear that someone was teaching the 
Thessalonians contrary to what Paul had taught them. More specifically, Paul 
mentions that this teaching occurred in “a letter seeming to be from us” (2 Thess 
2:2). That is to say, someone was teaching error, but claiming to teach with apostolic 
authority. This in itself serves as a warning that a simple claim of apostolic tradition 
or authority is no guarantee of the fact. The New Testament elsewhere reports 
similarly erroneous teachings circulating with at least implied claims of apostolicity 
(e.g., John 21:23; Acts 15:24), and the congregations at Corinth and Galatia amply 
demonstrate that even those founded by the apostles themselves were not immune 
to error. In each of these cases, though, actual apostles remained alive and able not 
only to correct the errors mentioned, but also to confirm that certain teachings 
claiming their authority actually had no such thing. With the death of the last 
apostle, however, it would be presumptuous—and indeed dangerous—to claim with 
dogmatic confidence that “the apostles taught X,” unless one can point to that 
teaching in their actual writings. 

What the objections thus far share in common is that, despite their attempts to 
refute the doctrine of Scripture alone, those attempts appeal only to Scripture. They 
are tentatively willing to concede the point for the sake of attempting to show why 
it is ultimately untenable. One final objection is different, moving from the field of 
Scripture onto the ground of tradition itself. This objection is simply that sola 
scriptura is not part of the church’s tradition, but is instead the novel invention of 
the sixteenth-century reformers. Here, though again simply for the sake of 
argument, the Lutheran might also provisionally concede the premise—namely, that 
tradition might authoritatively determine a matter—for the purpose of 
demonstrating that the conclusion drawn from that premise is itself untenable. One 
might appeal to the patristic tradition, and the example of Cyril of Jerusalem, who 
insisted that “concerning the divine and holy mysteries of the Faith, not even a 
casual statement must be delivered without the Holy Scriptures.”15 Athanasius 
similarly confessed that “the sacred and inspired Scriptures are sufficient to declare 
the truth,”16 and so criticized those who “run about with the pretext that they have 
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demanded Councils for the faith’s sake; for divine Scripture is sufficient.”17 
Augustine likewise professed that “among the things that are plainly laid down in 
Scripture are to be found all matters that concern faith.”18 Examples could be 
multiplied. 

Earlier than any of these, though, and even more revealing, is Irenaeus’s 
teaching against the Gnostic claim that Scripture was insufficient. This was the case, 
Gnostics proposed, because, in addition to Scripture, Jesus had given his original 
disciples further teachings that had not been committed to writing, but which had 
been transmitted via oral tradition. Irenaeus explicitly rebuked the doctrine of the 
Gnostics because they “gather their views from other sources than the Scriptures.”19 
In view of the debates inaugurated with the Reformation, the irony here is difficult 
to miss. The earliest heresy with which the church had to contend was predicated 
on the idea that Scripture is insufficient, and that salvation required the embrace of 
doctrines not revealed in Scripture, but which were ostensibly preserved in 
unwritten tradition. Equally as significant as the patristic testimony, however, is its 
endorsement even by esteemed medieval theologians such as Thomas Aquinas, who 
similarly insisted, “We believe the successors of the apostles only in so far as they 
tell us those things which the apostles and prophets have left in their writings.”20 
Though he certainly did not dismiss extrabiblical authorities such as councils, 
church fathers, and philosophers, he nevertheless explained that “sacred doctrine 
makes use of these authorities as extrinsic and probable arguments; but properly 
uses the authority of the canonical Scriptures as a necessary demonstration.” In 
support of this position, he cites Augustine’s conclusion that “only those books of 
Scripture which are called canonical have I learned to hold in such honor as to 
believe their authors have not erred in any way in writing them.”21 If patristic and 
medieval theologians alike could testify to Scripture’s necessity and sufficiency, and 
ground those claims in Scripture’s unique infallibility, any objection that the 
Lutheran confession of the same is a sixteenth-century novelty clearly falls flat. 
Indeed, not only does Irenaeus confirm the Lutheran suspicion that the real novelty 
is any appeal to an authoritative unwritten tradition; Aquinas’s invocation of 
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Augustine further suggests that, even in the thirteenth century, he understood that 
the “Lutheran” teaching is just the church’s traditional teaching. 

