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Toward a Confessional Lutheran
Understanding of Liturgy

JoHN T. PLESS

HAT DOES THE BOOK OF {CONCORD CONFESS CONCERN-
Wing the liturgy?! As the term lturgy is variously used

these days, we had best start with the Confessions’
own definition of the term. Melanchthon goes on for several
paragraphs in Apology xxtv to supply the definition of liturgy:
“But let us talk about the term lturgy. It does not really mean a
sacrifice but a public service. . . . Thus the term liturgy squares
well with the ministry” (Ap xxiv, 80-81).

Contrary to both the medieval Roman opinion that the
liturgy or the Mass is church’s sacrifice and the modern Litur-
gical Movement’s slogan “Liturgy is the work of the people,”
the Confessions understand liturgy as God’s work, Gottes-
dienst, Divine Service.

As the office of the holy ministry goes, so goes the liturgy
and vice versa. The difficulty that the Lutheran Church-Mis-
souri Synod is currently having over the office of the holy min-
istry is perhaps a result of our failure to see the liturgy from the
perspective of the means of grace, and therefore, from the very
heart and center of the Lutheran Confessions: God’s justifica-
tion of the sinner for Christ’s sake by grace through faith (AC
and Ap 1v). If the liturgy is our thing to do with as we please,
then we are free to shape it as we please according to whatever
cultural or personal whims may be popular at the moment. If
the holy ministry is simply a set of functions, the church is free
to shape and distribute them according to the desire of the
majority or perceived pragmatic needs. Hence women’s ordi-
nation and “lay ministry.”

However, the Lutheran Confessions operate with an evan-
gelical rather than an anthropocentric definition of the office
of the holy ministry and of the liturgy which has as its stewards
and dispensers (Ap xx1v, 80; 2 Cor 5:20) those ordained into
this office. To be sure, certain forms and practices embedded
within the liturgy may indeed be adiaphora.3 God’s word and
sacraments are not. The very nature of God’s gifts in word and
sacrament shapes and defines the form of their delivery in the
Divine Service. The public worship of the congregation will
always either confess or deny Christ and his word. What Wern-
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er Elert said of Luther applies to the Confessions as well:

No matter how strongly he (Luther) emphasizes
Christian freedom in connection with the form of this
rite {the Sacrament of the Altar), no matter how
much he deviates from the form handed down at the
end of the Middle Ages, no matter how earnestly he
warns against the belief that external customs could
commend us to God, still there are certain ceremonial
elements that he, too, regarded as indispensable.4

The Confessions make a clear distinction between the worship
that flows from the gospel and forms of worship which obscure
or deny the work of Jesus Christ. Article v of the Apology
describes evangelical worship as faith:

Faith is that worship which receives God’s offered
blessings; the righteousness of the law is that worship
which offers God our own merits. It is by faith that
God wants to be worshiped, namely, that we receive
from him what he promises and offers (Ap v, 49; also
see Ap 1V, 57, 59-60, 154, 228, 309-310).

The faith of which the Apology speaks is bestowed
through external means, word and sacraments. Article V of the
Augustana demonstrates how closely the liturgy is linked to the
office of the holy ministry:

For through the word and the sacraments, as through
instruments, the Holy Spirit is given, and the Holy
Spirit produces faith, where and when it pleases God,
in those who hear the gospel (AC v, 2).

Word and sacrament are by their very nature liturgy; they
do not exist in the abstract but only in the fact of their institu-
tion by Christ and their administration by his called and
ordained servants within his church. Here we may note the
insistence of Article vi of the Augsburg Confession, not simply
on “word and sacrament” somehow being present in the
church, but rather “that the gospel be preached in conformity
with a pure understanding of it and that the sacraments be
administered in accordance with the divine word” (AC vi,2).
We may not become liturgical Nestorians acting as if the “sub-
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stance” of word and sacrament does not shape the “style” of
their delivery. The Augsburg Confession “defines the church
liturgically” (John Kleinig), that is to say the church is located
in the liturgy where the word is purely preached and the sacra-
ments rightly administered.

Apart from the faith-creating gospel which is bestowed in
word and sacrament, man will indeed worship, but his worship
will be idolatry. So Luther writes in the Large Catechism:

As T have often said, the trust and faith of the heart
alone make both God and an idol. If your faith and
trust are right, then your God is the true God. On the
other hand, if your trust is false and wrong, then you
have not the true God (LC1, 2-3).

Word and sacrament are by their very
nature liturgy; they do not exist in the
abstract but only in the fact of their
institution by Christ and their
administration by his called and
ordained servants within his church.

