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Introduction
To The Augsburg Confession

Imagine the drama as the meeting in
Augsburg, Germany, was about to begin.
The date was June 25, 1530. Philipp Melanch-
thon, on behalf of the reformers, had draft-
ed the document we now know as the Augs-
burg Confession. Martin Luther, probably
pacing the floor as he waited for word of
what happened, was hidden away in Coberg
Castle 60 miles away. Being under censure
of the church and ban of empire, Luther
was in danger of losing life or liberty. The
reformers read their document to Charles V,
the secular ruler of the Holy Roman Empire,
and to the assembled dignitaries.

This course takes a closer look both at
the story behind the Augsburg Confession
and at the contents of the first 21 articles.

The Augsburg Confession is divided into
two parts. The first deals with doctrines
(Articles 1-21) and the second with abuses
in the life of the church which the reform-
ers were correcting (Articles 22-28). The
first six articles summarize teachings about
God, original sin, Jesus Christ, justifica-
tion, the ministry, and new life. The next
large block of articles (7-15) primarily deal
with the church, and the last six doctrinal
articles (16-21) take up specific points such
as free will, good works, the last judgment,
and the saints.

Throughout all of the articles, the heart of
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. . . through
Christ God freely
forgives sinners,
accepts them as
righteous,
Jjustifies them,
and gives them
eternal life.
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the gospel comes through: through Christ
God freely forgives sinners, accepts them as
righteous, justifies them, and gives them
eternal life. This grace is received by faith
alone; it cannot be earned in any way.

The Augsburg Confession is the first and
oldest of a number of confessional docu-
ments produced during the Reformation. A
product of turbulent times, the Confession
is a fundamental declaration of the faith of
the Lutheran church. The tone of the Augs-
burg Confession is friendly and conciliatory
because at the time, the reformers still held
out hope that their adversaries might be
persuaded by what was said if they could
hear it clearly stated. The Augsburg Confes-
sion was not intended to be sectarian, but
rather was meant to address the faith of all
Christians.

Occasionally readers will notice a refer-
ence to the “Unaltered Augsburg Confes-
sion,” that is, the one written in 1530 and
the focus of this course’s study. In the years
that followed, Melanchthon undertook ex-
tensive revisions of the Confession, and the
1540 edition is the one that is usually
called the Variata, or altered edition. When
Lutheran groups or individuals want people
to know that they are subscribing to the
original Augsburg Confession, they state
clearly that they mean the unaltered edi-
tion.

The Augsburg Confession has proved its
ability to continue to call the Lutheran
church back to a true understanding of it-
self and the gospel. Today, when we are sur-
rounded by so many religious teachings and
movements, the confession can serve as a
beacon of light, showing us where the truth
is and pointing out the dangers when we
move away from it. That is where the signif-
icance of the Augsburg Confession in the
life of the Lutheran church lies: its teach-
ings continue to speak to us today and be a
faithful exposition of the gospel.



1 AUGSBURG CONFESSION

: AN OVERVIEW

JConfessing

Jesus . . . asked his disciples, “Who do
people say that the Son of Man is?” And
they said, “Some say John the Baptist, but
others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or
one of the prophets.” He said to them, “But
who do you say that [ am?” Simon Peter an-
swered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of
the living God” (Matthew 16:13-16).

To be a Christian is to be challenged to an-
swer Jesus’ question—Who do you say that
[ am?” It is of the very essence of Christian-
ity to give witness to our faith, to respond
to the amazing graciousness of God who
gives us salvation. As Paul wrote to the Ro-
man Christians, “If you confess with your
lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your
heart that God raised him from the dead,
you will be saved” (Romans 10:9). To be a
Christian is to confess Christ. Like Peter,
Christians are encountered by Christ, in
Scripture and sacraments, and asked to an-
swer: Who is this Jesus of Nazareth? Why is
Jesus of significance for my life? So what
difference does Jesus—might Jesus—make
for my, or anyone'’s life?

People
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Who do you say
that I am?
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People of the Way

Faced with such questions, the early
Christians formulated various creeds and
confessional statements. Jesus is Lord!
Jesus is the Christ, God’s Son our Savior!
Sometimes their confession appeared in the
garb of hymns and liturgical responses. Co-
lossians 1:15-20 is believed to be such a
hymn from the early church. Gradually, in
response to differing historical situations
and many different challenges and invita-
tions, longer and more detailed confessions
were developed by the church. Three of
these remain authoritative for us today: The
Nicene Creed (from the fourth century),
Athanasian Creed (fifth or sixth century),
and the Apostles’ Creed (earliest form, third
century).

