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WHO ARE WE?

Every church must answer it. What is the Christian faith?

Some will say it’s a movement, something big and sweeping,
shaping history and cultures. Others will say it’s a religion built on
creeds, liturgies, and sacred texts passed down through the ages.
Others will point to institutions, congregations, councils, and
denominations, stewarding the faith into the future.

There’s truth in all of that. But for Lutheran Christians, it doesn’t
get to the center.

So, what is the Christian faith for Lutheran Christians?

Here it is, plain and simple:

It’s a proclamation. A message.

Not a project.

Not a program.

Not a philosophy.

Not a lifestyle.

But a Word, God’s Word, spoken to you.

This book isn’t a how-to guide for building a better church. It’s not
a leadership manual. We're not here to help you find your ministry
style or launch your next big thing. Congregations will have their
own rhythms, histories, and expressions. That’s fine.

But what we're after here is deeper. The foundation. The thing that

holds it all together. The truth that doesn’t change when every-
thing else does.
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If you've come with questions, doubts, and curiosity, good.
If you're tired of trying to hold it all together, good.
If you've been burned, bored, or baffled by religion, yes, even better.

You’re welcome here.

Because the Lutheran tradition isn’t for the spiritual elite, the
experts, or the already-arrived. It’s for the broken. The exhausted.
The ones who've hit a wall. The ones who know deep down that
the problem is not just out there, but in here.

The church isn’t a gathering of the righteous. It’s where sinners hear
the one Word that can set them free.

That Word has a story. It starts with a promise: a God who calls out
to Abraham, who delivers slaves through the sea, who sends proph-
ets to speak into the silence. Over and over, the message is

the same: “I will be your God. I will not let you go. I will save you.”

And it’s not just ancient history. Because woven into Israel’s story is
our own: a people called by grace and constantly turning away from
it. We hear the promises, and still, we reach for control. We see the
signs, and still, we look elsewhere for security.

But God does not give up. The prophets pointed ahead not to
human progress but to a coming Servant who would bear the weight
of sin. One who would speak God’s Word and be God’s Word

in flesh and blood.

And when the time was right, He came. Not as an idea. Not as
a moral example. But as the fulfillment of every promise—Jesus
Christ, crucified and risen.
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His life reveals the heart of God. His death absorbs the guilt of the
world. His resurrection breaks the grip of death.

And now? Now, the Church exists for one reason: To proclaim that
message. Christ crucified. Christ risen. Christ for you!

Everything else flows from this:
Worship.

Preaching.

Sacraments.

Community.

All of it starts and ends with the crucified and risen Jesus Christ.

Our speaking of the crucified and risen Christ has been called the
Theology of the Cross. This is not a clever phrase or system of
thought—but the reality of the way God works.

The cross isn’t where you find God because you finally got it
together. It’s where He finds you—when you're out of answers.
When you're stuck. When youre done pretending.

The cross means this: God doesn’t show up in your spiritual
resume, your religious effort, or your personal progress. He shows
up in the ditch. In the diagnosis. In the divorce. In the grief you
don’t have words for.

While the world says, “Climb higher, try harder, fix yourself,—
God does the opposite. He descends. Down into your flesh. Down
into your failure. Down into death itself The cross isn’t a spiritual
strategy. It’s a place where you are taken off your own hands. And
thank God—it’s also where resurrection begins.
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And this is not by your doing. But by His Word. The Word that
ends the old you. And raises up someone entirely new. That’s what
grace means. Not a spiritual to-do list. Not a divine upgrade plan.
But God, in Christ, doing everything for you—dying your death,
forgiving your sin, giving you His own goodness and righteous-
ness.

It’s not advice. It’s not motivation.
It’s a gift. Free. Undeserved.
Delivered in a Word - Christ for you!

So, as you walk through these pages, our prayer is simple: That
you would hear that Word. That you would hear the voice of
Christ calling you by name, meeting you where you are, and
giving you Himself and everything He has: Forgiveness. Life. Free-
dom. A future.

That’s the Christian faith. That’s the center of the Lutheran confes-
sion of faith. That, for us, is the one Word worth hearing. And it’s

for you.
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A Little Monk with a Big Problem

A Very Brief History of Luther and the Reformation

<

We'll begin with a little bit of history. It started, as most gospel sto-
ries do, with someone in total crisis. Martin Luther wasn’t trying
to become a reformer. He was trying to survive a thunderstorm.
In 1505, lightning struck the ground near his feet, and in sheer
terror, he cried out, “Help me, St. Anne! I will become a monk!” It
wasn't a career plan. It was a moment of desperation. And Luther,
being a man of his word, kept it. He dropped out of law school,
entered the Augustinian monastery, and spent the next years
trying to fix the one thing that terrified him most: God.

THE HOLIEST FAILURE IN GERMANY

If anyone ever tried to earn their way into heaven, it was Luther.
He fasted. Prayed. Even beat himself Confessed sins for hours,
then went back because he was sure he forgot something. His
problem wasn’t a lack of sincerity. His problem was that the more
seriously he took God, the more terrified he became.

He was haunted by one question: “How can I stand before a righ-
teous God?” The church’s answer? “Try harder. Do more. Cooper-
ate with grace.” But Luther’s conscience wouldn’t play along. The
more he tried, the worse he felt. And somewhere in the middle of
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his breakdown, God showed up. But this time, not hidden and ter-
rifying. Not in the lightning this time, but in the book of Romans.
He showed up in His Word.

A STRANGE NEW WORD

One day, as Luther studied Romans 1:17—“The righteous shall
live by faith”—the gospel hit him like lightning all over again. This
time, however, not to kill but to make alive. Righteousness wasn’t
something he achieved. It was something given. By grace. For
Christ’s sake. Through faith. It didn’t depend on his perfor-
mance—but on God’s promise. And that changed everything.