The Clarity of Scripture 

By way of transition to the Lutheran confession of Scripture’s clarity, it is worth 
emphasizing that, while Scripture’s sufficiency and its clarity are indeed intimately 
related, they are also in fact distinct concepts. If for no other reason, this deserves 
emphasis because a number of popular objections to sola scriptura are, upon closer 
examination, not so much objections to Scripture’s sufficiency as they are to its 
purported clarity. One often hears, for example, that Scripture alone is self-evidently 
untenable because the various Protestant traditions all confess sola scriptura, all read 
the same books of Scripture, and yet all reach different conclusions about the 
doctrines professed by Scripture. This is a potentially cogent critique of any claim 
that Scripture is clear in what it teaches; but it does not actually touch the confession 
that Scripture is the only source from which doctrine is to be drawn and by which it 
is to be judged. The premillennialist, for example, might be wrong to say that, 
according to Scripture, Christ will return to reign on earth for a thousand years 
before the final judgment; but his error is not that he believes this doctrine must 
stand or fall on the testimony of Scripture alone. He can be criticized for misreading 
Scripture; but he is to be commended at least for attempting to ground his doctrine 
in Scripture, rather than by appeal to an unwritten tradition or the simple fiat of an 
extrabiblical authority. 

Because one of the claims earlier made with respect to the Catholic teaching of 
Scripture’s insufficiency might itself be open to the charge of caricature, it should be 
clarified that some Catholic theologians do understand the distinction between 
Scripture’s sufficiency as the source of doctrine and the question of its clarity when 
it comes to discerning what the doctrines of Scripture actually are. Some 
ecumenically minded Catholics, for example, will suggest that the distinction 
between Scripture and tradition discussed above is not best understood as entailing 
two separate sources of doctrine. Instead, they will grant that Scripture is doctrine’s 
only source; by “tradition,” then, they simply mean the church’s traditional 
interpretation of Scripture, which interpretation—being traditional—acquires 
dogmatic status and so prevents alternative interpretations. The claim, in effect, is 
that the authoritative status granted tradition (and the magisterium) is not a 
rejection of sola scriptura per se, but a complement to it, necessitated by Scripture’s 
lack of clarity; tradition and the magisterium only repeat what is in Scripture, but 
only tradition and the magisterium can clarify what it is that Scripture actually says. 
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In some instances, to be sure, this is a plausible explanation. In others, however, it 
quite clearly is not. Nor does it seem to be a position officially endorsed by the 
magisterium itself.22 

The point, nonetheless, is that if even some critics of Lutheran doctrine rightly 
recognize the distinction between Scripture’s necessity and sufficiency as the source 
of doctrine, and Scripture’s clarity in its expression of doctrine, Lutherans especially 
should not allow the two to be confused or conflated. Having made the point, 
however, the two are, again, very much related. If the purpose of God’s self-
revelation of his person, work, and will in Scripture is—as Christ and the apostles 
regularly reiterate (e.g., John 5:39; 20:31; 2 Tim 3:15)—to effect salvation, it is 
eminently reasonable to assume that he actually wants readers to understand that 
revelation, and so it is further reasonable to assume that he has made it clear enough 
to do so. 

What Does This Mean? 

But what exactly do Lutherans mean when they speak of Scripture’s clarity? The 
Formula answers, first, by concisely restating Scripture’s sufficiency: “In his Word 
[God] has revealed as much as is necessary for us to know in this life.” Not 
everything has been revealed, and not even as much as the Christian might want to 
know, but that which is necessary for the accomplishment of its proclaimed purpose. 
The Formula continues, then: “In this case we have the clear, certain testimonies in 
the Scripture, which we should simply believe” (FC SD VIII 53).23 Note well that the 
claim here is not that “everything is clear in the Scriptures,” but that what is 
“necessary” in “this case” is clear and certain. If such phrasing might appear to leave 
open the possibility of obscurity in “other cases,” Luther himself had made such a 
qualification even more explicitly. Already in 1521, four years before the famous 
dispute with Erasmus in which he made some of his boldest claims about Scripture’s 
perspicuity, Luther was insisting that the Scriptures are “clear enough in respect to 
what is necessary for salvation.” Not on all points, perhaps, but on those necessary 
for salvation. And even then, perhaps not crystal clear or clear in every respect, but 
“clear enough.” Luther then concludes by granting that the Scriptures do in fact 
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remain, at least in some respects, or in some places, “obscure enough for inquiring 
minds.”24 

