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Corrections to the June Issue (Vol. 48, No. 2) 
 

Several errors in the last issue of the Journal are hereby acknowledged with the needed 

corrections given below and the inserted or changed words noted with underlining. 
 

• Near the top of page 12, the heading “Making the Word of God fully known in a spirit of 
humility and gentleness” should be numbered with a Roman numeral III. 

• On page 16, at the end of the paragraph just beneath the translation of verse 11, the last 

clause is missing the pronoun “he” and should read: “as he had done previously in Galatians 

by accounting for the visits he had made to Jerusalem.” 

• On page 19, second line from the bottom, the wording should be: “singular ending rather 

than the 3rd plural.” 

• On page 22 in endnote 12, the last sentence should read: “Emphasis in italics is by the 

author.” 

• On page 26 in the second full paragraph, lines five and six require two changes and should 

read as follows: “caused the person’s fall from faith. The flesh has flared up in open rebellion 
to a command of God, has fanned that sin into stubborn . . . .” 

________________________ 
 

Sermon Series: The Ten Commandments 
Frank Gantt 

 
Editor’s Note: From time to time, especially during the non-festival part of the church year, both 

preacher and congregation may welcome a departure from the traditional and established 
pericopes, while holding to the discipline of a well-balanced series of sermon texts. To achieve 
such a goal, a sermon series based on Luther’s Catechism could serve well to edify the 

congregation on the principal truths of law and gospel and the chief doctrines of confessional 
Lutheranism. We hope this series on the Ten Commandments provides an example of homiletical 

material that can meet the essential goals of a pericope (cf. Journal, 48:2, p. 45, endnote 2), 
even though it covers fewer Sundays than a typical pericopal series would cover. 

The First Commandment: You shall have no other gods. 

Readings: Daniel 3:1-18; Matthew 19:16-26 
Sermon Text: Isaiah 44:6-17 



 
Very recently we were privileged to have in our service a brief review of the catechism, as 

our lone confirmand was examined before us and answered questions relating to the six chief 
parts of Christian doctrine. Not only was that examination a demonstration of what he had 

learned, but it also gave good opportunity for each one of us to review in our minds the things 
we had learned in our own instruction in the Word of God. 

During this non-festival half of the church year we intend to do a similar thing with a bit 

more detail involved. Today we begin with a review of the First Commandment. The Word of God 
which we will consider for our meditation is found written in Isaiah 44:6-17: Thus says the 

LORD, the King of Israel, and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: “I am the First and I 
am the Last; besides Me there is no God.  And who can proclaim as I do? Then let him 
declare it and set it in order for Me, since I appointed the ancient people. And the 

things that are coming and shall come, let them show these to them. Do not fear, nor 
be afraid; have I not told you from that time, and declared it? You are My witnesses. Is 

there a God besides Me? Indeed there is no other Rock; I know not one.” Those who 
make an image, all of them are useless, and their precious things shall not profit; they 
are their own witnesses; they neither see nor know, that they may be ashamed. Who 

would form a god or mold an image that profits him nothing? Surely all his 
companions would be ashamed; and the workmen, they are mere men. Let them all be 

gathered together, let them stand up; yet they shall fear, they shall be ashamed 
together.  The blacksmith with the tongs works one in the coals, fashions it with 

hammers, and works it with the strength of his arms. Even so, he is hungry, and his 
strength fails; he drinks no water and is faint. The craftsman stretches out his rule, he 
marks one out with chalk; he fashions it with a plane, he marks it out with the 

compass, and makes it like the figure of a man, according to the beauty of a man, that 
it may remain in the house. He cuts down cedars for himself, and takes the cypress 

and the oak; he secures it for himself among the trees of the forest. He plants a pine, 
and the rain nourishes it. Then it shall be for a man to burn, for he will take some of it 
and warm himself; yes, he kindles it and bakes bread; indeed he makes a god and 

worships it; he makes it a carved image, and falls down to it. He burns half of it in the 
fire; with this half he eats meat; he roasts a roast, and is satisfied. He even warms 

himself and says, “Ah! I am warm, I have seen the fire.” And the rest of it he makes 
into a god, his carved image. He falls down before it and worships it, prays to it and 
says, “Deliver me, for you are my god!” 

 
Several years ago I read an interesting article that was published, I believe, in U.S. News 

and World Report. The article contained a survey in which college freshmen were asked to rank 
the Ten Commandments by order of importance. Their ranking was rather telling, as it averaged 
out to the following order: 

1. You shall not murder. 
2. You shall not steal. 
3. Honor your father and mother. 
4. You shall not commit adultery. 
5. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 
6. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain. 
7. You shall not make any graven images. 
8. You shall have no other gods. 
9. Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy. 
10. You shall not covet. 

The survey itself is flawed, obviously, because asking a person to rank the Ten 
Commandments leaves the impression that some sins aren’t as damning as others. It makes 

man the master of morality. And, secondly, what I especially want to point out is the place of 
importance that the First Commandment was given: 8 out of 10. This indicates a profound lack 



of fear, love, and trust in the one true God, which, of course, leads to all manner of immorality, 
the evidence of which we can witness in our nation and society. It would seem that in our 

nation, where we have the freedom to worship as we please, many take it as freedom not to 
worship. It’s a freedom of ignoring God, which is still idolatry. 

Of course, it’s not just the United States that displays a problem with idolatry. The history 
of the world is plagued with examples of idolatry. You remember how God saved the children of 
Israel from the venomous snakes by giving them the bronze serpent on a pole. Well, do you 

recall what eventually happened to that bronze serpent? Eight hundred years later King 
Hezekiah destroyed it because the people had been worshipping it as God. That’s typical of 

human behavior down through the ages. An inanimate object, harmless in and of itself—even 
given by God as a blessing—becomes the object of sinful, rebellious mankind’s love, respect, and 
trust. Isaiah had it right: idolatry is the fool’s religion. 

Idolatry is foolishness because idols are either the work of men’s hands or the imagination 
of men’s thinking. Consider the thousands upon thousands of idols that adorn the Hindu temples 

of India or the totem poles used by the first settlers of this hemisphere or the statues of Athena 
and Zeus that once dotted the Greek and Roman Empires. What do they all have in common? 
Somebody had to go and cut out a stone, or cut down a tree, or dig up some iron from the 

ground and then shape it. They had to give the image eyes, ears, a mouth, arms, hands, legs, 
and feet. Then they would call the very things which they fashioned their “God.” As we read 

through this forty-fourth chapter of Isaiah, we would be tempted to laugh if it weren’t such a 
serious issue and such a sad commentary on humanity. Again and again man has invented and 

built for himself gods that cannot see, cannot hear, and cannot speak. These man-made images 
are powerless and motionless, which makes it all foolishness. Even worse, since it replaces the 
true God and robs Him of His glory, it merits eternal condemnation from Him, the only God there 

is. 
Let us not forget, however, that judgment begins with the people of God. We need to ask 

ourselves if there are any idols that we have set up—if not in a temple, then in our hearts. An 
idol does not have to be a heathen god or a carved image. It can be anything or anyone that we 
fear, love, or trust in within our hearts. Money and wealth are common idols, not just of the rich 

but also of the poor. Your television, video games, and computers become idols when you serve 
them either by slothfulness on the one hand (sitting in front of them hours on end and not doing 

those things that God would have us do) or by obeying them (taking in whatever filth they hold 
before us). Your work becomes an idol if ever you use it as an excuse not to do those things that 
God requires of you in connection with your fellow man, such as instructing your children in 

God’s truth or visiting the sick or helping the poor. Intelligence and personal accomplishment are 
two common idols that often become an opportunity for one to direct glory and praise toward 

oneself rather than to the God who gives wisdom and blesses our efforts. There is truly no end 
to the number of idols we can and often do set up within our hearts. That kind of idolatry is 
equally foolish, and its condemnation just as deserved as the idolatry committed by those who 

do not confess Christ. 
In the opening verses of our text the only God issues a challenge, not just to the pagans 

of the world, but also to each one of us. Listen again to His challenge: “I am the First and I 
am the Last; besides me there is no God. And who can proclaim as I do? Then let him 
declare it and set it in order for Me, since I appointed the ancient people. And the 

things that are coming and shall come, let them show these to them.” Do you 
understand the challenge? Essentially, the Lord Jehovah says, “Let’s question these so-called 

gods to see if they can give an answer concerning the origin of all things and the future of all 
things. Let’s see if they know anything at all.” The answer, of course, is that they do not know. 
They give no answers concerning the reason for our existence. They give no answer concerning 

eternity, or the welfare of our souls, or the problem of our sin.  
Yet in the midst of that challenge we find a sweet promise also. Listen to how the true 

God introduces His own proclamation: “Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel, and His 
Redeemer, the LORD of hosts.” Then He goes on to say, “Indeed, there is no other Rock; 



I know not one.” Here we see how Jehovah stands out from all the idols of the world, including 
our secret idols. First of all, He is the ruler of His people rather than being ruled by His people. 

Man fashions a god and then has to say what the god is like, what its qualities are, and what its 
limitations are. The Lord of heaven and earth is above man and has no limitations whatsoever. 

He is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent. He is holy and just, yet gracious and merciful. 
Secondly, the Lord is also man’s Redeemer. That is a word we are accustomed to hearing, 

but let it never become just a word to us. That word signifies the abundant love of our God in 

that He planned for and sent Someone to save rebellious mankind from sin and eternal 
condemnation. All the idols of the world—be they open or secret—will take and take and take. 

The Lord gave. He gave Himself in the person of His Son to ransom us from the punishment we 
deserved. He sent Jesus to bear the load of this world’s sin and punished Him in the place of 
each one of us. He removed sin from our record and restored us to the position of sonship, that 

is, each believer adopted as God’s own son through faith in Christ Jesus. 
Finally, the Lord is a Rock. No, He is not saying that He, like so many idols, is a statue 

made of rock or some lifeless stone. Rather, He is reminding us that He is a constant source of 
stability and security in the lives of His people. He created and He continues to preserve what He 
made. He promised salvation and then sent a Savior. He sees us in our various troubles and 

sorrows and lovingly exercises His power and might for our benefit. 
The things our Lord has made—the stars in the heavens and the trees in the forest and 

the minerals in the earth—were not given for us to worship. They were given to testify to the 
One who alone is to be worshipped. So also, our possessions, our talents, the roof over our 

heads, and the food on our tables, while they certainly are not to be despised since they are 
gifts from our good and gracious God, neither are they to be consumed selfishly and greedily to 
our glory. They are His gifts and are to be received with thanksgiving to Him. He has given them 

to us that we might glorify Him, not only for giving them to us, but even by our use of them. We 
live among idols, but are not to serve them. We have been ransomed from such folly and called 

to serve the One who is the source of every good gift, including life itself. May God ever occupy 
His rightful place in our hearts through faith in Jesus Christ, so that we fear, love, and trust in no 
one and nothing above Him. Amen! 
 

The Second Commandment: You shall not take  

the name of the LORD your God in vain. 
 
Readings: Exodus 34:1-9; John 17:1-11  

Sermon Text: Exodus 20:7 
 

This past week I was doing a little research into my family genealogy. It’s an interesting 
pastime, especially the chance one has to learn how surnames came to be. Years ago 
surnames—or what we refer to nowadays as last names—were given for many different reasons, 

such as place of origin, occupation, or father’s first name. It’s a practice that is essentially gone 
among us, though we still carry remnants of it with us. For example, the German surname 

“Schmidt” means “smith,” a word once given in both English and German cultures to one whose 
occupation was being a blacksmith. Among the Native Americans this practice of giving 
surnames is still used. When I lived in White River, a town just north of the Rosebud 

Reservation, I got to know a man who received his last name, not from his father, but from his 
grandmother. His name was Ted First-in-trouble. 

When we talk about a person’s name, we don’t limit in our mind the reason why he has 
that name. When we hear a person’s name, we certainly don’t think about the letters that make 
up that name and the sounds which those letters represent. For example, when I say “George 

Bush,” that name brings up a host of thoughts and images and emotions—in some minds good 
ones, in other minds bad ones. The point to keep clear is that a person’s name is more than a 

combination of letters and sounds; it’s a designation that calls to mind what we know about that 
person. 



Keep this in mind because it is an important part of understanding just what our God 
forbids and requires in connection with the Second Commandment. We find that commandment 

expressed in Exodus 20:7, which is our text for today: You shall not take the name of the 
LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes His name in 

vain. 
 
