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False Arguments for Modern Theory of Open Questions

m. 21 b. ~ie ~erge ttiefen bon IDeof±, bie S)ilgeI
firiimen bon IDeiIdj, bie ~iidje bon 2:Baffet, cine Guelle 11Jitb bom
stempel aU£ige~en. :0a~ finb lauter ~iIbet mit aitief±amentHdjen ~lu~~
brilden unb iYarben, ~ergenommen bom ®elobten Qanbc, ~icr abct
nadj bem gan3en Sufammcn~ang geif±Iidj 3U betf±efjen.10 ) S)efcfieI filfjt±
bie~ bann inciter au£i in fcincm gro'i3cn ®efidj± bon bem neuen :::rempel,
bet ncuteftamen±ridjen ~irdje, ~ap. 47, unb bie auf S)ef did rufjenbe
()ffenbarung @it. ~ofjanni£i bcfdjteib± bie~ ebenfalle mit luunberbaren
2:Bor±en lueiter unb Beig±, 11Jie ein Iau±eret @i±rom lebenbigen 2:Balf cr~
bom stempel au£ige~en unb bie ~e11Jo~ner ber ~itdje ±ranfcn lutrb,
!!fap. 22,1. 2. ~et ljSialm fag±: ,,@iie 11Jerbcn irunfen bon ben reidjcn
aJil±ern beinee S)aufe~, unb bu ±rantef± fie mit 2:BolIuf± ale mit einem
@iirom.
linb bet ®liiubige antluor±e±: ,,~dj 11Jill fdjauen bein ~ntW~
in ®etedjiigfei±; idj 11Jill fati luerben, 11Jenn idj erroadje nadj beinem
~ifbe", ljSf. 36, 9; 17, 15. ~ie f±reitenbe ~irdje iff eine ±tiumpfjierenbe
~Je11Jorben unb 11Jirb ee bleiben in aile @11Jigieit.
,,;;Suba foil e11JigIidj
be11Jofjnet 11Jetben unb ~eruf alem filr unb filr ", m. 25; unb ba~ Iette
2:Bor± iff: ,,~er S)@rt 11Jirb 11Jofjnen i3U Sion", m. 26. ®ott 11Jirb fein
"alIe~ in alIem", 1 ~or. 15, 28.
:0Cle iff ber neine SJ,Sropfjet ~oer mit feiner gro13Cl1 ~o±fdjaft
2. iY il r b r i n g e r
~inbetn ~~taeI",

II

• • I

.rguments for the Modern
of ( len Questions

leory

A Translation of Dr. C. F. W. Walther's Article Entitled "Die falschen
Stuetzen der modernen Theorie von den offenen Fragen,"
Lehre und Wehre, XIV (1868)
(Continued)