In light of the straw-man arguments being forwarded already in the immediate 
wake of the Reformation, it is this relatively modest definition of scriptural clarity 
that will constantly and consistently be reiterated, even by subsequent generations 
of Lutheran dogmaticians. Johann Gerhard is entirely representative when he writes, 
“Our intent is merely this: The dogmas that everyone must know for salvation are 
presented in the Scriptures so clearly and perspicuously that one need not abandon 
the Scriptures and run for help to traditions, to the judgment of the Roman Church, 
to the statements of the fathers, to the decrees of the councils, etc.”25 What Gerhard 
offers is, in effect, a corollary to Scripture’s sufficiency. Just as the doctrines revealed 
in Scripture alone are necessary and sufficient for salvation, so also are the doctrines 
necessary and sufficient for salvation clearly revealed there. He reduces this claim to 
a concise informal syllogism: “Knowledge of Christ and faith in Him are sufficient 
for our salvation. But now, the knowledge of Christ and faith in Him are taught 
clearly in Scripture. Therefore those things that one must know for his salvation are 
set forth in Scripture clearly.”26 

By way of further supporting the “logic” of Scripture’s clarity, Gerhard both 
highlights and expands upon a point noted above. “God, who is the principal author 
of Holy Scripture, was able and wanted to speak clearly to us in it. Therefore 
Scripture is clear.” It would of course be impious to think God incapable of speaking 
clearly. But given the purpose for which God speaks, it would be no less impious to 
believe he did not want to speak clearly. “That He wanted to speak clearly is revealed 
from the end for which He recorded Scripture, that He wanted holy men to write 
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the revelation of His will for the sake of our instruction to salvation.”27 Thus, the 
Lutheran confession of Scripture’s clarity might concisely be explained to mean 
“merely” that whatsoever is necessary for salvation is revealed with sufficient clarity 
in the pages of Scripture itself. Given this modest definition, it becomes more 
evident what this confession does not and has never meant for Lutherans. 

What Does This Not Mean? 

First, as Luther himself already acknowledged, it does not mean that everything 
in Scripture is clear; portions remain “obscure enough for inquiring minds.” Luther 
reiterated this point and added two more in his dialogue with Erasmus. “The subject 
matter of the Scriptures, therefore, is all quite accessible, even though some texts are 
still obscure owing to our ignorance of their terms,” he wrote; however, “if the words 
are obscure in one place, yet they are plain in another.”28 With respect to the first of 
these points, it is entirely possible that Scripture itself is clear, though it appears less 
than clear to individual readers, “owing to our ignorance.” By way of analogy, 
though the sun might be shining brightly and clearly, this might not be at all evident 
to someone who happens to be cleaning a windowless basement at the time. 
Similarly, even a written text as simple as “Spot is a dog,” though its meaning is 
blindingly obvious to readers of English, will remain entirely obscure to a toddler 
not yet able to read or to an individual with no facility in the English language, those 
who remain in a particular sense “ignorant.” With more explicit reference to the text 
of Scripture itself, when the Renaissance humanists revived a knowledge of the 
Greek language, and also of the Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, it quickly 
became evident that some of what had originally been clear in those manuscripts 
was subsequently obscured in the Latin translation used throughout the Middle 
Ages. An example well known to Lutherans, because it appears right at the 
beginning of Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses, is Jesus’ exhortation to “repent” in 
Matthew 4:17. That is what Matthew’s Greek says: repent; have a change of heart. 
But in Latin, this was subsequently rendered not as “repent,” but as “do penance,” a 
very different idea. The clear teaching of the original became obscured in 
translation. Or, put differently and perhaps better, while the teaching of Scripture 
remained clear in itself, it was only clearly perceived by those with the ability to read 
Scripture in its original language. Concisely, then, in addition to acknowledging that 
not everything is clear in Scripture, Luther and the Lutheran tradition also 
acknowledge that portions of Scripture will not necessarily be clear to everybody. 
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The second and related point Luther makes—“if the words are obscure in one 
place, yet they are plain in another”—might be summed up by saying that not 
everything in Scripture will be immediately clear. One might need to read a bit more 
widely to contextualize the particular vocabulary, themes, and concepts of any 
passage of Scripture. This is, of course, the case when interpreting any text or 
document, and to say that Scripture is perspicuous is not to grant it an exception to 
the rules common to all literature. This is the point made in the Apology, when 
Melanchthon notes, “It is necessary to consider passages in their context, because 
according to the common rule it is improper in an argument to judge or reply to a 
single passage without taking the whole law into account. When passages are 
considered in their own context, they often yield their own interpretation” (Ap IV 
280).29 Gerhard effectively encapsulates all of the above when he writes, “We do not 
deny that some passages of Holy Scripture are difficult and obscure; we add, 
however, that these are given light from other clear passages or an exact knowledge 
of them is not absolutely necessary for salvation.”30 Similarly, he repeats, “The 
question is not whether some things in Scripture are said rather obscurely and are 
rather difficult to understand, but whether the dogmas of faith, the knowledge of 
which is necessary to all for their salvation, have been set forth clearly in Scripture.”31 
So, again, the Lutheran confession of Scripture’s clarity does not mean that 
everything is clear, that what is clear will be immediately clear, or that it will be clear 
to everyone. 

