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Concerning the Holy Ministry or the Pastoral Office
1
 

 

THESIS I 

The holy ministry, or the pastoral office, is an office distinct from the priestly office, which 

belongs to all believers. 

THESIS II 

The ministry, or the pastoral office, is not a human ordinance, but an office established by God 

Himself. 

THESIS III 

The ministry of preaching is not an arbitrary office, but its character is such that the Church has 

been commanded to establish it and is ordinarily bound to it till the end of days. 

THESIS IV 

The ministry of preaching is not a peculiar order, set up over and against the common estate of 

Christians, and holier than the latter, like the priesthood of the Levites, but it is an office of 

service. 

THESIS V 

The ministry of preaching has the authority to preach the Gospel and to administer the 

Sacraments and the authority of a spiritual tribunal. 

THESIS VI 

The ministry of preaching is conferred by God through the congregation, as holder of all church 

power, or of the keys, and by its call, as prescribed by God. The ordination of those called, with 

the laying on of hands, is not by divine institution but is an apostolic church ordinance and merely 

a public, solemn confirmation of the call. 

THESIS VII 

The holy ministry is the authority conferred by God through the congregation, as holder of the 

priesthood and of all church power, to administer in public office the common rights of the 

spiritual priesthood in behalf of all. 

THESIS VIII 

The ministry is the highest office in the Church, from which, as its stem, all other offices of the 

Church issue. 

THESIS IX 

Reverence and unconditional obedience is due to the ministry of preaching when the preacher is 

ministering the Word of God. However, the preacher may not dominate over the Church; he has, 

accordingly, no right to make new laws, to arrange indifferent matters and ceremonies arbitrarily, 

and to impose and execute excommunication alone, without a previous verdict of the entire 

congregation. 

THESIS X 

According to divine right the function of passing judgment on doctrine belongs indeed to the 

ministry of preaching. However, also the laymen have this right, and for this reason they also 

have a seat and vote with the preachers in church courts and councils. 

                                                           
1
C.F.W. Walther (Translated by J.T. Mueller), Church and Ministry (Kirche und Amt), St. Louis: Concordia 

Publishing House, 1987, p21-23. 
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THESIS I 
 

The holy ministry, or the pastoral office, is an office distinct from the priestly 

office, which belongs to all believers. 

 

Scripture Proof
2
 

 

Although Holy Scripture attests that all believing Christians are priests (1 Peter 2:9; Rev. 1:6; 5:10), it 
at the same time teaches very expressly that in the church there is an office to teach, feed, and rule, 
which Christians by virtue of their general calling as Christians do not possess. For thus it is written: "Are all 
apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers?" (1 Cor. 12:29). Again: "How shall they preach unless they are 
sent?" (Rom. 10:15). Or: "My brethren, let not many of you become teachers, knowing that we shall 
receive a stricter judgment" (James 3:1). 
 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 
 

Augsburg Confession: "Concerning church government it is taught that no one should publicly teach or 
preach in the church or administer the sacraments without a proper call" (Art. XIV; German text, 
Triglot, p. 48). 

 

 

For Discussion 

 

1 Peter 2:9 

• Read 1 Peter 2:1-8.  In 1 Peter 2:9, what is the ‘action’ of the ‘chosen generation,’ ‘royal 

priesthood,’ ‘holy nation,’ and ‘His own special people’?  Note esp. v5.  Consider the related 

reference of Exodus 19:5-6. 

• Read Romans 12:1.  Reflect on what priests did in the Old Testament and how Christ 

fulfilled the Priesthood by offering Himself once and for all--Hebrews 3:1ff; 4:14-15; 5:1ff; 

8:1ff 

• In what way do God’s people now ‘offer sacrifices’?  What kind?  What is the distinction 

between the sacrifices we offer to God and Christ’s? 

 
1 Corinthians 12:29 

• Read v28.  Who appoints the various members to be where they are to be?  How is this 

important? (See also Ephesians 4:7-16—here note esp. v12-14 as to ‘why’ God gave as He 

had/does) 

• What seems to be the point Paul is trying to make with reference to the different ‘offices’?  Is  

 
Romans 10:15 

• Read also v14 and v17.  Reflect on these words in light of Jesus’ words, John 20:21 & 

Matthew 28:16-20 (To whom was Jesus directly speaking?  Were all who believed Jesus with 

Him when He said these things?  Does it matter?) 

                                                           
2
 Ibid., 161. 
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THESIS II 

 

The ministry, or the pastoral office, is not a human ordinance, but an office 

established by God Himself. 

 

 

 Scripture Proof
3
 

 

The fact that the ministry of the Word or the ministry [Amt] of the New Testament is not a human 

institution or an ecclesiastical contrivance but a work of divine wisdom and an office established by 

God Himself is evident from the following: 
 

In the first place, from the predictions of the prophets that God Himself would give to the church of 

the New Testament pastors or teachers: "The Lord gave the Word; great was the company of those who 

proclaimed it" (Ps. 68:11). "I will give you shepherds according to My heart, who will feed you with 

knowledge and understanding" (Jer. 3:15). "Be glad then, you children of Zion, and rejoice in the, Lord 

your God, for He has given you the teacher of righteousness", (Joel 2:23; alternate reading). 
 

In the second place, the divine institution of the holy ministry is evident from the call of the holy 

apostles into the ministry of the Word by the Son of God according to Matt. 10; 28:18-20; Luke 9:1-10; 

Mark 16:15; John 20:21-23; 21:15-17 ("Feed My sheep"), as well as from the call of the 70 disciples in 

Luke 10:1-22. 
 

In the third place, the divine character of the ministry of the Gospel is evident from all passages in 

which those called mediately are represented as having been called by God Himself: "Therefore take 

heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd 

the church of God which He purchased with His own blood" (Acts 20:28). "God has appointed these in the 

church: first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, 

administrations, varieties of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Are all workers 

of miracles?" (1 Cor. 12:28-29). "He Himself (Christ) gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some 

evangelists, and some pastors and teachers" (Eph. 4:11). 
 

In the fourth place, the divine institution of the holy ministry is evident from the fact that the holy 

apostles place themselves on an equal footing with the servants of the church who were called me-

diately as their co-laborers in the ministry: "The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow 

elder" (1 Peter 5:1). Compare also 2 John 1; 3 John 1, where John calls himself presbyter or elder; also 

Col. 4:7, where Paul calls Tychicus his fellow servant; also Phil. 2:25, where Paul calls Epaphroditus his 

fellow worker and fellow soldier, as well as the apostle of the Philippians ["your messenger"]; finally 1 

Cor. 4:1; 1:1, where Paul calls himself and Sosthenes servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of 

God. 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Ibid., 177-178. 
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Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 

 

AUGSBURG CONFESSION, V. [THE OFFICE OF THE MINISTRY]
4
 

1
 To obtain such faith God instituted the office of the ministry, that is, provided the Gospel 

and the sacraments. 
2
 Through these, as through means, he gives the Holy Spirit, who works 

faith, when and where he pleases, in those who hear the Gospel. 
3
 And the Gospel teaches that 

we have a gracious God, not by our own merits but by the merit of Christ, when we believe this. 
4
 Condemned are the Anabaptists and others

5
 who teach that the Holy Spirit comes to us through our own 

preparations, thoughts, and works without the external word of the Gospel. (1-4) 

 

 

 

FORMULA OF CONCORD, XI. OF GOD’S ETERNAL ELECTION 

 
(28
 Hence if we want to consider our eternal election to salvation profitably, we must by all 

means cling rigidly and firmly to the fact that as the proclamation of repentance extends over all 

men (Luke 24:47), so also does the promise of the Gospel. Therefore Christ has commanded to 

preach “repentance and forgiveness of sins in his name among all nations.” For God “loved the 

world” and gave to it his only begotten Son (John 3:16). Christ has taken away the sin of the 

world (John 1:29); he has given his flesh “for the life of the world” (John 6:51); his blood is “the 

propitiation for the whole world’s” sin (1 John 1:7; 2:2). Christ declares, “Come unto me, all 

who are heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). “God has included all men under 

disobedience so that he might have mercy on all” (Rom. 11:32). “The Lord is not wishing that 

any should perish, but that all should turn to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). “He is simultaneously one 

Lord of all, rich toward all who call upon him” (Rom. 10:12). Righteousness “comes through 

faith in Christ to all and on all who believe” (Rom. 3:22). “This is the will of the Father, that all 

who believe on Christ should have eternal life” 
(tr-1073)

