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Last month we looked at how one must understand Law and Gospel in order to under-
stand Scripture. This month we’ll look at how a pastor is suppose to use that understand-
ing in order to preach and teach. 

First of all, pastors—especially Lutheran pastors—should never proclaim that they are 
unsure of what the articles of faith are in Christian doctrine. Instead, that is precisely what 
they have spent years in preparation and study to present—all of the articles of faith in 
accordance with Scripture, rightly distinguishing the parts of Law and Gospel. 

Since the mid-1800’s it has been fashionable in theological academia—especially liber-
als—to proclaim that it is arrogance to claim understanding of Scriptural revelation. In-
stead, they substitute for clear doctrine, an ever-changing standard of each generation’s 
culture and the uncertain certainty of what would or would not have been appropriate be-
havior or speech in the time period being studied. Truth, they proclaim, is what each gen-
eration defines for itself. 

CFW Walter (1884) put it this way, “True, in theory this tendency is not approved, but 
that is practically what the professors are advising when they say warningly to their stu-
dents: ‘Never speak of the Christian doctrine in terms of finality!’ They are afraid that 
someone might speak with finality on an article of faith instead of ceaselessly rolling the 
stone of research, as Sysyphus in the Greek hell is rolling the stone that he wants to bring 
to a higher level and which always slips from him.” 

This kind of non-sense is played out in the grandstanding of the ill-named ‘Jesus Semi-
nar’ and the false ecumenical unions of ‘Lutherans’, Episcopalians and other denomina-
tions with a papering over of substantive doctrinal disagreements. It is played out in the 
refrains of: “Can’t we all just get along” as if it was really only a matter of will, choice or a 
lowering of egos that stops us from a mass singing of “kumbaya.” 

The truth is that our pastors can and must speak truth (II Timothy 2:15). Jeremiah 23:28 
quotes God as weighing in on the matter: “‘Let the prophet who has a dream tell the 
dream, but let him who has My Word speak My Word faithfully. What has straw in com-
mon with wheat?’ declares the LORD.” And again in Deuteronomy 4:2, God declares: 
“‘You shall not add to the Word that I command you, nor take from it, that you may keep 
the commandments of the LORD your God that I command you.’” If one really believes in 
God and that the Bible is His Word, then it would seem that we not only can declare ob-
jective truths concerning what it says, but we are impelled to do so. 

But, knowing the truth and being able to declare it in such a manner as to be effective 
are two different things. Many a preacher has read the Word aloud and then preached 
upon it faithfully without ever understanding it and misapplying it in the most distressing 
manner. Again Walther opines: “…all doctrines may be treated in sermons by two preach-
ers: the one sermon may be a glorious and precious piece of work, while the other is 
wrong throughout...Here is the key for unlocking this mystery: the preacher did not rightly 
divide Law and Gospel, and hence everything went wrong. He preached Law where he 
should have preached Gospel, and he offered Gospel truth where he should have pre-
sented the Law.” 
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You see mixing or confusing or misapplying the two concepts of Law and Gospel can do great harm, for to do so 
leaves the listener without the assurance that 1) God loves them; and 2) God chose them without any merit on their part. 
Thus, it leaves them without the certainty of grace and salvation and instead rests their hope upon the shaky and doubt-
ful ability of being able to keep the Law. 

If the Gospel is preached to the unrepentant sinner, then it is Law to his ears and he turns away in contempt, for he 
sees no grace in it. If the Law is preached to the repentant sinner, then he turns away in despair for he already knows 
that there is no comfort in something he cannot keep. So a pastor must be able to distinguish what is Law and what is 
Gospel and give each person what they need (Luke 12:42). Again Walther explains: “...a preacher must give to each of 
his hearers his due: he must see to it that secure, care-free and willful sinners hear the thunderings of the Law, contrite 
sinners, however, the sweet voice of the Savior’s grace.” 

Thus, it is important that the preacher does not soften the Law to the impenitent, nor avoid certain parts that cause 
discomfort—it is in that discomfort that penitence may be found (Ezekiel 13:9-22). Likewise, we should not avoid the 
sweet, pure comfort of the Gospel which requires nothing for salvation just because we fear that it will lack motivation to 
spur good works. 

Those who only hear Law (a legalist) will be driven either to despair or self-righteousness, and those who only hear the 
Gospel (an antinomian) become lulled into a spiritual stupor, lost in Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s “cheap grace” which removes 
all constraints of moral law from the Christian life. Thus, it is dishonoring to teach our children moral lessons—like an 
Aesop’s fables according to the Bible—which leaves them believing that salvation is in obedience to God’s commands. 
And it is equally harmful to never teach the Law and thus end up with them having no fear of their own disobedience and 
thus they no find comfort in the Gospel from their obvious sinful behaviors. There must be a balance and a proper dis-
tinction of when and how each—Law and Gospel—are applied. 