One final clarification is perhaps more obvious, but nonetheless merits 
emphasis. To confess that Scripture is clear does not mean that what is clearly stated, 
and even clearly understood, will actually be believed. As St. Paul already 
proclaimed, “If our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing” (2 Cor 
4:3). This point informs Luther’s distinction between the “inner” and “outer” clarity 
of Scripture,32 which roughly parallel the distinction between faith and knowledge. 
He provides a vivid example of this distinction in his Confession of 1528, where he 
writes that “these words, ‘This is my body,’ etc., are clear and lucid. . . . How 
otherwise could the heathen and the Jews mock us, saying that the Christians eat 
their God, if they did not understand this text clearly and distinctly?”33 Such 
mockery proceeds from unbelief (a lack of that “inner clarity” only provided by the 
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Holy Spirit); but at the same time it would not be possible without the “outer clarity” 
of the biblical words themselves. 

What Does This Exclude? 

The above suffices to explain what is and is not meant when Lutherans confess 
Scripture’s clarity. It remains, then, to say a few words about what this confession is 
intended to exclude and what it is not intended to exclude. Reference to the 
historical context in which it was originally articulated will again highlight certain 
specific claims it was meant to exclude. First, it was intended to prevent the claim 
that Scripture remains so obscure that the right and duty of interpreting belongs 
exclusively to, for example, an ecclesiastical magisterium. Relatedly, it was meant to 
exclude the claim that only such a magisterium, endowed with the gift of infallibility, 
can be presumed to interpret it correctly. Because it is well known that Luther 
himself often spoke in unhelpfully exaggerated and hyperbolic terms to get his 
points across, one might be inclined to think he was being less than accurate when 
he complained, for example, in his 1520 address To the Christian Nobility, that 
“when the attempt is made to reprove them [i.e., Rome and her theologians] with 
the Scriptures, they raise the objection that only the pope may interpret the 
Scriptures.”34 In this particular instance, however, Luther was not greatly 
exaggerating. 

Even into the second half of the sixteenth century, for example, the theology 
faculty of the University of Cologne could condemn the doctrine of perspicuity by 
arguing that not just some, but “each and every matter included in the Scriptures is 
covered up with such obscurities that not even the most learned could gather 
definite knowledge from them unless they borrowed this from another source.”35 
The Catholic polemicist Johann Pistorius identified the nature of that source when 
he wrote that “the Church brings to Scripture a light, without which all Scripture is 
obscure and dark.”36 This, then, raises the question of what, exactly, is meant by “the 
Church.” And here one need not refer back to the sixteenth century, but can look to 
what the Catholic Church continues to maintain. According to its catechism, “The 
task of interpreting the Word of God authentically has been entrusted solely to the 
Magisterium of the Church, that is, to the Pope and to the bishops in communion 
with him.”37 In other words, even today Rome essentially concedes that Luther was 
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correct in understanding her position to restrict “authentic” interpretation to the 
papacy. 

