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The Augsburg Confession: Article 8
What the Church Is
By Pastor Nathanael Mayhew
The eighth article continues with the subject
of the Church which was started in the previous article. This article states: “Again, although the Christian church, properly speaking, is nothing else than the assembly of all
believers and saints, yet because in this life
many false Christians, hypocrites, and even
open sinners remain among the godly, the sacraments are efficacious even if the priests who
administer them are wicked men, for as Christ
himself indicated, “The Pharisees sit on Moses’
seat” (Matthew 23:2). Accordingly the Donatists and all others who hold contrary views
are condemned.”
What the Church Is
Article 7 and Article 8 both state that the
Church is made up of “believers”.
Note: The term “believers” – which is so often
misused today – has been defined in the previous articles as those who believe in: the Trinity, sin, Jesus Christ as both true man and true
God, and the forgiveness of our sins through
the grace of God, not by our works or actions.
This is what a “believer”must believe.
The previous article declares that such believers will be found wherever the Gospel is
preached in its purity and where the Sacra-

ments are administered according to the Word
of God, just as the LORD Himself says: “So shall
My word be that goes forth from My mouth; It
shall not return to Me void, But it shall accomplish what I please, And it shall prosper in the
thing for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:11). This
article states: “the Christian church, properly
speaking, is nothing else than the assembly of
all believers and saints.”
Notice how these articles describe the Church:
the Church of God is not tied to one specific
physical organization. The Church is not a specific earthly group or denomination since it is
made up of all those who are believers.
Differences Concerning “the Church”
This is in complete opposition to the teachings
of the Roman Catholic Church. The Second
Vatican council declared: “It is through Christ’s
Catholic Church alone, which is the universal
help toward salvation, that the fullness of the
means of salvation can be obtained. It was to
the apostolic college alone, of which Peter is
the head, that we believe that our Lord entrusted all the blessings of the New Covenant,
in order to establish on earth the one Body of
Christ into which all those should be fully incorporated who belong in any way to the People of
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God.” Here the Church is understood quite
differently. They teach that the Church is the
organization of the Roman Catholic Church.

ter, and on this rock I will build My church,
and the gates of Hades shall not prevail
against it.”

The Third Article

Based on that passage the Catholic Church asserts: “Christ, the ‘living stone,’ thus assures
his Church, built on Peter, of victory over the
powers of death. Because of the faith he confessed Peter will remain the unshakeable rock
of the Church. His mission will be to keep this
faith from every lapse and to strengthen his
brothers in it” (Catechism of the Catholic
Church, p. 156, ¶552).

This difference is also seen in the way the
third article of the Creeds is understood and
worded. The original wording of the third article, going back to the 4th century was: “I believe in the Holy Ghost, the holy, catholic
church...” and “I believe one holy, catholic and
apostolic church...”. The word “catholic”
means “universal” and originally was understood to refer to the invisible Church which is
made up of all believers in Christ. But over the
centuries – and especially after the Roman
Church adopted the term Catholic as part of
its title – this was interpreted to mean the
physical organization of the Roman Catholic
Church.
The Roman Catholic Catechism in explaining
the third article says this: “What is the
Church? The Church is the congregation of all
baptized persons united in the same true faith,
the same sacrifice, and the same sacraments,
under the authority of the Sovereign Pontiff
and the bishops in communion with him” (The
New St. Joseph Baltimore Catechism, Question
136).
Even before the time of the Reformation some
had begun to use the word “Christian” in place
of the term “catholic” in the Creeds. But after
the Reformation its usage became common
among those in the Lutheran church because
of the misunderstanding associated with the
term “catholic”.
The Papacy
Connected to this false notion concerning the
Church is the teaching of the papacy. The Roman Church taught that salvation could come
only through the visible church and the institution of the papacy. This teaching was based
on the words of Jesus to Peter in Matthew
16:18: “And I also say to you that you are Pe-

But the keys were given to all the disciples and
not to Peter alone (see Matthew 18:18; John
20:23) and the “rock” which Jesus spoke of as
the foundation of the Church in Matthew 16
was not Peter himself, but the confession of
Peter “You are the Christ, the Son of the living
God” (Matthew 16:16). (This will be discussed
further in Article XIV.)
The Validity of the Sacraments
This article continues: “yet because in this life
many false Christians, hypocrites, and even
open sinners remain among the godly, the sacraments are efficacious even if the priests who
administer them are wicked men”.
At first this statement may seem out of place
in this article which speaks about the Church.
But the connection between these two is the
fact that the Church is created and maintained
through the Gospel in Word and Sacrament.
So doubt about the validity of the Sacraments
leads to doubt about the existence of the
Church.
The Donatist controversy broke out in 311 AD
when a church refused to accept Caecillian as
the Bishop of Carthage because the man who
had consecrated him as bishop had betrayed
his faith in Christ during a time of persecution.
The Donatists taught that sacraments administered by those who recanted their faith in
Christ were invalid.
Imagine the consequences of such a teaching.
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If the blessings offered by God through reception
of a sacrament depended on the faith of the administrator, how could Christians ever be certain
that they were receiving those God-intended
blessings? How could they be sure they had received the washing away of sin in baptism? How
much time would be spent in worry over whether
or not they had truly received the forgiveness of
their sins through the reception of the Lord’s Supper?

