
Preaching the Word 
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Creation Theology; Its Depth and Breadth 

Humans are primarily perceiving, "aesthetic" beings. We are 
determined first and foremost by a host of motifs and images 

that, consciously or unconsciously, drive our actions, which in turn 
can fix or alter the direction of our will. Clearly, the crucial thing 
here is the nature of this stratum of motifs and its linguistic make-up. 
Likewise, the crucial thing about this storehouse of images is the 
power and general direction of its affects and passions, in brief, its 
pathos. The first question then that needs to be asked is: what do I 
experience? What is given to me? For our being and our actions do 
not begin with ourselves but they have their existence in a prior gift 
of freedom. 

How is this freedom given? Is it given to us by nature? Can it be 
empirically established and described? Can it be grasped theoretically, 
or only postulated practically? 

It has its origin in a particular word: the word of the Creator. The 
freedom we have to perceive the world and to act is a response to the 
Creators word. His word is creative and efficacious; it does what it 
says (Is 55:10,11). By his word he created the heavens and the earth 
(Gen 1:1). By this same powerful word he sustains all things (Heb 
1:3), forgives sins, and thus creates life and salvation. Therefore, we 
have no need to worry about our existence, either in the past or in 
the future. 

Hannah Arendt sees in promise and forgiveness the only possibility 
humans have of escaping the dilemmas caused by the irrevocability 
and the unforeseeability of their actions.1 If the only effective way of 
dealing with the past is a justification of the ungodly, and if the only 
effective way of dealing with the future is a resurrection from the 
dead, and if both can only be a creation out of nothing, then the 
word that does all this is not a "natural"—immanent—possibility 
within human beings and their world, but must come from outside. 
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This word is the Logos, God himself. It is the power of communica
tion in itself and it empowers us to communicate with him and 
others. His word is of this kind: Let there be light and there was light 
(Gen 1:3). Be healed! (Mark 5:34) and she was healed. Talitha kouml 
(I say to you, get up) and immediately the girl stood up (Mark 5:41). 
Ephphatha (Be opened!)—and the man's ears were opened (Mark 
7:34).Your sins are forgiven! (Mark 2:5) and they are forgiven. 

The most precise and pregnant term to designate this creative 
word is promise: promissio. According to the New Testament, Jesus 
Christ, the word become flesh (John 1:14), is the bodily form and 
history through which God in the Holy Spirit mediates his promise, 
or more precisely, mediates himself as promise,—"I am the Lord, 
your God!" (Ex 20:2)—as true promise. His promise is certain; he 
delivers what he promises. "For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who 
was preached among you by us, by me and Silas and Timothy," writes 
Paul (2 Cor 1:19,20),"was not 'Yes' and 'No' , but in him it has always 
been 'Yes.' For all God's promises are 'Yes' in him." The promise is 
bound up with the name by, in, and with which we can call on God: 
I am the one, the one who goes with you in freedom (Ex 3:14; 
defined more precisely in Ex 34:6). 

God lets us hear his name and allows us to pass it on to others. He 
puts it in our mouths and on our lips, so that we can answer in faith 
by praising and confessing him. This is the highest dignity that we 
humans have as linguistic beings. It means the church is entrusted, 
"handed over" (manum dare) to us; it is a "mandate." Other mandates 
include the economy, marriage and family, as well as the state. All of 
them are God's gift; all are constituted2 by his promise and so involve 
language and communication. They are handed over and entrusted, 
in good faith, to our reason which also has a linguistic character 
(Sprachvernunfi), for it comes from God who gave us the gift of 
language when he called us into existence by breathing into us the 
breath of life. Yet we humans are responsible for how we manage 
these mandates and we must give account at the final judgment not 
only for every deed, but also for every empty word we have uttered; 
in fact, for every evil thought. 

God's promise, his promissio, extends far beyond these mandates. 
It creates, works, speaks, writes, rules and governs the entire world. 
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Without the word, there would be no world. The reach and 

character of this efficacious word is clear from Luther's translation 

of Psalm 33:4b: what the creator "promises, he surely does." Where 

the Hebrew text of this creation psalm uses a noun clause to say that 

God's "work" is "reliable," Luther's bold translation says that God's 

work as Creator is indeed a work, but a work that speaks. God's 

work actually speaks, and because it is self-interpreting it makes 

itself understood. It is an effective word of address, a work that 

bespeaks God's faithfulness: a promise. If the world is a promised 

world, it mediates a promise to me, and I am addressed by God in, 

with and under that promise. I am "placed" in a God-given context, 

provided with a space to live, with its God-given rhythm of day and 

night, summer and winter, youth and old age. "And the Lord God 

took the man and placed him in the Garden of Eden to work it and 

take care of it" (Gen 2:15; see Gen 2:8). 

Why did we need to consider the depth and breadth of the 

promissio and its basis in creation theology? So that the preaching of 

the word is not discussed positivistically and in isolation! The 

sermon must rather be seen in the context of an aesthetics that 

applies not only to a part of reality, such as the religious sphere, but 

rather to the whole of reality and to the world as such. It is a 

perception of the world in a comprehensive and communicative 

sense. The entire world and the whole of reality is a word that is 

given to me to hear along with all creatures, a word that I may 

answer. But because I am a sinner, I turn a deaf ear to it and put 

myself at odds with it. The decisive structural elements of this 

transcendental aesthetic that takes account of the linguistic space of 

human beings and their world can be inferred from the five 

meanings of the Greek word ακοή. These meanings are: 1) the 

organ of hearing, the ear; the capacity to hear; theologically, the 

capacity to hear receptively for which I am empowered; 2) the act 

of hearing: that I hear; 3) the mode of hearing: how I hear; 4) the 

thing heard, what I receive; and 5) what is spoken, what is to be 

heard. These five elements define the linguistic as well as the 

affective space of human beings and their world as a space for 

hearing. The visual field, the space for seeing and reading, is 

structured in a similar way. 
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Distinction and Correlation of General and 
Special Divine (Worship) Service 