 (John 6:40). It is Christ’s command that all 

in common to whom repentance is preached should also have this promise of the Gospel 

proclaimed to them (Luke 24:47; Mark 16:15).) 
29
 And we should not regard this call of God 

which takes place through the preaching of the Word as a deception, but should know certainly 

that God reveals his will in this way, and that in those whom he thus calls he will be 

efficaciously active through the Word so that they may be illuminated, converted, and saved. For 

the Word through which we are called is a ministry of the Spirit — “which gives the Spirit” (2 

Cor. 3:8) and a “power of God” to save (Rom. 1:16). And because the Holy Spirit wills to be 

efficacious through the Word, to strengthen us, and to give us power and ability, it is God’s will 

that we should accept the Word, believe and obey it. (28-29) 
 

 

 

FORMULA OF CONCORD, SOLID DECLARATION, XII. OF OTHER FACTIONS AND SECTS 

 
28
 We reject and condemn these errors… 

30
 2. That the ministry of the church, the Word proclaimed and heard, is not a means whereby 

God the Holy Spirit teaches men the saving knowledge of Christ, conversion, repentance, and 

faith or works new obedience in them. (28, 30) 
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THE SMALCALD ARTICLES, TREATISE ON THE POWER AND PRIMACY OF THE POPE 

Testimony of the Scriptures 

 
9
 2. According to John 20:21 Christ sent his disciples out as equals, without discrimination, 

when he said, “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.” He sent out each one 

individually, he said, in the same way in which he had himself been sent. Wherefore he granted 

to none a prerogative or lordship over the rest. 

 
10
 3. In Gal. 2:2, 6 Paul plainly asserts that he was neither ordained nor confirmed by Peter, 

nor does he acknowledge Peter as one from whom confirmation should be sought. From this fact 

he expressly argues that his call did not depend on the authority of Peter. But he should have 

acknowledged Peter as his superior if Peter had been his superior by divine right. He says, 

however, that he at once preached the Gospel without consulting Peter. “What they were who 

were reputed to be something,” he says, “makes no difference to me” and again, “Those who 

were of repute added nothing to me” (Gal. 2:6). 
(tr-507)

 Since Paul clearly testifies that he did not 

desire to seek confirmation from Peter, even after he had come to him, he teaches that the 

authority of the ministry depends on the Word of God, that Peter was not superior to the other 

apostles, and that ordination or confirmation was not to be sought from Peter alone. (9-10) 
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THESIS III 

 

The ministry of preaching is not an arbitrary office, but its character is such 

that the Church has been commanded to establish it and is ordinarily bound to it 

till the end of days. 

 

Scripture Proof 

 

 

 

 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 

 

XXVIII. THE POWER OF BISHOPS 

 
1
 Many and various things have been written in former times about the power of bishops, and 

some have improperly confused the power of bishops with the temporal sword. 
2
 Out of this 

careless confusion many serious wars, tumults, and uprisings have resulted because the bishops, 

under pretext of the power given them by Christ, have not only introduced new forms of worship 

and burdened consciences with reserved cases
1
 and violent use of the ban, but have also 

presumed to set up and depose kings 
(tr-85)

 and emperors according to their pleasure. 
3
 Such 

outrage has long since been condemned by learned and devout people in Christendom. 
4
 On this 

account our teachers have been compelled, for the sake of comforting consciences, to point out 

the difference between spiritual and temporal power, sword, and authority, and they have taught 

that because of God’s command both authorities and powers are to be honored and esteemed 

with all reverence as the two highest gifts of God on earth. 
5
 Our teachers assert that according to the Gospel the power of keys or the power of bishops 

is a power and command of God to preach the Gospel, to forgive and retain sins, and to 

administer and distribute the sacraments. 
6
 For Christ sent out the apostles with this command, 

“As the Father has sent me, even so I send you. Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins 

of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (John 20:21-23). 
8
 This power of keys or of bishops is used and exercised only by teaching and preaching the 

Word of God and by administering the sacraments (to many persons or to individuals, depending 

on one’s calling). In this way are imparted no bodily but eternal things and gifts, namely, eternal 
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righteousness, the Holy Spirit, and eternal life. 
9
 These gifts cannot be obtained except through 

the office of preaching and of administering the holy sacraments, for St. Paul says, “The gospel 

is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith.” (1-9) 

 

 

Apology, XIII. The Number and Use of the Sacraments 

 

8
 We teach that the sacrificial death of Christ on the cross was sufficient for the sins of the whole 

world and that there is no need for additional sacrifices as though this were not sufficient for our 

sins. 
9
 Men are not justified, therefore, because of any other sacrifices, but because of this one 

sacrifice of Christ if they believe that it has redeemed them. Thus priests are not called to make 

sacrifices that merit forgiveness of sins for the people, as in the Old Testament, but they are 

called to preach the Gospel and administer the sacraments to the people. 
10
 As the Epistle to the 

Hebrews teaches clearly enough, we do not have a priesthood like the Levitical.
7
 
11
 If ordination 

is interpreted in relation to the ministry of the Word, we have no obligation to calling ordination 

a sacrament. The ministry of the Word has God’s command and glorious promises: “The Gospel 

is the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith” (Rom. 1:16), again, “My word that 

goes forth from my mouth shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I 

purpose, and prosper in the thing for which I sent it” (Isa. 55:11). 
12
 If ordination is interpreted 

this way, we shall not object either to calling the laying on of hands a sacrament. The church has 

the command to appoint ministers; to this we must subscribe wholeheartedly, for we know that 

God approves this ministry and is present in it. 
13
 It is good to extol the ministry of the Word 

with every possible kind of praise in opposition to the fanatics who dream that the Holy Spirit 

does not come through the Word but because of their own preparations. They sit in a dark corner 

doing and saying nothing, but only waiting for illumination, as the enthusiasts taught formerly 

and the Anabaptists teach now.
4
 

                                                           
4
Theodore G. Tappert, The Book of Concord : The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press, 2000, c1959). 
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THESIS IV 

 

The ministry of preaching is not a peculiar order, set up over and against the 

common estate of Christians, and holier than the latter, like the priesthood of 

the Levites, but it is an office of service. 

 

 

Scripture Proof 

 

According to the Word of God, all believing Christians, and they only, are priests (a priestly state). 
See 1 Peter 2:9; Rev. 1:6. There is among them no difference of rank; they are all together one in 
Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:26); they are all brothers (Matt. 23:8-12). But as in the Old Testament all sons of 
Aaron belonged to the priestly family and state, but only some performed the duty and service of 
a priest, so also in the New Testament those who perform the ministry of the Word are not for that 
reason priests or priests before others but merely those who minister among a priestly people. 
Therefore the holy apostle writes: "Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers through 
whom you believed" (1 Cor. 3:5). Further: "We do not preach ourselves, but Christ Jesus the 
Lord, and ourselves your servants for Jesus' sake" (2 Cor. 4:5). " . . .  for the sake of His body, 
which is the church, of which I became a minister according to the stewardship from God which 
was given to me for you, to fulfill the Word of God" (Col. 1:24-25). 

 

 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 

 

Apology.- "Among other reasons why the laymen should not receive both kinds [bread and wine in the 

Holy Supper] Gabriel [Biel] mentions also that there must be a distinction between priests and laymen. 

And I certainly believe that this is the greatest and most important reason why today they [the papists] 

so firmly adhere to this, [namely,| in order that the state of the priests might appea holier than that of 

the laymen. Now this is a human figment, am its purpose can easily be judged" (Art. XXII [X], par. 9; 

German texl Triglot, pp. 358, 360). 

The same: "In Greek, liturgia properly denotes an office b' which the congregation is served. This 

agrees nicely with our doc trine that there [in Holy Communion] the priest is a common servari of those 

who wish to go to the Lord's Supper, administering to then the holy Sacrament" (Art. XXIV [XII], par. 88; 

German text, Triglot, p. 412). 
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THESIS V 

 

The ministry of preaching has the authority to preach the Gospel and to 

administer the Sacraments and the authority of a spiritual tribunal. 

 

Scripture Proof 

 

Christ clearly and plainly shows the power of the ministry, which He instituted when sending out His 
apostles, by saying: "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded 
you" (Matt._28:19r20), Further: "As the Father has sent Me, I also send you.... If you forgive the sins of 
any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any they are retained" (John 20j2.iU.23). Further: 
"Feed My lambs... Tend My sheep" (John 21:1S-16\ This is the power mentioned ir the thesis above. 
Therefore the holy apostle writes: "Let a man sc consider us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the 
mysteries ol God" (1 Cor. 4:1). 