A fourth false argument for the modern theory of open questions is the appeal to certain points of doctrine in which former
teachers recognized for their orthodoxy have erred. Those who
advance this argument justify it in the following manner: In previous eras certain teachers of our Church entertained divergent
opinions without being accused of heresy or denied church-fellowship by their fellow-Christians. Ought not a present-day teacher,
10) I.j.lrof. ':Iiug. l.j.licfJer oe!)anbeft in feinem treffIict)en ,,&10mmcntar iioer ben
stueiten :tei! bcs I.j.lrofJ~eten ;sefaias" biefen I.j.lunft ausfii~rncf) unb faot: l/'iDarum
rommt er [ber :j.lrofJ~et bes SUften :teftamentiJ] in feinen 'iDarfleUungen bes 0)Dttcs~
teicf)s bet ~~utunft nicf)t biiUig foil bon ben iiutedicf)en ~iftorifcf)dDnhetC1l snor~
fteUungen ;sswel, \Ubra~am!i Game, &'daus ;safoos, ;suba, ;serufalem, :temlJe1,
~mar, I.j.lrieftcr unb lJebiten, bie 3erftiitten {,\;tbteHe, {'\;/;H, iiu!lere (,\;rliifung unb
3uriidfiil)rung nact) Gtabt unb lJanb bes &'d{,\;ttn unb bon anbem I/'(u!lerlid)reiten.
Unb ltlas me!)r ift: er bur ftc fief) babon nicf)t bilIHg fosmacf)en, hJenn er bctftanben
hJerben hJofHe. 9lur in ben iiuterlicf)en irormen bes ~lten \Sunbes fonnten feine
&'dorer unb lJefer fiber bas 3ufiinftige @ottesreicf) benfen unb es betfte~en.1I (15.303.)
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they argue, enjoy the same freedom of deviating from the Word of
God in the same point? Should he because of such deviation be
charged with heresy, deprived of fellowship, and denied the rights
and privileges of a minister in the orthodox Church? Would it
not be unanswerable to subject any teacher within the Lutheran
Church to disciplinary action because he holds and defends
a doctrine which men like Andreae, Selnecker, and J. Gerhard of
a previous period espoused with impunity? Would it not be ultraLutheranism to insist on more strictness in doctrine now than men
did in the golden age of Lutheran orthodoxy?
At the present time (1868) the leaders of the Iowa Synod in particular are advancing also this argument in their endeavor to bolster
up their theory of open questions. When their attention was called
to a deviation from the pure doctrine on the part of some of their
men, they almost invariably sought to justify themselves without
much reference to the Bible; they appealed mainly to the authority
of some former teacher of our Church whose orthodoxy otherwise
is undisputed and claimed that the point in question, therefore,
necessarily belonged to the category of open questions. When, for
instance, their doctrine on the millennium and a twofold resurrection of the flesh, i. e., the resurrection of the saints at the dawn
of the millennium and a general resurrection at its close, was
attacked, they referred to Selnecker and Dannhauer. Or when we
denied that the doctrine of Sunday as it is taught in Scripture and
in our Symbols is an open question, they appealed to J. Gerhard.
And in regard to this last point they went so far as to admit that
the doctrine of Sunday in our Symbols is beyond all doubt the
doctrine of Holy Writ, but since such an eminent teacher as
Gerhard deviated therein from Scripture, every other teacher
should also have the privilege of deviating therein, it being an
open question.
It is a most disagreeable task to prove to Protestants, to
Lutherans, and in general to men who claim to be theologians and
Bible students par excellence how utterly groundless and untenable
this argument for the modern theory of open questions is. The
argument "This is the position of the Church Fathers, and who
will dare to declare them heretics?" was a formidable weapon
with which the Papists formerly lashed at Luther and the principles
of the Reformation. But Luther and the whole Lutheran Church
have always appealed to Scripture as the final authority and have
consistently refused to recognize the Fathers as an authority curtailing or abrogating the supremacy of the Bible. What else is
necessary to prove that this argument is nothing more than a brittle
reed? Or was it not permissible, perhaps, for the Papists to appeal
to the errors of the Church Fathers who are recognized in all
48
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Christendom as orthodox teachers, yea, as lights and pillars of the
Church, but is quite permissible for Lutherans to appeal to the
errors of their orthodox fathers?
Some men indeed raise this objection: "Is it right to condemn
an error in a contemporary fellow-Lutheran and thereby condemn
as heretics also such great theologians as J. Gerhard, Selnecker,
and others, who are now standing before the throne of God in glory
and perfect bliss?" This objection, however, is met, in the first
place, with the same answer that our fathers gave the papists in
the Reformation era: "PatTes fueTunt lumina, non numina, indices,
non iudices, ministTi, non magistri" (the fathers were lights and
not gods, teachers and not judges, servants and not masters).
In refusing to make the deviations of our Lutheran fathers either
a rule for our faith or a license for further aberrations from the
Word of God, we are following their own example and teaching.
Weare not only treating them as they treated the Church Fathers,
but we are conscientiously abiding by their express direction
