
I – Why I Am A Lutheran 

When I was a little boy in 7th grade, my father asked me one evening how I had 

done on my religion test that day. I was enrolled in Bethel Lutheran School in University 

City, Missouri, at the time and my Dad used to keep track of how we did in the area of 

religion. At any rate, I told my Dad that I had done fine. Apparently that was not a 

complete enough answer for him, though at the time it certainly seemed good enough to 

me. What grade did you get; how many questions were there; what were they; which ones 

did you get wrong? I remember the conversation vividly. I don’t remember any of the 

questions on the test – except one. I don’t remember any of the questions marked wrong 

– except one. I don’t remember our discussion on any of the questions on that test – 

except one. I will never forget that question; I will never forget the discussion (mostly 

one-sided) my dad and I had over that question; I will never forget how angry he was 

that my answer to that question was marked wrong. 

The question was: “Is it more important to be a Christian or to be a Lutheran?” I 

remember taking that test. I remember coming to that question and being very confused. I 

remember asking the teacher to help me understand the question and I remember the 

teacher replying, “Just answer the question.” And I remember writing down my answer: 

Lutheran. 

Do you know why I gave that answer? Because I was a Lutheran and already at 

that age, although, the question confused me, I did know what it was to be a Lutheran. 

And I knew that there was nothing about being Lutheran that was unchristian. And I 

knew that there was nothing about being Christian that was unlutheran.  
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Is it good to be a Lutheran? The first president of our church body, C.F.W. 

Walther, thought so. In 1873 Walther delivered an address to the Western District 

Convention of the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod entitled, The Doctrine of the 

Lutheran Church Alone Gives All Glory to God, an Irrefutable Proof that its Doctrine 

Alone is True.i Wow! Did you listen to that title?  The Doctrine of the Lutheran Church 

Alone Gives All Glory to God, an Irrefutable Proof that its Doctrine Alone is True. That’s 

a pretty bold statement. And for the next thirteen years at conventions of the Western 

District Walther continued talking about this same theme until just a few months before 

his death. Now it’s important to point out Walther was not saying that there was no truth 

in other Christian churches, nor was he saying, God forbid, that only Lutherans could 

possess truth and be saved. Only a cult would teach something like that. 

All Walther was doing was insisting that God’s Word is clear and God’s Gospel is 

clear. God’s Word is not ambiguous or doubtful; the church can make doctrinal assertions 

and statements with the confidence that they’re correct. Truth can be known and people 

can know that they have it. When it comes to God’s Word and what it teaches, the line 

between truth and error is not vague or gray. So when we make confession of the faith in 

our creeds, we don’t do that with some frantic hope that what we say may contain a 

kernel of truth. No, we confess with the same spirit as those who signed the Formula of 

Concord – one of our Lutheran confessions approved in 1577 – and when they signed it, 

they wrote, “[This] is our teaching, belief, and confession in which by God’s grace we 

shall appear before the judgment seat of Jesus Christ and for which we shall give an 

account.”ii All Walther was saying and all these men were saying was that the teachings 
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of the Lutheran Church are true, that whenever the teachings of other church bodies 

conflict with those of the Lutheran Church, their teachings are false.  

And in the seventh grade I knew this. I had been taught it by my parents. The 

doctrine of the Evangelical Lutheran Church – the church you are a member of – the 

doctrine of the Evangelical Lutheran Church and the doctrine of Christianity coincide. 

They are the same. To the degree you depart from the teachings of Lutheranism, to the 

same degree you depart from the teachings of Christianity. There is no difference 

between the two. No other church can truthfully say this. 

 And so the question asked me in the seventh grade was a bogus question, based 

on the assumption that Lutheranism and Christianity are not identical. Is there such a 

thing as absolute theological truth and can we know, by God’s revelation, what it is? 

When I was in the seventh grade, I knew there was such a thing as absolute truth and I 

knew that, by God’s revelation, we could know what it is and I knew that Lutheranism 

had it. In fact, these convictions were so strong in me by that time, that in my youth and 

naïveté, I simply couldn’t understand a question that would try to drive some kind of 

wedge between Christianity and Lutheranism. 

Today many people, probably most people in our country, have a completely 

different understanding of truth than that understanding most people have historically 

held. Today people think that truth is relative, truth is fluid, truth changes, my truth may 

be different from your truth. What’s true for you is not necessarily true for me. 