If we regard the sermon as a particular part especially of the 
Christian divine (worship) service, then we must never lose sight 
of the breadth and depth of this creation theology. This means 
above all giving attention to the distinction and the correlation 
between general and special divine service3 where the special, 
Christian divine service restores the church's order of creation. 
This order of creation is the realm where the creator calls his 
creatures to life so they can respond to him in praise and live in 
the knowledge that they owe their life to God. The creatures 
respond by receiving—hearing, taking, and eating (Gen 2:16)— 
the superabundance of God's gifts with wonder and delight, and 
sharing them generously with others. As Paul (Rom 1:18-3:20) 
points out, the Creator has done all he can to see that this happens. 
Mysteriously, however, humans misunderstand, pervert and corrupt 
this creation understood as address. They cannot stand upright 
before God, but are curved in on themselves. "There is no one 
who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together gone 
wrong" (Rom 3:11-12). They have dragged the rest of creation 
into corruption with them (Rom 8:19-22). This "perverse world," 
"which is drowned in its blindness,"4 has been restored and set 
right, so that it can again listen and speak to its Creator. It has been 
restored and reoriented through a miracle of healing, the miracle 
of the new creation (Mark 7:31-37; 2 Cor 5:17). This happens— 
through Jesus, the Christ—once again by means of the promise 
understood as gift.5 Thus the universal significance of the proclaimed 
word is evident from the fact that it overcomes the corruption of 
the church as an order of creation. The Christian church is not 
some minority group, but the renewed humanity, "a new creation" 
(2 Cor 5:17). The promise given to mankind in paradise—you are 
free to take and eat from any tree in the garden (see Gen 2:16)— 
the promise that was lost and corrupted by humanity's ingratitude 
and failure to appreciate the gift, is now finally promised and given 
to humankind in the new covenant "by my blood": Take and eat! 
Take and drink! (see 1 Cor 11:24,25). 
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Jesus Christ, whose word is clear and certain and makes certain, 
not only promises the forgiveness of sins (Matt 26:28), but also 
enables us to endure the Anfechtung caused by the hidden God, when 
I do not know how I stand with God. God's terrible hiddenness, 
experienced as uncertainty and ambiguity, lies in the fact that he 
creates evil and good (Lam 3:38), life and death, light and darkness 
(Is 45:7), prosperity and disaster (Amos 3:6). Beauty and cruelty in 
nature and history are for us inextricably woven together. This side 
of the grave, we experience God's omnipotence in all sorts of 
ambiguous ways. Because of this, we can only call on God as a 
good and merciful Father (as we do in the Lord's Prayer) in light of 
the certainty of Romans 8:31—39 that since Christ has overcome the 
world, nothing can now separate us from the love of God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord. This empowerment and confidence to call on God 
in prayer arises likewise from the proclaimed gospel in the form of 
the promissio, where the promise creates faith. This promise however 
is different from the word of the God who is active in the world as 
creator and ruler. This God is also present in the word, but present 
in a thoroughly ambiguous way, so much so that none of us, not 
just sinners, knows how he or she stands before God.6 

Therefore, the double focus, essential for the special proclamation 
of the gospel, is 1) the church, understood as a corrupted order of 
creation, and 2) God's terrible hiddenness. This double focus makes 
the universal scope and meaning of the gospel clear. It is the new 
creation, understood as the forgiveness of sins, which gives us the 
strength to endure the Anfechtung that we experience in the face of 
God's terrible hiddenness. And we can endure it because God invites 
us to bring our complaint to him in the confidence that he will hear 
and answer us. 

Sermon as Particular Part of the Christian Divine Service? 

If the divine service is nothing else than the fact "that our dear 
Lord himself speaks to us through his holy word and that we 
respond to him through prayer and praise,"7 if it is God's service to 
us through his word and our service in response, then the entire divine 
service is a "sermon" (and prayer): address and promise. It is part of 
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God's downward movement and humble self-communication to 
us—especially in the form of the Lord's Supper and its gift-giving 
words of institution, which are a brief summary of the whole gospel.8 

The sermon as a particular part of the Christian divine service, a 
special type of speech, needs to be in harmony with this criterion 
and essence of the entire divine service. 

The insight that the entire divine service is really a "sermon" that 
preaches the word relieves the sermon proper of the inflated claims 
and expectations that some people have of it. It is not as if the 
sermon is the only way of proclaiming God's word to his people and 
that it has to accomplish this all by itself, for the Bible readings 
themselves are also a form of God's word where he addresses us and 
where the word can create faith where and when it pleases God 
(Augsburg Confession 5). 

Sermon as Categorical Gift and Promise 

If the sermon proper has its matrix in the gift-giving word of the 
Lord's Supper, and if its purpose is nothing more than to unfold and 
highlight that word, then we can avoid three mistakes: the way of 
theorization, moralization and psychologization. In other words, the 
proclaimed word is not primarily statement, appeal, or expression. 
This cannot be emphasized too strongly. For the word and faith are 
closely connected: as the word, so faith. If the proclaimed word is 
statement and demonstration, then faith is insight and knowledge. If 
however the word is appeal, then faith is actually its enactment in 
the deed, its realization in the form of a theory or an idea. Again, if 
the proclaimed word is expression, then faith is a fundamental part 
or experience of human life as such. Only if the word is promise and 
gift, is faith really faith. 

Main Elements of the Sermon as Speech Act 

The evangelical understanding of the word of the sermon preserves 
Luther's great hermeneutical discovery, which, strictly speaking, is 
his Reformation discovery. Namely, that the linguistic sign itself is the 
thing; it does not represent a thing that is absent but it presents a thing that 
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is present.9 Luther made this discovery in 1518 as he thought again 
about the sacrament of penance in view of the indulgence controversy. 
If the sign itself is the thing, as in the absolution, this means that 
the statement: "I absolve you of your sins, in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit," is not simply a judgment that 
states, describes and expresses what is already the case and therefore 
presupposes an inner, divine, or proper absolution. In fact, it is 
neither a statement, nor a description, nor an expression. It is rather 
a promissio in the form of a speech act that creates a relationship— 
between the person in whose name it is spoken and the person to 
whom it is spoken, who believes or does not believe the promise. 