never to set them and their writings above Christ and the Word
of God, but always to prove all things and hold fast that which
is good. If we, their pupils, should be unwilling to follow this
direction, we should prove ourselves unfaithful to the trust committed to our care, and instead of being an honor to our fathers,
we should disgrace them in their graves. Our fathers did not
declare the Church Fathers to be heretics when they rejected the
errors which the papists had drawn from that source and were
doggedly defending. And today, in rejecting errors espoused by
contemporary men, we do not with the same breath condemn as
heretics those old faithful witnesses and teachers of the truth
because they entertained the same errors. They were not admonished, and hence, owing to human weakness and not to hardness
of heart, they did not see their errors.
Augustine recognized this point and wrote: "Whatever agrees
with the authority of Holy Writ in the writings of Cyprian
I accept with his praise; whatever does not agree I reject with
his permission." (Ad Crescon. Gmmmat.) Kromayer expressed
a similar thought in these words: "The libraries of the fathers
must be examined with consideration and charity, when either
through the fault of their era they were swept along as in a mighty
stream and so fell in aberrations, or spoke unguardedly now and
then in the heat of controversies, or advanced in understanding
while writing or wrote while advancing. For it would be quite
difficult to find a father whose writings are entirely free from
error. Therefore the nakedness of the fathers must be covered up,
so far as this can be done with a good conscience." (Theol. Positivopolem., Part.IL, p.37.) We apply these same words to the old
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teachers of our Church who are held in honor for their orthodoxy
and fidelity. Those men, however, who make a formal business of
ferreting out all possible weaknesses in the writings of the old
orthodox teachers in order to find seeming support for their theory
of open questions are doing whatever lies in their power to undermine the reputation of these faithful witnesses and destroy the
blessing of their writings. Although the writings of the fathers
are of inestimable value in the study of true Biblical theology,
yet for the champions of open questions they exist for only one
purpose, - to show how far one may depart from the doctrine of
Scripture without sacrificing one's reputation for orthodoxy and
faithfulness to the Confessions. Without hesitation we declare
that our esteemed Lutheran teachers were indeed men who could
err and actually did err in some points. On the one hand, those
errors which were due to their weakness, and hence have been
forgiven, must not be viewed with an air of superiority, nor be
uncovered in a belittling, derogatory spirit, nor be accepted with
the ulterior and therefore reprehensible motive of fostering indifference in doctrine. On the other hand, those errors must be considered in a spirit of love, be covered up in order to preserve the
blessing emanating from the fathers, he avoided and used as
a warning that we become more circumspect, more free from
idolatrous confidence in men in spite of their great fame, wisdom,
and piety, and more conscious of the fact that Scripture alone is the
perfect, pure fountain of truth, "the sole rule and standard according
to which all dogmas, together with all teachers, should be estimated
and judged. . .. Other writings, however, of ancient or modern
teachers (sive patrum sive neotericorum scripta), whatever name
they bear, must not be regarded as equal to the Holy Scriptures."
(Epitome, Trigl., p.777.) Although the old faithful teachers of our
Church still are our teachers and examples in many respects, yet
in the errors they made they are a warning to us according to the
well-known proverb "Lapsus maiorum sit tremor minorum," i. e.,
"May the fall of the great deter the smaller spirits."
Error and sin are similar. Just as all Christians still have
sin because of their natural human weakness, so all of them also
have their individual errors. And both, their sins as well as their
errors, are forgiven. But not only does every wilful sin against
the Law of God frustrate grace and condemn; also every wilful
error against revealed truth frustrates grace and condenms. Just
as one and the same sin is forgiven to one man and not to another,
so one and the same error is forgiven to one man and not to
another. Likewise, just as he sins against grace who wilfully
imitates the sins of the saints which they committed in moments
of weakness and tries to justify himself by appealing to the saints,
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so he also sins against grace who wilfully imitates the errors of
the orthodox teachers which they committed in moments of weakness and tries to justify himself by appealing to those teachers.
Luther held this fact before the eyes of the papists on many
occasions. In his essay on "The Abuse of the Mass," written in
the year 1521, he says: "In the second place, they [the papists]
refer us to the holy Fathers, to Gregory, Bernard, Bonaventura,
and others, who used this canon (the canon of the Mass) and considered the Mass a sacrifice. To appeal to the work and life of the