 
 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 

 

Augsburg Confession: "Now our adherents teach that the power o the keys or that of the bishops is, 
according to the Gospel, a powei and command of God to preach the Gospel, forgive and retain sins and 
administer and take care of the sacraments. For Christ sent I li.-apostles with the command: 'As the Father 
has sent Me, I also senc you.... Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, (ho are forgiven 
them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained (John 20:21-23). This power of the keys or of the 
bishops is rxcr cised and administered only by teaching and preaching God's W and administering the 
sacraments, either to many or to individuals, according to the call.... Therefore, according to the divine 
right, it is the office of the bishops to preach the Gospel, forgive sins, judge doctrine, and reject teachings 
that are contrary to the Gospel as well as to exclude from the Christian congregation, not by any 
human power but only through God's Word, the wicked whose perversity is manifest. And in such 
cases the parishioners and congregations owe obedience to the bishops according to Christ's 
declaration: 'He who hears you, hears Me' (Luke 10:16)" (Art. XXVIII, par. 5-21; German text, 
Triglot, pp. 84, 86).  

 
Apology.- "But what kind of office or power the bishops have in the church we have stated in the 

[Augsburg] Confession. Those who are now called bishops in the church do not at all perform their 
episcopal office in the church, but let them nevertheless be bishops according to canonica politia 
(canonical polity), whose value we do not contest. But we speak of the true Christian bishops, and the 
old division or distinction pleases me very well, according to which it was said that the power of the 
bishops consists inpotestate ordinis (the power of order) andpotestate iurisdictionis (the power of ju-
risdiction), that is, in the administration of the sacraments and the exercise of spiritual jurisdiction 
[geistlichem Gerichtszwang}. Therefore, every bishop haspotestate ordinis, that is, the power to preach 
the Gospel and administer the sacraments, as well as the power of spiritual jurisdiction in the church, 
that is, the authority and power in the church to exclude from the Christian congregation those who are 
found guilty of open crimes and again to receive and absolve them when they are converted" (Art. 
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XXVIII [XIV], par. 12-14; German text, Triglot, p. 446). 

Smalcald Articles: "In our [Augsburg] Confession and its Apology we have set forth in a general 

way what had to be said concerning the ecclesiastical power. For the Gospel commands those 

who should preside over the churches to preach the Gospel, forgive sins, and administer the 

sacraments. In addition, it confers on them the jurisdiction to excommunicate those whose vices 

are publicly known and to loose and absolve those who desire to make amends. Now everyone, 

even our adversaries, must confess that this command is given alike to all [believers] who preside 

over the churches, whether they are called pastors or elders or bishops" (Of the Power and 

Jurisdiction of Bishops, par. 60-61; German text, Triglot, p. 520). 
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THESIS VI 

 

The ministry of preaching is conferred by God through the congregation, as 

holder of all church power, or of the keys, and by its call, as prescribed by God. 

The ordination of those called, with the laying on of hands, is not by divine 

institution but is an apostolic church ordinance and merely a public, solemn 

confirmation of the call. 

 

 

A. The ministry of the Word is conferred by God through the congregation as the possessor of all 
ecclesiastical power, or the power of the keys, by means of its call, which God Himself has prescribed. 

 

Scripture Proof 

 
Since the congregation or church of Christ, that is, the communion of believers, has the power of 
the keys and the priesthood immediately (Matt. 18:15-20; 1 Peter 2:5-10; cf. also what has been 
said under Part I, Thesis IV),

5
 it also and it alone can entrust the office of the ministry, which 

publicly administers the office of the keys and all ministerial [priesterliche] functions in the 
congregation, to certain competent persons by electing, calling, and commissioning. So we read 
that the apostle Matthias was chosen for his high office not merely by the eleven but by the whole 
multitude of believers gathered together, about 120 in number (Acts 1:15-26). Further we read 
that the deacons were chosen by the "whole multitude" (Acts 6:1-6). 
 
If ministers who already administer the office belong to the calling congregation, they also of 
course belong to those calling; indeed, according to the office that they administer in the church, 
they above all [belong].  Hence, when their cooperation, which behooves them on account of their 
office, is denied, then there is no longer any call of the "multitude," for then the call is extended 
not by the [whole] congregation but by individuals in the congregation, which, when properly 
organized, consists of both preachers and hearers. 
 
However, if no officiating ministers belong to the calling congregation, then indeed the call of the 
multitude even without them [the ministers] is valid. But in this case it is demanded (1) by the 
love and unity that according to Christ's will should exist and manifest itself among all members of 
His body, (2) by the honor that believers owe to the incumbents of the office, and (3) by the sacred 

                                                           

5
 According to the Word of God, all believing Christians, and they only, are priests (a priestly state). See 1 Peter 2:9; 

Rev. 1:6. There is among them no difference of rank; they are all together one in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:26); they are all 

brothers (Matt. 23:8-12). But as in the Old Testament all sons of Aaron belonged to the priestly family and state, but 

only some performed the duty and service of a priest, so also in the New Testament those who perform the ministry of 

the Word are not for that reason priests or priests before others but merely those who minister among a priestly 

people. Therefore the holy apostle writes: "Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers through whom you 

believed" (1 Cor. 3:5). Further: "We do not preach ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord, and ourselves your servants 

for Jesus' sake" (2 Cor. 4:5). " . . .  for the sake of His body, which is the church, of which I became a minister 

according to the stewardship from God which was given to me for you, to fulfill the Word of God" (Col. 1:24-25). 
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character and importance of the matter itself, that a vacant congregation should not act alone and 
according to its own opinion [Einsicht] but seek the counsel of ministers in office whom it may 
consult. It should listen to their advice and instruction and concede to them especially the 
examination and the proper, public, solemn installation of the called [pastor]. As a pattern for 
this procedure, the action of the believers in Acts 6:1-6 is to serve the church as an example for 
all times. 

 
 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 

 

Apology, VII., VIII. The Church 

 
28
 In accordance with the Scriptures, therefore, we maintain that the church in the proper sense is 

the assembly of saints who truly believe the Gospel of Christ and who have the Holy Spirit. 

Nevertheless, we grant that the many hypocrites and evil men who are mingled with them in this 

life share an association in the outward marks, are members of the church according to this 

association in the outward marks, and therefore hold office in the church. When the sacraments 

are administered by unworthy men, this does not rob them of their efficacy. For they do not 

represent their own persons but the person of Christ, because of the church’s call, as Christ 

testifies (Luke 10:16), “He who hears you hears me.” When they offer the Word of Christ or the 

sacraments, they do so in Christ’s place and stead. Christ’s statement teaches us this in order that 

we may not be offended by the unworthiness of ministers. (28) 

 

Smalcald Articles, Treatise on The Power and Primacy of the Pope 

 

[ARGUMENTS OF OPPONENTS REFUTED] 
22
 Here certain passages are quoted against us: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build 

my church” (Matt. 16:18). Again, “I will give you the keys” (Matt 16:19). Again, “Feed my 

sheep” (John 21:17), and certain other passages. Since this whole controversy has been treated 

fully and accurately in the books of our theologians,
8
 and all the details cannot be reviewed here 

once more, we refer to those writings and wish them to be regarded as reiterated. 
23
 Nevertheless, 

we shall respond briefly by way of interpretation. In all these passages Peter is representative of 

the entire company of apostles, as is apparent from the text itself, for Christ did not question 

Peter alone but asked, “Who do you say that I am?” (Matt. 16:15).
9
 And what is here spoken in 

the singular number (“I will give you the keys” and “whatever you bind”) is elsewhere given in 

the plural (“Whatever you bind”), etc.
1
 In John, too, it is written, “If you forgive the sins,” etc. 