The 95 Theses: The Gospel Gone Public

In 1517, Luther saw a monk named Johann Tetzel selling indul-
gences—basically get-out-of-purgatory free slips—for cash. “As
soon as the coin in the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs,”
Tetzel promised. Luther wasn’t amused. He didn’t set out to burn
Rome down. He just wanted a debate. So, he wrote 95 Theses,
statements challenging the abuse of indulgences, and nailed them
to the church door in Wittenberg, the medieval equivalent of post-
ing a blog. The hammer echoed farther than he expected. What
began as a call for reform became a theological earthquake.

ROME RESPONDS... POORLY

The church didn’t say, “Thanks, Martin, for calling this to our
attention.” Instead, they told Luther to recant. To take back what
he had written. He refused. At the Diet of Worms in 1521 (yes,
that’s a real name), Luther stood before the Emperor and church
authorities and declared:

“Unless I am convinced by Scripture and plain reason... I cannot
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and will not recant. Here I stand. I can do no other.” He expected

to die. But instead, he was kidnapped by his friends for his own
safety. They hid him in a castle deep in the Thuringian forest (it’s
still there and well worth a visit). He grew a beard there, translated
the New Testament into German, and kept writing.

THE REFORMATION:
WHAT ACTUALLY CHANGED?

Luther’s message wasn't about rebellion. It was about freedom.
The freedom of God to love sinners. Luther preached that we are
saved by faith alone, in Christ alone, apart from works of the law -
religious or otherwise. He stripped away the medieval system that
made salvation a joint venture between God and human effort.

He reclaimed the sacraments as gifts, not obligations. Benefit, not
sacrifice. He preached Christ crucified as the center of everything.
He re-centered the church not on power, but on the Word. You
will learn much about the Word in this study. And people were set
free. Not to run wild but to stop pretending. To stop performing.
To trust Christ. And to serve the neighbor. Not to earn salvation
because it was already theirs.

STILL NOT A HERO

Now, let’s be honest. Luther wasn’t perfect. Far from it. He was
stubborn, brash, and, at times, downright offensive. His writing
could be cruel. His later writings against the Jews were disgraceful,
however we may try to explain them. We don’t excuse those things.
But we also don’t make saints out of sinners. That’s the whole
point of the cross. Luther didn’t reform the church because he was
holy. It was not Luther’s intellect, passion, or monastic rigor that

{7}



made him useful to God, but the fact that all of that failed him. He
was crushed by the very system he tried to perfect. His conscience
was tormented, not soothed, by his efforts. He was not ready to
reform the church because he had succeeded but because he had
reached the end of himself God reformed the church through him
because he was desperate.

So yes, God reformed the church through a desperate man. Not
because desperation is a virtue, but because it is real. Because
when all other words fail, when all religious ladders collapse, the
only Word that remains is the one that gives what it says: “You are
forgiven. Christ is for you.” That’s how the Reformation began.
Not with success, but with surrender. Not with a hero, but with a
sinner who had nothing left but Christ. And that’s how God always
works.

THE REFORMATION CONTINUES

The real, down-to-earth Reformation wasn’t a historic moment.
It was God’s Word breaking into the life of a lost and fearful man.
Luther was transformed by that Word, but he didn’t finish the
job. The Reformation he helped unleash still echoes today every
time the gospel is preached purely, and the sacraments are rightly
administered. Not as religious accessories. Not as hoops to jump
through. But as God’s own delivery system for mercy. That’s what
Lutherans care about. Not the brand. Not the buildings. Not the
legacy. The Word.

This book will explore that Word and the way we are called to
bear witness to it, in our lives, our churches, our vocations, and
our worship. Because the Lutheran Church or any church, for that
matter, is not the story.
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THE CRUCIFIED AND RISEN LORD
IS THE STORY.

And our mission, our joy, is to tell the story, over and over again,
to anyone who will listen. And maybe especially to those who
won't. To announce it where people are hurting. To whisper it
where people have forgotten. To sing it, preach it, splash it, pour
it, hand it out. Because the Reformation isn’t over. It continues
every time that Word is heard and believed, every time Christ is
proclaimed for sinners, every time someone hears, “You are for-
given,” and knows it’s true. And it continues now.

{9}



Chapter One

One God, Two Words

<

There’s a story about an old Norwegian farmer who never missed
church. One day, his grandson asked him why he kept showing up
to hear the same old stuff, week after week. The old man paused,
looked across the fields, and said, “I suppose it’s because I keep for-
getting”

There it is.

We don’t come to church to impress God. We come because we
forget. We drift. We fall asleep. And the only thing that can wake us
up again and again is His Word.

That’s how faith works. It’s not something you build up like a spir-
itual muscle. It’s not the result of finally getting your act together.
Faith is what happens when God speaks, and something in you dies.
And something else comes alive. Not because you decided to believe
but because God decided to speak.

WHEN GOD SPEAKS, THINGS HAPPEN

Faith doesn’t start with you. It starts with Him—not with your deci-
sion, not with your effort, but with His voice. Verses from the Bible
underscore this truth.
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“Faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the
preaching of Christ.” (Romans 10:17)

“You did not choose me, but I chose you.” (John 15:16)

“No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit.” (1 Cor-
inthians 12:3)

God doesn’t just hand you a list of ideas to agree with. He sends a
Word that does something. When He says, “Let there be light,” it’s
not a suggestion. Light happens. When He says, “You are forgiven,
you are. His Word isn’t informative, it’s creative. It doesn’t just
explain the Gospel. It delivers it.

>

FAITH COMES BY HEARING

God uses voices. Not only preachers in robes or blue jeans but
friends at kitchen tables, grandmothers with well-worn Bibles,
and strangers who stumble into our lives and say something true.
Through them, God gets His Word into our ears.

And once it’s in there, really in there, it goes to work. It breaks up
the hard ground. It calls you out of hiding. It kills your pride and
revives your trust. That’s why we say the Christian faith is passive.
Not weak. But passive. It doesn’t begin with our doing. It begins
when we are done and God speaks.