Last Sunday we began our Trinity season series on the catechism with a review of the 

First Commandment, “You shall have no other gods.” In his Large Catechism Martin Luther 
captures the logical connection between the First and Second Commandments when he writes: 

“As the First Commandment has inwardly instructed the heart and taught faith, so this 
commandment leads us outward and directs the lips and tongue into the right relation to God. 
The first things that issue and emerge from the heart are words.” 

However, to understand the full scope of this commandment, we first need to consider 
two important words expressed in the commandment. The first we have already touched upon 

briefly; it’s the word name. When we speak about God’s name, we do include every expression 
by which He identifies Himself and by which we refer to Him: e.g., Lord, Jehovah, God Almighty, 
Jesus Christ, and others. But there is more to God’s name than the sequence of letters that form 

a specific word. God’s name is also everything that God has revealed to us about Himself in His 
Word. Our Old Testament lesson from Exodus 34 is a striking example of this. When God 

revealed His name to Moses, it was not simply a name spoken, but a description of who and 
what God is. So by extension God’s name also entails His Word, because it is mainly in His Word 

that He reveals Himself to us. This commandment, then, directs us concerning both God’s Word 
and His names. 

Now another term we need to consider before we begin to apply this commandment to 

ourselves is the word take. Typically, when we consider what God is commanding and forbidding 
by this commandment, we think in terms of our words and speech. That certainly is one way by 

which we take God’s name. However, just as there are many idols in the world, so also there are 
many ways to take God’s name. We take God’s name when we enter into a relationship with Him 
through faith in Christ. We take God’s name when we come before His altar in marriage. We 

take God’s name when we swear to tell the truth in court. And since God’s Word is part of His 
name, we take God’s name in our hands and into our hearts and mouths when we read it for 

ourselves and teach it to others.  
Note well that God does not forbid that we use His name in these ways. What He forbids is 

the using of His name in vain, that is, for useless, mindless, empty expressions and promises 

and also for cursing and lying. 
People often think that cursing means using vulgar words. Understood literally, cursing is 

to ask God to bring down His judgment upon a person or thing, since God alone can damn. 
People, however, will mindlessly invoke God’s name and call down His wrath in fits of anger. Or 
they throw about this horrible judgment as though it were an adjective of contempt on a person 

or thing. To damn is a serious matter, which God would not have us take lightly. 
Related to cursing is the flippant and careless use of God’s name as an expression of 

disgust on the one hand, or of surprise on the other. How often do we hear people say “O my 
God” with no intent of addressing Him or talking about Him? God tells us that He gives us His 
name, including His Word, for three purposes: to pray to Him, to praise Him, and also to bless 

us and other people. Any use of the name of Jesus Christ or God Almighty other than these is a 
misuse of God’s name and a violation of His commandment. 

Many people, however, try to excuse their vain use of God’s name by claiming that they 
don’t really mean anything when they speak these words, which is exactly the point and purpose 
of the Second Commandment. God wants our hearts in it when we call on His name. 

Now what about those other ways in which we take God’s name? How can they become a 
vain use of His name? How, for example, can this happen in marriage? When a man and a 

woman vow to be faithful to one another until death, they do so not only before human 
witnesses, but ultimately before God. That, of course, is not a vain use of God’s name. The vain 



use of God’s name comes when they forsake their vows to one another and to God. That is, 
when they have made a promise in His name and then have broken that promise through 

adultery, desertion, or divorce. 
Taking up God’s name in our hands and in our mouths when we read, speak, and teach 

His Word is certainly a good thing that should be done. Yet it is possible that we do these things 
in a useless and mindless manner as well. For example, when you open your Bible in the 
morning to read from it, if that is nothing more than a routine like brushing your teeth and 

combing your hair, then it has become a misuse of God’s name. As I said before, God wants our 
hearts in it whenever we use His name. He wants us to read His Word for guidance and 

direction, for assurance and peace. Closely related to our personal use of the Word is the use of 
Scripture passages and prayers as nothing more than decorations on our walls. If all they are is 
decoration, it’s a misuse of God’s name. I’m not saying that we shouldn’t put up such reminders 

of God’s promises and cherished Bible verses, but it shouldn’t be just a show of piety, a thing to 
make us look better to the people who enter our homes. 

So also, when through faith we take on the name of Christ and call ourselves Christians, 
there is certainly nothing wrong with that. The vain use comes, however, when as disciples of 
Christ we do not flee youthful lusts, do not deal charitably with our neighbor, and do not glorify 

God by our words and actions. In the Old Testament God had much to say to Israel for 
blaspheming His name by their idolatry, sexual immorality, and injustice, which took place within 

the sight of the Gentiles. God considered it an attack on His name and told them point blank that 
it was they who caused His name to be blasphemed among the nations. 

Finally, God forbids other things in connection with this commandment that involve not 
the misuse of His name specifically, but rather the avoidance of His name. For example, one can 
point to the practice of witchcraft or astrology, or to the belief in superstitions. These are a 

violation of the Second Commandment because God commands that we rely on Him for help, 
guidance, and blessings. Recently I read a chain mail e-mail message which promised that if you 

read a particular prayer ten times and then send it out to ten people, you will receive a special 
blessing from God. What is that but silly, devilish superstition which tries to make God into a 
genie in a bottle? Do not be deceived! Tarot cards, fortune tellers, palm readers, and the like, if 

they ever actually predict something, you can be sure that it does not come from God. He has 
revealed what He wants us to know about the future in His Word and invites us to leave 

everything else in His hands. “Do not worry about tomorrow,” Jesus said. “Sufficient for 
today is its own trouble” (Matt. 6:34).  

It is unfortunate that we must spend so much time on the things God forbids in this 

commandment that we have little time left to focus on the positive. It is necessary because of all 
the ways in which Satan has managed to enter into our lives, so that we see this commandment 

as applying to very little. Still, we need to look briefly at the positive side of this commandment, 
and it starts with this important fact: God’s name is a source of blessing. 

When God gave Aaron that blessing which we continue to use at the close of our worship 

services, He kept His promise that “in every place where I record My name I will come to 
you, and I will bless you” (Exod. 20:24). The chief blessing that we receive through the name 

of the Lord is forgiveness of our sins and eternal salvation. In Christ God not only revealed 
Himself as the God of grace who keeps His promises. He came down to the earth in person and 
ransomed mankind from sin and death by offering His holy life as our substitute. His promise 

now is that everyone who “calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 10:13). This 
blessing alone gives us great reason to call on His name often according to His promise. 

Yet there are other blessings which we receive through the name of the Lord. A main 
example is our use of God’s name in prayer. Jesus told us that when we pray to the Father in His 
name, He will answer our prayer and grant our requests. Peace is also a great blessing that 

comes through the name of the Lord. All the world is looking for peace, but can’t seem to find it. 
If you want peace with your neighbor, peace with a family member, peace between the nations, 

then it must begin with peace between you and God. That peace is granted through the name of 
the Lord, as it is He who is “merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in 



goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression 
and sin” (Exod. 34:6-7). 

Finally, God’s name is also given to us that we may praise Him, our Maker and our Savior. 
Throughout the world mankind offers praise to gods that have no power and no ability to save or 

even to help man out of his misery. Jehovah, the faithful and eternal God, has revealed Himself 
to us as the source of life and of all things, and also as the Helper of the afflicted. That we are 
granted the privilege of lifting our voices in praise and thanksgiving to God is an amazing thing. 

In grace and mercy He has permitted you and me to know Him, the only true God, and Jesus 
Christ whom He has sent. This is eternal life, and for this we praise His name. Amen! 

______________________________ 

 

The Anointing of Jesus 
Egbert Schaller 

 

Editor’s Note: The article below first appeared in the Journal (Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 1-11) in 1968. It 
is offered here as a reprint with the author’s citing of some sources documented as endnotes, his 
lone footnote converted to endnote form, and other minor revisions of format. His use of the 

King James Version has been retained throughout the article. 
 

 The Apostle Peter, preaching in the house of Cornelius at Caesarea, opened his summary 
of the Gospel story with the words: 

The word which God sent unto the children of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ (he is 

Lord of all): That word, I say, ye know, which was published throughout all Judaea, and 
began from Galilee, after the baptism which John preached; How God anointed Jesus of 

Nazareth with the Holy Ghost and with power: who went about doing good, and healing all 
that were oppressed of the devil; for God was with him (Acts 10:36-38). 

 Included in this segment of Peter’s sermon we find one of the few passages of the New 
Testament Scriptures which explicitly affirm the act of God the Father in anointing the man 
Christ Jesus. In the preceding issue of the Journal a brief study of John 3:34 touched upon this 

matter, finding also in this verse a clear allusion to the same subject.1 
 A search through the Lutheran theological literature immediately available to us has 
yielded the impression that, while there have been many references to the Anointing of Jesus, 

relatively few extended discussions of this Scriptural truth have been undertaken. It is possible, 
of course, that in the vast bulk of patristic writings, theological studies and essays which could 

not be exhaustively explored, some adequate treatment of the subject may lie hidden. But there 
is no reason to feel that a new discussion of this topic would represent an unnecessary effort, 
and the subject is not unimportant. It goes to the heart of Christology. 

 Thus Peter, in offering an exposition of Psalm 16:8-10 to his Pentecost audience, was 
moved by the Holy Ghost to say: 

Therefore being a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him [David], 
that of the fruit of his loins, according to the flesh, he would raise up Christ to sit on his 
throne; he seeing this before spake of the resurrection of Christ [Messiah, the Anointed], 

that his soul was not left in hell, neither his flesh did see corruption. This Jesus hath God 
raised up, whereof we all are witnesses (Acts 2:30-32). 

And again:  
Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, 

whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ (Acts 2:36). 
 This is the supreme title of Him whom Christians are taught to call “Captain of their 
salvation.” He is designated as the “Christos” in more than half a thousand instances in the New 

Testament; and repeated debates with or concerning Him, from the time of His birth (Matt. 2:4) 
through His ministry (John 4:25; 7:27, 42; 12:34) to the hour of His death (Luke 23:35, 39), 

centered in His right to that title. That He was indeed the Anointed One foretold in promise from 
ancient days is the enabling factor in His soteriological work throughout. It was Christ who 
redeemed us from the curse of the law (Gal. 3:13); it was Christ our Passover who was 



sacrificed for us (1 Cor. 5:7); and the kingdoms of this world are become the kingdom of our 
Lord, and of His Christ (Rev. 11:15). 

 At the same time it must be pointed out that Scripture offers us a minimum of detailed 
information regarding the Anointing itself. In addition to Acts 10:38 already cited, we hear the 

congregation at Jerusalem in its prayer speaking to God of “thy holy child Jesus, whom thou hast 
anointed” (Acts 4:27); but no further definition of the divine act is given. These and the 
reference in John 3:34, Luke 4:18, together with the Old Testament quotation in Hebrews 1:9, 

contain the New Testament specifics on the subject. What answers are thus supplied for the 
questions that may properly concern us: 

1. When did the Anointing take place? 
2. What effect did His Unction with the Holy Spirit have upon Jesus? 

 

1. When did the Anointing take place? 
 

 There is no statement of Scripture which expressly notes when our Savior was anointed; 
and from this fact some might conclude that the question is speculative and its answer a matter 
of opinion. Yet the matter cannot be casually dismissed. Sometimes Scripture reveals a truth by 

means of other truths, compelling its acceptance by leaving no Scriptural alternative. It 
behooves us to inquire whether, perhaps, in what we are told about the Unction of Jesus by the 

Father, our question may not after all be explicitly answered, especially since there have been 
inconsistencies in the teaching of this matter in Lutheran circles. 

 By implication as well as by direct affirmation some have taught that the Anointing took 
place at the time of our Lord’s Baptism. Thus R. C. H. Lenski writes: “That anointing took place 
immediately after the Baptism of Jesus.”2 The Gausewitz catechism, edition of 1956, permits this 

view by offering as Scripture reference Matthew 3:13-17 with the comment: “Christ anointed 
with the Holy Ghost at His Baptism.” The old Schwan catechism carefully avoids the question of 

the “when” altogether, and the Synodical Catechism of the Missouri Synod (1943) makes no 
reference to the Baptism in this connection, citing instead the words in Matthew 17:5. The new 
catechism of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod (1966) uses Matthew 3:16-17 as reference, 

without further explanation, for the question: “How was Jesus anointed?” 
 A scanning of some of Luther’s statements in his sermon on the Baptism of Christ (1526; 

Walch II, 2l28ff.) may leave the impression that he, too, would regard the Anointing as 
coinciding with the time of the Baptism. He says: 

And there [namely, with the Baptism of Jesus] the New Testament actually begins; 

wherefore also Mark and John make little mention of His childhood. Peter and Paul write 
nothing of this. Not that they despise what Matthew and Luke report of it; but they hasten at 

once to the critical point [zu dem vollkommenen Stueck] at which the office goes into action. 
For though He was born a child, the office did not yet begin; nor did He presume to 
administer it until He was called to it by the Father. In short, at His Baptism the office 

begins; there He becomes our Christ, our Savior, for which purpose He had come, as Isaiah 
says, 61:1, a passage which Christ applies to Himself in Luke 4:18, 21 when He says: The 

Lord sent me . . . etc. To preach this gracious year, which opened with the preaching of John 
the Baptist, for this He had come, as Luke says in Acts 1:22; and Mark opens his Gospel with 
John’s preaching and Christ’s Baptism, Mark l:lff. 