(John 20:23).
2
 These words show that the keys were given equally to all the apostles and that the 

apostles were sent out as equals. 
24
 In addition, it is necessary to acknowledge that the keys do 

not belong to the person of one particular individual but to the whole church, as is shown by 

many clear and powerful arguments, for after speaking of the keys in Matt. 18:19, Christ said, “If 

two or three of you agree on earth,” etc.
3
 Therefore, he bestows the keys especially and 

immediately on the church, and for the same reason the church especially possesses the right of 

vocation. So it is necessary in these passages to regard Peter as the representative of the entire 
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company of apostles, on which account these passages do not ascribe to Peter any special 

prerogative, superiority, or power. 
25
 As to the statement, “On this rock I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18), it is certain that 

the church is not built on the authority of a man but on the ministry of the confession which Peter 

made when he declared Jesus to be the Christ, the Son of God. Therefore Christ addresses Peter 

as a minister and says, “On this rock,” that is, on this ministry. 
26
 Besides, the ministry of the 

New Testament is not bound to places and persons, as the Levitical priesthood is, but is spread 

abroad through the whole world and exists wherever God gives his gifts, apostles, prophets, 

pastors, teachers. Nor is this ministry valid because of any individual’s authority but because of 

the Word given by Christ.
4
 
27
 Most of the holy Fathers (such as Origen,

5
 Ambrose,

6
 Cyprian,

7
 

Hilary,
8
 and Bede

13
) interpret the statement “on this rock” in this way and not as applying to the 

person or superiority of Peter. 
28
 So Chrysostom declares that Christ says “on this rock” and not 

“on Peter,” for he built his church not on the man but on the faith of Peter; and what was this 

faith other than “You are the Christ, the Son 
(tr-513)

 of the living God”?
1
 
29
 Hilary declares: “The 

Father revealed to Peter that he should say, ‘You are the Son of the living God.’ On this rock of 

confession, therefore, the church is built. This faith is the foundation of the church. (22-29) 

 

THE POWER AND JURISDICTION OF BISHOPS 

 

In the Confession and in the Apology
9
 we have set forth in general terms what we have to say 

about ecclesiastical power. 
60
 The Gospel requires of those who preside over the churches that they preach the Gospel, 

remit sins, administer the sacraments, and, in addition, exercise jurisdiction, that is, 

excommunicate those who are guilty of notorious crimes and absolve those who repent. 
61
 By the 

confession of all, even our adversaries, it is evident that this power belongs by divine right to all 

who preside over the churches, whether they are called pastors, presbyters,
1
 or bishops. 

62
 

Accordingly Jerome teaches clearly that in the apostolic letters all who preside over the churches 

are both bishops and presbyters. He quotes from Titus, “This is why I left you in Crete, that you 
(tr-523)

 might appoint presbyters in every town,” and points out that these words are followed by, 

“A bishop must be married only once” (Titus 1:5-7). Again, Peter and John call themselves 

presbyters. And Jerome observes: “One man was chosen over the rest to prevent schism, lest 

several persons, by gathering separate followings around themselves, rend the church of Christ. 

For in Alexandria, from the time of Mark the Evangelist to the time of Bishops Heracles and 

Dionysius, the presbyters always chose one of their number, set him in a higher place, and called 

him bishop. Moreover, in the same way in which an army might select a commander for itself, 

the deacons may choose from their number one who is known to be active and name him 

archdeacon. For, apart from ordination, what does a bishop do that a presbyter does not do?”
2
 

63
 Jerome therefore teaches that the distinction between the grades of bishop and presbyter 

(or pastor) is by human authority. The fact itself bears witness to this, for the power is the same, 

as I have already stated. 
64
 Afterwards one thing made a distinction between bishops and pastors, 

and this was ordination, for it was decided that one bishop should ordain the ministers in a 

number of churches. 
65
 But since the distinction between bishop and pastor is not by divine right, 

it is manifest that ordination administered by a pastor in his own church is valid by divine right. 
66
 Consequently, when the regular bishops become enemies of the Gospel and are unwilling to 

administer ordination,
3
 the churches retain the right to ordain for themselves. 

67
 For wherever the 
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church exists, the right to administer the Gospel also exists. Wherefore it is necessary for the 

church to retain the right of calling, electing, and ordaining ministers. 

This right is a gift given exclusively to the church, and no human authority can take it away 

from the church. It is as Paul testifies to the Ephesians when he says, “When he ascended on high 

he gave gifts to men” (Eph. 4:8, 11, 12). He enumerates pastors and teachers among the gifts 

belonging exclusively to the church, and he adds that they are given for the work of ministry and 

for building up the body of Christ. Where the true church is, therefore, the right of electing and 

ordaining ministers must of necessity also be. So in an emergency even a layman absolves and 

becomes the minister and pastor of another. It is like the example which Augustine relates of two 

Christians in a ship, one of whom baptized the other (a catechumen), and the latter, after his 

Baptism, absolved the former.
4
 
68
 Here the words of Christ apply which testify that the keys were 

given to the church and not merely to certain individuals: “Where two or three are gathered in 

my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matt. 18:20). 
69
 Finally, this is confirmed by the declaration of Peter, “You are a royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 

2:9). 
(tr-525)

 These words apply to the true church which, since it alone possesses the priesthood, 

certainly has the right of electing and ordaining ministers. 
70
 The most common custom of the 

church also bears witness to this, for there was a time when the people elected pastors and 

bishops. Afterwards a bishop, either of that church or of a neighboring church, was brought in to 

confirm the election with the laying on of hands; nor was ordination anything more than such 

confirmation. 
71
 Later on new ceremonies were added, many of which Dionysius describes; but 

he is a late and fictitious writer, whoever he may be,
5
 just as the writings of Clement are 

spurious.
6
 Still more recent writers added the words, “I give thee the power to sacrifice for the 

living and the dead.”
7
 But not even this is found in Dionysius! 

72
 From all these facts it is evident that the church retains the right of electing and ordaining 

ministers. Wherefore, when the bishops are heretics or refuse to administer ordination, the 

churches are by divine right compelled to ordain pastors and ministers for themselves. And it is 

the wickedness and tyranny of the bishops that give occasion to schism and discord, for Paul 

commands that bishops who teach and defend impious doctrines and impious forms of worship 

should be regarded as anathema. (60-72) 

 

 

[See also Testimony from History, para. 12-21] 
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THESIS VI 

 

The ministry of preaching is conferred by God through the congregation, as 

holder of all church power, or of the keys, and by its call, as prescribed by God. 

The ordination of those called, with the laying on of hands, is not by divine 

institution but is an apostolic church ordinance and merely a public, solemn 

confirmation of the call. 

B. The ordination of the called [persons] with the laying on of hands is not a divine institution 

but merely an ecclesiastical rite [Ordnung] established by the apostles; it is no more than a solemn 

public confirmation of the call. 

 

Scripture Proof 
Whatever cannot be proved to be God's institution from His Word cannot be regarded and 
accepted as His own institution without committing idolatry. Scripture does not tell us of any 
divine institution of ordination; it merely attests that it was used by the apostles and that at that time 
the communication of precious gifts was connected with the laying on of hands. According to God's 
Word there is, of course, no doubt that even today ordination is not a meaningless ceremony if it 
is connected with the ardent prayer of the church, based on the glorious promises given in 
particular to the office of the ministry; it is accompanied with the outpouring of heavenly gifts on 
the person ordained. 
 

 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 
 

The Apology of the Augsburg Confession 

XIII. THE NUMBER AND USE OF THE SACRAMENTS 

 

7
 Our opponents do not interpret the priesthood in reference to the ministry of the Word or the administration of the 

sacraments to others, but in reference to sacrifice, as though the new covenant needed a priesthood like the 

Levitical to offer sacrifices and merit the forgiveness of sins for the people. 
8
 We teach that the sacrificial death of 

Christ on the cross was sufficient for the sins of the whole world and that there is no need for additional sacrifices 

as though this were not sufficient for our sins. 
9
 Men are not justified, therefore, because of any other sacrifices, but 

because of this one sacrifice of Christ if they believe that it has redeemed them. Thus priests are not called to make 

sacrifices that merit forgiveness of sins for the people, as in the Old Testament, but they are called to preach the 

Gospel and administer the sacraments to the people. 
10
 As the Epistle to the Hebrews teaches clearly enough, we do 

not have a priesthood like the Levitical.
7
 
11
 If ordination is interpreted in relation to the ministry of the Word, we 

have no obligation to calling ordination a sacrament. The ministry of the Word has God’s command and glorious 

promises: “The Gospel is the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith” (Rom. 1:16), again, “My word 

that goes forth from my mouth shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and 

prosper in the thing for which I sent it” (Isa. 55:11). 
12
 If ordination is interpreted this way, we shall not object 

either to calling the laying on of hands a sacrament. The church has the command to appoint ministers; to this we 

must subscribe wholeheartedly, for we know that God approves this ministry and is present in it. 
13
 It is good to 

extol the ministry of the Word with every possible kind of praise in opposition to the fanatics who dream that the 

Holy Spirit does not come through the Word but because of their own preparations.  
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The Smalcald Articles, Treatise on The Power and Primacy of the Pope 

THE POWER AND JURISDICTION OF BISHOPS 
 

In the Confession and in the Apology
9
 we have set forth in general terms what we have to say about 

ecclesiastical power. 
60
 The Gospel requires of those who preside over the churches that they preach the Gospel, remit sins, 

administer the sacraments, and, in addition, exercise jurisdiction, that is, excommunicate those who are guilty of 

notorious crimes and absolve those who repent. 
61
 By the confession of all, even our adversaries, it is evident that 

this power belongs by divine right to all who preside over the churches, whether they are called pastors, presbyters,
1
 

or bishops. 
62
 Accordingly Jerome teaches clearly that in the apostolic letters all who preside over the churches are 

both bishops and presbyters. He quotes from Titus, “This is why I left you in Crete, that you 
(tr-523)

 might appoint 

presbyters in every town,” and points out that these words are followed by, “A bishop must be married only once” 

(Titus 1:5-7). Again, Peter and John call themselves presbyters. And Jerome observes: “One man was chosen over 

the rest to prevent schism, lest several persons, by gathering separate followings around themselves, rend the 

church of Christ. For in Alexandria, from the time of Mark the Evangelist to the time of Bishops Heracles and 

Dionysius, the presbyters always chose one of their number, set him in a higher place, and called him bishop. 