If we consider the unconditional word of absolution as the basic 
word, model and matrix of an evangelical sermon, then there are four 
decisive features that make this sermon stand out. These features have 
to do with grammar and pragmatics. 1) The sermon is not a discourse 
in the third person about something but an address in the second 
person, where an I addresses a you. 2) The verb is formulated in the 
present tense or in the present perfect.10 3) The performative verb 
used in the present or present perfect is semantically and pragmatically 
that of "promise"—a valid promise with immediate effect; it creates 
community. 4) The I of the preacher who speaks legitimates itself, 
implicitly or explicitly, as authorized to make this promise—like the 
prophet with the message formula, "thus says the Lord: . . . ." The 
preacher is an authorized representative who stands in the place of his 
Lord and is authorized and empowered to speak on his behalf. The 
divine service is begun and continued in the name of the triune God. 
Baptism, absolution, and the Lord's Supper are celebrated in this 
name. The sermon is delivered in this name. And the preacher hears 
and takes to heart the trinitarian blessing promised by the words that 
many pastors use to greet the congregation before the sermon: "The 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion 
of the Holy Spirit be with you all" (2 Cor 13:13). 

The Text and Situation of the Listeners; the Preacher 

This apostolic blessing prefacing the sermon, the words of 
absolution, and the words of institution of the Lord's Supper are 
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examples of key fundamental scriptural passages that are essential to 
the Christian divine service and are liturgically enacted in the service 
to give them prominence.11 Yet this is the very way Scripture itself 
wants them to be used. Scripture, of course, is also cited in the 
sermon—assuming that even a thematic sermon is textual. But the 
sermon has a special place in the divine service. Apart from the fact 
that the sermon, like other elements of the divine service, both 
distinguishes and correlates God's word and our human response, it 
is unique in that no other part of the service affords and demands 
such freedom of discretion12 as the sermon. Because the message of 
the sermon is not a dead relic from a bygone age but a word that is 
made alive by the Spirit's presence, preachers have an exceptionally 
challenging task. They must pass on to others the word that they 
himself have received, and they must do this responsibly, but in a way 
that bears the stamp of their own biography. This means two things. 
First, preachers need to receive the word themselves and allow it to 
address them. But secondly, they must dare to interpret, update and 
apply that word to the present situation so that it speaks to the hearts 
of their listeners as God's word for them today. The one gospel is an 
unconditional promise and a categorical gift. It must always be 
spoken anew without ever saying anything new, in the sense of 
different, for the only thing we can say new is what will never again 
become old, like the new, final covenant. The gospel, therefore, must 
always be interpreted anew, but in such a way that it does not lose 
its definitive character. 

Preachers have the task of delivering to their contemporaries the 
salvation won by Christ. They live with them, they rejoice and suffer 
with them, and at the same time they minister to them in God's 
name—the God who promises himself to us. And so they often find 
themselves wedged between the text and the situation of the listeners, 
which is akin to being pulverized between the upper and lower 
millstone, as they try to repeat the sermon text in each different 
situation without losing the dynamic of its language.13 All their 
powers and talents are harnessed in the service of letting the biblical 
text speak to the situation today. But at the same time, if the sermon 
touches the heart, if it speaks to people in their life situation, if it 
promises them courage for life, if it brings life to the dead and gives 
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hope to those who are in despair—if it does any of this, preachers 
cannot take the credit for that themselves. For they cannot do their 
hard work—the back-breaking work of preparing and delivering 
the sermon—without praying for the Holy Spirit. The prayer for 
the Spirit, however, means the end of any notion that the sermon is 
the preacher's own achievement. It makes clear that the sermon is 
not simply the work of a human individual but ultimately the work 
of the empowering Spirit. 

The Understanding of(History}; Promissio and Narratio 

The gospel is always "distributed" anew, but it was only "won" 
once, under Pontius Pilate:14 "And you are blessed [= saved] for 
ever!"15 Therefore, it cannot be separated from the historical fact of 
the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth and its temporal and spatial 
specificity, nor can it be separated from the original texts that testify 
to its meaning. These texts contain its authoritative formulation that 
cannot be extrapolated without losing its definitive, eschatological 
character as a once-for-all event. God's presence in the Spirit does 
not surpass what happened under Pontius Pilate, but "reminds" us of 
it (see John 14:26), recalls it, brings it into the present, distributes it, 
and promises it. 

The distinction and correlation between the salvation won once 
under Pontius Pilate and its ever new distribution and application 
gives preachers a hint of how they can avoid two extreme positions. 
The one is a moribund traditionalism that does not communicate 
and is heard as lacking in compassion and solidarity. The other is a 
breathless actualism that is empty and blind. Preachers will not 
surrender to the "moment" in actualistic—not even mystical— 
immediacy but, placed in a center,16 they will concentrate on the 
kairos of today ("Today, if you hear his voice . . . " Heb 3:7-4:13) in 
the middle of a field of vision stretching from the beginning to the 
end of the world. An isolated moment would only be a "dead torso, 
without head or feet"17 that has, so to speak, neither hand nor foot. 
This means they would not consciously align themselves with the 
modern scheme of Heilsgeschichte ("salvation history"),18 but would 
instead work with the notion of remembrance that comes from 
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the tradition of the Lord's Supper (i Cor 11:24-25: 'anamnesis'; see 
Ps 11:4) and that is constitutive for the Jewish and Christian 
understanding of history.19 This remembrance always includes 
moments of history that cry out to be narrated. But faith that looks 
to the promise, that remembers the promise, is not founded on 
history; at any rate, it is more than mere "historical" faith (fides 
histórica).20 

As we consider the meaning of "history" for the proclamation of 
the Christian faith, we must not forget the orienting power in 
Luther's concept of promissio. But it does not mean "promise" in the 
sense of the modern scheme of Heilsgeschichte (salvation history). It 
is not a philosophical category of Heilsgeschichte that allows us to 
think of revelation as (universal) history, but it is the essence of 
proclamation—namely,"the death of the Lord" (1 Cor 11:26)—and 
as such is a binding and valid promise with immediate effect. This 
gives us a quite definite understanding of God and history and in 
particular a quite definite view of the Old Testament. We cannot 
infer God's unity by observing history in its openness and totality. 
At the very most, we can anticipate it hypothetically. But we can 
know it for certain from God's promise. 