But why does Mark begin there? Because here Christ begins to act as a Christ, here He is 
consecrated and enters His office; and God the Father wanted to let the world know with 

certainty, that there might be no doubt whatever with regard to Christ, since God Himself 
has confirmed Him. 

 Luther here proceeds in his usual broad, sermonic manner; and one must weigh his words 

carefully in their context lest one ascribe to him things which he neither said nor meant to say. 
Nowhere in this sermon does Luther mention the Anointing. He does, however, speak of the 

office of Christ; and this in a limited sense, namely, insofar as it concerned the activity by which 
He fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah. Involved was His public ministry, the preaching of the Gospel, 



the forgiving of sins, the healing of the sick and wounded, the deliverance of the captives. Until 
Jesus was publicly certified by the Father, says Luther, He did not enter upon the work of His 

public ministry upon His own initiative. It is very evident from the sermon, however, that Luther 
did not intend to say that Jesus was not the Christ until He was baptized. And we know enough 

of Luther’s theology to be certain that he would never have suggested that Jesus did not suffer 
for us or fulfill all righteousness in our stead before the time of His Baptism. 
 Although it is hardly necessary to furnish evidence for Luther’s position in this matter, we 

offer a few statements from a sermon on the Christmas Gospel, also cited by F. Pieper: 
Our salvation was brought about by this very thing, that Christ and the believing heart are 

so united that what the one has, is given to the other. And what do they give each other? 
Christ has a pure, innocent, holy birth; man’s birth is unclean, sinful, cursed, as David says 
Ps. 51:5, which cannot be healed other than through the pure birth of Christ. . . . Thus, 

then, Christ takes from us unto Himself our birth and sinks it into His birth, and gives us His 
birth that we might become pure and new in it, as though it were our own . . . (St. L. 

XI:127).3 
Similarly Luther speaks of the Circumcision of Christ: “. . . that Christ for this purpose 

accepted circumcision so that He might deliver us from it, that thereby our faith might be 

strengthened” (Walch II, 2101). 
 That Jesus was anointed for the purpose of serving us as our Prophet, Priest, and King is a 

truth which we need not re-establish here. And since He thus served us before His Baptism, we 
must conclude that He was anointed before His Baptism, not during or after it. 

 Our thoughts return at this point to the Scripture with which we introduced this 
discussion, specifically the words of Peter: “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Ghost 
and with power.” The mention of Nazareth was made for the benefit of Peter’s audience and 

served the hearers as an identifying adjunct of the name Jesus, which was not uncommon 
among the Jews. We certainly may not regard it as a basis for claiming that the Savior was 

anointed at some unknown moment during His childhood in that village. For us the stress lies 
upon the name Jesus. This is the name He was given by the angel at the announcement of the 
Lord’s conception. It was Jesus who was anointed, just as it was Jesus who became our Savior, 

not the preexistent Logos as such, the second Person of the Holy Trinity. Jesus is the name of 
the God-Man. He it is who served and serves as our Prophet, Priest, and King. And this He did 

from the moment He became Jesus, namely, from the moment of His conception in the womb of 
Mary. It was this mode, this method of the Incarnation of the Only-Begotten Son of God which 
initiated the work of the Christ in a state of humiliation, as we constantly confess in the Apostolic 

creed. At the point in time when the union of the divine and the human natures took place, He 
became Jesus the Anointed, and not someone else who in course of time reached a stage of life 

when He was ready to receive the Chrism of the Holy Ghost. 
 To hold otherwise would be to alter radically the Scriptural doctrine of our redemption as 
we proclaim it and confess it in song and story. Why do we in our Christmas hymns and prayers 

call Him the Christ-child? Did not even Herod seek to resolve the “problem” posed by the Magi 
through research to determine the place where “Christ should be born?” When we accept that 

view of the Christmas event, do we do so with reservations? Would we consider it to have been 
more accurate to inquire where He who was to become the Christ should be born? We have long 
since disavowed the heresy of those Monarchianists who held (and hold) that Jesus was born a 

man who was later inspired and exalted by God; and of the autohypostasists who hold that the 
Son of God and the man Jesus gradually grew together and became the Christ. How then is it 

possible to defer the hour of the Anointing to the time of our Lord’s Baptism, or for that matter 
to any period subsequent to His conception? 
 Dr. Pieper puts it very succinctly. He writes: “Christ’s official duties did not begin with His 

Baptism, which was His solemn induction into His public ministry, but with His incarnation, with 
which His humiliation coincided. Christ was the Christ for us in His very conception, birth, 

circumcision, filial obedience, etc.”4 

2. What effect did His Unction with the Holy Spirit  



have upon Jesus? 

 As we now approach our second question, we should note that to a degree the two 

questions are vitally interrelated. For if we now ask: What effect did His Unction with the Holy 
Spirit have upon Jesus? we find it necessary to examine further the position of those who relate 

the Unction to the events that took place at the Lord’s Baptism. 
 The argument in support of this view points to Peter’s sermon from which our chief text 
was taken. Here Peter speaks of “the word” which “ye know” (namely, the members of Peter’s 

audience), the word which “was published throughout all Judaea, and began from Galilee, after 
the baptism which John preached.” The point is made that the Anointing must have been a 

public event which, like the other events of Christ’s ministry, was reported and constantly retold 
by His disciples and apostles, so that it had become common knowledge. Moreover, the public 
event is attached by Peter himself to the circumstances surrounding the baptizing activity of 

John. 
 This may seem to reflect a natural impression which might have been created by what 

Peter said. But we must reaffirm the compelling evidence of Scripture which is supplied by the 
clear teaching that Jesus was the Christ from the moment of His Incarnation. And we ask: Does 
Peter’s reference to the Anointing conflict with that truth? We can agree, indeed, that the fact of 

the Anointing had become public knowledge, so that Peter could well say: “Ye know. . . .” We 
also concede that such knowledge was related in point of time to the Baptism of Jesus, after 

which through His public ministry He preached the Gospel of the Kingdom, presenting Himself as 
the Messiah of God. 

 The remarkable event that transpired after Jesus came forth from the Jordan after His 
Baptism publicly proclaimed the fact of His Anointing. For we read that “the heavens were 
opened unto Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon Him.” 

Whether the people who were present, apart from John the Baptist himself, saw this 
phenomenon is nowhere recorded. But John did see it “and bare record that this is the Son of 

God” (John 1:32-34). 
 It is readily perceived that from that moment the Anointing of Jesus became advertised, 
not by John or Jesus only, but by the disciples. This does not mean, however, that Peter 

designated the hour of the Lord’s Baptism as the time of His being anointed. Nor does the 
account of the event itself as much as hint at it. Rather, the occasion simply affirmed the truth 

that this was God’s Son, the Anointed, whereof the appearance of the Holy Spirit was the 
witness. The Father also spoke, saying: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased,” 
but these words do not declare that Jesus became God’s Son only in that moment. 

 Unfortunately, this very view is represented by those who through the ages of the 
Christian Church have continued to promote the ancient heresies to which we referred above. 

Against these and similar errors we must be on our guard also when we discuss the effect that 
His Unction with the Holy Spirit had upon Jesus. The view that the Unction occurred at the 
Baptism is not only without Scriptural support; it may also serve to minimize the significance of 

the Anointing. 
 As the union of the divine and human natures in Christ Jesus must in essence continue to 

be a profound mystery, so also the Anointing of Jesus according to His human nature is a truth 
into which we cannot probe too deeply without courting the danger of drifting into serious 
aberrations. It is well that we say no more about it than has actually been revealed or is 

required by the doctrinal context. Jesus was anointed in order that He might thus serve as our 
perfect Savior and administer His divine office. For this the Anointing made a necessary 

contribution. To ask why it was so is to wander into the realm of theological speculation where 
the swamps of confusion await the unwary. 
 On the other hand, we can and must declare what the Anointing did NOT do for Jesus. It 

did not demonstrate, to Him or to us, that during the state of His humiliation He somehow 
ceased to be God, or had not yet attained to the rank of Deity at a given point, and therefore 

possessed the gift of the Holy Ghost as His sole source of guidance and power. No Lutheran 
Christian at home in Scripture would assess the effect of the Unction in that manner. Nor may 



the question be answered in this way, that in order to make His humiliation a genuine 
exinanition, Jesus wholly renounced the use of His divine attributes, so that he was able to 

function in His office only as a man might function when endowed with the powers of the Holy 
Spirit. 

 There are those who would let such a view of the purpose and effect of the Unction follow 
from what they consider to be the proper measure of Christ’s humiliation. Thus they would hold 
that in this state He made no use whatever of divine ubiquity, omnipotence, or omniscience, and 

that His work and miracles were performed essentially by means of the same power, though 
possessed in greater measure, which served the Prophets, Evangelists, and Apostles, namely, 

the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 Dr. F. Pieper, in his Christian Dogmatics, has pointed out that “Reformed theologians in 
general declare that the miracles of Christ, in so far as His human nature is considered, are on 

the same level as the miracles of the Prophets and Apostles” (2: 261). They, of course, derive 
this false opinion, not from their view of the Anointing and its effect, but from the rationalistic 

principle that “finitum non est capax infiniti” and their consequent rejection of the Scriptural 
doctrine of the unio personalis. They hold that “the divine power of the Son of God exercises 
itself through the human nature as water flows through a pipe . . .” (Pieper 2: 262). But an 

unscriptural view of the Anointing may, without endorsing the Reformed error regarding the unio 
personalis, lead by another route to the same conclusion. 

 It is not our purpose here to pursue such related issues of Christology. But we must 
emphasize the fact that the Unction of Jesus did not provide the God-man with a supply of such 

power for His work as He already possessed through the communication of attributes and which 
He on occasion also used. In saying that Jesus was “anointed with the Holy Ghost and with 
power,” Scripture simply sets forth the truth that He carried on His work in cooperation with the 

Holy Ghost (as with the Father) and with the power which He shares with Him (as also with the 
Father). Thus Scripture testifies to the uninterrupted unity of the Trinity and the participation of 

the three Persons of the Godhead in the work of our salvation. 
 That the Holy Ghost did indeed work with and through Jesus is evident from a number of 
passages. Thus our Lord told the Jews: “But if I cast out devils by [literally: ‘in connection with’; 

NOT ‘by,’ KJV] the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God is come unto you” (Matt. 12:28). On 
another significant occasion Jesus quoted Isaiah as referring to Him: “The Spirit of the Lord is 

upon me, because He hath anointed me . . .” (Luke 4:18).5 But the Lord in similar manner 
speaks of the Father working with and through Him (John 8:28; 12:49-50; 14:10, et al.). At the 
same time, in many instances, displays of divine power exhibited by Christ in His state of 

humiliation are described as originating from the use of the innate divine attributes of the 
incarnate Son of God (John 2:11; John 5:19; John 12:37-41, et al.). 

