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“Introduction To The Augsburg Confession:  Confessing Witness”


The Day of Pentecost									 May 23, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								           Genesis 11:1-9
Epistle Lesson									                 Acts 2:1-21
Gospel Lesson									             John 14:23-31


Today we begin the season of Pentecost, and in this Pentecost season I’m going to be preaching a series of sermons based on topics from the Augsburg Confession.  The Augsburg Confession is the basic statement of what it means to be Lutheran.  I thought, “Well, as long it’s the basic statement of what it means to be Lutheran, as long as it’s in the Constitution of our congregation, as long as I had to sign it before I could be a pastor, we should probably know something about it.”  So, we’re going to preach on that.  There are twenty-eight articles in it, and we’re going to touch on all of them.  Today I’m going to be introducing the subject and why we would even do this.  There’s an insert in the service folder.  Some of you are interested in things like this, and some of you aren’t.  Those of you who are—here it is!  It’s just a brief introduction to the Augsburg Confession, and it will help you understand a little bit more clearly what this is all about.

Today the topic is simply, “Confessing Witness.”  The concept of confessing witness—what that is about.  There are two texts for today.  The first is Acts, chapter one, verse 8 where Jesus just before his Ascension said to his disciples, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you with power, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in Judea and in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.  You will be my witnesses.”  The second text comes from Psalm 119:46.  This short verse is stated on the top of the Augsburg Confession.  It’s a sort of an introduction to the Augsburg Confession.  “I will also speak of thy testimonies before kings, and shall not be put to shame.”  

Today’s sermon is in four parts, and here’s the title of the four parts.  The first part is entitled, “Leave a Brief Message.”  The second part is entitled, “Canon, Clergy, and Creed.”  The third part is entitled, “Oh, Your Lutheran.  Have you heard about Jesus?”  And the fourth part is entitled, “Confessing Witness.”

Part number one:  “Leave a Brief Message.”  One of the great frustrations of life, for those of you who deal with such things, is getting phone messages incorrectly—getting phone messages that do you absolutely no good.  There are four ways that I have decided that mess up phone messages for me.  The first is that sometimes a message is passed on so incorrectly that it just does you no good.  In my life the classic example was the time one of my daughters told me “Ellen called.”  The only Ellen I knew was an aunt of mine living in Cumberland, Wisconsin.  So I found her phone number and called her.  And she said, “I never called you.”  So I just let it go—there was nothing I could do.  The next day I got a phone call from Allen, who was a friend of mine from Medford, Minnesota, who was at the Veterans Hospital suffering from cancer.  He wanted me to come and spend some time with him.  The message I got was, “Ellen called.”  

Sometimes the message can be so vague that it does more harm than good.  Have you ever gotten a message like this:  “Some guy called about something and he really sounded mad.”  Now I’ve gotten phone messages like that.  They don’t do any good do they?  

Sometimes the message is delivered in such a mysterious and confusing way that it leaves your head spinning.  The person who took the message wrote it down carefully and they think they are doing you a favor.  But as you read the message, it just leaves your head completely confused.  Here would be an example.  “Your doctor’s office called about your tests.  Number one was positive at +160/80I.  Number two was inconclusive within a range of 15 to 20mm/L.  Number three manifested impulse inconsistencies on the outside of the radius density.  If you have any questions, phone 612-555-1000, extension 71 before 4:30 Eastern Standard Time.  Choose option three and punch in the reference number you received at orientation last month.  Then listen to the automated interactive voice message.”  Accurately delivered, and does you absolutely no good.  

Sometimes people taking the message to pass on to you edit the message to suit their own liking.  Let’s say your twelve year old son relays a grocery list to you from your wife.  The list that she wrote included vegetables but not ice cream.  The list you get from your son includes ice cream but not vegetables.  So the message has been edited because someone wanted to change it.  Phone messages are best when they are passed on with correct information, with clarity that actually says something, in language that can be understood, without editing by others who wish to alter the message for their own purposes.  That’s the way phone messages should be given.  Well, I’m not going to talk about phone messages today--this is just setting up the situation.

