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“I m He that liveth .--.--.and have the keys of hell atid death!”
-Rev. I :18. “Became I live, ge shall live also!“-John
14:19. These

are the majestic words which sound forth from the empty tomb
as the resurrected and glorified Savior stands before us in spirit
and reveals to us the greatest miracle of all times. Jesus, the Lamb
for sinners slain, has conquered all our enemies and proved H’imself to be the Son of God and the Redeemer of the wopld. With
joyous, faith-filled hearts we declare with David of old, “This is
the da,y which the Lord hath made; we will rejoice and be &.M$
in i-t!“- Psalm 118: 24.

If ever there was a day to which this word of God has specihl
application, it is the Lord’s own special day, EASTER! Concerning
it the hymnwriter says, “Awake, my heart, .with yludness, See what
todaly is done !” Just what happened David describes in the psalm
above: +The Stone which the builders refused is become the HeacZ
v. 22. Jesus Himself once referred to this
stome of the cos’ner!“verse while speaking to the religious leaders of His day, Matthew
21:42. The Jews were the builders of whom this psalm spoke, and
the Lord was the Stone which they rejected as unfit and worthless. The peop?leIrefused to accept His offer of grace and mercy and
were disappointed that He did not deliver them from the hated
Roman E,mpire. Their rejection of the only way to salvation reached
its horrifying climax on Good Friday, but God used their evil to
bring a.bout the redem.ption of the world. When Christ had conquered sin, death, and hell, He rose from the dismal g!rave in triumph a.nd became the H,eadstone of the corner. In that structure
known as the Kingdom of God, He whom the Jews refused became
the precious Cornerstone, the very Foundation on which that Kingdom rests and flourishes. .Our risen Lord is the Rock of Ages on
which our faith is built.
What shall Easter mean to us in these troublesome times? As
we .rejoice and are glad in it, we praise our God that the resurrection proves the absolute truth of our Christian religion. Without
this fact all our preaching and our faith would be in vain. There
would be no spiritual benefit in Baptism and the Lord’s Supper ;
.a11divine services would be ,without value for the soul. But JESUS
ROSE! Therefore He is the Son of God, His doctrine is true, the,
Father has accepted His sacrifice for the reconciliation o*f the
3

world, and all believers shall rise to eternal life.
All this makes EASTER our day of victory, too. Jesus is alive
forevermore, and we exult,“Thanks be to God, which giveth us
the victory &rough our Lord J&us ~Christ!“-1 Cor. 15:57. By
God’s grace we shall continue to walk with the risen Savior and
seek to share with others the Easter faith, joy, and hope in our
hearts !
“Oh, the s,weet joy this sentence gives,
I know that my R,edeemer lives!”
-0.

w. s.

Lessonsfor Today
from the
SEVENLETTERS
OF REVELATION
Essay delivered by ihe Rev. H. David Mensing, Tinley Park, Illinois, at the
1974 Convention of +he Concordia
L~utheran Conference

As we now turn to the seven churches themselves and the letters sent to them, various other lessons present themselves to exemplify and confirm doctrines which we find also in the certain
and clear passages of other canonical Scriptures.
The Christian Church indeed consists of all those and only
those who believe in Christ, that is, those in whom the Holy Spirit
has worked the faith that, for the sake of Christ’s vicarious satisfaction, their sins are forgiven (Acts 5: 14-“Believers”).
(Compare also Ephesians 5 :23-27; I Corinthians 3 96-17; Matthew 16 :
18 ; et al. lot.) l1 When Scripture also speaks frequently of churches
in the plural, referring to Christian congregations orlf local churches