 The interrelated and integrated nature of the activity of the three Persons of the Holy 
Trinity in the work of our Savior is as indisputable as it is beyond our power of analytical 
dissection. We do well to refrain from such an effort, just as we will be careful not to ascribe to 

the Unction of Jesus an effect which, by implication or deduction, goes beyond or contrary to 
what is clearly stated in Scripture concerning His work. It is enough to say that, at the moment 

of His coming into the world, Jesus was endowed by the Father with a measureless Unction of 
the Holy Spirit because He came to serve mankind in unqualified, unlimited perfection in the 
saving office and work established by God for this purpose. Precisely what that Unction 

contributed to the work, or how its power factor functioned, is not revealed to us.  
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The Meaning and Use of Mystery in the New Testament 
Vance A. Fossum 

 
Introduction

1 

 In his captivity letter written to the Colossians, Paul declared this truth about his ministry 
as a preacher of the gospel: 

I now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up in my flesh what is lacking in the afflictions 
of Christ, for the sake of His body, which is the church, of which I became a minister 

according to the stewardship from God which was given to me for you, to fulfill the word of 
God, the mystery which has been hidden from ages and from generations, but now has been 
revealed to His saints. To them God willed to make known what are the riches of the glory of 

this mystery among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you, the hope of glory (Col. 1:24-27). 
 Some have understood the mystery in this passage to be the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Others have regarded the mystery in this passage as the long hidden revelation that the promise 
of salvation belongs not only to the Jews but also to the Gentiles. With such difference of 

interpretation in view, the main purpose of this essay is to examine the meaning and use of 

musthmusthmusthmusth,rion,rion,rion,rion in the New Testament, paying particular attention to its usage in the parallel passages 
found in Paul’s letters to the Ephesians and the Colossians. 

 According to Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion in its classical 

and pagan usages was “primarily that which is known to the musthj, the initiated (from muew, to 

initiate into the mysteries . . .)” and was to be kept secret by the initiated. But, as Vine also 
states, “In the N.T. it denotes . . . that which, being outside the range of unassisted natural 

apprehension, can be made known only by Divine revelation. . . . In the ordinary sense a 
mystery implies knowledge withheld; its Scriptural significance is truth revealed.”2    

 Vine’s conclusions generally agree with those expressed by the Thayer, Moulton-Milligan, 
and Bauer-Danker-Arndt-Gingrich lexicons. A very comprehensive treatment of the origin, 

usage, and meaning of musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion can be found as an excursus in J. A. Robinson’s commentary on 

Ephesians.3 Compiling the information gleaned from all these sources yields the following 
summary. 

• The pagan usage of classical Greek made musth,rion a religious technical term that referred 

to “a ‘secret’ or ‘secret doctrine’ known only to the initiated, which they are not at liberty 

to disclose” (Moulton-Milligan). Koine writings extant in the papyri and inscriptions indicate 
that the pagan usage continued on into later times when the Septuagint was made and the 

New Testament was written. 

• Other Koine usage, however, reveals that musth,rion could also refer to a secret of any 

kind—not just religious but political secrets, military secrets, or personal secrets. But like 

the pagan usage mentioned above, a retained feature of the word was still the connotation 
that the “secret” was something not to be revealed. 

• New Testament usage, on the other hand, links musth,rion with its natural counterparts, 

words like avpokalu,ptw, avpokalu,yij, and gnwri,zw, and thus creates numerous contexts to show 

that God’s mystery was the truth to be revealed to people, not kept secret from them. 
• Finally, we are confident that the usage in the New Testament will demonstrate the validity 

of an often used working definition for musth,rion: A “mystery” in the New Testament is a 

truth hidden from man which God must reveal in order for man to know.4 

  

 In the entire New Testament    musth,rion appears up to 28 times.5 Though ten of these 
occurrences can be found in Ephesians and Colossians alone, it seems useful to consider in some 

detail all the ways in which musth,rion is used by Jesus in the Gospels, by Paul in his epistles, and 



by John in Revelation.   

I. Jesus in the Gospels 

 It is generally agreed that the passages below are parallel and comprise the answer Jesus 
gave to His disciples when they questioned Him in reference to the parable of the sower and the 

seed. Compare the similarity of context given in Matthew 13:1-23, Mark 4:1-20, and Luke 8:1-
18. Though some differences in wording exist between the three Synoptic accounts (e.g., plural 

ta.  musth,ria in Matthew and Luke but singular to. musth,rion in Mark), we can still regard them as 

the only statement Jesus made with this word that is recorded in the New Testament.6 He was 
the first to call divine truth the “mysteries” revealed to believers, yet hidden from unbelievers. 

Matthew 13:11  
He answered and said to them, “Because it has been given to you to know the mysteries of 

the kingdom of heaven (o[ti ùmi/n de,dotai gnw/nai ta. musth,riamusth,riamusth,riamusth,ria th/j basilei,aj tw/n ouvranw/n evkei,noij de. ouv 

de,dotai), but to them it has not been given.” 
Mark 4:11 

And He said to them, “To you it has been given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God 

(~Umi/n to. musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion de,dotai th/j basilei,aj tou/ qeou/); but to those who are outside, all things come in 

parables.” 

Luke 8:10  

And He said, “To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God (~Umi/n 

de,dotai gnw/nai ta. musth,riamusth,riamusth,riamusth,ria  th/j basilei,aj tou/ qeou/), but to the rest it is given in parables, that 

‘Seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand.’” 

 Note: In these three Gospel narratives Jesus is recorded as speaking of the musth,riamusth,riamusth,riamusth,ria or 

musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion (always with the article) in connection with the parables about the kingdom of God (or 

kingdom of heaven). Our Lord states that whereas the truths about God’s gracious rule through 
His gospel-Word cannot be known or understood by the multitudes (Matt. 13:2) or those outside 
(Mark 4:11), yet to His disciples it is given to know these mysteries. In fact, that is the only 

reason why they can and do know them. If the mysteries had not been revealed to them, they 
would not have known them either. 

II. Paul in his epistles 

 The great majority of the New Testament appearances of musth,rion—be they singular or 

plural, with or without the article—are found in Paul’s epistles. We consider these occurrences in 
three sections: 
 A. The various mysteries (secrets known to God) that must be and will be revealed; 
 B. The use of the term as it applies to God’s great plan of redemption which He has chosen to 

reveal through Christ and His Word; 
 C. The use of the term in the parallel passages of Ephesians 1-13 and Colossians 1:24-27. 

  
    A. The various mysteries (secrets known to God) that must be and will be revealed. 

Romans 11:25 For I do not desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant of this mystery, lest 
you should be wise in your own opinion, that blindness in part has happened to Israel until 

the fullness of the Gentiles has come in.  

Ouv ga.r qe,lw ùma/j avgnoei/n( avdelfoi,( to. musth,rion tou/toto. musth,rion tou/toto. musth,rion tou/toto. musth,rion tou/to . . . o[ti pw,rwsij avo[ti pw,rwsij avo[ti pw,rwsij avo[ti pw,rwsij avpo. me,rouj tw/| VIsrah.l ge,gonen a;crij po. me,rouj tw/| VIsrah.l ge,gonen a;crij po. me,rouj tw/| VIsrah.l ge,gonen a;crij po. me,rouj tw/| VIsrah.l ge,gonen a;crij 
ouououou-- -- to. plh,rwma tw/n evqnw/n eivse,lqh| to. plh,rwma tw/n evqnw/n eivse,lqh| to. plh,rwma tw/n evqnw/n eivse,lqh| to. plh,rwma tw/n evqnw/n eivse,lqh|    

 Note: While it is true that the whole Jewish nation should be made to disappear from the face of 

the earth for their rejection of the Christ, the mystery here is that the nation will continue on 

earth under a special judgment from God, namely, their spiritual “petrification in part” (pw,rwsij 

avpo. me,rouj) until the “fullness of the Gentiles”—that is, all the elect among the Gentiles—has been 

gathered into the invisible Church of Christ. The Gentile believers need to keep in mind that God 
has done this to Israel in order to “graft” the Gentiles in (Rom. 11:17). They are not to get the 

idea that something in them or about them sets them above Israel in the eyes of God. Therefore 
Paul reveals to the Gentile believers the secret of God’s treatment of physical Israel for the sake 



of “all Israel” (Rom. 11:26). 
 

1 Corinthians 13:2  And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries (kai. 

eivdw/ ta. musth,ria pa,nta) and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could remove 

mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 

1 Corinthians 14:2  For he who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to God, for no one 

understands him; however, in the  spirit he speaks mysteries (pneu,mati de. lalei/ musth,ria). 

1 Corinthians 15:51 Behold, I tell you a mystery (ivdou. musth,rion ùmi/n le,gw): We shall not all sleep, 

but we shall all be changed.  

Ephesians 5:32 This is a great mystery (to. musth,rion tou/to me,ga evsti,n), but I speak concerning 

Christ and the church. 

2 Thessalonians 2:7 For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work (to. ga.r musth,rion h;dh 

evnergei/tai th/j avnomi,aj); only He who now restrains will do so until He is taken out of the way. 

 Note: In several of the examples above specific truths are called a “mystery,” for they are 

things hidden which we cannot know unless God reveals them to us. For example, through the 
apostle God reveals the mystery that some believers will be alive on the Last Day and that all 

believers will be perfected. Likewise, the parallel connection of husband and wife to Christ and 
the Church is a “great mystery” unknown to us unless revealed. The coming and revealing of the 
Antichrist, the “man of sin” and lawlessness, are a mystery already at work in Paul’s day that 

would be revealed by the fulfillment of predicted events. 
 

    B. The use of the term as it applies to God’s great plan of redemption which He has 
chosen to reveal through Christ and His Word 
 The passages listed under this section apply the word mystery either to Christ Himself or 

to the gospel about Christ or to God’s plan of salvation carried out by Christ and proclaimed to 
people through the gospel. 

 
Romans 16:25-27 (NKJ) Now to Him who is able to establish you according to my gospel and the 
preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery kept secret since the world 

began but now has been made manifest, and by the prophetic Scriptures has been made known 
to all nations, according to the commandment of the everlasting God, for obedience to the 

faith—to God, alone wise, be glory through Jesus Christ forever. Amen. 
    * The Greek text of this passage and the author’s translation below are given in a format 

meant to set off the first two katakatakatakata phrases from the main clauses that comprise the doxology at 

the end of Romans: 
Tw/| de. duname,nw| ùma/j sthri,xai 
  kata.  kata.  kata.  kata. to. euvagge,lio,n mou kai. to. kh,rugma VIhsou/ Cristou// //(     
  kata. avpoka,luyin musthri,ou  kata. avpoka,luyin musthri,ou  kata. avpoka,luyin musthri,ou  kata. avpoka,luyin musthri,ou cro,noij aivwni,oij sesighme,nou(  
 fanerwqe,ntoj de. nu/n dia, te grafw/n profhtikw/n katV  evpitagh.n tou/ aivwni,ou qeou/ eivj ùpakoh.n pi,stewj eivj 

pa,nta  ta. e;qnh gnwrisqe,ntoj(  
mo,nw| sofw/| qew/| dia. VIhsou/ Cristou/( w-| h ̀do,xa eivj tou.j  
aivw/naj( avmh,nÅ 

     Translation (V. Fossum): 
      Now to Him who is able to establish you— 

         according to my gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ,  
         according to a revelation of mystery concealed for long ages, 

but now made manifest, and through the prophetic Scriptures, according to the command 

of the eternal God, made known to all nations for the obedience of faith— 
To God, alone wise, be glory through Jesus Christ forever.  Amen.  

 Note: 1) In the New Testament avpoka,luyij avpoka,luyij avpoka,luyij avpoka,luyij is used predominantly in Paul’s epistles. 

According to Trench the word revelation “always” has the sense of “an unveiling by God of 

Himself to His creatures.”7 This is exactly what God has done through Paul’s gospel-proclamation 



of Jesus Christ, who is Himself the Declarer and Revealer of God out of heaven. For so Christ 
says in His high priestly prayer: “And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent” (John 17:3). 
 2) Paul’s gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ were according to, or in keeping 

with, a revelation of the mystery that had been concealed for long ages. Paul’s message was 
not something new, but an eternal mystery that had been revealed through him and manifested 

(aor. pass. gen. ptc. fanerwqe,ntoj agreeing with gen. musthri,ou) through the writings of the Old 

Testament prophets, to which he often referred in his letters. Paul emphasizes once again at the 
close of his letter to the Romans that his gospel proclamation was not his idea; neither was it his 

brainstorm that this mystery of salvation be made known (aor. pass. gen. ptc. gnwrisqe,ntoj also 

agreeing with musthri,ou) to the Gentiles. But to God alone belongs the glory, whose idea and 

command it was to reveal this mystery concerning Himself also to the Gentiles for their 
obedience to the faith. 