The promissio however needs the narratio to situate it. The stories 
that make up the main part of the biblical texts narrate the most 
varied life situations and range of emotions, all within a world that, 
like our own life, has a beginning and an end. In view of these 
storiesJ.G. Hamann speaks of the "truths of history, not only of past 
times but also of future times."21 They prove their truth by the fact 
that they are read, preached and heard typologically. Narratives offer 
possibilities of identification. Suddenly, I see myself in these stories 
and hear them as my own story. "Change but the name, and the 
story tells about you."22 The inspired reader discovers himself in the 
text, recognizes himself as interpreted and addressed by it—even if 
in the preached story the transition from the third person of the 
narrative to the second person of the address is not explicitly made 
by the preacher. In fact, the self-identification, freely made, with 
Abraham, Jacob, and David, with the Syrophoenician woman, with 
Peter who denied the Lord, with the centurion under the cross, or 
with unbelieving Thomas is the more effective. 



PREACHING THE WORD 259 

It would be worthwhile to consider more thoroughly this 
transition from the third person to the second person and therefore 
the relation between the concept of narrative and that of promise. 
At any rate, biblical narratives that do not already have their center 
in the promise, like the miracle stories of the New Testament,23 need 
it to make clear their connection with the listener and reader. We see 
this in the second creation account, where the narrated world is 
revealed paradigmatically to humankind as a gift: you are free to take 
and eat from everything (see Gen 2:16)! The promissio has criteri-
ological significance. A sermon—not only on biblical stories but on 
any genre of biblical text—is only a sermon if it repeats and 
emphasizes the original promise identical with God's name, the 
original charter of Israel and the church: "I am the Lord, your God!" 
(Ex 20:2; see Ex 3:14 and Ex 34:6 for a more precise definition). 

God's Word as Human Word 

Every sermon, if it is a true sermon, takes up this name and hands 
it on as a "proclaimable mystery" (according to Luther's translation 
of 1 Tim 3:16). This is not a mystery to be kept secret but one to be 
"proclaimed," to be preached. It is a public mystery, an open secret. 
By proclaiming God's name, the sermon is, by God's will, his presence 
itself. Preachers deliver a message and are not the message themselves. 
But insofar as they speak "in the name of God the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit," their human words are identical with 
the divine word,indeed,"they are one and the same."24 For "whoever 
listens to you listens to me" (Luke 10:16; see 2 Cor 5:20). If in the 
name of God human beings preach God's name, if they publicly, 
audibly, clearly, and intelligibly offer God's promise of salvation to 
other people, then such a sermon, although it is a human word, is 
not only a pointer to God's own word (like the extra long index 
finger of John the Baptist in Grunewaldes picture of the crucifixion 
on the Isenheim altar),25 but it is God's own word itself. It is 
astonishing and highly offensive to a spiritualistic doctrine of God 
that God gives and forgives through human mouths and other 
creaturely means, such as the water of Baptism. The almighty God 
in heaven is represented definitively on earth by a creaturely word: 
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"Whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven" (Matt 
18:18). With the promise of the forgiveness of sins enacted in God's 
name, God binds himself in a specific way: he commits himself to 
this promise, surrenders himself to it in order to give us certainty. 
But there is a paradox here, for it is precisely by relinquishing his 
power and emptying himself in the oral, earthly word that he fills 
that word totally with his power, by means of a communication of 
attributes (communicatio idiomatum). In this way, God entrusts his 
word to humans, he puts it in their mouths and on their lips. Luther, 
in his sermon on Maundy Thursday 1523, says "that you must hear 
the absolution with true faith and not doubt that the words spoken 
by your confessor are indeed spoken by God himself. For God has 
so humbled himself and condescended that he places his holy, divine 
word in human mouths so that we have no reason to doubt that it 
is God himself that speaks it."26 "So then, there should be no 
separation or distinction here between God and his word"27— 
between God and his earthly, creaturely word in human mouths. 

Servant and Witness 

The precise definition of the preacher as a "minister of the divine 
word" (minister verbi divini) coming out of the Reformation is 
irreplaceable. The servant of God's word serves this word by 
ministering to his contemporaries with the promise. In this risky 
venture of translation and communication, he finds that being 
caught between the text and the situation is like being caught 
between that upper and lower millstone. As we have emphasized 
before, the preacher, the proclaimer, is not the message itself (2 Cor 
4:5). This identity is given only in the person and work of Jesus 
Christ. Nevertheless, the minister is still important because he 
delivers the message, he announces the promise. But, as is made 
unmistakably clear in the recitation of the words of institution, 
which stress that the Lord's Supper is pure gift, it is really Christ 
himself who is speaking as these words are recited by the minister. 
Therefore, in performing this speech act, the minister is standing in 
the place of Christ (2 Cor 5:20) and hence also in the place of the 
triune God himself. The Small Catechism puts it clearly and simply 
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when it says: "we receive the absolution, that is, forgiveness, from the 
confessor as from God himself, and by no means doubt but firmly 
believe that our sins are thereby forgiven before God in heaven."28 

This mirrors the formula of confession suggested by Luther. The 
minister of the word (minister verbi) asks those who come to him: 
"Do you also believe that my forgiveness is God's forgiveness?" "Yes, 
dear pastor."To which he says: "Let it be done for you according to 
your faith. [29] By the command [ex mandato] of our LORD Jesus 
Christ, I forgive you your sin in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. Go in peace."30 

Luther concludes his formula of confession with the remark: "A 
confessor, by using additional passages of Scripture, will in fact be 
able to comfort and encourage to faith those whose consciences are 
heavily burdened or who are distressed or under attack."31 This 
further embeds the Christian faith's standard language of promise in 
the situation of everyday life which, according to the formula, is 
expressed concretely in the confession of sins.32 The promise cannot 
be isolated or reduced to a mere formula but, from the outset, is 
related to the listeners and their situation and life history. It is 
essentially address. 