An example of this dilemma is in how we treat David. David says in Psalm 51:10-11: “Create a clean heart in me, O 
God, and renew a faithful spirit within me. Do not force me away from your presence, and do not take your Holy Spirit 
from me.” This is the David that started with lust, moved on to adultery and then finished off with murder. David was de-
scribed by God as a man after His own heart, and in this Psalm we see why. David was no saint, but he always con-
fessed his sins to God and earnestly prayed for forgiveness and restoration. 

Even though David is forgiven and knows what is right, we still see him struggling with his sins. When he is declared 
by God to be forgiven, his response is that that is not possible. You see, it is easy to understand intellectually that our 
sins are forgiven, but it can be so difficult to accept that in regards to our own sin—especially if we really have a re-
morseful heart and grieve over our sins. 

We see a similar response from Peter in Luke 5:1-11, where Jesus bids Peter to cast his nets one more time into the 
water after a hard night of catching no fish. When Peter realizes that a miracle has caused the nets to be filled to over-
flowing, he falls to Jesus feet and declares himself a sinner—you see he knows that he is in the presence of the divine, 
God Himself. But Jesus declares peace between them—thus making it clear that He has come to Peter with Grace, and 
not the Law. 

You see, we must not only know but trust that God has truly forgiven—and forgotten—our sins. “This is how we will 
know that we belong to the truth and how we will be reassured in His presence. Whenever our conscience condemns us, 
we will be reassured that God is greater than our conscience and knows everything” (I John 3:19-20).  

Being a Christian is a status, an identity—like a child who has done something wrong and yet knows the parent still 
loves and forgives. When we can see and feel our sinfulness, and yet we don’t feel condemned and unforgiven, then we 
understand the proper distinction between Law and Gospel. Like that child, we run to our Father and jump into His lap 
and take comfort that our brother Jesus has taken the punishment for our sins. His merits and not our own. God is 
greater than our own hearts. Walter: “Remember this: When the Law condemns you, then immediately lay hold upon the 
Gospel.” 

This clash of Law and Gospel is daily played out in our own conscience. The Law condemning and the Gospel consol-
ing. When the Law is beating us down and giving our conscience no rest, we must claim the sweet grace of the Gospel 
and remind our conscience that Law has already been fulfilled and cannot demand more from us than what it already 
extracted from Christ. A pagan will not feel this conflict because they are dead in their sins. 

In II Corinthians 2:14-16 Paul says the Christian lives a life that shows what it is like to know Christ that others experi-
ence as being either the fragrance of death or the aroma of life to those around us. This is because the Gospel to the 
unrepentant sinner is seen as the Law and brings condemnation, but to those who know the sting of condemnation and 
are repentant the Spirit gives life. 
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Higher Power  
A Sunday school teacher said, " We have been learning how powerful kings and queens were in Bi-
ble times. But, there is a higher power. Can anybody tell me what it is?"  One child blurted: "Aces!" 

Lot’s Wife  
The Sunday School teacher was describing how Lot's wife looked back and turned into a pillar of 
salt, when little Jason interrupted, "My Mummy looked back once, while she was driving," he an-
nounced triumphantly, "and she turned into a telephone pole!" 

Elijah  
The Sunday school teacher was carefully explaining the story of Elijah the Prophet and the false 
prophets of Baal. She explained how Elijah built the altar, put wood upon it, cut a steer in pieces, 
and laid it upon the altar. And then, Elijah commanded the people of God to fill four barrels of water 
and pour it over the altar. He had them do this four times "Now, asked the teacher, "Can anyone in 
the class tell me why the Lord would have Elijah pour water over the steer on the altar?" A little girl in 
the back of the room started waving her hand, "I know! I know!" she said, "To make the gravy!" 
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A new pastor was visiting in the homes of his  
parishioners. At one house it seemed obvious that 
someone was at home, but no answer came to his 
repeated knocks at the door. Therefore, he took out 
a card and wrote: "Revelation 3:20" on the back of it 
and stuck it in the door. When the offering was processed  
the following Sunday, he found that his card had been  
returned. Added to It was this cryptic message:  
"Genesis 3:10." Reaching for his Bible to check out the  
citation, he broke up in gales of laughter. Revelation 3:20  
begins "Behold, I stand at the door and knock." Genesis  
3:10 reads, "I heard your voice in the garden and I was  
afraid for I was naked." 

LAST LAUGH!  
(drop your jokes off at the office, or e-mail them)  
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