(e.g. I Corinthians 16: 19 ; I :2; Acts 8: I ; Romans 16: 16; I Corinthians 11: 16), it means by these churches, in the “proper” and
a,ctual sense of the word, only those :who are true Christians pr
true believers, “them that are sa~nctified in Ch&st Jesus, called
to be saints” -1 Corinthians 1: 2. Because we cannot see faith, only
the Lord knows them that are His (II Timothy 2 :19) .12 Nevertheless, Scripture also accords the name “church” to the visible communions, the local congregations, including not only true believers
but also hypocrites; but it does this in what we call an “improper”
sense, by the figure of synedoche ; that is, the whole bears the
glorious name merely on account of a part of it to which alone this
nam,e belongs in the proper sense. (Compare Matthew 18 :15-17,
especially v. 17 ; Galatians 1:2, 6 ; 6: 4.)l3 Because the hypocrites
@Fenot properly or actually, in the sight of God, members of the
church, therefore, when they have been made manifest, they are
to be excommunicated and put out from among the true Christians
(Matthew 18: 17 ; I Corinthians 5, especially v. 13).
Now these same lessons are observed in the Seven Letters.
To each of the seven churches the Lord Jesus accords the name
“church”. Notice, for example, chapter 1, verse 4: I‘. . . to the
seven churches.” And notice at the end of each letter: “. . . what
the Spirit saith unto the se/uen churches.” What IS said to the
‘church at Smyrna and at Philadelphia (ch. 2: 8-11.; 3 :7-13) is commendatory tljroughout. But the three churches at Ephesus, Pergamos and Thyatira had in their constituency m.any people who
were at that time unrepentant sinners, so that the Lord had to
speak in no uncertain terms, saying: “Repent, or eZse . . . !”
(Compare, for example, chapter 2, vetse 16.) And two of the
churches were in a most deplorable spiritual condition. Except foer
only a few (3 :4), Jesus had to tell the Sardis church: “Thou bust
a, name that thou livest and art dead” (3: 2). And beca,use of its
utt,er lukewarmness, Jesus tells the church at Laodicea: “r w61l
spue thee out of my mouth”

(3 96).

Yet, even for these two, as also for the others, the saving love
and solicitude of Jesus is the greatest, the most urgent and compelling, as we notice in the closing verses of each letter. It is shown
us here by practical instances, as St. Paul also wrote to the Remans,
that ‘cwhej”e sin abounded, grace did much more abound”-&mans
5:20. For this reason also the Lord Jesus expects and requires His
congregations to exercise church discipline. This is evident espycially in the letters addressed to the church in Pergamos and the
church in Thyatira. For He says to those at PeFgamos: “I have a
5

few things against #bee, because thou hast there them that hold the
d0ctrin.e of Bala,am,” etc., “So hast thou also them that hold the
doctrine of +!$e Nicolaitmes . . . ” (2 :14-15). And to those of
Thyatira He says: “. . . I ha,ve a, few things against thee, because
thou sufferest that woman Jezebel. . . to teach and Eo seduce my
seNmmntsto commit fornication.
. . and she repented noV (2 :20-

21). God expects and requires His congregations to exercise church
,discipine, in accordance with His Word, so that, first of all, the
e&ring may be gained unto repentance, and that the manifest impenitent sinners may be severed from among the Christians as l,ong
as they do not repent (Matthew 18: 15-17; Galatians 6 :I; I Corinthians 5: 13 ; II Corinthians 2 :6-8,lO). Where church discipline is
not properly exercised, the church also subjects itself to the leaven
of false doctrine and ungodly life, and the whole congregation is in
grave dang@ of being seduced (Galatians 5: 9 ; I Corinthians 5: 6-7).
From the Savior’s dealings with t.hose seven churches and the
requirements He makes of them, as well as,from what He sa,ys likewise of othe$ Christian congregations in the other canonical Scriptures (See/passages above) -in contrast to the Scriptures’ absolute
silence as to any union of congregations into larger church bodies,
such as conferences and synods- we also learn the lesson that the
local church and its minis$ry is indeed a divine institution, while
the, association of congregations to form a larger church body is
not of divine right but only a. human arrangement?* To state and
to hold that a synod or conferenceis over congregations in authority or that eonmegation and synod are on the same plane is,contrary
to the Word of God, a caesaropapistic influence in the church, and
an affront to Him who is the Head of His Church and the Savior
of the body (Ephesians 1:22-23 ; Matthew 23: 8-10).
From the Seven Letters we also learn the right relation between pastors and their congregation, or of the public ministry
to the spiritual priesthood of all Christiaa believers, even as this
is taught also, in the other Scriptures.
All Christians, that is, all who have come to faith in Christ as
their Lord and Savior, are spiritual priests. They have the right
and privilege to approach the throne of grace in heaven through
Christ, their High Priest (Hebrews 7 :23-28 ; 10: 19.25). To them
has also been committed the Office of the Keys, the authority
to preach and teach God’s Word, to use the Sacraments and to remit and retain sins. Peter speaks to all Christians, saying: “Ye
are a royal priesthood. . . that ye should show forth ‘#he praises of
Him who hath called you out of darkness into His marvelous light’
4