To be sure, some check on arbitrary magisterial interpretation is ostensibly 
maintained by insisting that no interpretation may contradict that of “tradition.” 
Thus, Pope Paul VI with Vatican II insisted that “sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture, 
and the teaching authority of the Church . . . are so linked and joined together that 
one cannot stand without the others.”38 By so saying, however, Vatican II not only 
reiterates Rome’s claim that Scripture alone is insufficient, but also implies that even 
if it were sufficient as a “source” of doctrine, its necessary doctrines could not be 
sufficiently understood without recourse to tradition and the magisterium. With 
respect to tradition, its authoritative status as an “authentic” interpreter of Scripture 
was made evident in a particularly clear but problematic way in the Profession of 
Faith required by Pope Pius IV and the sixteenth-century Council of Trent: “I shall 
never accept nor interpret them [i.e., Holy Scriptures] otherwise than according to 
the unanimous consent of the Fathers.”39 

The problem here, quite simply, is that there is no such thing as the “unanimous 
consent” of the fathers, and this is the case even with respect to claims about the 
ostensibly authoritative magisterium of which the pope is presumed to be the 
infallible head. Origen of Alexandria, for example, denied that Peter or the Petrine 
office is the “rock” of Matthew 16, on which Christ promised to build his church. 
Instead, he says that “a rock is every disciple of Christ.”40 Theodore of Mopsuestia 
concludes, “This is not the property of Peter alone. . . . Having said that his 
confession is a rock, he stated that upon this rock I will build my church.”41 
Augustine similarly confessed that “Christ, you see, built his Church not on a man 
but on Peter’s confession.”42 Indeed, as even the prominent twentieth-century 
Roman Catholic scholar Yves Congar acknowledges of Matthew 16: “Except at 
Rome, this passage was not applied by the Fathers to the papal primacy,”43 never 
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mind to papal infallibility. For present purposes, it is not especially urgent to 
determine whose interpretation of Matthew 16 is the best interpretation. It needs 
merely to be observed that, unless one wants to deny that Origen, Theodore, 
Augustine, and many others are fathers of the church, one cannot say that there is a 
“unanimous consensus” of the fathers on this question. Therefore, if Trent is to be 
taken seriously when it forbids biblical interpretations other than those with 
unanimous patristic consent, Rome effectively forbids its own interpretation of 
Matthew 16 as establishing the primacy and infallibility of the papacy.44  

What Does This Not Exclude? 

While the Lutheran confession of Scripture’s clarity excludes granting tradition 
or a magisterium any ultimate or exclusive interpretive authority, it does not 
exclude—as previously noted—a respect for and use of tradition as a kind of 
authority. Nor does it exclude recognizing that the successors of the apostles (which 
Lutherans rightly understand to be all pastors, not only popes and bishops) are in a 
certain sense authoritative—if not exclusively or infallibly so—interpreters of 
Scripture. It is to them that the authority of public proclamation is granted, and all 
proclamation inevitably involves interpretation. Gerhard, for example, explains that 
“when we assert that Scripture is perspicuous, we wish to exclude neither the 
internal illumination of the Holy Spirit nor the external work of the ecclesiastical 
ministry in interpreting Scripture.”45 The profession of Scripture’s clarity similarly 
does not preclude respecting and welcoming the interpretive insights passed down 
from forefathers in the faith. The wheel need not be reinvented with every 
generation, and so, as Chemnitz remarked, “We also gratefully and reverently use 
the labors of the fathers who by their commentaries have profitably clarified many 
passages of the Scripture.” Indeed, he adds, “We confess that we are greatly 
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confirmed by the testimonies of the ancient church in the true and sound 
understanding of the Scripture.”46 

In summary, then, to say that Scripture is clear is simply to say that what it 
proclaims as necessary for salvation is sufficiently clear. It is not to say that 
everything is clear, immediately clear, or clear to everyone. And while it does exclude 
granting sole or infallible interpretive authority to either tradition or select clergy, it 
denigrates neither the Office of the Ministry nor the church’s tradition as important 
factors in biblical interpretation. Understood in this historically Lutheran light, the 
most common objections to the confession of biblical perspicuity also lose their 
force. 

Objections Considered 

Though certain biblical passages are often cited as evidence that the Scriptures 
themselves acknowledge their lack of clarity, these are hardly as problematic as is 
frequently implied. Paul, for example, testifies that God’s judgments are 
“unsearchable” and his ways “inscrutable” (Rom 11:33). And of course they are—
unless and until he chooses to reveal them. Those he has revealed, in Scripture, are 
sufficient—and sufficiently clear—for our salvation. Similarly, Peter grants that even 
some of Paul’s own writings are “hard to understand.” And of course they are. 
Which is why Peter goes on to complain about the “ignorant and unstable,” who 
“twist [them] to their own destruction,” and to warn his readers not to be “carried 
away with the error of lawless people” (2 Pet 3:16–17). To call something “hard to 
understand,” however, is not at all the same as saying (as the Cologne faculty alleged) 
that it is “covered up with such obscurities that not even the most learned could 
gather definite knowledge from” it.47 Rather, a warning against the errors of the 
ignorant and unstable itself implies that stable and informed readers will be able to 
discern which interpretations are twisted and erroneous. 