That an address can really strike a chord with the listeners in their 
concrete situation, that it can convict them, shock them and comfort 
them is without doubt the work of God himself: the Holy Spirit. 
This however does not happen apart from the "external word"33— 
not without the word of the preacher who ministers with the 
promise. But by serving in this way, the preacher is also always a 
witness, a witness to the truth. This is not meant in a Donatist sense. 
As if the authenticity and credibility of the preacher could prove the 
truth of the gospel! Rather, the truth and efficacy of the gospel is as 
little dependent on the dignity of the servant as it is on the dignity 
of those addressed who receive the promise and gift:*nee pendere ex 
dignitate ministri aut sumentis\u However, this clear, sharp anti-
Donatist thrust, which in its own way is immensely comforting, 
does not mean that the preacher has no involvement at all in 
communicating the message, or that the preacher's own life history 
can be completely unaffected by the message. For, as Luther says, he 
ministers with the promise in solidarity as one who is always also a 
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sinner, living in contradiction to God, a "false witness, betrayer, and 

liar."35 So he always preaches the truth of the forgiveness of sins in 

the face of his own life testimony36—but his anti-Donatism is marked 

by humility rather than cynicism. 

Authorization 

In the usual ordination liturgies, the context of the ministry of 

the word is clarified by appealing to ι Peter 2:9 (see Rev 1:6; 5:10; 

20:6). It is defined first and foremost by the priestly office that every 

Christian has by virtue of their baptism. This office is grounded in 

the office of apostle which is unique and cannot be handed on to 

another. In other words, the priestly office of every Christian is 

grounded in the office of reconciliation, instituted and given by 

God himself (2 Cor 5:18-20). According to 1 Peter 2:9 every 

baptized person has the ability to teach; they are authorized, 

empowered and obligated to proclaim God's liberating act in Jesus 

Christ, the gospel, according to their own charisma and calling. The 

word does not depend on the office, but the office depends on the 

word with its power to call, just as all offices in the church depend 

on the word that calls people into the office. 

There is a distinction between the foundational and general office 

of the word mentioned in Augsburg Confession (AC) 5 and the 

office connected with ordination mentioned in AC 14. Luther makes 

a clear and sharp distinction here by his use of the two terms sacerdos 

and minister (priest and minister).37 "It is true that all Christians are 

priests, but all are not pastors. For to be a pastor one must not only 

be a Christian and a priest but must have an office,"38 the special 

office of the word of the ordained pastor. This does not require any 

special spiritual dignity beyond baptism, but it does demand a special 

professional competence. The task of acquiring and developing this 

has nothing to do with the gospel but belongs to the realm of the 

law in its worldly use. Part of the preparation for the pastoral office 

(where preparation also comes under the first use of the law) is the 

necessary requirement of a professional education and development, 
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usually through a university, where the student becomes well 
grounded in academic theology. 

When we speak of the public ministry, it is this notion of "public" 
that is tied up with the professional competence that we have been 
speaking about. Furthermore, according to AC 14, it is the public 
character of the pastoral office that distinguishes it from the 
priesthood of all believers. The rite vocatus (being regularly called) is 
really only of secondary importance in comparison with the public 
character of the office, for it has to do with the proper way in which 
professional competence is established and the candidate for ordi
nation is called and placed into the office through a liturgical rite. 
Ordination is the performative act, the speech act, in, with, and 
under which the right to teach is authoritatively and legally conferred. 
Through this unrepeatable act, the person who is called to the 
ministry of the divine word is placed into that special office—not 
only pro tempore but pro ecclesia. It also remains valid even if the 
ordained resigns from the pastoral ministry and pursues a secular 
calling. 

The distinctive thing about the office and ordination is that, 
according to AC 14, it is the task of the public ministry to ensure 
that the teaching and preaching (doctrina) together with the admin
istration of the sacraments takes place "publicly" (publice). What 
exactly is meant by the "public nature" of these church practices? We 
can only answer that question theologically by referring to the 
modern concept of public39 that arose in the eighteenth century. Yet 
we must do this in a critical way, by giving due attention to the key 
biblical texts and confessional documents.40 

The Public Dimension 

According to the biblical texts, the "public nature" of teaching 
is to be understood first and foremost eschatologically and apoca
lyptically. God has spoken decisively through the cross and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. According to the so-called revelation scheme,41 he 
has broken his silence and now reveals what was decreed from 
eternity. His secret is to be publicly announced: "Proclaim it from 
the roofs" (Matt io:26f). The gospel is for all: "Go into all the world 
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and preach the gospel to all creation" (Mark 16:15). Luther in
sisted, against Erasmus, on the public and external clarity of Holy 
Scripture, which is tied to the ministry of the word (in verbi ministerio 
posita).42 

Matters of the highest majesty and the profoundest mysteries are no longer 
hidden away, but have been brought out and are openly displayed before the 
very doors.43 

What still sublimer thing can remain hidden in the Scriptures, now that the 
seals have been broken, the stone rolled from the door of the sepulchre, and the 
supreme mystery brought to light, namely, that Christ the Son of God has been 
made man, that God is three and one, that Christ has suffered for us and is to 
reign eternally? Are not these things known and sung about even by children 
at school?44 

The testament that was inaugurated by the crucified Lord Jesus is 
opened and publicly, orally proclaimed by his resurrection45—like a 
cry of victory over Goliath: over hell, death and the devil, as Luther 
makes crystal clear in his Preface to the New Testament (1522) where 
he explains what the "gospel" is.46 This gospel is meant to be made 
public, to be preached freely and openly, without fear or shame—in 
parrhesia47—and to stir up the whole world.48 

The need to safe-guard the seal of the confession is not in conflict 
with this public emphasis. The publicly proclaimed word creates 
faith, where and when God wills; it is a matter of the heart. Those 
who pour out their heart are highly vulnerable and must be protected 
from the public. It is not the publicly proclaimed word that they 
need to be protected from—for the word guards and protects our 
inmost being—but from every other public. 