-1 Peter 2 :9. (Compare also John 6: 45 ; I Corinthians 2 :15-16 and
I John 2: 2%) Thus every Christian may and should teach, instruct,
admonish, comfort, and reprove his neighbor with God’s Word
whenever and wherever he finds someone in need of it, as for exa.mple, father, mother, neighbor, etc. (See Deuteronomy 6 :6-7 ;
Isaiah 40: 9 ; Colossians 3 :16.) 15
Nevertheless, Scripture distinguishes sharply between the
spl?ritual priesthood and the office of the public ministry. While
the Office of the Keys is common to all Christians, it would not be
seemly for anyone to put himself forward and claim a.s his sole
possession what belongs to all. Therefore, that disorder may not
arise a’mong God’s people and the church be turned info a Babel
(I Corinthians 14: 40), it is necessary that one, or as many as the\
congregation pleases, be chosen and elected, who, in the stead a.nd
name of all who have the Iceys, administer this office.16 Thus the
functions of the ministry are called ‘CpubZie” not in contrast to
“private”
but because they are discharged for the good and by
the command of all, namely, of the congregation; and “no otie
should publicly teach in the Church OT administer the Sacraments
unless he be regularly called.” (Romans 1.0:15 ; Hebrews 5 :4) 17918

MoIreover, the distinction between the priesthood of a.11believers
and the public ministry is evident in the special qualifications
which Scripture requires of the incum,bents to this. public office.
(See, in summ.ary, I Timothy 3: l-7 ; Titus 1; II Timothy 2 :2, 15,
22-26 ; 4: 1-5; I Peter 5: l-4; Acts 20 :28-31; Hebrews 13 97; et al.
lot.) All these qualifications and requirements are cent,ered in the
W&d of God, stipulating that he who is called to this sacred office
must be a faithful Christian man, and that he must faithfully
preach and teach the true Christ.ian doc$rine of that Word and
apply it to the spiritual needs of that flock, or congregation, over
which the Holy Ghost has made him overseer? Thus the minister
and pastor of a Christian congregation is both the “umba,ssado~
of Christ” (II Corinthians 5 :20 ;) and the congregation’s minister,
or servant, for Jesus’ sake (II Corinthians 4: 5).
This same doctrine we also observe in the S,even Letters. On
the one hand, there is no do,ubt that Jesus’ communications were
meant for the whole church in each instance. We reiterate our
reference at this point to chapter 1, v’s, 4 & 11: “. . . unto th.e seven
churches;” likewise, cha.pter 2, v’s 10,13,23,24, and 25, where the
second person plural (you and ye, not thee and tihou) is used; and
a.gain the expression “the churches” at the end of each letter (2: 7 ;
2:ll; 2:17; 2:29; 3:6; 3 :13; and 3: 22). On the other hand, how7