The early Christians did not understand
confession as the mere reciting or memoriz-
ing of words in church. They knew they
were to be living confessions themselves,
bearing Christ to the world through their
deeds as well as their words. Even their
enemies and detractors, who in derision
called them a “people of the way,” noticed
this. Christians were a people whose life-
style—the way they lived, the decisions they
confronted, the commitments they chose,
the battles they fought—proclaimed their
faith. Orthodoxy (correct teaching) mani-
fested itself in orthopraxy (correct living).
So to confess “Jesus is Lord” necessarily
meant the dethroning of all false lords from
their lives—status, wealth, power. Confess-
ing meant that their lives spoke, walked,
breathed, gave witness to the truth that
there is one, and only one, Lord—dJesus the
Christ, whose invitation to the church is
“Follow me, I am the way, the truth, and the
life.” Throughout the centuries, the people
of the way have followed.

Luther’s Confession
In the sixteenth century Martin Luther
and his supporters were among those who



sought to walk the way of faithfulness. In

doing so, however, they began to realize a

need for “road repairs.” In some places the
path was dusty; the witness to Christ was
not as clear as it could be.

In other places on that road of faithful
discipleship, ruts had developed and follow-
ers were stuck in them. For example, the
doctrine that humanity must cooperate
with God in achieving salvation (rather
than receiving salvation as a free gift) left
many, including Luther for a time, strug-
gling to build ladders to heaven. But as he
read Scripture, Luther began to discover a
discrepancy between the way the church of
his day was heading and the way Jesus
called the disciples to follow. Luther found
that the church of his day had perverted
the nature of the gospel and was hopelessly
entangled in a web of worldly affairs. It had
been seduced by politics, business, financ-
es, and entertainment, and gave little of its
attention, energy, and talents to proclaim-
ing and living the gospel.

Ultimately Luther felt compelled to speak.
On Oct. 31, 1517, he posted his Ninety-five
Theses on the door of the castle church in
Wittenberg. The first thesis reads, “When
our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said ‘Re-
pent,” he willed the entire life of believers to
be one of repentance” (LW 31:25). To repent
(Greek: metanoia) means to change direc-
tion, to turn around. When one is headed
in the wrong direction, the call to repent is
like a warning sign at the edge of a cliff.
Stop! Turn around right now! This is the
wrong way! The call to repent does not,
however, just leave one standing on the
edge, either of a cliff or of life, but one is
turned and sent on the way by the call of
Jesus: “Come to me . . . | am the way.”

In challenging the church to stop and lis-
ten anew to the gospel of Jesus Christ and
live accordingly, Luther had absolutely no
intention of breaking away from the Roman
Catholic church. In fact, he could imagine

“I ask that men make
no reference to my name;
let them call themselves
Christians, not Lutherans.
What is Luther? After all,
the teaching is not mine.
Neither was I crucified for
anyone. St. Paul, in 1
Corinthians 3:22, would
not allow Christians to
call themselves Pauline or
Petrine, but Christian.
How then should I—poor
stinking maggot-fodder
that I am—come to have
men call the children of
Christ by my wretched
name? Not so, my dear
Jriends; let us abolish all
party names and call
ourselves Christians, after
him whose teaching we
hold.”

(LW 45:70-71)




nothing worse than the creation of a new
church and rival church bodies. What he
desired, and felt compelled by his vocation
as a pastor and theologian in the church to
insist upon, was reform of the one, holy,
catholic, and apostolic church—a reform
empowered and guided by Scripture. Luth-
er's whole concern was that the church live
up to its God-given task—proclaiming the
gospel purely and clearly, the gospel (good
news) that God gave his Son for our salva-
tion.

Certainly not all agreed with Luther, espe-
cially Pope Leo X, who in 1520 excommuni-
cated Luther from the Roman Catholic
church, and the Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V, who declared Luther an outlaw
in 1521. Nevertheless, many joined their
voices with Luther in calling for the reform
of the church.

But why would anyone risk so much?
Couldn’t they have just held on to their reli-
gious beliefs quietly and privately? No, for
many the issue at stake was salvation itself.
Luther and his supporters wanted people to
know their Savior; who freely and uncondi-
tionally saves sinners.

The Confession at Augsburg

Charles V, secular ruler of the Holy Ro-
man Empire, was forced to act. On one
hand he sought to defend his land from for-
eign invaders, and on the other he sought
peace within his empire. This became in-
creasingly difficult as some citizens em-
braced Luther’s teachings and others reject-
ed them as heretical (teachings contrary to
the church). Charles’s very empire was a
house divided, with Lutherans and other re-
form movements splitting away from the
Roman Catholic Church. Somehow the reli-
gious dissension in his land had to find res-
olution. Charles had a choice: either legally
suppress the Lutherans or grant them legal
rights and status. In other words, either a
“search and destroy” policy or a “live and let
live” policy had to be implemented.