THE FIRST WORD: THE LAW THAT
FINDS YOU OUT

When God speaks, He speaks in two ways: Law and Gospel. Both
come from Him. Both are good. But they do very different things.
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The Law is God’s Word that tells us what to do—and what not to
do. It sounds simple enough: Love God. Love your neighbor. Be
honest. Be generous. Be brave. Be kind. But it’s more than moral
advice. The Law is a mirror, and it doesn't lie.

It shows you yourself—not the version you post online, but

the real you. The tired, angry, addicted, anxious, envious, hol-
lowed-out you. It tells the truth about what we’ve done and what
we've become.

When God uses the Law, He doesn’t hand out gold stars. He hands
down a verdict: Guilty.

That’s its job. Not to inspire. Not to uplift. But to bring us to the
end of ourselves—so we stop pretending we can fix what’s broken.

THE SECOND WORD: THE GOSPEL
THAT RAISES THE DEAD

If the Law exposes the wound, the Gospel is the healing Word.
And it doesn’t say, “Try harder.” It says, “It is finished.”

The Gospel is the Word that tells us what God has done, not what
we must do. In Christ, every demand has been answered. Every
accusation is silenced. Every sin is forgiven.

He was perfect, for you. He was condemned, in your place. He
went to the cross and took the full weight of your failure—and
then walked out of the grave to give you His life.

That’s not advice. That’s news. That’s the Message. The Good

News. The Proclamation. News that includes you. That claims you.
That makes you new.
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TWO WORDS, ONE GOD

The truth is we need both words. But in the right order. First the
law shows us our need. The Gospel last, to give us our Savior.

Lose the Law, and you won’t think you need grace and forgiveness.
Lose the Gospel, and the Law will crush you. Keep both, and you
get the rhythm of the Christian life: daily dying, daily rising. Daily
being called out, and daily being raised up.

And just so you know—when you’re not sure which word you're
hearing, cling to this: God’s final Word to you is always Gospel.

In Christ, every “should have” and “ought to” has been answered.
Every secret shame has been exposed—and buried. And the only

thing left to say is the one thing that matters:

You are forgiven. You are free. You belong to Christ.
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Chapter Two

What About the Bible?

<

The Bible can feel overwhelming. It’s big and old, breathtaking
and baffling. It’s been quoted for comfort and control, for libera-
tion and legalism. Some people treat it like a spiritual instruction
manual. Others avoid it like a family secret!

So, what is it, really?

Here’s the Lutheran confession: The Bible is the cradle of Christ.
That’s how Luther put it. It’s not a divine answer sheet. Not a text-
book on morality. But the place where God’s living Word comes to
meet you. And that Word has a name: Jesus Christ.

THE BIBLE IS WHERE GOD SPEAKS

We don’t believe the Bible is inspired because it feels holy, poetic,
or ancient. We believe it’s inspired because God uses it to do some-
thing in the here and now.

He kills and makes alive. He strips away our defenses and gives
us Christ. He speaks those two words: the Law that exposes and

accuses, and the Gospel that forgives and frees.

So, we can say that the Bible isn’t a book of timeless wisdom
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(though it certainly contains wisdom). It’s a living encounter. God
delivers His Word to you through its pages, across centuries, in
strange voices and stranger places.

WHAT KIND OF BOOK IS THIS?

It’s a library, really. Written by prophets, poets, tax collectors, fish-
ermen, and exiles. There are songs, laments, genealogies, visions,
hymns, letters, and laws. Not all of it is easy reading!

And here’s something important: we don’t flatten it out. Yes, it’s
all God’s Word. At the same time, not every passage is saying the
same thing. Some parts are descriptive, not prescriptive. Some are
written for a particular time and place, and some are meant for
everyone everywhere.

So, how do we read it?

Through the lens of Christ. He is the center, remember? The key,
the heartbeat of the whole thing.

Jesus said it Himself to the Pharisees:

“You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have
eternal life; and it is they that bear witness to me.” (John 5:39)

If you miss Christ, you're just paging through a dead book. Inter-
esting, but dead.
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LAW AND GOSPEL IN THE PAGES

Earlier, we looked at how God speaks to us with those two words:
Law and Gospel.

« The Law shows us the truth about ourselves. It accuses. It
kills. It says, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart”—and you haven’t. Not even close.

« The Gospel shows us the truth about God. It forgives. It
makes alive. It says, “While you were still a sinner, Christ died

for you.”

We need both. But we need them in the right order. The Law
comes to crush our illusions. The Gospel comes to raise the dead.

Every sermon. Every study. Every passage. The question is: How is
God using this to drive me to Christ?

THE SO-CALLED THIRD USE
OF THE LAW

Many often come to the Bible looking for answers, direction, and
the next step. We want it to be a rulebook, a book of clear laws
telling us what to do, how to fix our lives, and how to get better.
But you might be disappointed if that’s what you're hoping for. It
isn’t that you can’t use the Bible that way. But you will have missed
its purpose.

The Bible is not an instruction manual for spiritual progress. It is
not a choose-your-own-adventure for the religiously inclined. It is
the place where God’s living Word finds you, names your sin, kills
you, and makes you alive in Christ.
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God does use law, all law, to curb outward chaos in the world (first
use). More importantly, God uses Law to expose sin and drive us
to the cross (second use). But once the law tries to guide the “new
you’, to be the “answer book” (third use), the old sinner grabs the
wheel again. The law, even when it’s trying to help, still accuses.

Some Lutherans advocate three uses of the Law. Now, here’s where
we need to be very clear. We only really acknowledge two.

Why? The problem isn’t with the law; it’s with us. We’re always
looking for a way to climb back into control, to make the Christian
life into a new project of self-improvement. But the law was never
meant to sanctify. It was meant to kill. And only the gospel raises

the dead.

It is crucial to always remember that the old sinner we spoke of
earlier never goes away quietly. When we try to use the law as a
guide, it sneaks back into the driver’s seat, accusing, demanding,
and turning the Christian life into another project.