Part two of the sermon: “Canon, Clergy and Creed.”  This is a little bit of church history that will do you some good.  The Christian Church has been entrusted with a message from God.  That’s the point.  This message from God accurately conveys his thoughts and his actions.  It is presented with precision and with clarity.  It can be grasped by those who humbly listen, and it is to be passed on without adding to it or subtracting from it to suit our own ideas.  Now this message is reasonably simple and precise.  The message is:  God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself as his gift to his creation.  That’s the message.  It can be said that the message with which we have been entrusted is the work of Jesus himself.  That’s the message.  

God has visited his creation in Christ, and has asked that that message be passed on for these reasons.  Through it, God’s lost creation is reconnected with its Creator.  That’s why the message is so important.  Because when people hear the message and they internalize it, they are reconnected with their Creator--and that is extremely important to have happen in a person’s life.  This message is a source of deep comfort.  It is a source of real strength.  And it is a source of encouragement for people who live their lives in a very tough and troubled world.  The message is necessary to live in this world.  God uses this message to bless people, to lead his people, and to help them make their lives useful for his purposes.  This message is extremely important.  This message is the sole possession of the Christian Church.  This is all the Christian Church owns.  It is the sole purpose for the Christian Church, to get this message out.  It is the sole tool of the Christian Church.  It’s the only thing we have; it’s our only tool.  It is the sole authority of the Christian Church.  The Christian Church has no power, no authority outside of the authority to share this message.  This message is the sole possession of the Christian Church, the sole purpose, the sole tool, and the sole authority.  And that’s why Jesus said, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you in power and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in Judea, and in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  

The Christian witness isn’t about a thousand things.  It is about one thing.  It is about this one thing; it’s about Jesus Christ, applied to a thousand situations of daily life.  But it’s only one message.  In our congregation, Berea Lutheran Church, whether it is Sunday school, Alter Guild, Sunday worship, catechism instruction, Bible study, Families Moving Forward, personal counseling, choir practice, hospital visits, Easter breakfast, weekly offerings, bulletin announcements, or anything else that might be going on here at Berea Lutheran Church, or in our lives, it is still one thing, one message applied to a thousand aspects of our daily lives--God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself as his gift to his people.  

Unfortunately, the reconnection to God doesn’t always take place.  The comfort isn’t always received.  The blessings don’t always occur.  Lives do not always develop by God’s leading.  And lives are sometimes wasted or destructive rather than useful and purposeful.  Why is that?  In the parable of the sower Jesus tells us that sometimes the message doesn’t bring its blessings because the message is refused.  It simply is not heard.  I stand in this pulpit and I look out over the congregation Sunday after Sunday, year after year, and every once in a while I see someone who is dragged to church by his or her family.  They sit in the pew with their arms crossed, looking up daring me to make a dent.  Sometimes the Word just isn’t heard.  Sometimes people sleep through it.  Sometimes it is received in a shallow way so it never takes firm root in someone’s life.  Sometimes it is killed by the cares and desires of life, where people wish to be Christian but they do not want to give up the ways of the world.  They want to have both of these things going on at the same time and you can’t.  And so the Christian stuff dies out.  

But then there are times when the problem is the fact that the message itself is distorted.  Sometimes the message itself doesn’t ever get to the people.  Sometimes the message is presented incorrectly because someone has gotten the simple facts all messed up.  The worst way that happens is when someone says, “The message of God is what you have to do to get God to like you.”  That is so wrong.  That is so totally turned around.  It is not a message of God’s grace.  Sometimes the message is presented in such vague terms that it means nothing or everything or anything a person wants to hear.  That’s one of the sad facts of a lot of what passes for Christian preaching and teaching.  It is so vague it doesn’t mean much of anything.  Sometimes the message is made so complicated and so intricate that it bewilders more than anything else.  And sometimes the message is simply changed as the messenger adds his pet ideas or subtracts what he finds inconvenient.  