Everybody can establish his or her own truth. I can believe A, you can believe B, he can 

believe C, she can believe D, and all these position can be mutually contradictory and we 

can all be right.  
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In a situation like this one, when people actually think in this way, those who say 

that there is such a thing as absolute truth that never changes and is right for everyone are 

often considered quite arrogant. To insist that you know you have the truth and that 

everybody who disagrees with you is wrong, is considered arrogant, presumptuous, 

intolerant and wrong. So today’s liberal relativistic culture would like you to believe that 

it’s fine for you to be a Christian, if you want to, or a Lutheran, if you want to, but you 

need to recognize that you and other Christians simply possess different faith traditions. 

Nobody can really say, “I’m right and you’re wrong.” Therefore we Lutherans have 

much to learn, even in the area of our doctrine, from other non-Lutheran church bodies. 

In fact, this view would have us believe, to the degree we are willing to admit our 

ignorance of final and absolute truth and the insufficiency of our own doctrinal positions, 

we are enlightened!  

Today there are many so-called Lutherans who are so enlightened that they no 

longer even know the doctrinal positions of their own church. They do not know what the 

differences are that divide their own church body from other church bodies – but they do 

know – at least they think they do – that they are not important. 

Such people do not understand what it means to be a Lutheran. Some of them are 

even embarrassed at times to admit that they are Lutheran. 

There are many so-called Lutherans who think like this. They have swallowed at 

least a part of the postmodern, relativistic, so-called ecumenical menu and now want to 

be known no longer as Lutherans but simply as Christians. The term “Lutheran” 

embarrasses them.   
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Well, certainly you and I want to be Christians and to be known as Christians, but 

not at the expense of our Lutheran confession. If Walther is correct – and I believe he is – 

then to the degree we forsake our Lutheran doctrine, to the same degree do we forsake 

Christianity. This is the way Lutherans have always thought. At the time of the 

Reformation, the Roman Catholics began to call the followers of Luther Lutherans. They 

did it to insult them. In the face of this insult, the Margrave of Brandenburg replied: 

I am not baptized unto Dr. Luther; he is not my God and 
Savior.  I do not believe in him and will not be saved through him.  
Therefore in this sense I am not Lutheran.  When I am asked, however, 
whether I confess with heart and mouth the doctrine which God has 
again given to me through his instrument Dr. Luther, then I do not 
hesitate nor am I timid to call myself Lutheran.  And in this sense I am 
and may I remain a Lutheran all my life.iii 

 
Have we lost the spirit of the Margrave of Brandenburg – and are we today 

ashamed to call ourselves Lutheran? Are we embarrassed with our historic identity, 

embarrassed of our name? Peter cried out about Jesus, “I do not know the man.” Are we 

like the disciple Peter, crying out, “I do not know that thing called Lutheran”? 

In 1522 Martin Luther wrote, “True, by any consideration of body or soul you should never 

say: I am Lutheran, or Papist. For neither of them died for you, or is your master…. But if 

you are convinced that Luther’s teaching is in accord with the Gospel and that the pope’s is 

not, then you should not discard Luther so completely…. It is on account of the teaching that 

they attack you and ask you whether you are Lutheran.”iv It is clear that Luther himself did 

not wish to see his followers use the name Lutheran, but already in 1522 even he recognized 

that at times it might be necessary.  

Historically, we believe, to bear the name ‘Lutheran’ means to embrace and 

believe the pure Gospel. It is, therefore, a truly honorable task to do everything we can to 
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retain our Lutheran identity. And if we don’t retain our Lutheran identity we will find that 

we have simply capitulated to the postmodern, skeptical, unbelieving spirit that denies 

even the possibility of certainty when it comes to truth, faith, and matters of salvation. 

French writer Andre Gide (1869-1951) once said, "Believe those who are seeking the 

truth. Doubt those who find it." From Oct. 20, 2014 Patriot Post If we believe him, we 

will spend all our lives searching for something that cannot be found. This is the 

definition of futility and hopelessness. But it is also the attitude of many so-called 

intellectuals today and it seems to be the rule according to which most Americans live. 

A few years ago, there was a program on the History Channel about the 

thirteenth-century Scottish patriot William Wallace. Toward the end of the program there 

was a discussion of the Mel Gibson movie entitled “Braveheart,” which supposedly 

portrayed the events of Wallace’s life. Knowledgeable historians commented on the 

many inaccuracies in the film. But then the writer of the screenplay came on and said 

this: “I try not to let the facts get in the way of the truth.” Let me repeat that statement. “I 

try not to let the facts get in the way of the truth.” Twenty or thirty years ago I think this 

kind of statement would generally have been seen as shockingly bizarre, as coming from 

somebody who was either a comic or a psychopath. But now, by a large portion of our 

Western culture, ideas like these are seen as wise and enlightened.  