The phrase "publicly teach," which is clearly decisive for the 
definition of the office of the ministry in AC 14, refers not only to 
preaching in public, but most importantly to preaching^/òr the public. 
Loud-mouths can also hold forth in public but their words are empty. 
They cannot think for the public and speak to the public intelligibly. 
If then the gospel is not to be betrayed, it is vital that the outside 
perspective be brought into critical engagement with the inside 
perspective and that theology is appreciated as a discipline charac
terized by conflict, debate, and criticism. This means that the pastoral 
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office, defined specifically by its responsibility for the "public 
teaching" of the church, has an apologetic task. This is not a second 
task in addition to the ministry of preaching, but is identical with it. 

The professional competence empowers ministers to teach publicly 
and is exercised together with this teaching function in the office of 
the ministry that is committed to them in ordination.49 The spiritual 
authorization and empowerment for this office is grounded in 
baptism. In the same way, the baptized are authorized and empowered 
to teach "privately." Although they are not ordained, they Uve out 
their Christian faith with their gifts and talents and bear witness to 
Christ in their secular, earthly "vocation."50 In this way, especially 
in comforting and encouraging others51 and in making intercession, 
they are priests in the same way as the ordained. For Luther drives 
home the point that "faith must do everything. Faith alone is the 
true priestly office. It permits nothing else to take its place. Therefore, 
all Christian men are pastors, all women are likewise pastors, whether 
they are young or old, employers or employees, wives or single 
women, learned or unlearned. Here there is no difference."52 In this 
connection, we immediately think of Galatians 3:26-28.53 

Translated by Jeffrey G. Silcock, with permission, from "Das Wort predigen. 

Eine kurze Grundlegung der Homiletik/^ in Zugesagte Gegenwart (Tvbingen: 

Mohr/Siebeck, 2007), pp. 386-403. 

NOTES 

1. Hannah Arendt, Vita Activa oder Vom tatigen Leben [English: The Human Condi
tion] (Stuttgart i960), §§ 33-34. 

2. Melanchthon too operates with a broader definition of sacrament: The Book of 
Concord, edited by Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000) 
(hereafter BC), 220.11-17. Die Bekenntnisschriften der Evangelisch-Lutherischen Kirche, nth 
edition (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992) (hereafter, BSLK) 293,42-294,49 
(Apology to AC 13). 

3. For more details on what follows, see Oswald Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 
edited and translated by Jeffrey G. Silcock and Mark C. Mattes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2007), 86-93. 

4. BC 433:21; BSLK 649,26-28 (Large Catechism). 
5. In the "Proceedings at Augsburg" [Acta Augustana], the documentation of his 

hearing before Cardinal Cajetan at Augsburg in October 1518, Luther makes a very plau
sible appeal to the miracle stories of the New Testament and to the efficacious word of 
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Christ which in each case forms their heart and center: "According to your faith let it be 
done to you" (Matt 9:29), "You are set free from your infirmity" (Luke 13:12), "Go, your 
son will live" (John 4:50) and others.This interest m the miracle stories is bound up with 
his new understanding of promissio that grows out of the impact that the reformational 
insights have on his life and theology (WA 2:13,6-16,3; esp. 14,14-29). See below notes 29 
and 30. 

6. For more on this distinction, see Oswald Bayer, Schöpfung als Anrede Zu einer 
Hermeneutik der Schöpfung, 2nd edition (Tubingen: Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1990), 30-32. 

7. LW 51.333; WA 49:588,17-18 (Sermon at the Dedication of the Castle Church 
inTorgau, 1544). See LW 36:42 (trans, altered);WA 6:516,30-32 (A Prelude on the Babylo
nian Captivity of the Church, i52o)"God does not deal with humans, nor has he ever dealt 
with them in any other way than through the word of promise. We m turn cannot deal 
with God in any other way than through faith in the word of his promise." 

8. LW 36:56; WA 6:525,36: The Lord's Supper as the "sum and substance of the 
gospel" (A Prelude on the Babylonian Captivity of the Church, 1520). Edgar Thaidigsmann, 
in "Die Gabe des Wortes und die Frage der Gerechtigkeit," Wirksames Wort Zum reformato
rischen Wortverstandnis und seiner Aufnahme in der Theologie Oswald Bayers, edited by Johannes 
von Lupke and Johannes Schwanke (Wuppertal· Foedus-Verlag, 2004) 39, is afraid that if 
we assent to this thesis we might push "into the background the sacrament of penance with 
its understanding of promissio as the acquittal of the sinner who has failed"—and along with 
it "the experience of the law's demand for righteousness, the acknowledgment of a failed 
life, repentance and a new beginning for the sinner who is justified." Yet the word of ab
solution and the gift-giving word in the Lord s Supper, each of which is a promise, are 
actually identical, and distinguished only by the fact that the gesture of the gift in the Lord s 
Supper is more noticeable and hence clearer. 

9. "A sign in philosophy is the mark of a thing that is absent, but a sign in theol
ogy is the mark of a thing that is present" (WATR 4:666 [No. 5106], Table Talk, 1540). 

10. The relation between the present and present perfect corresponds to the distinc
tion and correlation between what was "won" and what is "distributed;" see below note 14. 