Moreover, in the same way in which an army might select a commander for itself, the deacons may choose from 

their number one who is known to be active and name him archdeacon. For, apart from ordination, what does a 

bishop do that a presbyter does not do?”
2
 

63
 Jerome therefore teaches that the distinction between the grades of bishop and presbyter (or pastor) is by 

human authority. The fact itself bears witness to this, for the power is the same, as I have already stated. 
64
 

Afterwards one thing made a distinction between bishops and pastors, and this was ordination, for it was decided 

that one bishop should ordain the ministers in a number of churches. 
65
 But since the distinction between bishop and 

pastor is not by divine right, it is manifest that ordination administered by a pastor in his own church is valid by 

divine right. 
66
 Consequently, when the regular bishops become enemies of the Gospel and are unwilling to 

administer ordination,
3
 the churches retain the right to ordain for themselves. 

67
 For wherever the church exists, the 

right to administer the Gospel also exists. Wherefore it is necessary for the church to retain the right of calling, 

electing, and ordaining ministers. 

This right is a gift given exclusively to the church, and no human authority can take it away from the church. It 

is as Paul testifies to the Ephesians when he says, “When he ascended on high he gave gifts to men” (Eph. 4:8, 11, 

12). He enumerates pastors and teachers among the gifts belonging exclusively to the church, and he adds that they 

are given for the work of ministry and for building up the body of Christ. Where the true church is, therefore, the 

right of electing and ordaining ministers must of necessity also be. So in an emergency even a layman absolves and 

becomes the minister and pastor of another. It is like the example which Augustine relates of two Christians in a 

ship, one of whom baptized the other (a catechumen), and the latter, after his Baptism, absolved the former.
4
 
68
 Here 

the words of Christ apply which testify that the keys were given to the church and not merely to certain individuals: 

“Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matt. 18:20). 
69
 Finally, this is confirmed by the declaration of Peter, “You are a royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:9). 

(tr-525)
 These 

words apply to the true church which, since it alone possesses the priesthood, certainly has the right of electing and 

ordaining ministers. 
70
 The most common custom of the church also bears witness to this, for there was a time when 

the people elected pastors and bishops. Afterwards a bishop, either of that church or of a neighboring church, was 

brought in to confirm the election with the laying on of hands; nor was ordination anything more than such 

confirmation. 
71
 Later on new ceremonies were added, many of which Dionysius describes; but he is a late and 

fictitious writer, whoever he may be,
5
 just as the writings of Clement are spurious.

6
 Still more recent writers added 

the words, “I give thee the power to sacrifice for the living and the dead.”
7
 But not even this is found in Dionysius! 

72
 From all these facts it is evident that the church retains the right of electing and ordaining ministers. 

Wherefore, when the bishops are heretics or refuse to administer ordination, the churches are by divine right 

compelled to ordain pastors and ministers for themselves. And it is the wickedness and tyranny of the bishops that 

give occasion to schism and discord, for Paul commands that bishops who teach and defend impious doctrines and 

impious forms of worship should be regarded as anathema.
8
 (59-72) 
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THESIS VII 

 

The holy ministry is the authority conferred by God through the congregation, 

as holder of the priesthood and of all church power, to administer in public 

office the common rights of the spiritual priesthood in behalf of all. 

 

Scripture Proof 

 

Since we have shown in Theses I-IV that the spiritual priesthood, which all believing Christians possess, and the ministry 

of the Word or the pastoral office are not one and the same thing according to God's Word; that an ordinary Christian is not 

yet a pastor because of his spiritual priesthood and that a pastor is not a priest because he is in charge of the public 

ministry; and that the spiritual priesthood is not the public ministry in the church, nor is the public ministry a special state 

[Stand] different from that of all Christians but merely a ministry of service (nevertheless established by Christ Himself when He 

instituted the apostolic ministry); again, since, as we have shown in Thesis V, pastors in the name of the congregation publicly 

administer their office, which originally the church, and therefore also every believing Christian, possesses as the true royal 

priesthood; and finally, since in Thesis VI we have shown that pastors receive their office and power from God through the 

congregation as their original possessor, therefore the office of the holy ministry cannot essentially be anything else than the 

power conferred by God through the congregation, as the possessor of the priesthood and all church power, to exercise in 

public office the rights of the spiritual priesthood in the name of the congregation. The proof from God's Word has already 

been given under Theses IV and VII of the first part and under Theses I, IV, V, and VI of the second part. Here I may only 

remind the reader that Holy Scripture represents the church, that is, the believers, as the bride of the Lord and as the mistress 

of the household to whom the keys have been entrusted and with them the right of and access to all rooms, sacred things, 

and treasures of the house of Clod as well as the authority to appoint stewards over these, livery true Christian according to 

Holy Scripture is a spiritual priest and therefore empowered and called not only to use the means of grace for himself but 

also to impart them to those who as yet do not have them and therefore also do not yet possess with him the rights of the 

priesthood. However, since all possess these rights, no one may exalt himself over the others or exercise them over against 

the others, but in all places where Christians live together the rights of the priesthood are to be administered publicly in the 

name of the congregation by those who have been called by the church in the manner prescribed by God. 

Therefore, the incumbents of the public ministry in the church are called in God's Word not only ministers and stewards 

of God but also ministers and stewards of the church or congregation. They are represented as those who administer not 

merely their own rights, powers, goods, treasures, and offices but those of the church. Hence, they act not only in the name of 

Christ but also in the name and place of His bride, the church of believers. Christ indeed has Himself instituted the order of 

the public ministry in His church and has designated the rights and powers that it should have. But these are not rights and 

powers that the incumbents of the office possess apart from and exclusive of the church; they are the rights and powers that 

Christ has given to His church with these keys for its possession. However, according to His express command and will (cf. 

above Theses II and III of the second part), these should not be publicly exercised in the church by all in common and 

without distinction promiscue} but by certain called men, who an competent, supplied with the necessary gifts, and through these 

gift granted and assigned to the church by the Lord Himself, and so are to be called. 

Although therefore the general spiritual priesthood and the public ministry in the church are not one and the same thing, 

the latter is the fruit of the former, or as our fathers used to say, the latter is "rooted" in the former. He who becomes an 

incumbent of the ministerial office does not thereby become a priest (since he is rather to be taken out of the number 

of Christian priests), but he administers the sacred office of the Christian priests. Hence, t h e  holy apostle writes 

of himself: "I might be a minister of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles, ministering the gospel of God" (Rom. 15:16). 
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Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 

 

Smalcald Articles, Treatise on Power and Primacy of the Pope 

THE POWER AND JURISDICTION OF BISHOPS 
69
 Finally, this is confirmed by the declaration of Peter, “You are a royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:9). 

(tr-

525)
 These words apply to the true church which, since it alone possesses the priesthood, certainly has the 

right of electing and ordaining ministers. 
70
 The most common custom of the church also bears witness to 

this, for there was a time when the people elected pastors and bishops. Afterwards a bishop, either of that 

church or of a neighboring church, was brought in to confirm the election with the laying on of hands; nor 

was ordination anything more than such confirmation. 
71
 Later on new ceremonies were added, many of 

which Dionysius describes; but he is a late and fictitious writer, whoever he may be,
5
 just as the writings 

of Clement are spurious.
6
 Still more recent writers added the words, “I give thee the power to sacrifice for 

the living and the dead.”
7
 But not even this is found in Dionysius! 

72
 From all these facts it is evident that the church retains the right of electing and ordaining ministers. 

Wherefore, when the bishops are heretics or refuse to administer ordination, the churches are by divine 

right compelled to ordain pastors and ministers for themselves. And it is the wickedness and tyranny of 

the bishops that give occasion to schism and discord, for Paul commands that bishops who teach and 

defend impious doctrines and impious forms of worship should be regarded as anathema.
 