1 Corinthians 2:1-2 (NKJ) And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come with excellence of 
speech or of wisdom declaring to you the testimony [NRS mystery] of God. For I determined 

not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified. 
 Note: In the Greek text of verse 1 we encounter a variant reading of some significance: 

katagge,llwn ùmi/n to.    musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion tou/ qeou/ vs. katagge,llwn ùmi/n to. martu,rionmartu,rionmartu,rionmartu,rion tou/ qeou/. The NKJV, NIV, and 

NASB have “testimony” as the translation of martu,rion, which is the Greek word occurring in both 

the Textus Receptus and the Majority Text. Noting the similarity of sound and spelling between 

the two words, one can see how a copyist could inadvertently change one to the other. See the 
critical apparatus for identification of the witnesses which support the two readings. Both 

readings appear to have ancient and widespread support going back to about AD 400. But the 
Church Fathers listed in support of “mystery” date back to the third (AD 235) and fourth 
centuries (AD 374), and these, along with Papyrus 46 dated to AD 200, indicate older support 

for musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion that also appeared in more than one region of the Mediterranean world. 

 If we accept the reading of musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion, we also recognize that it has the article and a 

genitive modifier. Paul is speaking to the Corinthians of that particular “mystery of God” which 
he had announced to them in humble language. He would have them recall that his proclamation 

to them concerning “Jesus Christ and Him crucified” was not enhanced by fancy or flowery 
language. And yet that mystery was the very wisdom of God, as Paul goes on to explain in 1 

Corinthians 2:6-16. 

1 Corinthians 2:7 But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God 
ordained before the ages for our glory. 

    * The main clause lalou/men qeou/ sofi,an evn musthri,wevn musthri,wevn musthri,wevn musthri,w| can also be translated: “we speak God’s 

wisdom in connection with mystery.” 

 Note: Just because Paul did not use the ways and means of human wisdom to convince 
the Corinthians of the truth of the gospel—even as he declared in verses 1-5—does not mean 

that the gospel he brought them was not real wisdom. The next section, 1 Corinthians 2:6-16, 
emphasizes the truth that saving faith in the true God does not come by human wisdom read in 
the books of men or heard in the teaching of men. Saving faith in the true God comes only by 

the Spirit of God, who reveals “the things of God” to man by expressing Spirit-given thoughts 
through Spirit-given words (1 Cor. 2:12-13). For the wisdom about God is a hidden mystery 

which God Himself must reveal to man by His own Spirit-given means. 

1 Corinthians 4:1 Let a man so consider us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries 
of God. 
    * The Greek wording oivkono,mouj musthri,wn qeou/ can also be rendered “administrators of God’s mysteries.” 

 Note: Paul’s description of the public ministry in this way is consistent with his use of 

musth,rion    in the passages we have considered so far. God’s mysteries are the secret things of God 
having to do with His plan for the salvation of sinners, which are to be revealed and 
administered through the gospel of Christ in Word and Sacrament by those who are called to be 

His apostles and fellow workers (1 Cor. 1:1, 3:9-10). 



Ephesians 1:3-9  
     Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every 

spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love, having 

predestined us to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of 
His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He has made us accepted in the 
Beloved. In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the 

riches of His grace which He made to abound toward us in all wisdom and prudence, having 
made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure which He purposed 

in Himself. 
    Euvloghto.j ò qeo.j kai. path.r tou/ kuri,ou hm̀w/n VIhsou/ Cristou/ ò euvlogh,saj hm̀a/j evn pa,sh| euvlogi,a| pneumatikh/| evn 

toi/j    evpourani,oij evn Cristw/|( kaqw.j evxele,xato hm̀a/j evn auvtw/| pro. kata-bolh/j ko,smou ei=nai hm̀a/j ag̀i,ouj kai. avmw,mouj 
katenw,pion auvtou/ evn avga,ph|( proori,saj hm̀a/j eivj uìoqesi,an dia. VIhsou/ Cristou/ eivj auvto,n( kata. th.n euvdoki,an tou/ 
qelh,matoj auvtou/( eivj e;painon do,xhj th/j ca,ritoj auvtou/ h-j evcari,twsen hm̀a/j evn tw/| hvgaphme,nw|Å VEn w-|  e;comen th.n 
avpolu,trwsin dia. tou/ ai[matoj auvtou/( th.n a;fesin tw/n paraptwma,twn( kata. to. plou/toj th/j ca,ritoj auvtou/ h-j 
evperi,sseusen eivj h̀ma/j( evn pa,sh| sofi,a| kai. fronh,sei( gnwri,saj hm̀i/n to. musth,rion tou/ qelh,matoj auvtou/( kata. th.n 
euvdoki,an auvtou/ h]n proe,qeto evn auvtw/| 

     * The last clause may be rendered: “which He purposed in connection with Him,” that is, 

Christ. 
 Note: Paul is talking about the “riches” of God’s election-grace extending all the way from 

eternity, which He has caused to “abound toward us in all wisdom and understanding” (Eph. 

1:7-8). How did He cause the riches of His election-grace to abound toward us (evperi,sseusen eivj 

hm̀a/j)? By “having made known to us the mystery of His will” (gnwri,saj hm̀i/n to. musth,rion tou/    to. musth,rion tou/    to. musth,rion tou/    to. musth,rion tou/    

qelh,matoj auvtouqelh,matoj auvtouqelh,matoj auvtouqelh,matoj auvtou). This is the mystery which is about and belongs to (genitive of possession) God’s 

gracious will operating from eternity in Christ, “which He purposed in connection with” Christ (v. 
9), “just as He chose us in connection with Him before the foundation of the world” (v. 4). 

 The gracious will of God toward sinners, originating with Him and initiated by the election 
in Christ “before the foundation of the world,” is the mystery so completely set forth in this 
opening doxology of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.8 

Ephesians 6:17-20 And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the 
word of God; praying always with all prayer . . . for all the saints—and for me, that utterance 

may be given to me, that I may open my mouth boldly to make known the mystery of the 

gospel [i[na moi doqh/| lo,goj evn avnoi,xei tou/ sto,mato,j mou( evn parrhsi,a| gnwri,sai to. musth,rion tou/ euvaggeli,outo. musth,rion tou/ euvaggeli,outo. musth,rion tou/ euvaggeli,outo. musth,rion tou/ euvaggeli,ou], for 

which I am an ambassador in chains: that in it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak. 
 Note: Clearly from the Greek above we understand that the “mystery of the gospel” 
means the “mystery which is the gospel.” This conclusion is valid because the genitive form of 

“gospel” is used either in apposition to the accusative form of “mystery,” or it is used as a 
Hebraistic genitive which gives definition to the preceding accusative. 

Colossians 2:1-2 For I want you to know how great a struggle I have on your behalf, and for 
those who are at Laodicea, and for all those who have not personally seen my face, that their 
hearts may be encouraged, having been knit together in love, and attaining to all the wealth that 

comes from the full assurance of understanding, resulting in a true knowledge of God’s 
mystery, that is, Christ Himself (NASB). 

    * The translation above is based on the Nestle-Aland text:  
i[na paraklhqw/sin aì kardi,ai auvtw/n( sumbibasqe,ntej evn 

avga,ph| kai. eivj pa/n plou/toj th/j plhrofori,aj th/j sune,sewj, 

eivj evpi,gnwsin tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeoeivj evpi,gnwsin tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeoeivj evpi,gnwsin tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeoeivj evpi,gnwsin tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristou/u/( Cristou/u/( Cristou/u/( Cristou/.9 

 Note: Some elite Judaizers or perhaps early Gnostics were afflicting the Laodicean and 
Colossian congregations with the charge that Paul was not giving them full knowledge and 

understanding through his message concerning Christ. Therefore Paul’s great conflict, or 

struggle (avgw/na), for the Laodiceans and Colossians was that their hearts would be encouraged 

by attaining “all riches of the full assurance of understanding, to the knowledge of the mystery 
of God, namely, Christ,” which goes way beyond anything the elitist, super-mystery errorists 



could offer. 

 Recognizing tou/ qeou/ as genitive of possession, we can take tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou in the sense 

of the mystery which is God’s; or it conveys the sense of the mystery which is from God, with 

tou/ qeou    as a genitive of source. With either sense Cristou/Cristou/Cristou/Cristou/ is appositional to the entire preceding 

pair of genitives, tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/. Thus the words tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristou/    mean the 

mystery of God, namely, Christ. 
 In refuting the errorists, who were boasting that theirs is the religious system above all 
others because it plumbs the mysterious depths of God and promises all understanding and 

knowledge, Paul simply says: “Christ IS the mystery of God.” He enlarges this truth in verse 3: 
“In whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” He also warns in verses 8-9: 

“See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to 
the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according 
to Christ. For in Him all the fulness of Deity dwells in bodily form” (NASB). 

Colossians 4:3 Meanwhile praying also for us, that God would open to us a door for the word, to 
speak the mystery of Christ, for which I am also in chains.  

proseuco,menoi a[ma kai. peri. hm̀w/n( i[na ò qeo.j avnoi,xh| hm̀i/n  qu,ran tou/ lo,gou lalh/sai to. musth,rion tou/ Cristou/(  to. musth,rion tou/ Cristou/(  to. musth,rion tou/ Cristou/(  to. musth,rion tou/ Cristou/( 
diV o] kai. de,demai 

 Note: The expression to. musth,rion tou/ Cristouto. musth,rion tou/ Cristouto. musth,rion tou/ Cristouto. musth,rion tou/ Cristou would seem to be a contraction of the 

previously used tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristoutou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristou from Colossians 2:2 and thus would carry the same 

sense: the mystery which is Christ. Every informed Christian and heathen back then knew what 
we know today in regard to Paul’s chains: he suffered them and all which they imply because of 

his proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

1 Timothy 3:8-9 Likewise deacons must be reverent, not double-tongued, not given to much 

wine, not greedy for money, holding the mystery of the faith (e;contaj to. musth, to. musth, to. musth, to. musth,rion th/j pi,stewjrion th/j pi,stewjrion th/j pi,stewjrion th/j pi,stewj) 

with a pure conscience. 

 Note: Here we take to. musth,rion th/j pi,stewjto. musth,rion th/j pi,stewjto. musth,rion th/j pi,stewjto. musth,rion th/j pi,stewj in an objective rather than a subjective sense: 

“the faith” (pi,stijpi,stijpi,stijpi,stij with the article) that is believed—namely, its contents—rather than one’s 

personal faith. It is necessary for the leaders of the church to be men who “hold” dear to 
themselves the doctrines of the Christian faith with a pure conscience. If, instead, a man 

appears to confess the doctrines of the “faith” and yet is continually being troubled in his 
conscience over the sins of a deceitful tongue or misuse of alcohol or greed, he is not fit for an 
office in the church. 

1 Timothy 3:16  And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was 
manifested in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen by angels, preached among the Gentiles, 

believed on in the world, received up in glory. 

     * The NKJ translation above is based on the Textus Receptus reading: òmologoume,nwj me,ga evsti.n to. me,ga evsti.n to. me,ga evsti.n to. me,ga evsti.n to. 

th/j euvsebei,aj musth,rionth/j euvsebei,aj musth,rionth/j euvsebei,aj musth,rionth/j euvsebei,aj musth,rion\\\\ Qeo.j evfanerw,qh evn sarki,( evdikaiw,qh evn pneu,mati( w;fqh avgge,loij, evkhru,cqh evn e;qnesin( 
evpisteu,qh evn ko,smw|( avnelh,mfqh evn do,xh|Å 

 Note: At the very center of the to. musth,rion th/j pi,stewjto. musth,rion th/j pi,stewjto. musth,rion th/j pi,stewjto. musth,rion th/j pi,stewj (the mystery of The Faith), 

mentioned seven verses before (v. 9), is the great to. th/j euvsebei,aj musth,rionto. th/j euvsebei,aj musth,rionto. th/j euvsebei,aj musth,rionto. th/j euvsebei,aj musth,rion (the mystery of The 

Godliness), which is Jesus Christ, “who was revealed in flesh, justified in spirit, seen by angels, 

proclaimed among the nations, believed in the world, taken up again in glory!” (author’s 
translation). 
 

