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THE BOOK Of COMCORV AWP GOSPEL REOUCTIOWISW

It is safe to say that Gospel reductionism (or Gos-
pelism) would probably never have become an issue of con
cern for us, if the teaching had not arisen within the
Lutheran Church — Missouri Synod, with which many of us
were formally in fellowship in the Lutheran Synodical
Conference. And, as far as the present writer can re
call, it did not actually rear its head (i.e., become
apparent.to all) within the Missouri Synod until some
years after the break-up of the Synodical Conference.
Of course, there were many students, graduates, and con
cerned persons who were aware that there had existed "a
different spirit" among the professors of Concordia Sem
inary at St. Louis, Missouri, in regard to a number of
confessional principles formerly held by the LCMS. After
a "fact-finding committee" was appointed by Pres. J.A.O.
Preus in 1970, what had privately been suspected was now
made public, chiefly through the reactions of a majority
of the seminary faculty to the very fact of their being
examined. Their feelings were expressed through a state
ment issued by Dr. John Tietjen, president of Concordia
Seminary: "1 regret that Dr. Preus has chosen to digni
fy the accusations against our Seminary by conducting an
investigation ... it is not Lutheran to expect uniformi
ty in interpretation of Scripture passages or agreement
on the nature and authority of Biblical texts. ... Many
of our critics are quite frankly more fundamentalistic
than Lutheran in their approach to the Bible."1

There was some question as to the precise meaning
of Tietjen's accusation that his opponents were not "Lu
theran" in their approach to the Bible. He was answered
as to the matter of whether or not*it was "Lutheran" to

demand uniformity in hermeneutics by a response which
very correctly declared that the Lutheran Confessions
(surely the hall-mark of what is "Lutheran") indeed re
quire uniformity in exegetical conclusions when doctrine
is involved.2 The attempt was made by Pres. J.A.O. Preus
to pinpoint the area of controversy in his March 3, 1972,
"Statement of Scriptural and Confessional Principles."
It pointed out the relationship of the formal principle
Csola scriptura) and the material principle (sola fide):



"The Gospel which is the center of our theology is the
Gospel to which the Scriptures bear witness, while the
Scriptures from which we derive our theology direct us
steadfastly to the Gospel of Jesus Christ." When we,
then, speak of the formal principle of theology, we are
concerned with the Scriptures, recognizing them as the
source and foundation of everything we know and believe
about God and His works; when, on the other hand, we
speak of the material principle of theology, we are con
cerned with what Scripture teaches us about the saving
work of Christ, the Gospel, and about our salvation
through faith in that Gospel.

In September of that same year, 1972, Pres. Preus
issued his official report ("Blue Book") to the LCMS con
cerning the findings of the Fact Finding Committee:
"... a distressing amount of diversity in the theologi

cal positions of various members of the faculty ..." One
week later Tietjen issued to the entire synod a document
entitled "Fact Finding or Fault Finding" ("Brown Book"),
which declared, among other things:

The views of Scripture interpretation which lie
behind the investigation and shapes its result are
less than scriptural.

The theology which lies behind the inquiry and
the Report, by whose standard the theology of the
faculty was measured, is unLutheran.

The theology underlying the Report of the pres
ident's Committee accounts for many of the distor
tions and misrepresentations of the position of our
faculty in the Report. That theology threatens our
Synod with grave danger.

The faculty's position on the Gospel, which is
the position of the Lutheran Confessions, is so for
eign to the President of Synod and his Committee
that they have not even understood what the position
of the faculty is and therefore have presented a ba
sic distortion and misrepresentation of it in the
Report. It is hardly appropriate for a Lutheran fa
culty to be interrogated and analyzed by means of a



theology whose basic thrust is unLutheran.

Thus far Tietjen's presentation had been a purely
negative reaction to the statements by Preus and others
of the historical position of the LCMS on the doctrine
of Scripture. The views of his opponents were less than
Scriptural, Tietjen averred; in addition, their theolo
gy was unLutheran, he asserted. In January, 1973, how
ever, Tietjen and his Concordia faculty associates pro
mulgated among all the pastors and congregations of the
LCMS a two-part document entitled "Faithful To Our Call
ing — Faithful To Our Lord." The authors stated the fol
lowing: "It is our conviction that any effort, however
subtle, to supplement the Gospel so that it is no longer
the sole ground of our faith or the governing principle
for our theology is to be rejected as un-Lutheran, con
trary to our confession, and injurious to the mission of
the Church." Pres. Preus had put his finger on the con
troversy, then, when he had pointed out that Gospel re-
ductionism is an approach toward the study of Scripture
which makes the Gospel "virtually exclusively normative
in such a way as to detract from the normative authori
ty of the whole Scripture."3 Dr. Robert Preus, writing
in the August, 1972, issue of AFFIRM, analyzed the con
troversy as follows:

It is not easy to define this new Gospel Fun
damentalism, because its advocates, who often do
not even identify themselves, have not done so them
selves with any precision. But it appears to be an
attempt to use the Gospel as a hermeneutical and in
terpretive instrument. Thus, the Gospel is viewed
as the fundamental, chief and central article of all
Scripture. All of Scripture accordingly is to be
brought under the scrutiny of the Gospel. All arti
cles of faith are to be related to it. And the Gos

pel serves as a point of pre-understanding for the
pious and effective reading and applying of the
Scriptures.

And so far I would hope that every reader would
respond with a sincere Yea and Amen. But Gospel
Fundamentalism goes further. The Gospel is used
authoritatively and cognitively to assess what Scrip-



ture asserts, not only in terms of what Scripture is
important, but of what is authoritative and true and
historical. In fact, if you can't relate some inci
dent recorded in Scripture (like the Fall or the
Virgin Birth) to the Gospel, then the very question
of the historicity and reality of these events be
comes a pseudo-question and a sure sign of unevan
gelical literalism, according to the Gospel Funda
mentalist."

And so the issue is joined. The Gospel reductionist
declares that it is sound Lutheran theology to say: "What
is binding doctrine is narrowed or reduced to that which
touches the Gospel." At the same time, he has declared
it to be unLutheran to answer affirmatively the question:
"Is the Bible God's inspired and authoritative Word on
all matters concerning which it speaks?" — and to answer
negatively the question: "Can we permit ourselves free
dom on those matters that are not explicitly part of the
Gospel?"

It would seem evident that the best possible way to
respond to the Gospel reductionist's challenge is to con
sider what, if anything, the Lutheran Confessions as con
tained in the Book of Concord have to say in this matter.
After all, the Lutheran Confessions must certainly be the
only proper criterion for determining what is Lutheran
and what is unLutheran!

In Article V of the Solid Declaration of the Formu

la of Concord we find a presentation of the reformers'
statement of the Law/Gospel controversy among some theo
logians of the time. It is said that whereas one party
claimed that the Gospel not only was a proclamation of
God's grace in Christ, but was also a proclamation of
repentance which rebukes unbelief, the other party main
tained that in its strict sense the Gospel is only a
proclamation of the grace and mercy of God for Christ's
sake. The article goes on to declare:

When we rightly reflect on this controversy,
we find that it was chiefly occasioned by the fact
that the little word "Gospel" does not always have
one and the same meaning but is used in a twofold



way, both in the Holy Scripture of God and by an
cient and modem theologians. In the one case the
word is used in such a way that we understand by it
the entire teaching of Christ, our Lord, which in
his public ministry on earth and in the New Testa
ment he ordered to be observed. Here the term in

cludes both the exposition of the law and the pro
clamation of the mercy and grace of God, his heav
enly Father, as it is written in Mark 1:1, "The be
ginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of
God." Shortly thereafter the chief parts are an
nounced, namely, repentance and forgiveness of sins
(Mark 1:4). Similarly when Christ after his resur
rection commands his apostles to preach the Gospel
in all the world (Mark 16:15), he summarizes his
doctrine in a few words, "Thus it is written, that
the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise
from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness
of sin should be preached in his name to all nations
(Luke 24:46-47). Likewise, Paul calls his entire
teaching the""Gospel" (Acts 20:24) and summarizes
it under these heads: repentance to God and faith
in Christ. And when the word "Gospel" is used in
its broad sense and apart from the strict distinc
tion of law and Gospel, it is correct to define the
word as the proclamation of both repentance and the
forgiveness of sins. For John, Christ, and the
apostles began in their preaching with repentance
and expounded and urged not only the gracious prom
ise of the forgiveness of sins but also the divine
law. In addition, however, the word "Gospel" is al
so used in another (that is, in a strict) sense.
Here it does not include the proclamation of repent
ance but solely the preaching of God's grace. So it
appears shortly afterward in the first chapter of
St. Mark, where Christ said, "Repent and believe in
the Gospel" (Mark 1:15).^

Although it is evident that the reformers were mak
ing this careful distinction in the uses of the term
"Gospel" because it was vital in a proper separation of
Law and Gospel, yet it does present an aspect of our cur
rent problem with Gospel reductionism. It seems appar
ent that the modem Gospel reductionist is limiting his