Unbelief is not merely atheism in the conventional sense
of the word, but false belief, belief in a lie about God. Such
unbelief is energetic as it exchanges the truth of God for a lie
and worships accordingly. So Luther writes:

Behold, here you have the true honor and the true
worship which please God and which he commands
under penalty of eternal wrath, namely, that the heart
should know no other consolation or confidence than
that in him, nor let itself be torn from him, but for
him should risk and disregard everything else on
earth. On the other hand, you can easily judge how
the world practices nothing but false worship and
idolatry. There has never been a people so wicked that
it did not establish and maintain some sort of wor-
ship. Everyone has set up a god of his own, to which
he looked for blessings, help, and comfort (LC 1, 16-
17).

Man is by nature a worshiper. The problem is that the
worship which we engage in by nature is idolatry. This idolatry
is fueled by the opinio legis, the opinion of the law that we can
do something to save ourselves from God’s wrath and judg-
ment. It is for this reason that Luther identifies idolatry as the
foundation upon which the Roman Mass stands (see LC 1, 22)
as it confuses God’s beneficium with man’s sacrificium.

Luther’s treatment of this theme under the First Com-
mandment’s requirement that “We should fear, love, and trust
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in God above all things” (SC 1, 2) informs his exposition of the
Second and Third Commandments as well. In his explanation
of the Second Commandment, the misuse of God’s name is set
in opposition to faith’s use of the Lord’s name in prayer, praise
and thanksgiving. The Second Commandment is related to the
Third Commandment as God’s name is to his word. The link
between the Second and Third Commandments is the explana-
tion of the First Petition of the Our Father where we are taught
that God’s name is hallowed “when the Word of God is taught
clearly and purely and we as children of God, lead holy lives in
accordance with it” (SC 1, 5).

Seen in this light, the Third Commandment has its focus
not on a specific day (which is fulfilled in Christ according to
Colossians 2:16-17; also LC 1, 82) but on the pure preaching of
the gospel and faithful hearing of the same. Vilmos Vatja
explains:

In no sense is this worship a preparatory stage
which faith could ultimately leave behind. Rather
faith might be defined as the passive cult (cultus pas-
sivies) because in this life it will always depend on the
worship by which God imparts Himself-—a gift grant-
ed to the believing congregation.

This is confirmed in Luther’s Explanation of the
Third Commandment. To him Sabbath rest means
more than a pause from work. It should be an oppor-
tunity for God to do his work on man, God wants to
distract man from his daily toil and so open him to
God’s gifts. To observe the Sabbath is not a good
work which man could offer to God. On the contrary
it means pausing from all our works and letting God
do his work in us and for us. . ..

Thus Luther’s picture of the Sabbath is marked
by the passivity of man and the activity of God. And it
applies not only to certain holy days on the calendar,
but to the Christian life in its entirety, testifying to
man’s existence as a creature of God who waits by
faith for the life to come. Through God’s activity in
Christ, man is drawn into the death and resurrection
of the Redeemer and is so recreated a new man in
Christ. The Third Commandment lays on us no
obligation for specific works of any kind (not even
spiritual or cultic works) but rather directs us to the
work of God. And we do not come into contact with
the latter except in the Service, where Christ meets us
in the means of grace.

As it is Christ who gathers his congregation by his name
and around his word and sacraments, the Lutheran Confes-
sions are engaged in a polemic against all “self-chosen”® forms
of worship which obscure the glory of Christ and rob sinners of
the sure comfort of the forgiveness of sins. Article xv of the
Apology states:

Scripture calls traditions ‘doctrines of demons’ (1 Tim
4:1) when someone teaches that religious rites are
helpful in gaining grace and the forgiveness of sins.
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This obscures the gospel, the blessing of Christ, and
the righteousness of faith. The gospel teaches that by
faith, for Christ’s sake, we freely receive the forgive-
ness of sins and are reconciled to God. Our oppo-
nents, on the other hand, set up these traditions as
another mediator through which they seek to gain the
forgiveness of sins and appease the wrath of God (Ap.
XV, 5).

It is clear that this polemic is not against traditions per se, but
against a use of traditions to obtain the forgiveness of sins.
Article Xv continues:

Although the holy Fathers themselves had rites and
traditions, they did not regard them as useful or nec-
essary for justification. They did not obscure the glory
or work of Christ but taught that we are justified by
faith for Christ’s sake, not for the sake of these human
rites. They observed these human rites because they
were profitable for good order, because they gave the
people a set time to assemble, because they gave the
people a good example of how all things could be
done decently and in order in the churches, and final-
ly because they helped instruct the common folk. For
different seasons and various rites serve as reminders
for the common folk. For these reasons the Fathers
kept the ceremonies, and for the same reasons we also
believe in keeping traditions (Ap xv, 20).