On Jan. 21, 1530, Charles invited all gov-
erning officials of the empire to a diet (gen-
eral meeting) in Augsburg, Germany, in or-
der to: “. . . allay divisions, to cease
hostility, to surrender past errors to our
Saviour, and to display diligence in hearing,
understanding, and considering with love
and kindness the opinions and views of
everybody . . . so that we all may adopt and
hold one single and true religion; and may
all live in one communion, church, and uni-
ty, even as we all live and do battle under
one Christ” (Quoted in Lutheranism by Eric
W. Gritsch and Robert W. Jenson, copyright
© 1976 Fortress Press).

John Frederick of the district of Saxony
(which included Wittenberg) asked the Lu-
theran theologians to prepare a confession
of faith. What do Lutherans believe? Why
are they willing to risk their life, goods, and
honor for it? Philipp Melanchthon, a profes-
sor at the University of Wittenberg along
with Luther, was given the task of soliciting
and listening to various views and then
drafting a document.

In April 1530 John Frederick, Philipp Me-
lanchthon, and other theologians and gov-
ernment officials set out for the diet. Be-
cause he was still under censure of church
and ban of empire, and so at risk of life and
liberty, Luther stayed at the Coburg Castle,
60 miles distant from Augsburg.

All the while, Melanchthon continued to
revise and shape the Augsburg Confession.
In fact, even as late as the night before its
presentation, he was revising and editing
the text. He wanted every statement, every
sentence, every clause to be a clear state-
ment of Lutheran theology. At 3 .M. on
June 25, 1530, it was time for Melanchthon
to put down his pen and for Chancellor
Brueck of Saxony to stand before Charles V
and the imperial court and read the Augs-
burg Confession.

This Augsburg Confession was the voice
of a renewal movement within the catholic
church giving answer to Jesus’ question,
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Philipp Melanchthon was
the professor of Greek at
the University of
Wittenberg. In 1519 he
earned a degree in
theology but was never
ordained, insisting that he
was not called to Word
and sacrament ministry.
In 1530 he composed
the Augsburg Confession
and then in 1531 the
Apology (the defense) of
the Augsburg Confession,
both of which demonstrate
Melanchthon’s abilities as
a scholar and faithfulness
as a churchman.
Throughout his life he
was a coworker with
Luther, but not his puppet,
in leading the reform
movement. Often it was
Melanchthon who
represented Lutheranism
before various political
and church assemblies,
because Luther was
wanted dead or alive as a
condemned heretic.

“I have read Master
Philipp’s Apologia (the
Augsburg Confession) and
it pleases me very much. I
know of nothing to
improve or change in it
and that would not be
appropriate anyway, for I
cannot tread so softly and
gently as he.”

(Author’s translation of
Weimar edition of Luther’s
works, Briefe 5, No. 1568,

319-320)




“Who do you say that [ am?” The Confes-
sion answers: “We receive forgiveness of sin
and become righteous before God by grace,
for Christ’s sake, through faith” (Article 4).
The Augsburg Confession is a bold, clear
statement of the Lutheran confessors’ con-
viction that the story of Jesus told in Scrip-
ture is absolutely true!”

The Augsburg Confession:
Evangelical Witness

Frequently referred to as a symbolical
(confessional) book, the Augsburg Confes-
sion is not an end in itself but bears wit-
ness to the Holy Scriptures. To the ques-
tion, “Can we believe the Augsburg
Confession?” we must ask, “Does it agree
with the scriptural revelation of God'’s sav-
ing event for us in Jesus Christ?” At Augs-
burg, the confessors answered in the affir-
mative: the Confession was in agreement
with Scripture. Contemporary Lutheranism
affirms this as well. “This church accepts
the Unaltered Augsburg Confession as a
true witness to the Gospel, acknowledging
as one with it in faith and doctrine all
churches that likewise accept the teachings
of the Unaltered Augsburg Confession”
(ELCA Constitution 2:05).

As evangelical (gospel) witness, the Augs-
burg Confession directs us to speak and live
in such a way that our lives proclaim the
truth of God'’s gracious love for all creation.
The Confession proclaims that God’s love is
unconditional (because God gives it to us as
a gift) and is not dependent upon us—our
decision or indecision, morality or immoral-
ity, or our achievements, merits, or skills.

The Augsburg Confession:
Catholic Heritage

The Augsburg Confession was not the
“latest model” doctrine newly devised by the
Lutheran confessors in 1530. Rather, it re-
flects the heritage of the church rooted in
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“This is just about a
summary of the doctrines
that are preached and
taught in our churches for
proper Christian
instruction, the
consolation of
consciences, and the
amendment of believers.
Certainly we should not
wish to put our own souls
and consciences in grave
peril before God by
misusing his name or
Word, nor should we wish
to bequeath to our
children and posterity any
other teaching than that
which agrees with the
pure Word of God and
Christian truth . . . this
teaching is grounded
clearly on the Holy
Scriptures.”