ever, each lette#r is sent to the respective church or congregation
through its pastor, who is called “tlze angel” of the. church. (CX
1:20; 211; 2:8; 2:12; 2:18; 3:l; 3:7; and 3:1’4.)
As to the term ‘%e angel of the &wch” the’re are two poissibilities according to the usage of the word “angel”. The first is
the use of “angel” (Greek: angelos) to designate one of the holy
spirits confirmed in their bliss whom the Lord sends forth to minist,er for them who shall be heirs of salvation (Ma&hew 25 :31!;
18: 10 ; Hebrews 1: 14) .20 But this is inconceivable that a heavenly
angel should be told he has fallen a.nd must repent (2 :5). And it
does not agree further with the analogy of Scripture (the rule of
‘faith) in that God has entrusted His Word for the church not to
heavenly angels but to “men” (II Timothy 2: 2).
The other ,possibility is that “angel” is a term designating
the (chief) pastor, or bishop (overseer), of the church. For this
there is pirecedent in Scripture. In Haggai I: 13 the prophet is called
the Lord’s messenger (angel) ; and in Malachi 2 :7 the priest, as
teacher of the people, is given the title “messengelr (angel) of the/
Lord of Hosts.” Also in Malachi 3:1, quoted in Mark I :2, John
the Baptist is called God’s messenger (angel). Moreover, the word
angel (angelos) was to the Greek people not at all a strange or’
unusual word, meaning to them in its general usage simply “mm
senger”. For all these reasons we are on safe and sure g/round to
understand the “angeE” referred to here as the pustoy of the church.
In this relationship b,etween pastor and congregation we also,
then, see the ‘relationship of responsibility to the Lord of the Church
as to the congregation and its pastor. Where the p!eople are found
in unrepented sin, they themselves tire responsible and accountable to the Lord, to their own detriment and punishment. If their
pastor has done his duty overagainst them, properly teaching, admonishing and warning them with God’s Word, he himself is free
from blame. But if, on the other hand, he has not done his duty
toward them, he too, on his part, must bear the responsibility for
their wickedness. (Compare Jeremiah 23: 28 ; Isaiah 56 :I0 ; Ezekiel
3 :16-19 ; Acts 20 :26-28 ; II Timothy 3: 16-17 ; 4: 1-5 ; Hebrews 13 :I?.)
While there are still many other lessons for us Christians today
in the Seven Letters, our essay is necessarily limited as to time
for presentation and discussion. We therefore bring it to a close
with yet one very apparent lesson which is gpropos of the times
in which we live and work. It is this that the Lord Jesus requires
of His Christians, of His churches and their pastors, nothing short
of liv,ing orthodoxy. Or, put in other words, ,the words of our con8

vention motto: We are sa,ved by grace to work.
It ‘is indeed apparent that the Lord, who walks in the midst
of His churches, requires them to be orthodox, sound in the true
doctrine of His Word alone, and intolerant of false teaching and
false teachers. Notice, for example, His commendatory remarks
iabout the Ephesians’ opposition to false apostles in chapter 2,
verse 2; His commendation of the church at Pergamos for holding
fast His name and for not denying His faith (2 :13), but at the
same time His sharp criticism for having in their midst such holders and teachers of false doctiine as the Nicolaitanes21 (the doctrine of Balaam apparently being the same, the advocating of
loose morals and the practice of fornication, as this was connected
with the t,emple worship of the goddess Diana) (2: 14-15) ; and
His criticism of the church in Thyrat,ira for permitting “tha$ woman Jezebel,” who called herself a prophetess, to teach similak
doctrines (2 :20).
But notice, on the other hand, how severely the Lo&d Jesus rebukes the pastor and members at Ephesus because they had left
their first love (2 :4) ; how He threatened to spue the Laodiceans
out of His mouth because of their lukewarmness (3 95-16) ; how
utterly shocking it is to hear Him say to the chupch at Sardis:
‘,Thou hast a NAME that thou lives-& and art DEAD" (3: 1). Indeed
there is such a thing as “dead orthodoxy”, a mere subsciption to
a correct statement of Christian doctrine, an adherance to the true
doctrine with the lips, a mere outward show of loyalty to Chrilst
and His Word. And this our Lord and Saviolr hates!
Therefore He says time and again in His letters, in these and
similar words, “Remember thdref ore from. whence thou art fatlen,
and repent, and do the firs$ works” (2: 5). Wherever true love toward Christ has departed, where dead orthodoxy has taken the
,place of warm devotion to Christ, and insi&ence on doctrinal correctness is accompanied by friendship for the world and an indulging in what the broad way offers, true repentance is required.
There must be in God’s people true repentance, that is, a real change
of heart (Greek : metunoia) , a keen realization of our sinfulness
and a seeking of refuge in the saving grace of God, that is in Christ
Jesus, who stands ready to forgive us whenever we sincerely turn
to Him. And such true repentance must then be followed by works,
the works that proceed from true faith in and love for Christ,
works that are meet for repentance (Matthew 3: 8 ; Galatians 5 :6 ;
Ephesians 2 :8-10)
No, neither the Seven Letters nor any other Scripture teaches

-

Otherwise the Savior would not so plainly
promise : “Be tho.u f aithftil unto death, and. I will GIVE thee a crown
of life,,- R’evelation 2: 10. But this is our lesson: SAVEDBY GRACE
TO WORK! And so we continue in our hymn to sing and pray :
salvation

by works.