Another common objection is to imply that even Lutherans and other 
Protestants do not really believe in Scripture’s clarity, as evidenced by their 
interminable production, purchase, and perusal of so many footnoted study Bibles, 
verse-by-verse commentaries on Scripture, and popular treatments of myriad Bible 
“difficulties.” This is a rhetorically clever and potentially effective jibe, unless one 
recognizes—as one should—that there is a real and important difference between 
sufficient understanding and exhaustive understanding, or even fuller 
understanding. No sufficiently literate reader, for instance, fails to understand the 
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simple narrative of the parable of the prodigal son: an ungrateful and profligate child 
is lovingly received back into his father’s house. In its broader biblical context, 
almost all recognize also the deeper meaning of the story, its illustration of God’s 
own gracious and forgiving love of his sinful children. Few would dispute that this 
sufficiently captures the essential point of the parable. But those who have read a 
work such as Kenneth Bailey’s Poet and Peasant will know some of the illuminating 
details of Semitic culture that further enrich one’s understanding in significant but 
not absolutely essential ways.48 That the father runs to greet his returning son, for 
example, is particularly noteworthy for a story told in a culture where running 
brings humiliation to an adult man. The father is not just expressing his love for his 
son; he humbles himself, and so pays a real price in effecting reconciliation. Though 
this is unquestionably noteworthy, the parable does not remain obscure to those 
unaware of such a detail. 

Perhaps the single most common—and pointed—objection, though, is that 
which was noted already in the introduction to this section. Namely, the multiple 
contradictory interpretations of Scripture amply testify to its lack of clarity. 
Certainly none can deny, and all should lament, the many disagreements over 
Scripture’s interpretation. At the same time, however, one must ask whether and 
how many of these interpretations actually contradict one another on the 
fundamental articles necessary to salvation. Do Lutherans, Calvinists, Arminians, 
Catholics, and Orthodox interpret Scripture in such contradictory manners that any 
of their interpretations compels them to reject the ecumenical creeds, for example? 
Of course, one should not and cannot say that doctrines other than those of the 
creeds are unimportant. Certainly, also, it is understood that less central doctrines 
might imply premises that, if pressed to their logical conclusions, would undermine 
more central articles of the faith. But to return to the example of the premillennialist, 
the Lutheran will want to say that a premillennial interpretation of the eschaton is 
wrong; but he does not say that the premillennialist, as such, forfeits salvation. 

By way of contrast, if one were to claim, as Rome has historically done, that 
submission to the papacy is “absolutely necessary” for salvation,49 then one would 
have to grant that not everything necessary for salvation is found clearly in Scripture. 
If one held, as Rome holds, that doubting or denying Mary’s bodily assumption does 
indeed forfeit salvation, then one would have to conclude that not everything 
necessary to salvation is found clearly in Scripture. But such claims are not and never 
have been Lutheran claims. The Lutheran can and does lament the disunity of the 
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visible church; he can and does insist that agreement in all articles of faith is 
necessary to establish visible unity and full communion. But this is not the same as 
saying that full agreement in all articles is necessary for salvation. Thus, even the 
honest acknowledgment that some diversity exists with respect to some 
interpretations of biblical teaching does not fatally undermine what Lutherans mean 
to express by Scripture’s clarity. 