The law doesn’t change its stripes, however. It’s not your friend.
The law was never given to make us holy. You can’t command holi-
ness any more than you can command love. The Law was given to
expose our unholiness and our lack of love and drive us to the One
who is holy for us, Jesus Christ. St. Paul has quite a lot to say about
that in the book of Romans.

So, instead of managing the law, we use it to do what it does best:
Expose the sinner. Kill the old self. Drive us to the cross. That’s the

second use.

And when we come to the cross, and Christ sets us free, we do not
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follow a new set of rules to cycle back into the law. Instead, we live
by faith with no need to prove anything to God.

So yes, some may claim there are three uses. But in the pulpit and
in real life, we stick with the two that actually proclaim the message:
The law kills.

The gospel raises.

And that’s enough.

The Bible is not a Rulebook. It is a living Word that finds you.

AND WHAT ABOUT THE HARD PARTS?

Yes, there are hard texts. Lots of them. Violent ones, confusing ones,
and culturally bound ones. We don’t explain them away. But we
don’t make them the center, either.

Christ is the center.
He is the final Word, the one to whom all Scripture points. If a pas-

sage leads you away from Christ crucified for you, you haven't read
it rightly yet. Keep reading. Keep listening.

A WORD THAT DOES WHAT IT SAYS

In Lutheran theology, we don't just believe the Bible contains truth.
We believe that the Word itself is active.

“The Word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged
sword..” (Hebrews 4:12)

This Word doesn’t just inform. It performs. It doesn’t ask for agree-
ment; it creates faith. It does what it says.
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So, when you hear a promise in Scripture, “You are forgiven,” “I
am with you always,” “Nothing can separate you from the love of
God’, you're not just reading old words. God is speaking to you.
Now.

The Bible is not a relic of the past, a rulebook to control behavior,
or a prop for spiritual professionals.

It is the place where God still speaks those two words. Where the
crucified and risen Christ is proclaimed into the ears of sinners.
To call.

To gather.

To forgive.

To make alive.

It is the voice of the Savior who still speaks.
And when He speaks, things happen.
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Chapter Three

Your Darkness, Wrapped In Sunshine

<

There’s no use pretending: if you're looking into the Christian faith,
you’ll have to come to terms with this uncomfortable truth—some-
thing is deeply wrong with us. That first word of the law is

intent on making this real.

We’re not okay.

We want to be. We work hard to appear strong, wise, and self-pos-
sessed. To have it all together. But underneath the surface—behind
the selfies, the success, the church smiles—we’re cracked. Every
last one of us. No one escapes it. What the world calls “the human
condition,” the Bible just calls sin.

We don’t need better habits, a better life, or a new outlook. We need
resurrection.

GOD DOESN’T AVOID YOUR SIN—HE
WALKS INTO IT

Lutheran Christianity doesn’t offer pep talks to address sin. It
doesn’t hand you a roadmap to your best life. It begins with the
wreckage. With the mess we've made—individually, collectively,
spiritually. And then it dares to say something outrageous:

God still loves you. Not some cleaned-up version. The real you.
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He meets you right there. In the mess. In the pain. In the guilt
you can’t shake and the thoughts you can’t tell anyone. The gospel
doesn’t cover up your brokenness. It meets it head-on—through
the flesh and blood of Jesus.

That’s what The Cross is all about.

SIMUL IUSTUS ET PECCATOR

(At the same time righteous and sinner”)

The phrase simul iustus et peccator might sound like a dusty Latin
relic, but it’s the heartbeat of living by faith. It means this:

« You are completely righteous before God—because Christ has
declared it so.

« And you are completely a sinner—still selfish, still struggling,
still trying to be your own god.

This isn’t a 50/50 deal. It’s total. One hundred percent sinner. One
hundred percent justified. Right now. At the same time. One of my
confirmation students called it “darkness wrapped in sunshine.”
He nailed it.

Of course you want to chart your progress, track your growth, and
maybe post about your spiritual breakthroughs. But the gospel
doesn’t work that way. It doesn’t cooperate with your desire for
spiritual control. It kills the old self—and creates something
entirely new. Not once, but daily.
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THE OFFENSE OF THE GOSPEL: NO
PROGRESS REPORTS ALLOWED

We want to prove we’re improving. We want to say, “I'm not perfect,

but at least I'm better than I was, or better than the next person.” But
that’s just the old self dressing up again. Trying to survive. Trying to

partner with grace. Trying to hang onto control.

But God’s grace doesn’t make deals.

You are righteous in Christ—right now—not because you’ve
cleaned yourself up, but because He was crucified for you. It’s not
about being good. It’s about being forgiven. Fully. Freely. Apart from
your performance.

Martin Luther hit the nail on the head when he said, ‘Faith is not a
movement from vice to virtue. It is a movement from virtue to grace.

>

And that’s offensive. Because we still want something to show for
ourselves. But the old self can’t be re-created by programs or projects
of self-improvement. It has to die. That’s why the Law crushes you.
And that’s why the Gospel raises you.

THE FIGHT IS REAL.
THE HOPE IS BETTER.

So yes, the struggle is real. You still get angry. Still hide. Still lash out.
Still fall apart.

And here’s the truth: Romans 7 is the only self-help manual you'll
ever need.
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Why? Because it finally tells the truth. It doesn’t pretend you're
improving if you just try harder. It doesn’t give you five steps to
spiritual success. What Paul says in that chapter is painfully honest,
beautifully raw, and utterly freeing:

“I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate... I have the
desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out... Wretched
man that I am!”

That’s the Christian life. Not polished. Not triumphant. Not climb-
ing some stairway to heaven. But trapped in a fight you can’t win on
your own—and finally crying out for mercy.

In the same way Paul doesn’t end that chapter with advice. He ends
it with a cry:

“Who will deliver me from this body of death?” Who, indeed!