Now, these problems have plagued the Christian Church from the very beginning.  And thoughtful and intelligent Christian leaders have been meeting these challenges in several ways from the very beginning to preserve God’s message from inaccuracy, from vagueness, from unnecessary complication, and from alteration by either addition or subtraction.  There are three ways the Christian Church has done this from the very beginning.  They are important to you.  First, they said, “These are the sixty-sixty books of the Bible, and you must teach what is found in these sixty-sixty books of the Bible.  You may not teach anything that is not found in these sixty-sixty books of the Bible.”  This is called the canon.  The Latin word for list is canon.  These are the books of the Bible.  This is where we draw the Christian faith from.  They said this because many people were throwing out parts of scripture they didn’t like, and they were adding things to change the message.  Sort of like the Mormons have done with the Book of Mormon.  The church said you can’t do that.  You have to teach everything that’s there, and you can’t teach anything that isn’t there.  

The second thing the Church has done from the very beginning is establish the rule that only the Church can make a person a pastor—to whom this message is entrusted.  This is to protect the Church from crazy ideas of people who are not trained in the message, which has been entrusted to the Church.  And so the Church trains people to serve the received message, and protects the Church from those committed to their own ideas.  A person cannot simply jump up and say, “I’m going to be a pastor!  I’ve got this great idea I think everybody should hear.”  Only the Church can train a pastor; only the Church can make a pastor.  

The third thing that Christians did is they established Creeds.  Creeds are simple, succinct statements of what the Christian faith teaches and believes.  They are intended to be accurate, precise, simple statements of the message that has been entrusted to the Church with nothing added, with nothing subtracted.  The Creed you most know is the Apostles’ Creed.  The Apostles’ Creed is a simple answer to who is God, who is Jesus and what did he do, how does this come into our lives, where is this all going?  It was written when people were teaching that God had nothing to do with physical creation, and that Jesus was not really a human being, and that there was no resurrection of the body.  The Church said, “We can’t have this being taught as though it were Christianity.  Here, this is the Apostles’ Creed.  This is the message.”  The Nicene Creed that you know a little bit better, is a bit more precise.  It was written when people were teaching that Jesus was not God.  That’s why the Nicene Creed makes such a point of saying, “God of God, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made; who for us men and for our salvation” . . . . and on from there.  These Creeds were written in service to the message from God that gives life.  Canon, Clergy and Creed.

Part three.  “Oh, you’re Lutheran!  Have you ever heard of Jesus?”  When my sister moved to Roanoke, Virginia, she was asked this question in all seriousness by one of her Baptist neighbors.  “Oh, you’re Lutheran.  Have you ever heard about Jesus?”  It’s interesting how many people never get the memo.  The whole point of the Lutheran Reformation is that they were hearing about Jesus again.  And what they were hearing caused them to question what the church of their day was doing to the message concerning Jesus, which had been entrusted to the Church.  That was the issue.  They were hearing the message clearly, and they began to question the way they had been hearing the message before.  Now these were not rebellious people--they were thoughtful, intelligent Christians who were committed to historic Christianity.  This meant that they firmly accepted the concept of Canon.  They would teach all that the Bible taught and they would teach nothing that was not found in the Bible.  This meant that they firmly accepted the concept of clergy.  They were people who had been taught by the church, and they greatly respected what the fathers of the Church had taught them.  And third, this meant that they firmly accepted the Creed’s of the Church.  The book called the Lutheran Confessions begins with the Apostles’ Creed.  The next entry is the Nicene Creed.  The third entry is the Anesthesian Creed.  There is no attempt to do anything new here.  Their concern was that God’s message wasn’t getting through.  