“In these lust days of sore distress,
Grant us, dea,r Lord, &rue steadfastness
That pure we keep frill life is spent
Thy holy Word and Sacrament.
“Lord Jesus, h.elp, Thy church uphold,
FO”Pwe are sluggish, thoughtless, cold,
Oh, IP(rosper well Thy Word of grace,
And spread its truth in every place.
“And since the cause and glory, Lord,
Are Thine, not ours, to us afford
Thy help and strength and constancy.
With all our he@% we trust in Thee.
“Oh, grant that in Thy holy. Word
We here may live and die, dear Lord;
And when our journey endeth here,
Receive us into glory thme.”
Amen.

Lutheran Hymnal, 292, v’s 2,3,7, and 9

SOLI DE0 GLORIA
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v.
Now what is the situation with regard to the use of the expression Gospel? The THOROUGHDECLARATION answers: “No~o when
we consider this dissent aright” (Whether the Gospel reproves sin
land foa tha.t rea.son the preaching of the Law in the Church is superfluous) , “it has been caused chiefly by this, that the term Gospel
is not always emplo-yed and understood in one and the sam,e sense,
b,ut in two ways, in the Holy Sc&ptures, as also by a,ncient and modqrn church-teachers. For sometimes it is en@oyed so that #here
is understood by it the entire doctrine of Christ, our Lord, which
He proclaimed in His &nisi-&y upon cay-th, a,nd commanded to be
taught in the New Testament, and hence comprised in it the explanation of the Lan/v and the pj*oclamation. of the favor and grace
of God, His heavenly Father, as it is written, Mark 1 :I, ‘The beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.’ And shortly
afterwards the chief heads m3”estated: Repentance and Forgiveness of Sins. Then, when Christ after His resurrection com\ma/nd.ed
the apostles to preach the Gospel in all the world, Mark 16:15. He
compressed the sum of this doctrine into a few words, when He
said, Luke Z&46,47: ‘Thus is is written, and thus it behooved Ch.rist

to suffer, and to rise from the dead the third day; and that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His name among
all nations.’ So Paul too, calls his entire doctrine the Gospel, Acts
2O:Zl; but he embraces the sum of this doctrine under the two
heads, Repentance toward God and Faith towwad our Lord Jesus
Christ. Anid in &is sense the generalis definitio, tha,t is, the okscription of the word Gospel, when ejnployed in a wide sense and
without the proper distinction between the Law and the Gospel,is
carrect, when it is said that the Gospel is a p~ea&hg of repentance and the remission of sins. Fosr John, Christ, and the u,p&les

began their preaching with, repentance, and explained and urged
no8 only the gtiacious promise of the forgiveness of sinq but also
the Law of God. Furthermore the term< Gospel is employed in another, namely, in its proper sense, by wh.kh it comprises not the!
preaching of repentance, but only the. preaching of the grace of
God, as follows dike&y afterwards, Mark 1:15, where Christ says:

‘Repent, and believe the Gospel.’ ” (953,4-6)
THOROUGHDECLARATION: “It is, therefore, dangerous and wrong to convert the Gospel,
properly so called , as distinguished from bhe Law, into a preaching of repentance or reproof (a preuching of repentance, reproving
sin). FW otherwise, if understood in a general sense o&fthe entire
do&rine, also th>eApology says several times that the Gospel is a
preaching of repentance and the f mgiveness of sins. Meanwhile,
however, the Atpology also sh.ows th,at the Gospel is properly the
promise of the forgiveness of sins and of justificution
ttiough
Christ, bu@ that th.e Law is a doctrine which reproves sins and