     C. The use of mystery in the parallel passages of Ephesians 3:1-13 and Colossians 
1:24-27 

These two sections of Paul’s letters, which include several references to “The Mystery,” 
are considered now against the backdrop of what is considered to be Paul’s widespread and 
specific usage of “mystery” to refer to the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Ephesians 3:1-13 
The book of Ephesians, the great Pauline epistle to the Church of Jesus Christ about the 



Church of Jesus Christ, begins with a doxology praising the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit 
for the spiritual blessings that belong to the believer saints “in the heavenlies,” because of their 

election-connection with Christ from eternity. 
The second chapter places special emphasis on the wonderful, objective, darkness-to-light 

change that the Ephesian believers had experienced entirely by God’s grace. These Gentiles in 
the flesh used to be not only dead in trespasses and sins and children of wrath, but also formerly 

called “Uncircumcision” and were at that time apart from Christ (cwri.j Cristou/), being aliens from 
the commonwealth of Israel and strangers from the covenants of promise. But now they were 

in Christ Jesus. Thus they were no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the 
saints and members of the household of God. They had become part of a whole building being 

fitted and built together in Christ as a temple for the Spirit of God. 
 So, because God has created the Church of Christ from eternity and now has made it clear 
that all believing Gentiles, including the Ephesian Gentiles, are included in this dwelling of God in 

the Spirit (Eph. 2: 22), Paul begins chapter 3 by saying: 

For this reason [Tou,tou ca,rin i.e., because God created this  

    spiritual body of Christ and dwelling for His Spirit, and you   
    believing Gentiles are now joined to it] 

I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you, the Gentiles [ùpe.r ùmw/n tw/n 

evqnw/n]—if indeed you have heard of the dispensation of the grace of God which was given 

to me for you, how that by revelation He made known to me the mystery (as I have 
briefly written already, by which, when you read, you may understand my knowledge in 
the mystery of Christ), which in other ages was not made known to the sons of men, as it 

has now been revealed by the Spirit to His holy apostles and prophets: that the Gentiles 
should be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ 

through the gospel, of which I became a minister according to the gift of the grace of God 
given to me by the effective working of His power. To me, who am less than the least of all 

the saints, this grace was given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable 
riches of Christ, and to make all see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the 
beginning of the ages has been hidden in God who created all things through Jesus Christ; to 

the intent that now the manifold wisdom of God might be made known by the church to the 
principalities and powers in the heavenly places, according to the eternal purpose which He 

accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and access with 
confidence through faith in Him. Therefore I ask that you do not lose heart at my tribulations 
for you, which is your glory.  

V. 14) For this reason [Tou,tou ca,rin] I bow my knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Note: Verse 14 not only joins verses 1-13 with verses 15-21, but it really completes the 

thought that Paul began in verse 1. He wanted the Ephesian Gentiles to understand his intensely 
personal interest in them. The God who created the Church (ch. 1) is the God who brought the 

Gentiles into it (ch. 2); and it’s for this reason that Paul, a prisoner of Christ for the sake of the 
Gentiles (3:1), bows his knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (v. 14) in prayer for the 
strengthening of the Ephesians (vv. 15-21).    

Ephesians 3:2-13 is an explanation of that simple but all important phrase at the end of 

verse 1: ùpe.r ùmw/n tw/n evqnw/n, “for the sake of you, the Gentiles.” So Paul interrupts his prayer 

(resumed in v. 14) to further explain: 

   2) if indeed you have heard of the administration [or stewardship: th.n oivkonomi,anth.n oivkonomi,anth.n oivkonomi,anth.n oivkonomi,an] of the 

grace of God [th/j ca,ritoj tou/ qeou/] which was given to me for you, 
   3) how that by revelation He made known to me the mystery [kata. avpoka,luyin evgnw,risen moi to. to. to. to. 

musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion] as I have briefly written already. 

Note: The “grace of God” toward sinners, which Paul has been celebrating since the 
beginning of this letter, is the gospel of Christ. God commissioned Paul to be a steward or 
manager of this gospel-grace “for the sake of the Gentiles.” 

Surely the Ephesian Gentiles had “heard,” even from Paul himself, that by revelation (i.e., 
not from the mouths of the apostles before him nor by any man speaking to him) God had 



directly made known to Paul the mystery of His gospel-grace. Paul seems to say that he 
already had written briefly about the revelation of this mystery received from Jesus on the road 

to Damascus (cf. Gal. 1:12; Acts 22:4-21).10 
     4) by which, when you read, you may understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ 

 * pro.j o] du,nasqe avnaginw,skontej noh/sai th.n su,nesi,n mou evn tw/| musthri,w| tou/ Cristouth.n su,nesi,n mou evn tw/| musthri,w| tou/ Cristouth.n su,nesi,n mou evn tw/| musthri,w| tou/ Cristouth.n su,nesi,n mou evn tw/| musthri,w| tou/ Cristou/, which may be 

translated: “so that having read it, you are able to understand my insight in connection 

with the mystery of the Christ.”11 

Note: Once they read what Paul refers to in verse 3, the Ephesians should be able to 
understand the special insight which Paul had “in connection with the mystery of Christ.”   

   5) which in other ages was not made known to the sons of men, as it has now been revealed 
by the Spirit to His holy apostles and prophets  
oooo] et̀e,raij geneai/j ouvk evgnwri,sqh toi/j uìoi/j tw/n avnqrw,pwn ẁj nu/n avpekalu,fqh toi/j ag̀i,oij avposto,loij auvtou/ kai. 
profh,taij evn pneu,mati  

Note: In the opinion of this writer, the relative pronoun which, though neuter in form [o]], 

does not refer back to the neuter tw/| musthri,w| exclusively, but rather to the entire unit of thought 

expressed by th.n su,nesi,n mou evn tw/| musthri,w| tou/ Cristou/. Understood this way, then, it would not be 

the mystery of the gospel of Christ, but rather Paul’s insight about that mystery which “was not 
made known to the sons of men in other generations as it is now revealed to His holy 
apostles and prophets in connection with the Spirit” (author’s translation). Paul is not 

saying, then, that the gospel of salvation through the Messiah was not made known to the sons 
of men in other generations, but a more specific truth—his particular insight in connection with 

the mystery of the Christ (th.n su,nesi,n mou evn tw/| musthri,w| tou/ Cristou/)—was not revealed to past 

generations as it had now been revealed “in connection with the Spirit” to God’s New Testament 

“apostles and prophets.” 
And what exactly was that special insight which Paul had received as part of his 

administration of God’s grace (v. 2) and his administration of the mystery of Christ (v. 4) for the 

sake of the Gentiles (v. 1)? The answer is given in verse 6: 
   6) that the Gentiles should be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in 

Christ through the gospel 
ei=nai ta. e;qnh sugklhrono,ma kai. su,sswma kai. summe,toca th/j 
evpaggeli,aj evn tw/| Cristw/| dia. tou/ euvaggeli,ou 

* Alternate translation: that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and belong to the same body 

and share the promise in connection with the Christ through the gospel (V. Fossum). 
 Note: This verse does not define or reveal “the mystery of the Christ,” but only the 
specific insight so wonderfully connected to and involved with the working out of the mystery of 

the Christ. It is part of Paul’s special stewardship of this gospel mystery to proclaim the formerly 
unknown truth that salvation through Christ is also for the Gentiles! According to seminary notes 

once used for my exegesis class on Ephesians, Professor Egbert Schaller held to a similar view 
on this verse.12 
  7-9) of which I became a minister according to the gift of the grace of God given to me by the 

effective working of His power. To me, who am less than the least of all the saints, this 
grace was given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 

and to make all see what is the fellowship [administration] of the mystery which from 
the beginning of the ages has been hidden in God who created all things through Jesus 

Christ;  
kai. fwti,sai pa,ntaj ti,j h ̀oivkonomi,a tou/ musthri,ouh ̀oivkonomi,a tou/ musthri,ouh ̀oivkonomi,a tou/ musthri,ouh ̀oivkonomi,a tou/ musthri,ou tou/ avpokekrumme,nou avpo. tw/n aivw,nwn evn tw/| qew/| tw/| ta. pa,nta 
kti,santi dia. VIhsou/ Cristou/13 

 Note: The “gift of the grace of God given” to Paul was that he was given an apostleship, 

first, to preach the “unsearchable riches of Christ” (i.e., the gospel) among the Gentiles and, 
second, to “make all see what is the administration of the mystery.” The administration of the 

mystery (h̀ oivkonomi,a tou/ musthri,ou) here in verse 9 is the same as the administration of the grace 

of God (th.n oivkonomi,an th/j ca,ritoj tou/ qeou) in verse 2. 

 So, once again and finally, Paul stresses that the mystery of the gospel-grace of God has 
a special administration which has been given to him for the sake of the Gentiles, namely, that 



to him in particular is given the privilege of announcing that the Gentiles should be fellow heirs, 
of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ through the gospel (v. 6). 

 Why this privilege to Paul? And for what purpose? 
10-13) to the intent that now the manifold wisdom of God might be made known by the church 

to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places, according to the eternal purpose 
which He accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and access with 
confidence through faith in Him. Therefore I ask that you do not lose heart at my 

tribulations for you, which is your glory.  
 Note: Verse 10 is quite a revelation! It takes us back to Ephesians 1:9-10 where Paul tells 

us that God has made known the mystery of His gracious will with a view toward an 
administration of the fullness of the times, to the summing of all things in the Christ—things in 
the heavens and things upon the earth in Him (trans. V. Fossum). 

 Now in Ephesians 3:9 Paul says that a purpose of God’s “administration of the mystery” is 
“to make all see” what it’s all about. For whereas it had been hidden from the beginning “in God 

who created all things through Jesus Christ,” its administration has always been directed toward, 
or had a view toward, “the fullness of the times” (1:10) and the summing up of all things in the 
Christ, including the angels. 

 The angels are at the top of the creation list. We know that even the angels “desire to 
look into” (1 Pet. 1:12) the many-sided wisdom of God as it pertains to the mystery of His 

saving will toward mankind. How wonderful, then, that by Paul’s special administration and 
revelation of this mystery to the Gentiles, the whole Church actually informs the angels of 

heaven, our servants on behalf of Jesus, in regard to the wonders of the full gospel of our 
salvation! 

Colossians 1:24-27 

I now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up in my flesh what is lacking in the afflictions 
of Christ, for the sake of His body, which is the church, of which I became a minister according 

to the stewardship from God which was given to me for you, to fulfill the word of God, the 
mystery which has been hidden from ages and from generations, but now has been revealed to 
His saints. To them God willed to make known what are the riches of the glory of this mystery 

among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. 
h-j evgeno,mhn evgw. dia,konoj kata. th.n  oivkonomi,an tou/ qeou/ th.n doqei/sa,n moi eivj ùma/j plhrw/sai to.n lo,gon tou/ qeou/ 

to. musth,rion to. avpokekrumme,non avpo. tw/n aivw,nwn kai. avpo. tw/n genew/n nu/n de. evfanerw,qh toi/j ag̀i,oij auvtou/,  oi-j 
hvqe,lhsen ò qeo.j gnwri,sai ti, to. plou/toj th/j do,xhj tou/ musthri,ou tou,tou evn toi/j e;qnesin( o[ evstin Cristo.j evn ùmi/n( h̀ 

evlpi.j th/j do,xhj (vv. 25-27). 

Note: What was said in the note concerning Colossians 2:1-2 does not need to be 
repeated here, other than to say that in both Colossians 2:2 and 4:3 Paul defines “the mystery 

of God” as Christ. To be consistent in relation to this later and clear definition of to. musth,rionto. musth,rionto. musth,rionto. musth,rion in 

this epistle, we should bring in the initial, parallel, and more complete thought of Colossians 
1:27, namely, that Christ and the gospel of Christ are the mystery, and this is the Word of God 

to be fulfilled14 as Paul makes known that the riches of the glory of this mystery among the 
Gentiles is Christ in them, and Christ in them is the hope of glory.   

Therefore the riches of the glory of the mystery concerning Christ for the Gentiles—that 
the gospel applies also to the Gentiles—is Paul’s particular, God-given administration in fulfilling 
the Word of God for the sake of the Colossians. Here we point to Paul’s expression, “the 

administration from God (th.n oivkonomi,anth.n oivkonomi,anth.n oivkonomi,anth.n oivkonomi,an tou/ qeou), which we have already seen in a similar form in 

the parallel passage in Ephesians. The similarity of expression is noted below: 

Colossians 1:25 “Of which I became a minister according to the administration from God 
which was given to me for you to fulfill the word of God.” 

Ephesians 3:2 “If indeed you have heard of the administration (or: stewardship) of the 
grace of God which was given to me for you” 
Ephesians 3:9 “And to make all see what is the administration of the mystery which from 

the beginning of the ages has been hidden in God who created all things through Jesus 
Christ.” 



 
It is our conclusion, then, that “the mystery” delivered to the Gentiles is, first and 

foremost, the gospel of Jesus Christ. But we also conclude that Christ gave Paul a special 
administration (also called “insight,” Eph. 3:4) for the Gentiles that was part of and arose from 

the outworking of the gospel-mystery of God’s grace revealed in Christ. Paul would proclaim that 
the grace of God in Jesus Christ included the Gentiles—that they too would be included with 
believing Israel in “the family of God” through faith in their Savior, Jesus Christ—thus “fulfilling 

the Word of God.” 