And then he gives the only answer that counts—not a
self-improvement plan, not a list of goals, not a better version of
you—but a Savior:

“Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:25)

Romans 7 wasn’t Paul’s pre-conversion journal. It’s the daily reality
of someone who belongs to Christ and still battles the old self That’s
the essence of the whole thing. You can’t fix you. You were never
meant to. The old self isn’t rehabbed. It’s crucified. And in its place,
God gives you something better than your best self: He gives you
Jesus.

No loopholes. No upgrades. Just Jesus. For you. That’s the Gospel.
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That’s what this whole life of faith hangs on. You are not a project
for God to fix. You are a sinner He has come to rescue.

And the miracle is, He doesn’t wait until you're better to love you.
He loves you now. Right now. In your darkness. And He wraps you
in the only thing that can shine through it: His own righteousness.

His Word. His sunshine.

That’s the freedom of faith. The end of pretending. The death of
the old. The beginning of life.

Grace washes over you, takes hold of you, and proclaims that it is
enough.

Because it is.
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Chapter Four

A Fractured Creation

<

Sin isn’t just about you. It’s not just your bad choices, secret shame,
or the stuff you wish you hadn’t said or done. It’s bigger. Deeper.
Cosmic.

Creation itself is broken. If we think the Christian faith is only
about fixing our spiritual lives, we’ve missed the scope of what
God’s Word reveals. Sin is not just personal—it’s relational, cosmic,
and universal. And the same is true of redemption. Let’s break this
down and take a closer look.

CREATION DEPENDS ON THE WORD

Genesis isn’t a myth about how things got started. It’s a declaration:
the world exists because God spoke. “Let there be...” wasn’t just
once upon a time. It’s ongoing. The Word of God holds creation
together. Take that Word away, and it all falls apart.

We live, breathe, and move coram Deo—before God, sustained by
His speaking.

CREATION GROANS

But the Word was resisted. That’s what Genesis 3 shows. When the
serpent put the word of doubt into the ears of Adam and Eve (“Did
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God say?) they lost trust in God’s Word and turned in on
themselves. And when they turned inward, the whole creation
felt it. Sin didn’t stay in the human heart. It rippled. Broke things.
Cursed the ground. Disordered the world.

Paul says, “The whole creation groans” (Romans 8). The world is
not humming along fine while humans mess things up. The world
is in pain—with us. Waiting. Longing. Because redemption isn’t
just about saving souls. It’s about a new creation.

SIN IS RELATIONAL

Sin isn’t just breaking rules. It’s breaking relationship—with God,
with others, with creation itself. And when that fracture happens,
nothing stays untouched. War, greed, exploitation, anxiety,
disease—these aren’t isolated issues. They’re symptoms of a sev-
ered relationship with the One who made and sustains all things.

YOU CAN’T MANAGE THIS

We've already looked at how you can’t get a handle on sin. You
can't file it under a moral category or treat it with better habits. It’s
not a bad habit. It’s a condition—a spiritual sickness, a cosmic
rebellion, a blindness you can’t fix with wisdom or insight.

That’s why Scripture uses images like slavery, death, disease, and
exile. We don’t need a strategy. We need rescue.

WE CONFESS SIN BECAUSE THE WORD
SHOWS US

You won’t discover this through self-reflection. You'll deny it.
Minimize it. Reframe it. But something deeper happens when God
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speaks, and His Law actually lands. We're “repented” by the Word.
Sin is exposed not as mere wrongdoing but as unbelief—our
refusal to trust the God who speaks life.

And here’s the miracle: the Word that exposes also forgives. The
same voice that says, “You are guilty” says, “You are mine.” Again,
the Word of God speaks, and you are a new creation.

TWO DITCHES

When we lose this two-dimensional view of sin and creation, we
tend to veer into one of two ditches:

Ditch One: The Belief in Progress

We love the idea that things are getting better. More knowledge,
more tech, more therapy, more justice—surely we’re evolving into
something higher.

But Scripture disagrees. You can’t self-improve your way to resur-
rection! You can’t program sin out of the system. The Bible calls
this kind of thinking what it is: unbelief—the refusal to face what
only the cross can fix.

Real change isn’t moral, social, or political evolution. It’s repen-
tance. A return. A death. A resurrection. As Paul says, “If anyone is
in Christ—new creation!” (2 Cor. 5:17). The gospel isn’t about
improving the old. It’s about raising the dead.

Ditch Two: The Belief in Permanence

On the other side, we cling to systems, institutions, traditions—as
if the way things were is the way they must always be. We confuse
faithfulness with fossilization.
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But God’s Word never promised that human forms are sacred.
Only God’s Word is. Scripture is full of God toppling what we
thought was unshakable: temples, thrones, nations. Even the
church needs reform. Luther knew it. So did the prophets. So did
Jesus.

Change isn’t the enemy. Unfaithfulness is. The question is never
“How do we preserve what was?” but “Are we hearing God’s Word
now?”

THE NARROW ROAD:
THE WAY OF THE CROSS

Between these two ditches is a narrow road. Not the middle
ground. Not a compromise. A crossshaped path. We reject the
myth of progress—because we know only death and resurrection
make things new. We reject static traditionalism—because the
Word is living, not locked in a museum.

We are not the architects of the kingdom. We don’t build it. We
don’t improve it. We don’t manage creation’s redemption.

We proclaim it!
Christ alone has done what we could never do. His death ended
the old. His resurrection began the new. That’s where our hope

lies—not in ourselves, not in institutions, not in dreams of perfec-
tion—but in His finished work.
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NO PARTNERSHIP IN SALVATION

This is the heart of it: God doesn’t need your help.

He didn’t ask for a partner. The cross is not a joint project. Salva-
tion is extra nos—outside ourselves. It is done, given, proclaimed.

We care for the world—but that’s not the same as saving it. God
has already redeemed it, through Christ. And He’s not waiting for
us to catch up. Our job isn’t to fix the world. The Church is here to
speak the Word that already has.

So we live in hope—not for human progress or institutional per-
manence, but for the new creation already begun in Christ. The
one that groans now but will be brought to perfection by God
alone.