(69-72) 

 

ARGUMENTS OF THE OPPONENTS REFUTED 
24
 In addition, it is necessary to acknowledge that the keys do not belong to the person of one 

particular individual but to the whole church, as is shown by many clear and powerful arguments, for 

after speaking of the keys in Matt. 18:19, Christ said, “If two or three of you agree on earth,” etc.
3
 

Therefore, he bestows the keys especially and immediately on the church, and for the same reason the 

church especially possesses the right of vocation. So it is necessary in these passages to regard Peter as 

the representative of the entire company of apostles, on which account these passages do not ascribe to 

Peter any special prerogative, superiority, or power. 
25
 As to the statement, “On this rock I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18), it is certain that the church 

is not built on the authority of a man but on the ministry of the confession which Peter made when he 

declared Jesus to be the Christ, the Son of God. Therefore Christ addresses Peter as a minister and says, 

“On this rock,” that is, on this ministry. 
26
 Besides, the ministry of the New Testament is not bound to 

places and persons, as the Levitical priesthood is, but is spread abroad through the whole world and exists 

wherever God gives his gifts, apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers. Nor is this ministry valid because of 

any individual’s authority but because of the Word given by Christ.
4
 
27
 Most of the holy Fathers (such as 

Origen,
5
 Ambrose,

6
 Cyprian,

7
 Hilary,

8
 and Bede

13
) interpret the statement “on this rock” in this way and 

not as applying to the person or superiority of Peter. 
28
 So Chrysostom declares that Christ says “on this 

rock” and not “on Peter,” for he built his church not on the man but on the faith of Peter; and what was 

this faith other than “You are the Christ, the Son 
(tr-513)

 of the living God”?
1
 
29
 Hilary declares: “The Father 

revealed to Peter that he should say, ‘You are the Son of the living God.’ On this rock of confession, 

therefore, the church is built. This faith is the foundation of the church.
2
 

30
 As to the passages “Feed my sheep” (John 21:17) and “Do you love me more than these?” (John 

21:15), it in no wise follows that they bestow a special authority on Peter, for Christ bids Peter to pasture 

the sheep, that is, to preach the Word or govern the church with the Word. This commission Peter holds in 

common with the rest of the apostles. (24-30) 
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THESIS VIII 

 

 

The ministry is the highest office in the Church, from which, as its stem, all 

other offices of the Church issue. 

 

 

 

Scripture Proof 

 
Since the incumbents of the public ministry [des offentlichen Predigtamtes] have been entrusted 
with the keys of the kingdom of heaven, which the church possesses originally and immediately 
(Matt. 16:19; 18:18), in order that they may administer them officially [in offentlichem Amte] in the 
name of the congregation [von Gemeinschafts wegen] (John 20:21-23), their office must of 
necessity be the highest in the church, and all other offices stem from it; for the keys embrace the 
whole power of the church. Therefore, in Scripture the incumbents of the ministerial office are 
called elders, bishops, rulers [Vorsteher], stewards, and the like, and the incumbents of subordinate 
offices are called deacons, that is, servants, not only of God but also of the congregation and the 
bishop. Of the ministers in particular it is said that they should feed the flock of God and watch 
over souls as those who must give account (1 Tim. 3:1, 5, 7; 5:17; 1 Cor. 4:1; Tit. 1:7; Heb. 13:17). 

Hence at Jerusalem the holy apostles in the beginning administered not only the pastoral office 
but also that of the deacons until the growth of the congregation made it necessary that this office 
should be entrusted to others in order to relieve the apostles (Acts 6:1-6). When the Lord 
instituted the apostolate, He instituted only one office in the church, which embraces all others 
and by which the church of God should be provided for in every respect. Hence the highest office 
is that of the ministry of the Word, with which all other offices are also conferred at the same time. 
Every other public office in the church is part of the ministry of the Word or an auxiliary office that 
supports the ministry, whether it be the elders who do not labor in the Word and doctrine (1 Tim. 
5:17) or the rulers (Rom. 12:8) or the deacons (the office of service in a narrow sense) or whatever 
other offices the church may entrust to particular persons for special administration. Therefore, the 
offices of Christian day school teachers, almoners, sextons, precentors at public worship, and 
others are all to be regarded as ecclesiastical and sacred, for they take over a part of the one 
ministry of the Word and support the pastoral office. 
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Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 
 

SMALCALD ARTICLES 

PART II, IV. THE PAPACY 

 
9
 Consequently the church cannot be better governed and maintained than by having all of us live 

under one head, Christ (Ephesians 1:22; 4:15; 5:25; Colossians 1:18), and by having all the 

bishops equal in office (however they may differ in gifts)
 
(1 Corinthians 12:4, 8-10;

 
Romans 

12:6-8) and diligently joined together in unity of doctrine, faith, sacraments, prayer, works of 

love, etc. So St. Jerome writes that the priests of Alexandria governed the churches together and 

in common. The apostles did the same, and after them all the bishops throughout Christendom, 

until the pope raised his head over them all. 

 

 
TREATISE ON THE POWER AND PRIMACY OF THE POPE 

THE POWER AND JURISDICTION OF THE BISHOPS 

 
60
 The Gospel requires of those who preside over the churches that they preach the Gospel, 

remit sins, administer the sacraments, and, in addition, exercise jurisdiction, that is, 

excommunicate those who are guilty of notorious crimes and absolve those who repent. 
61
 By the 

confession of all, even our adversaries, it is evident that this power belongs by divine right to all 

who preside over the churches, whether they are called pastors, presbyters,
1
 or bishops. 

62
 

Accordingly Jerome teaches clearly that in the apostolic letters all who preside over the churches 

are both bishops and presbyters. He quotes from Titus, “This is why I left you in Crete, that you 
(tr-523)

 might appoint presbyters in every town,” and points out that these words are followed by, 

“A bishop must be married only once” (Titus 1:5-7). Again, Peter and John call themselves 

presbyters. And Jerome observes: “One man was chosen over the rest to prevent schism, lest 

several persons, by gathering separate followings around themselves, rend the church of Christ. 

For in Alexandria, from the time of Mark the Evangelist to the time of Bishops Heracles and 

Dionysius, the presbyters always chose one of their number, set him in a higher place, and called 

him bishop. Moreover, in the same way in which an army might select a commander for itself, 

the deacons may choose from their number one who is known to be active and name him 

archdeacon. For, apart from ordination, what does a bishop do that a presbyter does not do?”
2
 

63
 Jerome therefore teaches that the distinction between the grades of bishop and presbyter 

(or pastor) is by human authority. The fact itself bears witness to this, for the power is the same, 

as I have already stated. 
64
 Afterwards one thing made a distinction between bishops and pastors, 

and this was ordination, for it was decided that one bishop should ordain the ministers in a 

number of churches. 
65
 But since the distinction between bishop and pastor is not by divine right, 

it is manifest that ordination administered by a pastor in his own church is valid by divine right. 
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THESIS IX 

 

Reverence and unconditional obedience is due to the ministry of preaching 

when the preacher is ministering the Word of God. However, the preacher may 

not dominate over the Church; he has, accordingly, no right to make new laws, 

to arrange indifferent matters and ceremonies arbitrarily, and to impose and 

execute excommunication ALONE, without a previous verdict of the entire 

congregation. 

 

A. To the ministry there is due respect as well as unconditional obedience when the pastor uses God’s Word. 

 

Scripture Proof 

 
Though the incumbents of the public office of the ministry do not form a more sacred state, different from that 

of ordinary believers, but only administer the rights of all Christians entrusted to them for official and orderly 

execution, nevertheless, on that account they are not servants of men. The principal efficient cause of the ministry of 

the Word is God, the sovereign Lord Himself. The ministry is not an establishment of men for the sake of 

propriety and well-being [Heilsamkeit] but the institution of the Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Therefore, if a congregation has entrusted the official authority to a person by means of a regular and rightful 

call, that person has been placed at the head of the congregation by God Himself, though through the 

congregation (1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11; Acts 20:28). Hence, the installed pastor is not only a servant of the 

congregation but also at the same time a servant of God and an ambassador of Christ, by whom God 

admonished the congregation (1 Cor. 4:1; 2 Cor. 5:18-20). 

"Therefore, when a pastor uses God's Word in his congregation, whether by teaching, admonishing, reproving, or 

comforting, either publicly or privately, then the congregation hears Jesus Christ Himself out of his mouth. In that 

case it owes him unconditional obedience as the one by whom God desires to make known to it His will and 

lead it to eternal life, and the more faithfully a pastor administers his office, the more highly it should esteem 

him. A congregation has no right to depose such a faithful servant of Jesus Christ; if it does this, it rejects Jesus 

Christ Himself, in whose name he ministers to it. A congregation can depose an incumbent of the holy ministry 

only if it is clear from the divine Word that God Himself has deposed him as a wolf or hireling. Of this we read in 

the Holy Scriptures: 

"He who hears you hears Me, he who rejects you rejects Me, and he who rejects Me rejects Him who sent 

Me" (Luke 10:16). 

"Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must 

give account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that would be unprofitable for you" (Heb. 13:17). 

"We urge you, brethren, to recognize those who labor among you, and are over you in the Lord and 

admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love for their work's sake. Be at peace among yourselves" (1 

Thess. 5:12-13). 

"Let the elders who rule well be counted worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in the Word 

and doctrine. For the Scripture says, 'You shall not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain,' and, 'The laborer 

is worthy of his wages' " (1 Tim. 5:17— 18; cf. Gal. 6:6-10). 

"When you go into a household, greet it. If the household is worthy, let your peace come upon it. But if it is 

not worthy, let your peace return to you. And whoever will not receive you nor hear your words, when you 

depart from that house or city, shake off the dust from your feet. Assuredly, I say to you, it will be more tolerable 

for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment than for that city!" (Matt. 10:12-15). 
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Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 
 

Augsburg Confession: "Therefore, it is the office of a bishop according to divine right to preach the Gospel, 

forgive sin, judge doctrine, reject all doctrine that is contrary to the Gospel, and ex elude the wicked whose 

ungodliness is manifest from the Christian church without human power but alone through God's Word. And in 

this matter the ministers and congregations owe the bishops obedience according to Christ's Word: 'He who 

hears you hears Me' (Luke 10:16)" (Art. XXVIII, par. 20-22; German text, Triglot, p. 86). The same: "Therefore, for 

the comfort of their consciences our adherents were compelled to clarify the distinction between the spiritual 

and the secular power, sword, and rule. They taught that for the sake of God's command both rules and powers 

should be honored and highly esteemed with all reverence as two very great gifts of God on earth" (ibid., par. 4; 

German text, Triglot, p. 84). 

Apology: "Also factions easily may arise when the people most quickly censure and criticize everything 

regarding the walk and life of their bishops or pastors or, becoming tired of their minister, even some small fault of 

his; great harm results from that. Then in their bitterness they will soon seek other teachers and ministers. On the 

other hand, perfection and unity are preserved; that is, the church remains united and complete when the strong 

suffer and bear with the weak, when the people exercise patience with their pastors, and again when the bishops 

and pastors know how to overlook all sorts of weaknesses of the people, as the case may be" (Art. HI, par. 112-13; 

German text, Triglot, p. 184). 

Large Catechism (Fourth Commandment): "To this commandment belongs also an explanation concerning 

all manner of obedience toward superiors who must command and rule, for from the authority of parents stems 

and extends all other [authority]" (par. 141; German text, Triglot, p. 620). 

"Therefore, we have two kinds of fathers presented to us in this commandment: fathers of blood and fathers of 

office, or those who care in the home and in the land. In addition to these, there are also spiritual fathers, not 

such as were those in the papacy, who indeed had themselves called so but who did not function as fathers. Only 

those are called spiritual fathers who rule and direct us by the Word of God, as St. Paul boasts of being a father 

in 1 Cor. 4:15, where he says: 'In Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the Gospel.' Since these are fathers, 

they are entitled to honor, even perhaps before all others. But here honor is shown least, for the world is 

accustomed to honor them in such a way that it chases them out of the land and begrudges them even a piece 

of bread.  In short, they must be (as St. Paul says [1 Cor. 4:13]) the filth of the world and everyone's refuse and 

foot rag. 

"But it is necessary to urge this on the people, since those who desire to be called Christians are in duty 

bound before God to esteem those who care for their souls worthy of double honor, treat them well, and provide 

for them. God will give you enough and not let you suffer want. But here all refuse and resist for fear that their 

belly might languish. Now they cannot support one righteous pastor, whereas before they filled 10 fat bellies. For 

this we deserve that God should take from us His Word and blessing and again let false preachers arise who lead 

us to the devil and, in addition, suck out our sweat and blood. 

"But those who keep God's will and command before their eyes have the promise that they shall be richly 

rewarded for everything they spend on their bodily and spiritual fathers and do to their honor—not that they 

should have bread, clothes, and money merely for a year or two, but a long life, food, peace, everlasting riches, 

and blessedness. Therefore, by all means do what is your duty and let God take care how He will feed and provide 

for you abundantly. He has promised this, and since He has never lied, He will not lie to you. 

"This should always move us and give us a heart that melts for pleasure and love toward those to whom we 

owe honor, so that we lift up our hands and joyously thank God for having given us such promises, for which we 

should run to the ends of the earth. For although all the world would cooperate, it could not add one little hour 

to our life or give us a single kernel out of the earth. But God can and will give you all things exceeding 

abundantly according to your heart's desire. However, he who despises this and casts it to the winds does not 

deserve to hear even one Word of God. Of this more than enough has been said to all who come under this com-

mandment" (ibid., par 158-66; German text, Triglot, pp. 626-27). 
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B. The minister must not tyrannized the church.  He has no authority to introduce new laws or arbitrarily to 

establish adiaphora or ceremonies. 

 

Scripture Proof 

 
Our Lord said to His disciples: "You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and those who are 

great exercise authority over them. Yet it shall not be so among you" (Matt. 20:25-26). "Do not be called 

'Rabbi'; for One is your Teacher, the Christ, and you are all brethren" (Matt. 23:8). In addition, Christ testified 

before Pilate: "My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of the world, My servants would fight, so that 

I should not be delivered to the Jews" (John 18:36). 

From these passages we learn that the church of Jesus Christ is not a kingdom of rulers and subjects but one 

large, holy brotherhood, in which no one may rule and exercise authority. This required equality among 

Christians is not abrogated by the obedience that the hearers render to their ministers who teach them the Word of 

Jesus Christ; for in that case they obey not the ministers but Christ Himself. However, this equality of believers is 

abrogated and the church is changed into a secular organization if a minister demands obedience not only to the 

Word of Christ, his own Lord and Head and that of all Christians, but also to what his own insight and i 

experience regards as good and suitable. As soon, therefore, as adiaphora or things indifferent, that is, things 

that are neither commanded nor forbidden in God's Word, come in question in the church, a minister may never 

demand absolute obedience to what merely appears to him to be best. 

On the contrary, it is rather the concern of the whole congregation, of the minister as well as the hearers, to 

decide on what should be accepted or rejected. It of course behooves the minister, according to his office as 

teacher, supervisor, and watchman, to direct the deliberations that are held on the matter. He must instruct the 

congregation and see to it that also in the determination of adiaphora and the establishment of ecclesiastical 

regulations and ceremonies the congregation does not act frivolously or establish something that is hurtful. 

Therefore, the holy apostle writes: "The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow elder: ... 

Shepherd the flock of God which is among you, serving as overseers, not by constraint but willingly, not for 

dishonest gain but eagerly; nor as being lords over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock" (1 

Peter 5:1-3). And Paul, who before had asked the Corinthians for alms on behalf of the poor at Jerusalem: "I 

speak not by commandment, but I am testing the sincerity of your love by the diligence of others" (2 Cor. 8:8). 

Again, when he had recommended celibacy for the time of persecution: "This I say for your own profit, not that I 

may put a leash on you, but for what is proper, and that you may serve the Lord without distraction" (1 Cor. 7:35). 

If then the holy apostles write such things as: "The rest I will set in order when I come" (1 Cor. 11:34), it is 

clear from what has been said that they established such indifferent regulations not by way of command but by 

way of advice and with the consent of the whole congregation. 
 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 
 

Augsburg Confession: "This power of the keys or of the bishops is administered and exercised only by teaching 

and preaching God's Word and administering the sacraments, either to many or to individuals, as the call may be" 

(Art XXVIII, par 8; German text, Triglot, p. 84). 

Apology: "It is also certain that this statement of the Lord Christ, 'He who hears you hears Me' (Luke 10:16), 

does not speak of traditions but is altogether contrary to them; for here the apostles do not receive a mandatum 

cum libera, that is, an altogether free and unlimited command and authority, but a limited command, namely, to 

preach not their own word but that of God and the Gospel. By these words ('He who hears you hears Me') the 

Lord Christ desires to strengthen the whole world, which indeed was necessary so that we may be absolutely 

sure that the preached [leibliche] Word is God's power and that no one may look to heaven and seek a different 

word. Therefore, this statement ('He who hears you,' etc.) cannot be understood of traditions. 

"Christ here desires that they should so teach that by their mouth people hear Christ Himself. Hence they must 

not preach their own words but His Word, His voice and Gospel, so that Christ is heard. This comforting 
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statement, which supports our teaching most strongly and contains much needed doctrine and consolation for 

Christian consciences, these foolish asses refer to their silly traditions, such as food, drink, clothing, and other kid 

stuff [Kinderwerk]. 