saints which is not founded in Scripture is a most dangerous thing,
because it is evident that a just man falls seven times and that
the saints sin in many ways, Provo 24: 16. Who will convince us
that it is not sin to practise and perform an act which cannot be
justified from Scripture? In this connection I praise St. Anthony,
who gave the sound advice that no one should entertain and carry
out an act without authority from Scripture. Yes, it is better
to look upon the acts of the saints which they did without Scriptural authority as sin than to adduce them as good examples.
Furthermore, you do not rouse any saints to anger when you
regard their unscriptural acts as sin. They acknowlerlge themselves to be sinners. But you do anger God and the saints if you
fall through the example of the saints and break your neck. . . .
There are tvJ'O reasons why sins cause no injury to the saints but
do destroy the godless. The first is this: The saints have faith in
Christ. And since they are buried in such faith (although they
do many things in ignorance which are damnable for the ungodly),
they always rise again and are preserved. . .. The second reason
is this: Through faith in Christ the saints are so wise that they
cling only to God's mercy, repudiating their own works and confessing from the bottom of their hearts that their works are
unprofitable and sinful. So Bernard said on his death-bed:
"I have wasted my time, for I have lived an unholy life."-In Augustine we see many errors, but he recanted them. Would they not
have damned him if he had not been preserved in the true faith?
For the most part those errors are contrary to faith. But as he
confessed faith in Christ and feared God, they could not harm him.
Whoever should try to follow those same errors now would be
destroyed. This is the case with many who follow the words of
the fathers without discriminating between fallible human opinion
and the infallible divine truth. It is quite apparent that the saints
do err now and then, even in faith, i. e., they are not yet perfect,
but they do not perish because of the faith which God has begun
in them. Those, however, do perish who accept the errors of the
saints as truth and follow them as examples. There is no prospect
of salvation for anyone who has followed the saints instead of
Scripture....
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"Such also is the case with the sacrifice of the Mass. Without
a doubt many pious Christians still cling to the Mass in simple
faith and regard it as a sacrifice. But since they do not depend
on this sacrifice, look upon everything they themselves do as sin,
and cling to the pure mercy of God, they are saved from perishing
in spite of this error. However, when the priests who celebrate
Mass follow this error without such faith, elevate their sacrifice,
and sell it for genuine goods, they deserve to have this error
charged against them and perish eternally because they followed
the saints. For God considers, tries, and judges the hearts and
reins, Ps.7:9, i. e., the inner disposition of the heart. Therefore
God relents and forgives an error in one man and condemns the
same error in another, because one man believes in humble, childlike faith, and the other does not. . .. Since we have finally recognized the error, it is no longer proper to continue therein and
consider the Mass as a sacrifice. That would be a sin against faith
and against our own conscience, - a sin which no faith, no confession, could excuse. You cannot say: I will err after the manner of
a Christian. A Christian errs in ignorance, and St. Paul commands
us in Rom. 14: 1 that v a should bear with an erring Christian
(seeing he lives by the arace of God), because it is not right for
us to despise and condemn him who does not yet recognize his
error as error. It is our uuty, however, to point out error to everybody and no longer consider it truth, so that the sins of the godless
do not increase and no offense be given to weak consciences. . ..
Gregory, Bernard, Bonaventura, Francis, Dominic, and their followers, failing to recognize the true nature of the Papacy, held the
Pope and his dominion in high esteem and believed that all his ways
and acts were divine, Christian, and ordained of God; yet the
Papacy wiih all its ecclesiastical courts, ordinances, and decrees is
manifestly contrary to the Gospel. They have misinterpreted the
Gospel, building up and fortifying the Pope and his reahn through
some glaring errors. Is it not unchristian to believe that the Pope
is the 'rock,' Matt. 16: 18? Is it not unchristian to interpret the
'sea,' Matt. 14: 29, as human beings, on whom St. Peter and the
Pope are to walk, i. e., over whom they are to rule? Is it not unchristian to suppose that the word 'feed' should imply the honor,
power, and authority of the Pope? There are many similar errors
of the saints. Yet, failing to recognize them as errors, they adhered
to them in simple, Christian faith; therefore, God forgave them.
But those who know and acknowledge them to be errors and
still adhere to them as though they were not erroneous do indeed
follow the Fathers; nevertheless, they will not be in sweet communion with them in heaven. The Fathers finally renounced their