And until that day, we walk the narrow road. The way of the cross.
The way of life and freedom.
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Chapter Five

Sacraments: Mercy in the Material

<

God doesn’t wait for you at the top of a spiritual ladder. He doesn’t
send you a manual for how to ascend. He doesn’t ask you to purify
yourself with prayer techniques, spiritual journaling, or moral
improvement. Instead, He does something shocking. He comes
down. All the way down. Into the dirt. Into the water. Onto the
cross. Into bread. Into wine. Into you.

That’s how He works. It’s offensive to our spiritual ambition—but
it’s how the gospel gets through.

God meets us in the sacraments—not in the abstract, but in the
actual. Words, water, bread, wine. Earthy stuft. Creaturely stuff. The
stuff we'd rather transcend. But God refuses to leave His creation
behind. He’s not ashamed of it. He doubles down on it.

THE SACRAMENTS ARE NOT AN ESCAPE
FROM CREATION

The sacraments ground us in creation and God’s Word.

We're the ones who want to escape. We're the ones chasing “higher”
things—spiritual enlightenment, religious progress, purity, control.

It’s the same old sin Adam and Eve fell for. The serpent didn’t tempt
them to become better people. He tempted them to become gods!
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And we’ve been climbing ever since.

But God interrupts our climb with something completely difter-
ent. He descends. And when He comes, He doesn’t bypass creation.
He uses it.

So when Christ wants to give you forgiveness, He doesn’t send a
feeling. He sends a preacher. He sends water. He sends a meal. He
sends His Word into creation—because that’s where you are. And
that’s where He promises to be.

He declares in Word and Sacrament, “Let there be a forgiven
sinner, a new creation!”

BAPTISM: WHERE THE OLD YOU DIES

Jesus didn’t avoid suffering. He aimed for it. He set His face toward
the cross and called it His baptism. And when Peter pushed back—
“Lord, this shall never happen to you!”—Jesus didn’t thank him.
He called him Satan, the Devil.

Why? Because to resist the cross is to resist God’s plan to save
us. Jesus wasn’t climbing to glory. He was descending into death.
That’s what His baptism meant. And it’s what your baptism
means too.

“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into
Christ Jesus were baptized into His death?” (Romans 6:3)

Baptism is not a gentle symbol. It’s a drowning. It’s where God

takes the old, stubborn, self-justifying you and kills it. And out of
that death, He raises someone new. Not improved. New.
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That’s why baptism isn’t something that happened once a long
time ago. It’s a daily death and resurrection. Every day, God drags
you back to those waters. Every day, He says, “You're mine.” And
every day, He puts to death the sinner and raises the child of God.

WHAT GOD BEGINS IN BAPTISM, HE
FINISHES AT THE CROSS

Your baptism isn’t about your commitment to Christ. It’s about
Christ’s decision for you. You’re baptized into His death, not yours.
That means your sin, your shame, your attempts to save yourself—
they were crucified already.

And the Good News? God isn’t asking you to prove your worth.
He’s handing you Christ’s!

And because it’s all by promise, not performance, it holds. Even in
suffering. Even in failure. Even in death. Because when God makes
a promise — He does not lie!

THE LORD’S SUPPER:
CHRIST IN YOUR HANDS

Then there’s the other sacrament, the one that lands right in the
middle of our week, our hunger, our life together.
The Lord’s Supper.

On the night He was betrayed, Jesus gave His disciples more than
a symbol. He gave them Himself

“This is my body... this is my blood... for you.”
(Matthew 26:26-28)
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And just like baptism, the Supper isn’t about your memory. It’s not
your reenactment. It’s not your sincerity that makes it work. It’s
Christ’s Word.

“In, with, and under the bread and wine,” Martin Luther said,
“Christ is truly present.”

That means when you come to the table with your sin, your
exhaustion, your longing—He’s there. He’s the host welcoming you
to supper. And He gives Himself to you.

His body.

His blood.

His victory over sin and death.
For you.

A MEAL OF FORGIVENESS, A TABLE OF
UNITY

The Supper isn’t just personal—it’s communal. Paul says we who
are many become one body because we all share the one bread (1
Cor. 10:17). That means this meal tears down the walls we build.
At the Lord’s Table, no one is better than anyone else. No one

comes with spiritual clout. No one comes with a tank too empty!

All come in need.

All receive mercy.
All are fed by Christ alone.
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WHY, NOT HOW

People love to ask how the sacraments work. How can water save?
How can bread and wine be Christ’s body and blood? Good luck
answering that. You'd have better luck solving a Rubik’s cube blind-
folded while riding a unicycle on a high wire!

But the gospel isn’t about how. It’s about why.

Why does Christ come in water, bread, wine, and words?
Because you need Him.

Because He promised to.

Because that’s where forgiveness is delivered.

When the pastor says, “I baptize you in the name of the Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit,” that’s not just a nice ritual. It's God claiming you.

When you hear, “This is my body, given for you,” those aren’t mere
words. That’s Christ, for you, right now.

SACRAMENTS ARE WHERE THE GOSPEL
TOUCHES EARTH

So don’t look for God in the clouds. Don’t wait for a voice in your
head or a feeling in your chest. Look where He promised to be: in
water, in bread and wine, in the Word.

That’s how He saves.
Not by magic.

Not by might.
But by mercy in the material.
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That’s how God brings heaven to earth—and how He brings sin-
ners like us into new life. A life under the cross. A life that suffers,
yes—but also a life that lives freely in Christ.
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Chapter Six

Vocation: Freed From Ourselves, Freed for Others

<

When Christ makes you free, you are free. The goal of the Gospel
is reached. You don’t have to save the world. You’re not the center
of the story. And that’s the best news you'll ever hear.

Because when Christ has done everything for you, when the cross
has put an end to your striving, your guilt, your spiritual résumé—
then you are free. Free in a way this world doesn’t understand.

Not free to chase your dreams, but free to be given to your neigh-
bor. To serve. To show up. To love. To sweat. To listen. To stand
with the lowly. To simply live. That’s what we call vocation.