The worst inaccuracy was that the message was being turned around.  People were being told what they had to do for God rather than what God had done for them in Christ—a terrible distortion of the message.  The worst vagueness was that what God had done in Christ simply couldn’t be pinned down with any precision—nobody knew.  So there was no sure comfort from God’s grace.  People had vagueness but no precision—no sure comfort.  The simple message of what God had done in Christ was turned into a conflated and complicated bureaucratic system of rules and fears and holy days and formulas and duties so impossible to grasp that the typical Christian viewed the Church the way the typical American today views our tax code and the Internal Revenue Service.  

Today few Americans can grasp the tax system or even prepare their own taxes.  So every spring we take piles of mysterious papers and forms to our tax priest.  Our tax priest does his magic, and then we go home because our trust is in the tax priest.  We hope that it never comes to an audit.  We know that the IRS is part of our life, and that we have to keep them happy, but we do not love the IRS and our main concern is to keep them off of our backs.  We trust that our tax priest can do that for us.  That is the way people at the time of the Lutheran Reformation viewed their Church.  The message had had so much added to it and so much taken from it that it was no longer God’s message.  

The Augsburg Confession is a statement of what it meant to be committed to God’s message--to pass on an accurate message from God.  The Emperor of the Spanish, Dutch and German states asked these Lutherans to come to the Imperial Congress in Augsburg to work things out with the Catholic Church so they could all get together and fight the Muslims who had armies in Austria.  If you think we have trouble with Muslim extremists today, in those days there were Muslim armies in Austria.  

Though there are twenty-eight articles in the Augsburg Confession, it isn’t about twenty-eight things; it is about one thing:  the message entrusted to the Church that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.  And that’s why we’re going to look at it in the season of Pentecost, because it is yet another way that we can see how God has spoken to us through Christ and affected our lives in thousands of ways every day we live. 

Part four of the sermon:  Confessing Witness.  This is what it means to be Lutheran.  It really isn’t about coffee; it really isn’t about lutefisk; it isn’t really about Jell-O.  To be Lutheran means to be committed.  To be committed to the accurate, precise, simple, unadulterated message that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself as his gracious gift.  That’s what it means to be Lutheran.  

Why is it important that our confession and our witness be accurate, precise, simple and unadulterated?  Because God has a gift he wants to give to each of you.  God wants every one of you to be absolutely certain that through Christ’s life, death and resurrection you are reconnected to your Creator.  It is God’s desire that each of you derive great comfort from this and great security from this as you live your lives.  It is God’s desire that each of you be blessed by this message, and that you be led to spiritual maturity by this message.  That your lives are not wasted, that your lives are not destructive, but that your lives are useful for the purposes of God which will be a blessing to you.  Inaccuracy about the message separates people from God; vagueness destroys certainty and security; over-complication of the message leads to needless confusion; an adulterated message leaves us trusting in the opinions of people rather than the work of God in Christ.  

And now I’m going to tell you why this is important.  Maybe you’ve never heard this before but this is why it is important.  It is important because you, you are the most important and influential spiritual force in your life.  You are the most important and influential spiritual force in your life.  Not your denomination; not your congregation; not your pastor; you.  Your denomination, your congregation, and your pastor are spiritual resources for you, but your ability to internalize and to speak God’s message to yourself is where you live.  And you are the most important and influential spiritual force in your own life.  That is where you connect with your Creator in your own daily receiving of that message--that God was in Christ reconciling you to himself as his gracious gift.  This isn’t a method by which we rate our pastor’s preaching and his teaching.  It is the way we receive comfort from the living God in the middle of the night when we lie awake with no one to speak to except God and ourselves.  And if the clear message from our loving God resides in here, when it’s only us and God in the middle of the night, then we can speak and we can say, “Be still my soul.”  And when the message of God is clearly and specifically and precisely in here then we can hear “Be still my soul.”  And Christ dwelling within us is our comfort, our security, our strength, and our encouragement.  Because the accurate, precise, simple, unadulterated message of what God has done for us in Christ lives in our spirit.  Amen