"They also quote the passage: 'Obey those who rule over you' (Heb. 13:17). This passage demands that we should 

obey the Gospel. It does not give the bishops any rule of their own or any lordship outside the Gospel. Hence, 

the bishops should not introduce traditions against the Gospel, nor should they interpret their traditions against 

the Gospel. If they do this, then the Gospel forbids us to obey them, as Paul writes to the Galatians: 'If anyone 

preaches any other gospel to you . . .  let him be accursed' (Gal. 1:9). 

"We reply the same thing to the passage: 'The scribes and the Pharisees sit in Moses' seat. Therefore 

whatever they tell you to observe, that observe and do' (Matt. 23:2-3). It is certain that this passage does not 

command us universaliter, generally, that we should observe all things that they command, even things against 

God's Word and command; for in another passage Scripture teaches: 'We ought to obey God rather than men' 

(Acts 5:29). If they teach anything unchristian and unscriptural, we should not obey them. Hence, this passage 

does not establish any rule outside the Gospel. Therefore, they cannot prove their authority, which they have es-

tablished outside the Gospel, from the Gospel; for the Gospel does not speak of traditions but of teaching God's 

Word" (Art. XXVIII [XIV], par. 18-21; German text, Triglot, p. 448). 

Smalcald Articles: "In 1 Cor. 3:6, 21 Paul makes all ministers equal and teaches that the church is greater 

than the ministers. Therefore, it cannot truly be said that Peter had any superiority or power over the church 

before the other apostles and all other ministers. For he writes: 'All things are yours: whether Paul or Apollos or 

Cephas' (1 Cor. 3:21-22). That is to say: Neither Peter nor any other minister may arrogate to himself any 

power or superiority over the church. No one should burden the church with his traditions, but it remains true 

that no one's power or respect has greater validity than God's Word.15 We dare not regard the power of Cephas 

higher than that of the other apostles, following those who said: 'Since Cephas, who is the most eminent apostle, 

favors this or that, therefore also Paul and the others should favor it.' 'No,' says Paul, pulling off Peter's little hat, 

that is, the claim that his respect and power should be greater than that of the other apostles or of the church" 

(Of the Power and Primacy of the Pope, par. 11; German text, Triglot, p. 506). 

The same: "And with the words, 'Whatever you bind,' etc. (Matt. 18:18), Christ adds, 'Where two or three are 

gathered together in My name,' etc. (v. 20) in order to indicate to whom the keys were given. Likewise, Christ 

gives the highest and final jurisdiction [Ge-richt] to the church when he says, 'Tell it to the church' (v. 17)" 

(ibid., par 24; German text, Triglot, p. 510). 
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THESIS X 

 

According to divine right the function of passing judgment on doctrine belongs 

indeed to the ministry of preaching. However, also the laymen have this right, 

and for this reason they also have a seat and vote with the preachers in church 

courts and councils. 

 

Scripture Proof 

 

The fact that it is the duty of the ministers to judge doctrine requires no proof, for the ministerial office 
could not be administered without judging doctrine. However, according to God's Word, the right to 
judge doctrine has not been taken away from the laymen by the establishment of the ministry. On the 
contrary, this is their most sacred duty, as in the first place all those passages of Holy Scripture that 
command laymen to judge doctrine incontestably declare. The holy apostle Paul thus writes: "I speak 
as to wise men; judge for yourselves what I say. The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the 
communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of 
Christ?" (1 Cor. 10:15-16). Further: "Test the spirits, whether they are of God" (1 John 4:1; cf. 2 John 
10-11; 1 Thess. 5:12). 

Further proof may be found in all those passages in which Christians are asked to beware of false 
prophets (Matt. 7:15-l6; John 10:5), as well as from those in which their zeal in testing doctrine is praised. 
Of the Christians at Berea we are told: "These were more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, in 
that they received the Word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether 
these things were so' (Acts 17:11). Finally, the Book of Acts tells us that at the first council of the apostles 
laymen not only were present but also spoke. The resolutions were prepared by them as well as by the 
apostles and elders and were drawn up also in their name. Hence, there can be no doubt that in 
ecclesiastical courts and at synods laymen should have both seat and voice together with the ministers of 
the Word. 

 
 

Witnesses of the Church in Its Official Confessions 

 

Smalcald Articles: "Thus the pope acts on both sides as a tyrant, for he defends such errors with tyranny 
and fury and will not suffer any [lay] judges. And this second part does more harm than all his fury, 
for when the church has been robbed of its right judgment and knowledge, it is impossible to hinder 
adulterated doctrine and false services, and so many souls must be lost.... But since the judgments of 
the councils are those of the church, not of the pope, it behooves princes and kings not to yield to such 
papistic wickedness [Mutwillen]. The churches should not be robbed of their power to judge doctrine, and 
all things should be judged according to Holy Scripture as the Word of God. Just as Christians should 
rebuke all other errors of the pope, so they are in duty bound to reprove the pope himself if he wants 
to avoid or hinder the right judgment and true knowledge of the church" (Of the Power and Primacy of 
the Pope, par. 51; German text, Triglot, p. 518). 
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Luther  

"It belongs to each and every Christian to know and judge doctrine, indeed so much so that anyone 
who weakens this right even in the least is condemned. For Christ Himself has commanded this right in 
many irrefutable passages, as, for example, Matt. 7:15 'Beware of false prophets, who come to you in 
sheep's clothing.’ This admonition he certainly addresses to the people against t he  teachers, 
commanding them to avoid their false doctrine. But how can they avoid it if they do not recognize it? 
And what good does it do to recognize it if they do not have the right to judge it? He not only gives 
them the right to judge but also commands them to judge. 
"This one passage suffices against all popes, fathers, councils and all the declarations of the schools 

that ascribe the right t o  judge  and to decree to the bishops and clergy alone while they  wickedly and 
sacrilegiously have taken it away from the people, that is, the church, the queen. For here Christ comes 
[stehet] and says: 'Beware of false prophets.' And almost all words [Silben] of the prophets agree 
with that. For what else would the prophets do than warn the people not to believe false prophets? What 
else does this warning mean than to show that the people have the right to judge and recognize? What 
else does this mean than to announce and certify that the people must take care of all it does and 
always carefully beware of what their priests and doctors teach? Hence, we conclude that as often as 
Moses, Joshua, David, and all other prophets in the Old Testament [im alten Gesetz] call the people away 
from and warn them against false prophets, so often they cry, command, announce, and confirm the 
people's right to judge and recognize all teachings of all men. And this they do in ever so many passages. 

… When Christ says: 'My sheep hear My voice' (John 10:27); 'they will by no means follow a stranger, 
but will flee from him' (v. 5), does He not appoint the sheep as judges and give the hearers the right 
to recognize? ... Whatever Christ says by way of command in Matt. 24:23-24 and elsewhere 
[allenthalben] of false teachers, Peter and Paul of false apostles and masters, and John of proving the 
spirits all serves to declare that the people have the right to judge, prove, and condemn, and this with 
absolute authority. For as everyone believes rightly or wrongly at his own peril, so everyone should justly 
see to it that he believes rightly. Hence even common sense and the need to be saved suggest that the 
hearer must of necessity judge doctrine. 

"Otherwise Scripture says in vain: 'Test all things; hold fast what is good' (1 Thess. 521). Again: 'He 

who is spiritual judges all things, yet he himself s rightly judged by no one' (1 Cor. 2:15). But every 

Christian is spiritual by the Spirit of Christ. 'All things are yours: whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas' 

(1 Cor. 3:21-22), that is, you have the right to judge all words and deeds. So you see what spirit moved 

the infamous, atrocious councils that dared ascribe to the popes the right to judge and recognize 

against such important passages and thunder blasts and against such clear declarations [Spriiche], and 

to award to them absolutely and in all things the right to command and enact laws. Without doubt this 

was the devil's strategy, by which he flooded the world with all actions of unrighteousness and placed the 

abomination of desolation in the holy place. In addition, the people were robbed of the power to 

judge by this greatest tyranny, which otherwise all false prophets were apt to avoid. Finally, by the 

foolish and superstitious obedience and endurance of the people the way was paved for all kinds of 

errors and abominations, which then could gain ground everywhere. 
…Hence, since so great an error and sacrilege has prevailed against the divine truth for so long a 

time and with so many people who either approved it or were misled by it or became accustomed to 
it, I herewith want to grind to powder, for the benefit of all sophist and papists, their primary 
foundation and stop their mouth in order that they might see that God does not want us to believe any 
creature whether it is long, great, big, or broad, but only the Word of God, which alone is infallible. 

 