(BC 47.1)




Scripture, the apostolic teachings, the wis-
dom and guidance of the early church theo-
logian and teachers, and the example of our
forefathers and foremothers in the faith. To
say that we have an apostolic and catholic
(universal) heritage is to say that as a
church we share the message and mission
of the Christian church of all time and plac-
es. As we might point out the heritage of a
family member by saying “You have the eyes
of your grandmother,” so in the church we
might observe, “You speak the same mes-
sage as the apostles spoke.” This is what is
meant by the catholic heritage or legacy of
the Lutheran tradition.

In the sixteenth century the reformers re-
peatedly affirmed their catholic heritage:
“We have introduced nothing, either in doc-
trine or in ceremonies, that is contrary to
Holy Scripture or the universal Christian
church” (BC 95.5). Claiming to witness to
the right, pure, and original faith of the
one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church,
the Augsburg Confession was never intend-
ed as the private property of Lutherans. It
can never be “ours” alone; it is the common
property of God’s church.

The Augsburg Confession:
Ecumenical Vision

Faithfulness to the gospel calls us to work
diligently for the oneness of God’s church.
Jesus prayed “that they may be one, as we
are one” (John 17:22). Because Charles V’s
summons sounded conciliatory, Melan-
chthon and the reformers drafted the Augs-
burg Confession to reflect their hope for di-
alogue and ultimate reconciliation between
Lutherans and Roman Catholics. That, of
course, did not happen in the sixteenth
century. But this does not cloud the ecu-
menical commitment and vision of the
Augsburg Confession (see Article 7). The
church is already one because its Lord is
one. Today we need to work toward realiz-
ing that unity among the various Christian
denominations.
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The Augsburg Confession:
Reforming Commitment

The Augsburg Confession calls the church
to be reformed and renewed by the gospel of
the risen, victorious Lord, which is always a
living Word. It addresses all times, places,
and spaces with the incredible truth that
our sins are forgiven through Jesus Christ,
and that righteousness and eternal life are
given to us. The cross and empty tomb are
God's declaration that our destiny and the
meaning of our lives belong with God. The
Augsburg Confession commits us to pro-
claim the truth boldly and clearly—as well
as to listen both boldly and clearly. It is to
allow God’s Word to shape our messages,
traditions, rituals, and lives. Where God'’s
Word lives there will invariably be some sur-
prises, some reforming along the way.

The Augsburg Confession: Enduring Power
Worldwide Lutheranism continues to af-
firm the Augsburg Confession as a standard

for worship, doctrine, and piety. But truly
one must ask how a document written in a
time of castles, counts, and a common
Christendom can still be relevant in a time
of computers, condominiums, and compet-
ing denominations. Because the Confession
was shaped by specific historic conditions,
we simply cannot accept all of its content,
expressions, and worldview as eternally val-
id. It is, after all, a sixteenth-century docu-
ment. At the same time we cannot simply
send the Augsburg Confession to a museum
as if it were an irrelevant artifact. The Con-
fession is no more irrelevant than the gos-
pel to which it bears witness. Its enduring
significance is its faithful witness to the
gospel of Jesus Christ, which called the
church in 1530 and calls us today to be
evangelical, catholic, ecumenical, and re-
forming. What does this mean?
Evangelical or gospel-centered: This
means that we are a church committed to
Scripture’s testimony of Jesus Christ.
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® Catholic (universal heritage): This means
that as we proclaim that gospel our voices
blend with Christians throughout the cen-
turies who have witnessed in truth and
deed to what God has done in Jesus Christ.
® Ecumenical: This means that we see and
recognize as brothers and sisters in the
Christian faith all who faithfully proclaim
the gospel regardless of race, nation, or
denomination.

® Reforming: This means that we are open
to be surprised by God’s continued presence
and work in our midst.

Indeed, the Augsburg Confession is au-
thoritative and instructive for us today be-
cause it confesses the gospel—the way
things are, not the way we hope they will
be—since God raised Jesus from the dead.
To subscribe to the Augsburg Confession
means to be committed to its vision of an
evangelical, catholic, ecumenical, and re-
forming church.
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“This church confesses
the Gospel, recorded in
the Holy Scriptures and
confessed in the
ecumenical creeds and
Lutheran confessional
writings, as the power of
God to create and sustain
the Church for God’s
mission in the world.”

(ELCA Constitution 2:07)