Yet because Lutherans do indeed desire a full and visible unity in the faith, and 
so the prerequisite agreement in all articles of the faith, Catholic critics will further 
press this point by insisting that such desires simply cannot be fulfilled without 
conceding that ultimate and infallible interpretive authority resides in only one 
place: the Roman magisterium. The explicit argument is that since Scripture is not 
clear, popes and councils must clarify it for the church. Implicit in and necessary to 
the argument, however, is the claim that magisterial teaching, unlike Scripture, is 
clear. Anyone paying even the slightest attention to Roman affairs well knows, 
however, that this claim is hardly credible. To cite only one of the most recent and 
most public examples, Catholic theologians have been scrambling for two years now 
to explain—or explain away—what exactly Pope Francis meant when he ordered the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church revised to state that “the Church teaches, in light 
of the Gospel, that ‘the death penalty is inadmissible because it is an attack on the 
inviolability and dignity of the person.’”50 On its face, this quite clearly appears to 
contradict not only Scripture, but also the two-thousand-year tradition of the 
church, including multiple statements of the Roman magisterium itself.51 And some 
Catholic theologians frankly admit that it does, and that Francis’s revision is 
therefore deeply problematic. Most, however, are inclined to say that Scripture, 
tradition, previous magisterial pronouncements, or the newly revised catechism’s 
text—or all of these—might be interpreted in such a way as to prevent contradiction. 
And they offer multiple (and contradictory) theories to explain how this is to be 
done. Examples could be multiplied to include the disparate interpretations of what 
this pope or that council truly and actually meant to say about any number of topics. 
To suggest that Scripture’s lack of clarity necessitates tradition and the magisterium 
is therefore not to solve the problem, but only to push it back one step. Because 
highly educated and credentialed Catholic theologians cannot agree on what 
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tradition or the magisterium say and mean, neither of them is apparently clear 
either. 

The final objection here noted simply echoes one of those raised against 
Scripture’s sufficiency, namely, that the doctrine of Scripture’s clarity must be 
dismissed as a novel invention of the sixteenth-century reformers. The response to 
this objection might therefore also echo that previously provided, by appealing to 
the patristic tradition itself. Perspicuity is implied by Justin Martyr, for example, 
when he says that the Scriptures “do not need to be expounded, but only listened 
to.”52 Anticipating Gerhard, Lactantius also asks whether God was incapable of 
speaking clearly, and replies, “Rather, with the greatest foresight, He wished those 
things which are divine to be without adornment, that all might understand the 
things which He Himself spoke to all.”53 Epiphanius insisted that “everything in the 
sacred Scripture is clear, to those who will approach God’s word with pious 
reason,”54 and Chrysostom similarly remarked that “all things are clear and open 
that are in the divine Scriptures; the necessary things are all plain.”55 Augustine, as 
previously noted, also declared that “among the things that are plainly laid down in 
Scripture are to be found all matters that concern faith,”56 and, again, even into the 
High Middle Ages Aquinas could acknowledge that “the truth of faith is sufficiently 
explicit in the teaching of Christ and the apostles.”57 Once again, however, it is 
Irenaeus in contest with the Gnostic heresy who is perhaps most ironically revealing. 
He complains that when “they are confuted from the Scriptures, they turn around 
and accuse these same Scriptures, as if . . . they are ambiguous, and that the truth 
cannot be extracted from them by those who are ignorant of tradition.”58 Irenaeus 
himself, however, contends that “the entire Scriptures, the prophets, and the 
Gospels, can be clearly, unambiguously, and harmoniously understood by all, 
although all do not believe them.”59 As with Scripture’s sufficiency then, so, too, with 
its clarity the Lutheran confession is neither more nor less than that of the church 
from its earliest days. 
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Conclusion 

Understanding and articulating the sufficiency and clarity of Scripture as 
actually taught by Luther, the Lutheran Confessions, and the orthodox 
dogmaticians, and so recognizing their harmony with the patristic tradition and 
even with prominent medieval doctors, is not simply an exercise in theological 
pedantry. Though a clearer understanding of Lutheran theology and the Lutheran 
theological heritage is of course a good in itself, it serves also to safeguard against 
the kind of reductionism too often made possible by the simple repetition of slogans. 
That the regular invocation of pious clichés might allow Lutherans to 
misunderstand or mischaracterize their own doctrine would be lamentable enough; 
it is more regrettable still that such reductive misunderstandings are encouraged and 
then easily exploited by Lutheranism’s critics. If the profession of Scripture’s 
sufficiency really did require the affirmation that “anything extraneous to the Bible 
is simply wrong or hinders rather than helps one toward salvation,”60 then 
Lutherans could justifiably be charged not only with the invention of a theological 
novelty, but with embracing an obviously untenable position. If the profession of 
Scripture’s clarity really did require the affirmation that everything in Scripture is 
immediately clear to all people, the same charges could be made to stick. As made 
evident above, however, neither implication is entailed by the Lutheran confession. 
Rather, in the words of the Augsburg Confession, “there is nothing here that departs 
from the Scriptures or the catholic church” (AC, Conclusion of Part 1, 1).61 

                                                           
60 Keating, Catholicism and Fundamentalism, 121. 
61 Kolb and Wengert, The Book of Concord, 59. 