You and I who are Lutheran need to resist this irrational mindset with every fiber 

of our being. Such skepticism leads directly to unbelief. To separate facts from truth is a 

recipe for confusion, uncertainty and doubt. Now this example about Braveheart comes 

from the secular world. But I would like to suggest that there is a similar argument made 

frequently in the theological world and it is one to which people seem particularly 
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vulnerable. It goes like this: “Well, that is actually a matter of interpretation.” Or “You 

have your interpretation of that particular passage or story and we have ours.” I am 

amazed at how often people will accept comments like these as a legitimate response to 

the declaration of the truth. But this comment, “That is a matter of interpretation,” is no 

less skeptical, when applied to the Word of God, than those of the writer of the 

screenplay of Braveheart. When we accept as legitimate the statement, “You have your 

interpretation and I have mine,” a number of things happen: 

1. The importance of biblical doctrine is demeaned. 

2. The clarity of the Bible is called into question.  

3. A thorough study of the actual meaning of biblical texts is short-circuited. 

And most important of all, 

4. We lose something of inestimable value. 

During the rest of the time allotted to me for this presentation today I would like 

to talk about what we lose when we depart from Lutheran doctrine. 

Let’s begin with the Lord’s Supper. Probably in regard to no other teaching do we 

hear more often the mantra, “You have your interpretation; we have ours.” But this 

observation is patently false, when it comes to the teaching of Scripture on the Lord’s 

Supper. Jesus’ words are very easy to understand. In Matthew, Mark and Luke we hear a 

remarkably similar account. In each case Jesus takes bread, breaks it and gives it to His 

disciples. In Matthew he says about the bread: “Take eat; this is my body.” In Mark He 

says about the bread: “Take; this is my body.” In Luke He says about the bread: “This is 

my body.” In 1 Corinthians, the Apostle Paul provides an account of the same event, an 

account which he received directly from Jesus Himself. In Paul’s account, Jesus takes 
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bread, breaks it and gives it to His disciples and says, “This is my body.” There simply is 

no question about what Jesus said concerning the bread He gave to His disciples when He 

instituted the Lord’s Supper: “This is my body.” 

“No, it’s not.” So say the Baptists, the Methodists, the Pentecostalists, the 

Reformed. “That’s just your interpretation. You need to understand what Jesus meant.” 

There is a Doctor Seuss book that I became rather fond of when my children were 

young. It was about Horton the elephant. He’s walking through the jungle one day and a 

bird asks him to come up into the tree and sit on her egg so that she can have just a little 

time off. Horton doesn’t want to do it. He doesn’t like the idea of an elephant in a tree. 

He thinks it will be embarrassing and so on. But the bird is persistent and pleads and 

pleads with him until he finally consents. But before the bird leaves, she makes Horton 

promise that he will not leave her egg unattended until she returns. Then she flies off with 

Horton on the egg. The animals of the jungle come and laugh at him, but he doesn’t 

leave. He responds, “I meant what I said and I said what I meant; an elephant’s faithful 

one hundred percent.” Hunters come and threaten to shoot him, but then decide to take 

him to a circus instead, so they dig up the tree and transport him across the ocean and 

through it all, Horton stays at his post declaring, “I meant what said and I said what I 

meant; an elephant’s faithful one hundred percent.”  

And all the children love Horton. Why? because he says what he means and he 

means what he says. Even little children recognize Horton as honorable, someone to be 

respected because he says what he means and he means what he says. But we are 

supposed to believe the Baptists and the Methodists and the so-called 

nondenominationals who assert that the Son of God cannot do what Horton did. 
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Now if I were to say to you, “This is an orange,” every one of you would know 

what I said and every one of you would know what I meant. You might question my 

mental state, you might not believe me, but you would know what I said and meant.  

There is no question about what Jesus meant. He meant what He said. If even God 

Himself cannot express Himself clearly enough for us to understand what He means, how 

are we to understand any of His Word? 