11. See Nicholas Lash, "Performing the Scriptures," in Theology on the Way to Em-
maus (Eugene, Oregon:Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2005): 37-46. 

12. A constitutive part of this freedom to shape the sermon is the insight and rec
ognition that I am the work of the sermon text (see Eph. 2.10) before the sermon becomes 
my human work. See Bernd Wannenwetsch, "Die Ökonomie des Gottesdienstes. Eine 
Alternative zum Gestaltungsparadigma im liturgischen Handeln" in Evangelisches Gottesdi
enstbuch und Kirchenrecht, Beitrage zu Liturgie und Spiritualität, vol. 7, edited by Jörg Nei-
jenhuis (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2002), 37-55. 

13 This picture must not be understood to imply that m every new time and situ
ation the old text, conceived "purely empirically," is predefined in a way that is fixed and 
final. Rather, the text has the capability of already determining how the situation will be 
perceived or at least it will play a part in that. But still that does not eliminate the anguish 
felt by preachers in their location between the text and the situation of the listeners. 

14. For more on the illuminating distinction and correlation between the salvation 
"won" once-for-all and its "distribution" or delivery again and again, from the beginning 
to the end of the world, see LW 40:213-4 (Against the Heavenly Prophets. ., 1525); LW 
37-193 (Confession Concerning Christ's Supper, 1528); BSLK 713,10-15 = BC 469f.:3i 
(Large Catechism). 
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15. Martin Luther's hymn, "Dear Christians, One and All Rejoice" (1523 ; Lutheran 

Book of Worship, 299, ν 8). 

i6. See Oswald Bayer, Zugesagte Gegenwart (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 101 

("God's Uniqueness"); 230 ("The Center"). 

17. Johann Georg Hamann, "Biblical Reflections" (London Writings) in Ronald 

Gregor Smith,_/. G. Hamann 1730-1788: A Study in Christian Existence with Selections from His 

Writings (London: Collins, i960), 131 (on 1 Chronicles 12:32). For more details, see Oswald 

Bayer, Zeitgenosse im Widerspruch. Johann Georg Hamann als radikaler Aufklärer (Munich: Piper, 

1988), 220 and 227 (in the context of 214-229). 

18. See the cogent article "Heilsgeschichte" by Friedrich Mildenberger in Religion 

in Geschichte und Gegenwart 4th edition, vol. 3 (2000), 1584-1586, esp i586:The conceptions 

are so different—yet all of them "operate with a concept of actuality and temporal conti

nuity, foreign to the biblical way of speaking, that is used to interrogate the biblical narra

tives in the search for a connection between the facts lying behind them. It is this constructed 

factual connection, understood as Heibgeschichte, that is then supposed to be the objective 

basis of faith rather than the biblical language in historical narrative and doxology. The 

modern construction of history takes the place of biblical speech." Certainly, we cannot 

give up the concept of "Heilsgeschichte." It is best used in the sense of Luther's "story of 

stories" in the framework of his catechetical systematics (on that: Bayer, Theology the Lu

theran Way [see above note 3], 67-74. "The symbol, the confession of our holy Christian 

faith, is a story of stories [historia historiarum], a. story that beats all stories, the greatest of all 

stories. This story presents us with a recital of the stupendous feats of the divine majesty 

from the beginning to the end: how we and all creatures are created, how we are redeemed 

by the Son of God by means of his incarnation, suffering, death, and his resurrection, how 

we are also renewed and sanctified by the Holy Spirit and become a new creature, and how 

all of us, gathered together into one people of God, have forgiveness of sins and are saved 

eternally" (WATR 5:581,36-43; No. 6288). 

19. See Peter Stuhlmacher, "Anamnese. Eine unterschätzte hermeneutische Kate

gorie," in Biblische Theologie und Evangelium. Gesammelte Aufsàtze,WUNT 146 (Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck, 2002). 

20. Philip Melanchthon's definition: "fides Histórica is an opinion, such as, I believe 

Livy and Sallust and other trustworthy historians. Thus, the ungodly also believe that the 

world is created, that Christ is risen and many other things that even faith does not justify. 

But faith that is related exclusively to the promise is justifying faith" (Capita 1520; CR 

21:35-36). 

21. Johann Georg Hamann, "Golgotha and Sheblimini" (1784) in Writings on Phi

losophy and Language, translated and edited by Kenneth Haynes, Cambridge Texts in the 

History of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 182. 

22. Mutato nomine de te fabula narratur (Horace, Satires I / i , 69,70). 

23. See above, note 5. 

24. "Therefore beware of making any distinction in baptism by ascribing the out

ward part to man and the inward part to God. Ascribe both to God alone" (LW 36:62; WA 

6:530,27-28; The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, 1520). "The Doer and the minister 

are different persons, but the work of both is the same" (LW 36:63 ;WA 6:530,35-36). For 

more details, see Oswald Bayer, Promissio. Geschichte der reformatorischen Wende in Luthers 

Theologie, 2nd edition (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1989), 264-265. See 

below note 27. 
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25. See Reiner Marquard, Karl Barth und der Isenheimer Altar (Stuttgart: Calwer 

Verlag, 1995)· 

26 WA 12.493,3-7 (second version) 

27. LW 24:66-67, WA 45:522,3-4 (Sermons on the Gospel of St John, Chapters 

14-16, 1538), on John 14:10 in the context of 2465, 45521,24-522,4 "[Likewise, St. 