III. John’s use of “mystery” in Revelation 

Given the unique nature of this New Testament book, it is more challenging to determine 

the usage and meaning of musth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rionmusth,rion as it is used four times in Revelation: 

    Revelation 1:20 The mystery of the seven stars (to. musth,rion  tw/n èpta. avste,rwn) which you 

saw in My right hand, and the seven golden lampstands: The seven stars are the angels of the 

seven churches, and the seven lampstands which you saw are the seven churches. 
    Revelation 10:7 But in the days of the sounding of the seventh angel, when he is about to 
sound, the mystery of God would be finished, as He declared to His servants the prophets.  
kai. evtele,sqh to. musth,rion tou/ qeou/( ẁj euvhgge,lisen tou.j eàutou/ dou,louj tou.j profh,taj 

    Revelation 17:5 And on her forehead a name was written, 

MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS 
OF THE EARTH.  
kai. evpi. to. me,twpon auvth/j o;noma gegramme,non( musth,rion    Babulw.n h ̀mega,lh( h̀ mh,thr tw/n pornw/n kai. tw/n 
bdelugma,twn th/j gh/j 

    Revelation 17:7 But the angel said to me, “Why did you marvel? I will tell you the mystery 

of the woman and of the beast (to. musth,rion th/j gunaiko.j kai. tou/ qhri,ou) that carries her, which 

has the seven heads and the ten horns.” 
 

 We are not surprised to find that the Holy Spirit has used the word musth,rion in the only 
book of prophecy in the New Testament. Since “the Revelation of Jesus Christ” (Rev. 1:1) is not 
only from Him but about Him, this book contains many wonderful secrets concerning the 
victorious future of His spiritual Body and Bride. These secrets are the hidden reality behind the 

cosmic cloud stirred up by the Dragon and his antichristian powers and propaganda. 

 In Revelation 17:5 musth,rion is the name written on the forehead of the great antichristian 

seductress, a detail which suggests exactly what we see in the antichristian religions and 
philosophies of the world’s history: each has coveted for itself the title “MYSTERY” and has 

proclaimed to the world that it has the deepest secrets about God and the way to an eternal and 
blessed existence. But this “mystery” which seeks to inspire awe in the hearts of its followers is 
a woman; and the angel is not about to let even a wonder woman enlarge the fears and freeze 

the faith of Christ’s people. So Christ’s messenger to John rips away the mask of amazement, 
revealing the truth that the antichristian seduction and power represented by the whore and the 

beast with its heads and horns will be conquered by the Lamb who is “the Lord of Lords and King 
of kings” (Rev. 17:6-14)!     

 In three of the four passages in which musth,rion occurs in Revelation, the Greek article is 

used to designate a particular mystery: the mystery of “the seven stars” (Rev. 1:20), the 
mystery of “God” (10:7), and the mystery of “the woman and of the beast” (17:7).  

 The first and third designated mysteries are defined by what follows in their context. The 
second, the mystery of God, is not defined in Revelation 10. The concept of the mystery which is 

about God, comes from God, and is worked out to its completion by God is too large to deal with 
in the book of Revelation or even in the entire Bible. We are simply told in this verse that the 

finishing of this mystery of God was “evangelized to his slaves, the prophets” (ẁj euvhgge,lisen toi/j 

eàutou/ dou,loij toi/j profh,taij). What they received from the Spirit of God was indeed “good news” to 

them! As the mystery of God continued to be worked out and revealed in the days of the 

apostles and as it continues with us today, it remains good news! And it will be good news to all 



of God’s believing children on the Last Day, an even better mystery in the end than we ever 
could have imagined on earth! 

 “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part, but then I 
shall know just as I also am known” (1 Cor. 13:12). 

 
 For this is the “hidden wisdom of God,” the mystery which “God ordained before the ages 
for our glory.” Yes, “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man the 

things which God has prepared for those who love Him” (1 Cor. 2:7, 9). 
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The Doctrine of Church Fellowship 

How a loving God protects His children 
Paul Tiefel, Jr. 

In one of our local middle schools a health education teacher announced to her seventh 
grade class that she was a lesbian. It created a stir in our usually conservative Midwestern 
community, but not for the reasons one might expect. The incident elicited a flurry of letters to 
the editor of our local paper. There were some who decried it, but it appeared that about 75% or 

more of the responses were in favor of what the teacher said. 
Surely the reaction would not have been the same if an English teacher had encouraged 

the youth of his class to write hate mail against a particular race. And, likewise, would the same 
number approve of a math teacher encouraging his students to defraud the government of the 
appropriate amount of income tax? These two examples involve the Commandments which are 

on either side of the one the health teacher had profaned. It is sad when the morality of the Ten 
Commandments is not allowed to be upheld in the public schools. It is even sadder when the 

teachers are able to promote the immorality that these Commandments condemn. 
It reminds one of the axiom that at first error only demands equal footing with the truth, 

but once that foothold is gained, error then seeks to replace the truth. And as much as our 

public institutions are under such attack, the church and the individual Christian are under even 
more intense pressure. As protection against these attacks the LORD God has established and 

given the teaching of church fellowship. And as we shall see, the enemies of God craftily attack 
this teaching too with the goal of weakening the very means of protection ordained by God. 

May the Spirit of God bless our study of His Word as we review the truths of the Bible on 

this important doctrine. 

Truth #1: The love of the triune God for lost sinners moved all three Persons to enact a 
rescue plan. 

The Father’s love has caused Him to send His only-begotten and beloved Son into this 
world. The Son’s love has caused Him to exchange places with the sinful human race. In the 

substitutionary death of Jesus as the sufficient payment for all sins, the Father has declared all 
sinners not guilty. The Spirit’s love has caused Him to bring sinners to faith in their Redeemer 
Jesus and His work. 

Note carefully: If separated from this essential truth of the triune God planning and 
securing our salvation, the teaching of church fellowship will lose its purposeful meaning and 

could be misconstrued as a mere human invention to protect the church’s “turf,” so to speak, 
and even be seen as a rigid attempt to justify the church’s existence and keep its members 
within its walls. 

Truth #2: The Spirit of God uses the Word of God, and in particular the gospel of Christ, 
to accomplish His work of bringing sinners to repentance and faith. 

The two great teachings of the Bible are the law and the gospel. The law—both that which 
is written by God on the heart of the sinner and that which is written by the Spirit in the Bible—
is the tool employed by the Spirit to bring the sinner to a knowledge of his own sin and to realize 

that the just punishment of his sin is  eternal death. 
The chief tool of the Spirit in the work of conversion, however, is the gospel of Christ, the 

good news which announces the person and work of Jesus. This gospel is the effective Word of 
God given as the means of grace, which we have as the gospel expressed in the Bible, the 
gospel used with the earthly element of water in Baptism, and the gospel used with the earthly 

elements of bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper. 
Note carefully: We might well expect our spiritual enemies to attack the means of grace, 

since it is the supply line of the Spirit’s work in our hearts.   



Truth #3: The love and work of the triune God are bitterly opposed by powerful forces 
of evil. 

The Bible reveals the extremely wicked designs of Satan and the other evil angels. Satan, 
the adversary—also called the Devil, the accuser—is described by God as crafty, a roaring lion, a 

murderer of souls, the father of lies, a killing dragon, and a bitter-to-the-death opponent of God. 
The Bible also reveals the fierce hatred which the world has for Jesus. Consequently, the 

kingdom of darkness is in ceaseless opposition to the kingdom of light, and the world’s hatred of 

Jesus has transferred to any who follow Jesus. Thus we see and experience the ongoing conflict 
of two diametrically opposed outlooks on life: evil vs. good, unbelief vs. faith, wickedness vs. 

righteousness, a man-centered lifestyle vs. a God-centered lifestyle. 
Finally, the Bible reveals that the very thing which causes the world at large to hate God 

is contained within each human being, believers included. It is the flesh, which is present within 

us 24/7 until death. The flesh is dead to all good, while claiming its own standard of good. And 
while the flesh knows the law of God, at least in part, it will not be subject to it. 

Note carefully: While we are powerless to defend ourselves against any one of these 
enemies of God, each of them is powerless against the gospel of Christ. 

Truth #4: Because the gospel is the power of God for our salvation and because the 

gospel overpowers our spiritual enemies, it becomes the focus of their attacks. 
The flesh, be it the collective flesh of the world or the individual flesh of the Christian, 

arrogantly dismisses the gospel as mere foolishness. 
The devil, however, is not so foolish, and so he launches a relentless flood of attacks 

against the gospel. The devil finds a ready ally in the many false prophets gone out into the 
world and a mighty force of spiritual deception in his pawn, the Antichrist. 

As a master of deception, the father of lies seeks only to get his foot in the door with just 

a little false teaching, but his ultimate goal is always the eventual undermining of the gospel that 
he dreads so much. Once there is a crack, he seeks to spread the damage further. He doesn’t 

care if the fall from Scripture is to the left or the right, just so that there is a fall. 
Note carefully: The devil probes for a weakness here or there, trying to get that foot of 

deception in the door of a Christian fellowship. Name any Bible doctrine, and there can be found 

one or more attempts by the devil to perpetrate lies about it. If God were to be the least 
indifferent and tolerate, let us suppose, only one false teaching per generation of Bible students 

in the New Testament era, we of the 21st century would have inherited something between forty 
and sixty false doctrines. How wisely our God has provided the way to protect His Word from 
admixture with human words. That means of protection is His teaching on church fellowship.  

Truth #5: Knowing the intent and wiles of our spiritual enemies, especially the devil, 
God has given for our own welfare the teaching of church fellowship by which the 

Scriptures are protected from the intrusion of false teaching. 
The Spirit has inspired each word of Scripture, preserved it among His people until now, 

and will do so until the end of this world. 

God has repeated in several places the instruction not to add to or subtract from His 
Word. Adding to, subtracting from, or changing the Word results in false teaching. God does not 

distinguish between a little false teaching or a big false teaching. Rather, He reveals how false 
teaching will spread like gangrene or cancer (2 Tim. 2:17) and like leaven or yeast (Gal. 5:9).   

In warning His people of the dangers of false teaching, God instructs believers to separate 

from those who promote false teaching. His warning and instruction include the following 
directives. 

• “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are 
ravenous wolves” (Matt. 7:15). 

• Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. For what fellowship has 

righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness? And what 
accord has Christ with Belial? Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever?  And what 

agreement has the temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the living God. As 



God has said: “I will dwell in them and walk among them. I will be their God, and they 
shall be My people.”  Therefore “Come out from among them and be separate, says the 

Lord. Do not touch what is unclean, and I will receive you.” “I will be a Father to you, and 
you shall be My sons and daughters, says the LORD Almighty” (2 Cor. 6:14-18). 

• Now I urge you, brethren, note those who cause divisions and offenses, contrary to 
the doctrine which you learned, and avoid them. For those who are such do not 
serve our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly, and by smooth words and flattering 

speech deceive the hearts of the simple (Rom. 16:17-18). 
• Reject a divisive man after the first and second admonition (Titus 3:10). 

• Whoever transgresses and does not abide in the doctrine of Christ does not have God. He 
who abides in the doctrine of Christ has both the Father and the Son. If anyone comes 
to you and does not bring this doctrine, do not receive him into your house nor 

greet him; for he who greets him shares in his evil deeds (2 John 9-11). 
 The doctrine of church fellowship can be viewed as the immune system of the soul. The 

body’s immune system works to fight infection. If the immune system breaks down, the body is 
truly left defenseless and can be overwhelmed by the simplest disease or infection. Even so, the 
doctrine and faithful practice of church fellowship provides the soul with its only defense against 

false teaching. But if this teaching and its practice have been lost, then the floodgates are open 
for the infection of false teaching and false practice to enter and do damage to people’s souls. 

Note carefully: Sometimes we speak of the negative and positive side of church 
fellowship. By positive church fellowship we mean the God-pleasing and spiritually edifying 

benefits of having true fellowship around the pure Word and right use of the Sacraments. By 
negative church fellowship we mean the separation from false teaching. But really the so-called 
negative is a positive. Church fellowship properly understood is a win-win kind of teaching. On 

the one hand, through the practice of true fellowship we enjoy the blessings of a Spirit-wrought 
unity; on the other hand, through the practice of separating from error we have the blessing of 

God’s defense from Satan’s attacks. 