The Apology notes that traditions “interpreted in an evan-
gelical way” are useful for catechesis and preaching:

We gladly keep the old traditions set up in the church
because they are useful and promote tranquility, and
we interpret them in an evangelical way, excluding the
opinion which holds that they justify. OQur enemies
falsely accuse us of abolishing good ordinances and
church discipline. We can truthfully claim that in our
churches the public liturgy is more decent than in
theirs, and if you look at it correctly we are more
faithful to the canons than our opponents are. Among
our opponents, unwilling celebrants and hirelings
perform Mass, and they often do so only for the mon-
ey. When they chant the Psalms, it is not to learn to
pray but for the sake of the rite, as if this work were an
act of worship or at least worth some reward. Every
Lord’s Day many in our circles use the Lord’s Supper,
but only after they have been instructed, examined,
and absolved. The children chant the Psalms in order
to learn; the people sing, too, in order to learn or to
worship. Among our opponents there is no catechiza-
tion of the children at all even though the canons give
prescriptions about it. In our circles the pastors and
ministers of the churches are required to instruct and
examine the youth publicly, a custom that produces
very good results. Among our opponents, there are
many regions where no sermons are preached during

the whole year, except in Lent. But the chief worship
of God is the preaching of the gospel (Ap xv, 38-42).

The Lutheran Confessions, therefore, gladly embrace the
catholic liturgical heritage, cleansing it of the virus of works
righteousness. The Confessions thereby maintain the mass
“with greater devotion and more earnestness than among our
opponents” (Ap Xx1v, 1; see also Ap xxiv). For the Lutheran
Confessions, “spiritual worship,” that is, “the worship of faith,”
is not set in opposition to the external proclamation of the
word and the administration of the sacraments. Indeed, the
Confessions” attack on the enthusiasm of the spiritualists is
particularly sharp:

In these matters which concern the external, spoken
word, we must hold firmly to the conviction that God
gives no one his Holy Spirit or grace except through
the external word which comes before. Thus we shall
be protected from the enthusiasts—that is, from the
spiritualists who boast that they possess the Spirit
without and before the Word, and therefore judge,
interpret, and twist the Scriptures according to their
pleasure (SA 1, viil, 3).

As God graciously comes to us only by means of the exter-
nal word, it is this word that gives content and form to the
Divine Service. The word gives content and form to the Divine
Service not in a biblicistic sense but in the way of the viva vox
evangelii. As the clear proclamation and confession of the sav-
ing gospel is not a matter of indifference, the content and form
of the liturgy is hardly a matter of indifference. Under “the
impact of the gospel” (Elert), the Lutheran Confessions restore
the liturgy as Christ’s service to his people to be received in
faith. The liturgy is the “external word” in action bestowing
God’s gifts and unlocking the lips of his people to extol his
name in faithful confession and praise.

The Lutheran Confessions, therefore,
gladly embrace the catholic liturgical
heritage, cleansing it of the virus of
works righteousness.

Calls for renewal in worship are common these days. Yet
most of the proposals for renewal stem from the pressure of
the law rather than the way of the gospel.” The Lutheran Con-
fessions’ call for a renewed cultus is concerned not with innov-
ative or clever changes in texts and ceremonies, but with a
liturgy that revolves around the Lord’s forgiveness proclaimed
and bestowed in the preached word, baptism, absolution, and
the Supper. Such a liturgy is geared toward renewal in repen-
tance, faith, and holy living.

Genuine liturgical renewal will be a renewal in the catech-
esis of the Small Catechism. The Small Catechism has a dual
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function as it serves as both a confessional document and a
liturgical text. Of all the catechisms of Christendom, Luther’s
Catechism is the only one that may be prayed (Wilhelm Lohe).
The Small Catechism weds doctrine with doxology as the
believer is tutored in the truth of God’s Word to the praise of
his grace. The strength of this union can certainly be seen in
Luther’s “catechism hymns” (“Here is the Tenfold Sure Com-
mand,” “We All Believe in One True God,” “Our Father, Who
From Heaven Above,” “To Jordan Came the Christ, Our
Lord,” “From Depths of Woe, I Cry to You” and “O Lord, We
Praise You”) as the reformer casts the content of the cate-
chism’s doctrine into hymnic form.8

As a handbook for the royal priesthood of believers, the
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Small Catechism tutors God’s holy priests in the reception of
his gifts in word and sacrament. These gifts are received in
repentance and faith and as they have their way in the Christ-
ian’s life they come to fruition in the places where God has
called him to live within the world. The catechism, like the
Lutheran liturgy, takes sacrifice out of the chancel and relo-
cates it in the world. Faith gives birth to works of love for the
sake of the neighbor (Rom 12:1-2}. Earlier in this century, Dom
Gregory Dix proposed a “four-fold shape” of the liturgy. The
Small Catechism suggests a “three-fold shape” of repentance,
faith, and holy living that, unlike Dix, distinguishes law from
gospel, works from grace, and love from faith. mmy
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