Paul and the other aposdes and preachers affirm:] 'It is not we who are speaking; it is 

Christ and God himself. Therefore, when you hear this sermon, you are hearing God 

himself On the other hand, if you despise this sermon, you are despising, not us but God 

himself For it is all from God, who condescends to enter the mouth of each Chnstian 

or preacher and says. 'If you want to see me or my work, look to Christ; if you want to 

hear me, listen to this word.' Christ transmits this command to the apostles; they pass it 

on to their successors, bishops and preachers, these, in turn, deliver it to the whole 

world. Thus, the apostles and pastors are nothing but channels through which Christ 

leads and transmits his gospel from the Father to us Therefore, where you hear the gos

pel properly taught or see a person baptized; where you see someone administer or re

ceive the sacrament; or where you witness the absolution, there you may say without 

hesitation: 'Today, I saw God's word and work. Yes, I saw and heard God himself 

preaching and baptizing.' To be sure, the tongue, the voice, the hands, etc. are those of 

a human being; but the word and the ministry are really those of the divine majesty 

himself. Therefore, it must be seen and believed as though God's own voice were re

sounding from heaven and as though we were seeing him administering baptism or the 

sacrament with his own hands. Thus, here we do not separate, or differentiate between, 

God and his word." See above, note 24 and Luther's critical turn against the "metaphysi

cal distinction" between the word of God and the word of human beings: WA TR 

3:669-674 (No 3868), Table Talk, 1538 

28. BSLK 517:13-17; BC 360 

29. In using the words of Matthew 8 13, Luther is taking up the promise of a mir

acle story. See above, note 5. 

30. BSLK 519:16-27 (BC 361) See Mark 5-34; Luke 7-50; 8:48·The peaceful dis

missal with its implied promise again comes from the New Testament miracle stories. 

31 BSLK 519:28-32. BC 362. See the variant forms of the absolution in the ser

mon Luther preached at his first Mass, which is discussed in WA 4:655-659 (on the dating, 

see Bayer, Promissio [see above note 24], 166, η 19). 

32. BSLK 518:31-41; BC 361 

33. AC 5 (BSLK 58:12-13; BC 40-41). 

34 BSLK 65:37-38 (note to AC 10): The Wittenberg Concord, 1536. 

35. WA 16:521,24-26 (Sermon on Ex 20-16,1524-27) 

36. See, paradigmatically, Johann Georg Hamann's "Gedanken über meinen Le
benslauf" (1758) and on that: Oswald Bayer, "Wer bin ich? Gott als Autor meiner Lebens
geschichte" in Bayer, Gott als Autor Zu einer poietologischen Theologie (Tubingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1999), 21-40. Originally published in 1980, and translated as "God as Author of 
My Life-History," Lutheran Quarterly 2 (1988): 437-456. 

37 See, for example, WA 12*178,9-10 (De instituendis ministns Ecclesiae, 1523): 
"Sacerdotem non esse quod presbyterum vel ministrum, ilium nasci, huncfien" = "A priest is not 
identical to a presbyter or minister—for the one is born but the other is made" (LW 40:18, 
Concerning the Ministry, 1523) (trans altered). 

38. WA 31:211,17-19; LW 13:65 (Psalm 82; 1530). 
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39 See especially Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. 
An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, translated by Thomas Burger and Frederick 
Lawrence (Cambridge, MA* The MIT Press, 1991). 

40 Johann Georg Hamann's work is exemplary for its responsible yet critical en
gagement with the modern concept of "public" and its reality. O n that, see Wolfgang-

Dieter Baur, Johann Georg Hamann als Publizist Zum Verhältnis von Verkündigung und 
Öffentlichkeit (Berlin and New York. Walter de Gruyter, 1991). 

41 See R o m 16:25,26; Col 1:26; Eph 3:4,5; 1 Peter i.2o;Titus 1:2,3 and others. 
42 WA 18-609,5; LW 33.28 (Bondage of the Will; 1525) 

43. WA 18-607,2-4, LW 33 26-27 

44 WA 18 606,24-29; LW 33-25 (trans alt) 
45. For more détails, see Bayer, Promissio (see note 24), 241-253, especially 248-

250 

46 WA DB 6-2,23-25; 4,1-23, LW 35:358, 360,361. 

47 An essential part ofparrhesia is the genuine freedom of preachers from all de

sires to deliberately manipulate their listeners, in which their pathos is tried and proven. For 

it is a mark of true pathos that preachers first of all experience and endure the text them

selves before they communicate it and address it to others. 

48 WA 5.657, 37, 38 (Operationes in Psalmos; 1521; on Ps 22*22). Psalm 22.22, 
27,28,32 is the central psalm in the rite of ordination (Evangelisches Gottesdienstbuch Agende 

fur die Evangelische Kirche der Union und fur die Vereinigte Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche 
Deutschlands (Berlin, 1999), 444 

49. The ability to perceive the situation (see The Text and Situation of the Listen

ers) as the kairos of the gospel is not a matter of having the power to interpret the signs of 

the times, nor is it a matter of professional competence, but essentially it depends on having 

the illumination of the Holy Spirit Therefore, in the rite of ordination and in the respon

sibility of the ordained for the public teaching of the church, the prayer for the coming of 

the Holy Spirit and his promise, gift and impartation (John 20*22), bound up as it is with 
the laying on of hands, is a central element of ordination—if not the central element 

50. See the final strophe of the morning hymn by Georg Niege, "With all my 

heart·" "With joy I go my way, / My given tasks fulfilling / With ready hands and willing, 

/ Thy grace and help my stay " (Evangelisches Gesangbuch [1984], 443.7 ) The immensely 

important cultural and historical connection that Lutheran theology makes between the 

spiritual calling of all Christians by God (the call to faith) that begins with baptism, and the 

worldly or earthly vocation and station in life goes back to 1 Cor. 7*17-24. 

51 See BSLK 449,12,13; BC 319 (Smalcald Articles, 1537): "mutuum colloquium et 

consolatw fratrum"—"the mutual conversation and consolation of the brethren." 
52. WA 6:370,24-27; LW 35:101 (A Treatise on the New Testament, that is, the 

Holy Mass, 1520) 
53 For a detailed account of the office of the ministry and ordination, see Oswald 

Bayer, 'Amt und ordination' in Ordinationsverstandnis und Ordinationsliturgien Ökumenische 
Einblicke (Beitrage zu Liturgie und Spiritualität vol 18), edited by Irene Mildenberger 

(Leipzig, 2007), 9-25. 
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