Now, what do you lose when you reject the Lutheran doctrine on the Lord’s 

Supper? You see, it’s not just a matter of interpretation; it’s a matter of faith. And when 

you do not have faith in the words of Jesus, you lose something. What do you lose? Not 

just His body, but also that which His body was crucified to bring you. You lose the 

forgiveness of sins. In Matthew Jesus says, “This is my blood of the New Testament 

poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” In Luke Jesus says, “This is my blood 

of the testament which is poured out for many.” When you lose the body and blood of 

Jesus in the Lord’s Supper, you also lose what they bring you, namely the forgiveness of 

sins and, as Luther says in his Small Catechism, “where there is forgiveness of sins, there 

is also life and salvation.” 

A number of years ago, I served as chairman of our Synod’s Colloquy 

Committee. I was responsible for arranging interviews with pastors who wished to leave 

their church bodies and become pastors in the Missouri Synod. One of the applicants was 

a pastor in the Reformed Church in America. In one of my questions to him, I pointed out 

that in his church people do not attend the Lord’s Supper to receive the body and blood of 

Jesus or to receive the forgiveness of sins. He agreed. “Why then do they go?” I asked 

him. “It is a pious act of obedience out of love for Jesus,” was his answer. So in the 
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Reformed Church in America, and this is true of all Reformed churches, the Sacrament of 

the Altar has been transformed from a gift of God’s grace in which He gives us the 

forgiveness of sins, into a pious human act of obedience. Such behavior is not only 

supremely obnoxious since it determines to change what God has established. It also 

completely perverts the Sacrament as it transforms something God does for us into 

something we do for God. Gospel has become law, third use of the Law, but law 

nevertheless. And look what we lose. God’s people are deprived of their inheritance; they 

have been deprived of grace and forgiveness. 

When you go to the Lord’s Supper, the pastor does not just place the body of 

Jesus in your mouth. That is certainly miracle enough. But he also gives you the 

forgiveness of all your sins and the gift of eternal life. And when you reject the Lutheran 

position, you don’t just have a different interpretation of Jesus’ words. You lose the gifts 

our Lord has placed in this sacrament.  

Now, does this mean that those who misinterpret Jesus’ words regarding the 

Lord’s Supper cannot be saved? No, it doesn’t mean that. But it does mean that within the 

context of the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, they have transformed the sacrament 

from a divine institution, bringing priceless gifts, into a worthless human work and have 

lost everything our Lord wants to give them. This is not just a difference of interpretation. 

Now, what happens when people reject the Lutheran doctrine of Baptism? Again, 

they lose priceless gifts. Luther asks in his Small Catechism, “What benefits does 

Baptism give?” He answers his question with these words, “It works forgiveness of sins, 

delivers from death and the devil and gives eternal salvation to all who believe this, as the 

words and promises of God declare.” And there is no question that the words of God 
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declare this. Again, this is not a matter of interpretation. God’s Word is as clear as it can 

be concerning the blessings of Baptism. In Acts 22 Paul is preaching to the Jews in 

Jerusalem. In his sermon he tells them about his own Baptism. “Why do you wait?” he 

asked by Ananias. “Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins.” (Acts 22:16) Paul 

writes to the Romans, “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ 

Jesus were baptized into His death?” (Romans 6:3)  What was the purpose of Jesus’ 

death? Was it not to wash away our sins – all of them? And you have been baptized into 

His death. Pick the method of Baptism you prefer. Immersion? You have been immersed 

in His death. Pouring? His death has been poured all over you. In either case, your sins 

are forgiven. That’s why He died. And you have been baptized into His death. Your 

Baptism is an absolution for all your sins.  

In Galatians Paul writes, “As many of you as have been baptized into Christ, have 

put on Christ.” (Gal. 3:27) If you have put on Christ and your Father in Heaven, when He 

looks at you sees Christ, you are forgiven. In his Pentecost sermon Peter makes it about 

as clear as it can be. “Repent and be baptized every one of you for the forgiveness of your 

sins and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit for the promise is unto you and to 

your children.” (Acts 2:38-39) Not only are your sins forgiven but you receive the gift of 

the Holy Spirit in Baptism! No wonder Peter writes later in one of his epistles, “Baptism 

now saves you.” (1 Peter 3:21) “Where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and 

salvation.” Luther didn’t make that up. He got it from the Apostle Peter.   