NOT AJOB DESCRIPTION,
BUT A CALLING

When many people hear the word vocation, they think of careers.
Something you go to school for. Something you apply for. But in

the Christian sense, vocation is not what you do to find purpose.
It’s where God has placed you to love your neighbor.

And that’s not just your job. It’s your entire life:
Your family.

Your friendships.

Your roles in society.

Your community.

Even your enemies.
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Vocation isn’t a title you achieve. It’s a gift you receive right where
you are.

YOU ARE ALREADY JUSTIFIED

This is the critical difference: You don’t serve your neighbor to get
right with God. You serve your neighbor because you already are!
As someone once said, the justified person is the actual person.

That’s the move Luther made that turned the world upside down.
The righteousness of God is not something we achieve. It’s some-
thing Christ gives. Freely. In a Word. In water. In bread and wine.

So now, finally, we are set loose from using other people, the cre-
ation itself, to justify ourselves. We don’t have to pretend. We don’t
have to manipulate. We don’t have to win. We are free. Our faith
can be active in love.

“For freedom Christ has set us free... only do not use your freedom
as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be servants of one
another.”

—Galatians 5:1, 13

WHERE CHRIST MEETS THE WORLD—
THROUGH YOU

Now that you no longer have to save yourself, your life becomes
available to your neighbor. Your ordinary, tired, imperfect, over-
looked life becomes the place where Christ meets the world.

That’s vocation.
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Changing diapers?

Checking on your aging neighbor?

Doing honest work when no one’s watching?
Planting trees?

Writing letters?

Showing up even when you’re burned out?

Yes. Yes to all of it.

Because the good news is that Christ is for you, and through you,
He is for your neighbor.

NOT A CLIMB, BUT A DESCENT

The world says: “Find your passion. Chase success. Make a name
for yourself” That’s the theology of glory in a cap and gown.

But the theology of the cross says: You are most useful when you
are not trying to be useful. You are most holy when you're not
trying to be holy. You are most Christ-like when you are giving
yourself away—not because it proves something, but because love
has taken hold of you.

Jesus didn’t climb to glory. He descended into the flesh. Into the
poor. Into suffering. Into death. And now you're free to go there
too.

VOCATION AND CREATION

And this doesn’t just apply to human neighbors. We've already
pointed to how Creation groans. And we, the baptized, are called
not to conquer it, but to care for it. Not to dominate, but to tend.
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Not to escape it, but to participate in its healing. Why? Because
God has not abandoned His world.

So, mow your lawn. Plant your tomatoes. Recycle. Fix broken
things. Feed animals. Write poetry. Make beauty. Show kindness.

You are not trying to earn anything. You are free. And free people
take care of what they’ve been given.

WHEN IT FEELS LIKE TOO LITTLE

You may wonder: Is any of this enough? Is being kind in traffic
enough? Is teaching second graders enough? Is sitting with some-
one in their grief enough?

Here’s the answer: No. It’s not enough. Our thoughts, words, and
actions will always be tainted with sin and self-interest. But in
Christ, living is enough! You don’t need to do “enough.” You just
need to be where Christ has put you. And He will do the rest. As
he has promised,

“I am the vine, and you are the branches. Apart from me, you can
do nothing.”

VOCATION IS CROSS-SHAPED

You will suffer in your vocations. Parents know this. Nurses know
this. Caregivers, teachers, farmers, and pastors know this - believe
me!

You'll pour yourself out and wonder if it matters. You'll be taken
for granted. You'll fail. But don’t be fooled. That’s not a sign you're
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doing it wrong. That’s a sign you're carrying a cross. And that cross
is not some pious program. It is your actual vocation.

But remember. Where there is a cross, there is Christ.

NOT SENT, BUT SET FREE

You are sent into the world with marching orders. You're not called
to change the world. You're called to serve the neighbor. You're not
called to be extraordinary. You're called to be faithful in the ordi-
nary.

And in all of it, you are held by that Word Lutherans are so preoc-
cupied with. That Word that speaks louder than your successes or
failures: “You are mine. You are forgiven. You are free.”

So go.

Change the diapers.
Make the coffee.

Love your people.

Tend the land.

Tell the truth.

Bear the cross.

And rest in the promise:

You are in Christ. And Christ is for the world.

Through you.
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Chapter Seven

Worship: God Shows Up for You

<

Right off the bat, let’s talk about what worship is not. Worship

is not about what you do for God. It’s not about your emotions,
energy, sincerity, or performance. It’s not about climbing a ladder
of spiritual expression or manufacturing an encounter with the
divine. Worship is not a spiritual performance. It’s not a platform
for showcasing our devotion. It’s not a place for earning favor

or scoring points with heaven. Worship isn’t about us “getting it
right” It’s about God making us right, by giving us Christ.

Luther said this: “The highest worship of God is to receive the for-
giveness of sins.”

This means that the holiest thing you can do in church is this: Sit
down. Open your ears. Hold out your hands. Let God be God.
Lutheran worship begins and ends with this conviction:

God comes to us. We don’t go to Him.

THE DIRECTION OF WORSHIP

The world’s idea of worship is upward. You sing to get closer. You
pray to draw near. You give to show devotion. You climb. You
reach. You try. But the Lutheran tradition flips that. It says: God is
the one who moves. God is the one who acts. Worship is not our
approach to God. It is God’s approach to us.
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The Bible tells us, “The Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.”
(Luke 19:10) He still does. We're serving God, God is serving us.

He speaks.

He gives.

He forgives.

He feeds.

Worship is not our gift to God. It’'s God’s gift to us.

WORD AND SACRAMENT: THE CORE,
NOT THE ACCESSORIES

You want to know where the action is in worship? We have already
discussed the sacraments. That’s where God locates Himself Not in
our feelings, not in the atmosphere, not in the volume or style of
the music, but in His promises, delivered in concrete things.

o In the preached Word, Christ declares, “You are forgiven.”
« In the waters of Baptism, God claims you as His own.

o In the bread and wine, Jesus puts His body and blood into your
hands.