Page 3

spite of the hypocrisy of the Jewish leaders
who taught one thing, and did another.
Conclusion

The early church condemned the false teaching of the Donatists, and emphasized the
Scriptural truth that the Sacraments are efficacious because of the power of God, not because of the faith of the administrator. It is the
Christ Himself through the Word who makes
the Sacraments powerful and effective in us as
What about Matthew 23:2? Why did the LutherHe Himself says: “All authority has been given
ans quote that passage and what does it have to
to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore
do with this topic? They wrote: “the sacraments
and make disciples of all the nations, baptizare efficacious even if the priests who administer
ing them in the name of the Father and of the
them are wicked men, for as Christ himself indiSon and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:18cated, ‘The Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat’ (Matthew
19).
23:2).” From just that one verse it may be difficult
to understand the connection, but Jesus continues What a blessing it is that we have been
brought into the Church of God and that we
in the following verse: “Therefore whatever they
can be confident of God’s working in us
tell you to observe, that observe and do, but do
not do according to their works; for they say, and through the Word and Sacrament, since it dedo not do” (Matthew 23:4). The point is this: while pends only on God not on the administrators!
the Pharisees were hypocrites (this is clearly
Note: This study was prepared for the Bible
pointed out by Jesus in Matthew 23:13 and the
Class at Zion Lutheran Church, Lawrenceville,
following verses) this did not change the Word of GA by Pastor Nathanael Mayhew.
God. The Word remained true and effective in
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Let us Celebrate the
Lutheran Reformation
By Pastor Emeritus David Koenig
From the Field October 31, ’15
Our Name – We call ourselves in our synod
the Church of the Lutheran Confession. Traditionally we say we are the Evangelical Lutheran Church. In my personal name I have a
surname and then to further define me I have
a first and a middle name. This is how it is with
our name. First of all we are ‘evangelical’ that
is Gospel preaching. To be evangelical means
to herald the Good News of a Savior slain for
our sins and visibly raised as proof of forgiveness and all that flows from the cornucopia of
God’s blessings. We say we are Lutheran not
because we follow Martin Luther, but to simply further define us as those who hold to the
teachings of God’s Word that he did that God
returned to His people through the Lutheran
Reformation. We further define ourselves
among Lutherans by the name CLC. We did
not choose to be called ‘Lutherans’ originally.
We were called at first at the Reformation the
evangelical party. There were many other men
who were leaders in the Lutheran Reformation also like the pastors and theologians
Bugenhagen, Amsdorf, Jonas and others.
There were men in government and the military who stood up for the truth of God’s Word
like Duke Frederick the Wise, Franz von Sickingen, Ulrich von Hutten and others. And there
were the vast numbers of ordinary people
who were refreshed by the Gospel winds that
blew away the mist and darkness that obscured the truth of God for us.
Our Purpose – We have no other higher purpose in life than to glorify God by our words
and actions. Whether it is a housewife doing

her normal daily duties, a workman at his job,
a child studying in school or a pastor preaching, we seek to give glory to God and show
forth our simple Christian faith that others
might join our happy throng in praise of our
gracious God and Lord.
Our Teachings – We dress differently than 500
years ago. Our spoken language is different.
Earthly customs have changed. Our belief and
teaching have not varied from what the Lutherans had back then. This is because God’s
Word is our great heritage and it does not
change. The Luther seal is colorful and symbolic and points us from our sinfulness(black)
to His sacrifice for sin(blood red). The seal reminds us of the purity and righteousness we
have(white) stored for us in heaven(blue). It is
a treasure(gold) that we anticipate possessing
when we see Him. Our God(three rings) is the
Triune God and He is above all gods of men
who think up such tragic facsimiles. In eternity
the plan was made by our Lord to save us
through the sending of the Son(messianic
rose) in the fullness of the time.
Our Future – All things will continue to work
together for good since we are His and He is
ours. Our life is a continuum with here the
abundant life and there the superabundant.
Our Work – Each of us whether man, woman
or child have been commissioned by our Lord
to proclaim the marvelous deeds of Him who
called us out of darkness into His wonderful
light. Let us continue to celebrate by doing
this work. Jesus lead Thou on!