errors and were received in grace. Certain men of our day, how-
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ever, consider those errors as articles of faith and promulgate and
defend them as such unto their end." (Walch, XIX: 1378-1385.)
In another connection Luther declares that it is permissible,
and at times obligatory, to condemn the error of an orthodox
person which he entertained in weakness, without at the same
time condemning that orthodox teacher. He illustrates this
instance in the case of Cyprian as follows: "St. Augustine condemns St. Cyprian's doctrine of anabaptism" (concerning those
baptized by heretics); "and ever since, that doctrine has been
justly condemned. But we could easily be satisfied with Cyprian,
for in him Christ comforts us poor sinners wonderfully by showing us that His great saints also were human just as we are."
(Of Councils and Churches, XVI: 2657.) Luther does not want
to deprive even St. Thomas of his holiness, great as his errors
were. He wrote: "Yet I do not doubt that his doctrine (that of
St. Thomas), dull and without spirit though it is, is one of the
vessels full of the wrath of God which He has sent down upon
this earth, Rev. 15: 7,16,17. Mainly because of this doctrine he became a (papistic) saint and received his canonization from such a
man as he deserved. I do not wish to say that he is not holy, although
he did teach doctrines that are truly heretical and undermine the
teaching of Christ. He may have done this in ignorance. I am
sorry, however, that his influence deceived so many noble Christians and induced them to accept arid wastes instead of beautiful
flowers. (Cf. Lam. 4: 5.)" - (Revelation of the Antichrist, A. D.,
1521, XVIII: 1760.)
It is no doubt necessary at this point to call attention to the
following facts: 1. In the writings of otherwise orthodox teachers
more than just a few important points of doctrine can be found
which are erroneous. But an appeal to the deviations of the
otherwise orthodox teachers as a justification for the theory of open
questions necessarily leads to complete destruction of all purity
and unity in doctrine. 2. "Quum duo dicunt idem, non est idem,"
i. e., when two men seem to say the same thing, the meaning is
not always the same. 3. When influential, esteemed orthodox
teachers of a past generation deviated in some point, there was
no one, as a rule, who noticed this deviation or, if he did, he did
not possess the courage to contradict the influential teacher.
4. Because of increasing wide-spread indifference and vigorous
attacks on Christian doctrine, times arise when it is more important
and necessary than otherwise to attack even the smallest deviation
in a certain point of doctrine.
The foregoing argument may suffice to prove how futile it is
to seek support for the theory of open questions in the writings
of recognized orthodox teachers because they erred in certain
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points. In tills entire question much is at stake. We must always
defend and preserve the chief principle of Protestantism, the fact
that the norm of all doctrine is not posited in human writings,
but alone in the Word of God. Let men continue to flaunt
a naevus from our old, highly honored orthodox teachers whenever their unionistic theory of open questions is attacked. Let
them maintain they want the Lutheran doctrine of Sunday which
they admit is Scriptural to be considered as an open question
because Gerhard erred therein. As good Protestants we shall
always meet them with the words "Amicus Plato, amicus Socrates,
amicus Lutherus, amicus Gerhm"dus, sed magis amica veritas, magis
amica Scriptura Sacra." And with St. Paul and all the apostles we
say: "But though we or an angel from heaven preach any other
gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you,
let him be accursed," Gal. 1: 8.
Oak Glen, ITl.
ALEX, Vl1M. A. GUEBERT, translator
(To be concluded)
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Sieb5cfjntcr Sunntng Ullct) :!:tinitnu$
Eul. 10, 38-42
,,(tin~ ifi not", ein ernf±eS) m50ri auS) bem munbe ber etoigen m5afjr~
fjeit, baS) toie ein atueifcljneibige~ @lcljroeri in unfere @leeIe fafjten foUte,
bie luit naclj unf etet betbetfJten iRotut f0 bielem nacljjagen, toaS) toit filr
baS) iRiitig,±e ~arten. gjie§ )ffiort f ag± ber SjeHano nicljt au Ieid)±finnigen
m5 ertfinb ern , fonbern au dnet gIiiuoigen Z5itngerin. - ~uclj (£fjrif±en
f±efjen in @efafjr, baS) cine, baS) not ift, au bernacljfiiHigen, unb fJe~
bitrfen bet (trinnerung, eS) teclj± au erfennen unb fef±aufjaIten.
,,(fitt~

ift not!"

1. m5a~ ift bieS) eine?
a. m5et ba~ botnefjmf±e BieI feine.1l EefJen~ tnt (ttfangen bet @itter
bief et (ttbe fiefjt, ber fenn! fteificlj ba~ nicljt, lUa§ ber Sjeifanb af§ ba§
eine, ba§ not ift, im ~uge fjat. @lo finb bei ben meif±en @enuB, \Befit,
@ttoerb, (tfjre bei menfdjen unb anbere irlJifclje SDinge baS Sjiidjf±e.
h. gjaS m50rt ,,(tinS ift not" fptaclj Z5(tfuS) au ID'larifja, lJie fief) bieI
@lorge unb ID'litfje mit bet \BeNenung beS) Sj(trrn macljte unb ifjn tabelte,
baB er ifjre 5cljlt1efter ifjr nicljt aur Sjilfe fcljicfte. mit etnf±en )!Botten
bertuirft Z5(tfu§ ifjte ~ieIgefcljiiftigl'eit. i8etfefjdertoeife l)at man Me
m50de fo gebeutet, aI§ foUten Z5itnger ~fjrifti mit itbifcljen gjingen ficlj