That’s not metaphor. That’s not symbolic poetry. That’s God for you.

THE SHAPE OF THE GOSPEL
The whole rhythm of worship reflects the shape of the gospel.

« We confess our sin—not to show God how sorry we are, but
because we need what only He can give.

« We hear the absolution—not a pep talk, but the forgiveness of
our sins.

« We listen to the Word—not for tips on holy living, but to hear
the living Christ.

{42}



« We gather at the table—not to remember, but to receive.
« We go in freedom to serve in freedom.

Worship forms us in this rhythm: death and resurrection. Law and
Gospel. Need and promise. Sin and forgiveness.

That’s not a cycle to escape—it’s the pattern of life in Christ.

WHY IT FEELS ORDINARY

Sometimes, Lutheran worship can feel... understated. We don’t
manufacture mountaintop moments. We don’t chase emotional
highs. And that might make it feel unimpressive. But here’s the
thing: God purposely hides Himself in ordinary things. That’s the
theology of the cross. He doesn’t show up in spectacle. He shows
up in a voice, a splash of water, a bit of bread and wine.

Why?

Because those are things that can actually reach you. They don’t
depend on your mood, your level of faith, or your performance.
They’re just there—concrete, promised, for you.

THE CHURCH THAT LISTENS

To worship in the Lutheran tradition is to be a part of a people
who come empty-handed, week after week, to receive what only
God can give. We don’t come to offer our spiritual progress. We
come as beggars—again and again—to the place where Christ is
handed over to sinners. And that’s the beating heart of Lutheran
worship: We come to receive.
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WORSHIP THAT FREES

This kind of worship doesn’t just give us comfort. It gives us free-
dom. You don’t have to pretend. You don’t have to impress. You
don’t have to be “on fire” for Jesus. You can just be you—sinful,
struggling, tired, distracted, hungry. And God will still show up.
And He will still give you Christ. And He will still say: “You are
mine. You are forgiven. Go in peace.

WORSHIP IS THE GOSPEL, LIVED OUT

So no, worship isn’t about reaching for God. It’s about the God
who reached for you on the cross and keeps reaching every week
in Word and Sacrament until you see Him face to face. Until then,
we gather. We don’t gather to perform. We gather to hear. To be
fed. To be forgiven. To be made new.
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Chapter Eight

A Living Hope

<

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!
By his great mercy we have been born anew to a living hope
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead,
and to an inheritance which is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading,
kept in heaven for you,
who by God’s power are guarded through faith
for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.”
—1 Peter 1:3-5

Hope is a strange thing.

It’s not the same as wishing. It’s not pretending everything’s fine.
Hope, in the Christian sense, begins when everything else falls
apart, when your strength fails. When the future terrifies you.
When death feels closer than life, that’s when hope shows up. Not
because you summoned it, but because Christ already rose from
the grave.

BORN AGAIN—NOT BY CHOICE, BUT BY
MERCY

Peter says we've been born anew to a living hope. Not because we
got serious about religion. Not because we cleaned ourselves up.
But because God, in His mercy, did it.
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He didn’t wait for permission. He didn’t ask for potential. He
simply spoke life into death, the same way He did at the begin-
ning: “Let there be..”

That’s what happened to you in baptism. You were born again—
not into a fantasy, not into a religious system, but into a living
hope, anchored in a living Christ.

RESURRECTION IS THE GUARANTEE

We don’t hope in our progress. We don’t hope that circumstances
will turn around. We hope in Jesus Christ risen from the dead.
That’s not a metaphor. That’s not a mood. It’s an event in history.
A body walked out of the tomb. His wounds still visible. Death
undone.

And now your future is tied to His. His resurrection is your guar-
antee. Not your feelings. Not your faithfulness. Not your perfor-
mance. Him. The One into whom you are baptized.

AN INHERITANCE YOU CAN’T MESS UP

Peter calls it an inheritance—something stored up, safe, unfading,
untouched by decay or corruption. And here’s the best part: it’s
kept for you by God’s power, guarding you through faith. And yes,
that faith may tremble. It may flicker. It may collapse at times. But
the power that guards it? That’s Christ. And He doesn’t flicker.

HOPE WITH A CROSS IN IT

This kind of hope isn’t shiny or sanitized. It doesn’t wear a fake
smile. It doesn’t deny suffering. In fact, this hope only lives because
it’s passed through death. Christian hope always has a cross in it.
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That means your grief doesn’t cancel it. Your doubt doesn’t erase it.
Your worst day doesn’t dismantle it. Because hope doesn’t rest on
you, it rests on a promise. And that promise is Christ.

SO, WHAT NOW?

You don’t know what’s coming next. Neither did Peter’s readers.
They were exiles, scattered and uncertain, facing pressure and
persecution. And still, Peter said: “You've been born again into a
living hope.” That’s what we say now, even when the world seems to
be unraveling, even when churches struggle. Even when faith feels
small. Our hope is living because Christ lives!

A FINAL WORD

Thank you for sharing this brief study with us. We hope it has
helped clarify what Lutheran Christians are all about.

A denomination? Yes.

Alegacy? Certainly.

A style of worship? Many, each with its own rhythm and voice.

But at the heart of it all is a confession of faith and hope—

One hope, as Paul says, “the one hope of your calling”

(Ephesians 4:4).

Not wishful thinking. Not spiritual optimism. But a living, breath-
ing, crucified-and-risen kind of hope. A hope that has hands and
scars and a name: Jesus Christ.

As Hebrews reminds us, “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for,
the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). And we dare to
believe that such hope, rooted not in us but in Him who has already
gone ahead of us, can be contagious.
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So may this hope be yours. Not because you need to earn it. But
because Christ gives it. And with it, a real future. After all, neither
your accomplishments nor your failures in this life will have the
last word. God has the last Word. And His Word to you is this:

You are forgiven. You are mine. And because I live, so shall you.
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