Truth #6: Love is the dominating purpose of church fellowship. 
What God gave to protect us from harm was not only the result of His love at work; it 

involves love all around: 
• Love from God to protect His Word that imparts His love to the sinner; 

• Our love for God, as we follow His instructions; 
• Our love for the Word of God so that we do not pollute it; 
• Love for like-minded Christians so that we seek to share the blessings of true fellowship 

with them; 
• Even love for those promoting error, supporting error, or unwittingly entrapped by error, 

so that we warn them of error’s deception also by separating from them in religious 
matters. 
Note carefully: It is really a form of loveless arrogance to rationalize against God and His 

Word when any of these human suggestions are made, often under the guise of Christian love: 
� I can fellowship with those who hold to some errors but confess Jesus as Lord. 
� I can join in some aspect of fellowship (usually joint prayer is suggested), while avoiding 

other aspects of fellowship (Communion, for example). 
� I can fellowship on the basis of a private confession, while ignoring that same person’s 

public confession evidenced by his membership in a heterodox church. 
All of these rationalizations set aside God’s Word and His love by drawing distinctions which God 

has not made or recognized, namely, big vs. little doctrines, levels of fellowship, or a so-called 
private confession overruling a public confession. 

Truth #7: God alone judges hearts. His followers are to judge words and deeds, not 

hearts. 
Saving faith is a matter of the individual heart and all judgment regarding faith and 

unbelief, and heaven or hell, has been placed into the hands of Jesus. It is obvious that we 



humans cannot see into the heart. For this reason, then, we recognize that there may be some 
who fellowship with us now but are hypocrites and do not believe what we and they outwardly 

confess. They do not belong to Christ, which is a reality that Jesus Himself will see, expose, and 
judge. Likewise, we recognize that there are those separated from our visible fellowship by being 

involved in error and yet in their hearts still cling to faith in Jesus. We acknowledge that the Lord 
knows all those who are His, both within and outside of our visible church fellowship. 

Because we cannot see faith in the heart, God has instructed us to judge only on the basis 

of what we do see and hear. When an individual confesses faith in Jesus and His work, we 
rejoice. When that same person holds to error, something which God hates and which He 

expects His children to avoid, we are saddened. What shall we do when a person sincerely 
claims to be a Christian and yet tolerates error either by teaching it, supporting it, or 
unknowingly being involved with it? Shall we presume to read the heart and issue a ruling that 

saving faith is present and that we can therefore fellowship with the erring individual? That is 
not our call! And thankfully so, for we cannot see the heart. God, in so many words, tells us to 

leave that judgment call to Him and to do what He commands. We are to warn of the error, 
avoid fellowship with the errorist and those who support him, and preach the Word—all in love 
for God, for His Word, for our fellow Christians and for the errorists too. 

Note carefully: Our human reason fights against obedience to God on this teaching, as it 
often does with other Bible teachings (e.g., the Trinity, the person of Christ, original sin, the 

virgin birth, objective justification, election, et al). Separation from error seems loveless. 
Avoiding fellowship seems contrary to the Great Commission to make disciples of all nations. But 

we cannot expect our human reason to be an accurate guide in any Bible matter. There the only 
accurate guide is the Spirit of truth using the Word of truth. After all, the same Jesus who said to 
make disciples of all nations by baptizing in the name of the triune God went on to say: 

“teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you.” 
 

God’s teaching on church fellowship is like every other teaching of the Bible. It has been 
established and revealed to us because God loves us. To set aside any teaching or any portion of 
any teaching is a presumption that we know more than God and is a sure way to invite disaster 

upon ourselves. It is also a variation on Satan’s original deception of Adam and Eve, as he 
continues to sow doubts about God’s love for us. He hates the basic truth of this simple hymn: 

“Jesus loves me. This I know. For the Bible tells me so.” 
Therefore, if the devil can erase the source and supply of our knowledge in the Bible, 

perhaps he can also erase our knowledge of Jesus’ love. False teaching has become the devil’s 

eraser. The Bible’s principles and practice of church fellowship are God’s sure way to protect His 
people and tell Satan to take his eraser and go away. 

God’s Word is our great heritage 
And shall be ours forever; 

To spread its light from age to age 

 Shall be our chief endeavor. 
Through life it guides our way, 

 In death it is our stay. 
Lord, grant, while worlds endure,  

We keep its teachings pure 

Throughout all generations. Amen (TLH 283). 
 

______________________________________ 
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Martin Luther: The Church Comes from All Nations: Luther Texts on Mission, 



compiled by Volker Stolle, translated by Klaus Detlev Schulz and Daniel Thies, 
Concordia Publishing House, 2003, paperback, 111 pages. 

Lutheranism is often accused of not having been active in world mission work. This little 
book shows that even though there is abundant evidence for this accusation against Lutheranism 

through the centuries, Martin Luther himself should not be blamed for this lack. In 1983 Volker 
Stolle gathered and published a number of quotations from Luther’s writings on the subject of 
world missions, and these quotations have now been put into English by Klaus Detlev Schulz and 

Daniel Thies. Most of the excerpts are quite short. They are taken from Luther’s sermons, 
catechism, “table talk,” and writings that were occasioned by circumstances in his time. Luther, 

above all, recognized that Jesus died for all, that the gospel of Christ needed to go out to all, 
and that this “all” definitely included also the Jews, the Muslims, and all the heathen 
everywhere. Moreover, Luther realized that world mission was not something only for 

missionaries, but the privilege of every Christian. For everyone who has been called out of 
darkness into the light of Christ shows forth the praises of his Savior (1 Pet. 2:9). 

Daniel Preus: Why I Am a Lutheran—Jesus at the Center, Concordia Publishing 
House, 2004, hard cover, 224 pages. 

In the preface the author of this small-sized volume states his aim: “I have attempted, as 

much as is possible, to limit myself to demonstrating one simple, yet profound truth: Jesus is at 
the center of all that is truly Christian” (p. 10). At the same time the author wants to show that 

Jesus is also at the center of all that is truly Lutheran. 
Much of the material is arranged in three sections that correspond to three biblical 

mountains: Mount Sinai, Mount Calvary, and Mount Zion. In the first section Preus discusses 
God’s law and points out how modern society has tried to evade God's commandments. He says: 
“Society has done all it can to eliminate God’s Law and thereby extinguish God's anger. . . . Thus 

the message of Sinai is silenced. The thunder can no longer be heard. The lightning cannot be 
seen. The quaking cannot be felt” (pp. 32-33). But, as the author rightly contends, if we want to 

be Christian and Lutheran, we must continue to proclaim God’s law. In our age the doctrine of 
original sin must still be taught, as our Lutheran Confessions teach it. It is only Jesus who can 
keep and has kept God’s commandments. 

In his discussion of the second mountain, Mount Calvary, Preus stresses Jesus’ suffering 
and death as the substitute for the human race. C. F. W. Walther’s emphasis on Jesus’ 

resurrection as the absolution of the entire world is highlighted. In the author’s words: “We see 
the glory of Mount Calvary as we look to Jesus, who alone is holy and just, who alone redeems, 
saves, and justifies. He has done everything necessary for our salvation. Apart from Jesus there 

is no hope, no forgiveness, no eternal life” (pp. 50-51). Surely this is an important point to make 
in these days when so many consider all religions to be good. 

The third section, which presents Mount Zion, is by far the longest. Using the terminology 
of Hebrews 12, Preus tells us that Mount Zion refers to the people of God, the Holy Christian 
Church. In this section Preus takes aim at Charles Finney and the false teachings associated with 

decision theology. As Preus rightly contends, we simply are unable to come to faith in Jesus by 
our own powers. Faith in Jesus Christ is a gift of God worked by the Holy Spirit through the 

means of grace, the gospel in Word and Sacrament. Through that same gospel the Holy Spirit 
produces the fruits of faith in us, which flow from a love for our Savior and a desire to do what 
He wants. Through that same gospel the Holy Spirit strengthens us in the trials and difficulties 

that inevitably come our way because we are Christians.  
In keeping with the title of his book, Preus shows in some detail why he is a Lutheran as 

far as Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are concerned. He argues on the basis of clear Scripture 
that Baptism is for all, including infants and small children. “It is wrong to deny the benefits of 
Baptism to children because it steals the mercy and grace of God from little children, who need 

it as much as any of us” (p. 111). Likewise, in discussing the Lord’s Supper, Preus demonstrates 
from Scripture that the Lutheran confession on this doctrine gives glory to God and His Word 

and puts Jesus at the center. 



In the last chapters of his book Preus gives attention to the Christian ministry, the liturgy, 
and the hymns of the church, emphasizing that genuinely Lutheran worship puts Jesus and His 

work at the center, whereas much of the so-called “contemporary” worship music has little 
content. A choir director is quoted as saying, “Many of the songs use Jesus’ name and praise 

Him, but none of them talk about who Jesus actually is and they don’t talk about what He did” 
(p. 184). 

Throughout his book Preus illustrates his points by referring to incidents that took place in 

family life and congregational life. His very last pages describe the funeral service of his father, 
the theologian Robert Preus, which, according to his son Daniel, “from beginning to end, was 

focused on Jesus Christ” (p. 199). 
In spite of the fact that we can agree with almost every word stated in this book, we are 

still troubled by the fact that when the author wrote it, he was a high official in the Lutheran 

Church—Missouri Synod. Even though he must be aware of the deviations from the Lutheran 
confession that are tolerated by his church body, he still remains in it and promotes it to this 

day. In his book he demonstrates some understanding of the doctrine of church fellowship, 
when, for example, he calls for closed Communion rather than open Communion. Nevertheless, 
his book would be improved by stronger testimony against fellowship with false teachers and, 

above all, by personal action on his part to separate himself from a church body that has clearly 
shown itself to be heterodox. 

James F. Pope: A Lutheran Looks at Episcopalians, Northwestern Publishing 
House, 2008, paperback, 107 pages. 

The author of this brief volume was not satisfied with examining the official position of the 
Episcopalians based solely on their published confessions and doctrinal statements. While James 
Pope gives the reader the basic history of the Episcopalian Church in this country, quotes some 

of their documents, and tells about their organization, he has done much more. He has gathered 
information from various Episcopalian pastors through a survey done in 2004. He interviewed 

the bishop of the Minnesota Diocese as well as an Episcopalian pastor in Mankato, Minnesota. He 
was given permission to conduct a focus group of members in a Mankato congregation. Thus it is 
stated that members of St. John Episcopal Church in Mankato participated in a focus group 

conducted at St. Mark Episcopal Church in Mankato (cf. p. 93 with p. vi). 
What, then, do we learn about the Episcopalians from Pope’s research? Mainly that they 

are not very much concerned about doctrine or confession. In America the “broad church” 
faction seems to have triumphed over “high church” and “low church.” There are individuals who 
for themselves hold the essentials of the Christian faith, and yet even these are tolerant of 

differing views. It seems all Episcopalians use The Book of Common Prayer, which is perhaps the 
best thing they have going for them. But when it comes to their views on salvation, the Bible, 

the sacraments, and on current issues such as homosexuality and abortion, both pastors and 
members tend to be openly on the liberal side.  

We offer just a few examples to give our readers a flavor of the book’s observations. One 

Episcopalian pastor says: “I can’t see God rejecting someone because they did not know of 
Jesus” (p. 33). Another clergyman states: “God speaks in a myriad of ways, through different 

traditions” (p. 45). On the subject of homosexuality a pastor remarks that it is “part of the 
wonderful diversity reflecting the image of God” (p. 54). There is this remark by another on the 
subject of abortion: “I think that women have the right to do what they want, but I personally 

will miss all those babies” (p. 64). To be sure, there are some better answers given by others, 
but in general the idea of tolerance for any and all does prevail. The lay members, with a few 

exceptions, follow the same pattern of expressing acceptance of anything and tolerance for all. 
In several places within the book the confessional Lutheran position on these matters is 

briefly stated. It is my opinion that the author should have devoted a little more space to 

refuting the various false opinions on the basis of Scripture. His aim was to make us aware of 
the views of Episcopalians in our world today, and in this he does succeed. But it seems to me 

that Lutheran readers of this book who are less familiar with Scripture may consider the opinions 



of the Episcopalians to be more enlightened and even more “Christian” than the views of their 
confessional Lutheran pastors. There is no doubt that the Episcopalian views here presented are 

more in line with what most Americans believe. More opportunity, therefore, should be given to 
the Holy Spirit to speak God’s words that clearly rebuff and refute what the devil is suggesting 

through our tolerant Episcopalian neighbors. 
David Lau 

 