Today most American so-called Evangelicals deny that in Baptism we receive the 

forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit. Most American Evangelicals believe 

that Baptism is a dedication to God or a commitment to God or an act of pious obedience 
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to God’s command. In short, most American Evangelicals believe that Baptism is not an 

institution of God in which He bestows the gifts of forgiveness and life. It is a work we 

do to make God happy. But when Baptism no longer focuses on what God does for us 

and becomes instead a sign of our obedience to Him, these precious gifts are lost and 

God’s people are deprived of His grace.  

This is not simply a matter of interpretation. It is the difference between Law and 

Gospel and it is a matter of faith. The words of Scripture that teach the forgiveness of sins 

in Baptism are clear. The question is not, “What is your interpretation of them?” The 

question is, “Do you believe them?”  

Do you know what you lose if you don’t? If Baptism is indeed a human work, there 

is no forgiveness of sins there. Make it the most pious human work we can perform, there is 

no forgiveness of sins there. “By grace are you saved.” Not by works! 

My dear Lutherans, this is not a matter of interpretation. It is the difference between 

Law and Gospel. If Baptism is God’s work, we receive grace and forgiveness and life. If it is 

our work, it gets us nothing; on the contrary, we lose all the gifts God would give us in this 

sacrament. We lose forgiveness and life and salvation.  

Now someone might argue that Baptism still does its work even if the person does 

not believe. In other words, unbelief does not invalidate Baptism. And I won’t argue with 

that. But the person who denies the benefits of Baptism has no comfort from this sacrament; 

he hears no Gospel message. And he is under the dangerous delusion that he has done 

something good for God whereas precisely the opposite is true.  The difference between the 

Lutheran, Scriptural doctrine of Baptism and that of most American Evangelicals should not 

be trivialized by calling it a difference in interpretation. It is not a difference of 
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interpretation; it is the difference between faith in the Word of God and rejection of the 

Word of God. 

 
What do you lose when you lose Lutheranism? Those who reject the Scriptural 

and Lutheran teaching on Baptism deny to infants and children God’s grace, His 

forgiveness and life. Those who reject the Scriptural and Lutheran teaching on the Lord’s 

Supper deny to adults God’s grace, His forgiveness and life.  

Now can people who hold a non-Lutheran position on the sacraments be saved? 

Yes, but it is dangerous. It is dangerous to deprive people of God’s grace. It is dangerous 

to ignore the words of Christ and His apostles. It is very dangerous to drain Jesus’ 

sacraments of the rich gifts He has placed in them and to substitute for these riches the 

barren and useless rag of a human work. 

We’re running out of time so I am going to continue some of the themes I have 

introduced in this presentation in the next two presentations, namely our commitment to 

eternal truths that can be known and revealed, the rejection of an approach to Scripture 

that simply makes everything a matter of interpretation and what we lose when we lose 

Lutheran doctrine. 

Let’s conclude today with a question: Are you embarrassed to call yourself a 

Lutheran? C. F. W. Walther was not embarrassed to say, that the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church is the true visible church of God on earth.v He was not thereby saying that only 

Lutherans are saved. God forbid! In the same essay in which he declared the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church to be the true church of God on earth, he distinguishes between the 

Visible Church, the church which can be known by its public proclamation, and the 

Invisible Church, which are the people who believe in Jesus. He says clearly, “The 
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evangelical Lutheran Church is not the one holy Christian Church outside of which there 

is not salvation.”vi So what is Walther trying to say with his thesis? By identifying the 

Lutheran Church with the true visible church all Walther is trying to say is that the 

confession, the doctrine of the Lutheran Church and that of the Bible, God’s Word, are 

identical. They coincide. To the degree you reject what the Lutheran Church teaches, to 

the same degree you reject what the Bible teaches. And to the same degree you confess 

what the Lutheran Church confesses with its slogans of Scripture alone, Grace alone, 

Faith alone, Christ alone – to the same degree you are confessing the truths of God’s 

Word. My fellow Lutherans, this is not something to be proud of as though you and I had 

accomplished something wonderful. No, the faith we have is a gift from God, a gift of 

His grace. The confession we have comes from Him, from His inerrant Word. We will 

not boast of any of our accomplishments, but we will rejoice in God’s kindness and grace 

to the Lutheran Church and we will confess together with the Margrave of Brandenburg. 

“I do not hesitate nor am I timid to call myself Lutheran.  And in this sense I am and may 

I remain a Lutheran all my life.”vii Lutheran for this moment and Lutheran all my life! 

By Rev. Daniel Preus 
January, 2015 

Soli Deo Gloria 
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