condmndf
(961, 27)
In the Holy Scriptures and in church theology the word Gospel
is used in a. broa.d and in a narrow sense. In its broad sense it embraces the entire doclzine which Christ and the Apostles presented
and committed to the Church in the New Testament. -In this sense
the word Gospel includes also the preaching of the La’w ; and a person can then also say: The Gospel reveals and rebukes sin. However, it is self- evident that it is to be understood that the reproof
of sin takes place through that part of the preaching of the Gospel
in its broad sense, which one otherwise designates as Law. In the
narrow, proper sense, however,’ and in distinction from the Law,
Gospel always designates alone the preaching of the forgiveness
of sins, never the preaching concerning God’s anger and damnation
upon the transgressors of the Law. And so far as the word Gospel
is concerned, that also includes, the terms “Law” and “Ordinance.”
They likewise are used in the Scriptures in a broad sense and in a
narrow sense. In the broad sense they include the promises in the
Old Testament concerning the coming salvation in Christ.
In theology one dare not overlook the fact that in themselves
all expressions are ambiguous, and that each word has a definite
and cqrtain sense according to its definite context. Thus, for example, the expressions comma.nd, heed, order, demand, promise,
.etc., not alwa.ys can be tipplied in the same sense and in the same
manner, that the one must always be applied to the Law and the
other always to the Gospel. From this it follows that one must
conclude that from an uncommon use of a word not immediately
13

false doctrine or a mixture of Law and Gospel must of necessity
follow. Ambiguous speech, says our Confessions, one should not
immediately condemn, but painstakingly explain. (875, 51) The
different usages of words do not by a long way indicate real doctrin-al differences. And it is a part of Chris.tian liberty, upon which
Christians must stand, that they do not allow themselves to be forbidden the right to make use of expressions which can be understood correctly, and which can be rightly erplained, or figures of
sp,eech, of which the Scriptures also make use, nor to permit such
to be condemned as sinful or heretical.
VI.

How is it that the L,aw, which indeed does not know anything
a.bout Christ, reproves unbelief toward the Gospel. The THOROUGH
DECLARATIONwrites: “But the other side held and contended that
&he Gospel is not properly a preaching of repentance or of re@wof
(preaching of repenta,nce, convicting sin), as that p!roperly belongs
to God’s Law, which reproves all s,ins, and therefore unbelief also;
but that the Gospel is properly a, pkreaching of grace and favor c$
God for Christ’s sake, through which the unbelief of the converted
\wh\ich weviously inhered in them, and which the Law of God yeproved, is pardoned and forgiven.”
(951, 2) The FORMULA OF

CONCORDjustifies this part and answers the above question as follows : ‘Thus, the Law reproves unbelief, (namely), when men do
not believe the Word of God. Now, sin.ce the Gospel, which alone
properly teaches and commands to believe in Christ, is God’s Word,
the Holy Ghost, thkough She office of the Law, also reproves unbelief, that men do not believe in Christ, a!though i,& is .properJy
the Gospel alone which teaches concerning saving faith in Christ.”
(957, 18)

It is self-understood that the Law reDroves unbelief, which is
di&tly
forbidden in the First Commandment, that unbelief
jagainst any word of the Law and everything which this presumes
and embraces. What some deny, but which is affirmed by our confession, is the teaching that the Law reproves sin also, that the
people do not believe Christ and the Word of the Gospel. To be sure
the La/w does not of itself know absolutely anything about the great
and glorious word concerning the kindness and grace of God for
sinners which God has sealed with fervent oaths. From this it does
not follow, however, that the Law, because it knows nothing of the
Gospel and of faith in it, does not rebuke unbelief against the same.
Also in general, the Law does not enumerate the individual words

of God which man is obliged to believe. However, the Law indeed
does say that it is a damnable sin when one ‘jrefuses to believe any
Word of God, regardless of ,the manner in which it is done, and
how and when it may become known. When, therefore, the Holy
Spirit rebukes unbelief against Christ, then it does this through the
ministry of the Law. It is the Law that we preach, when in the rebuking of sin, we especially have in mind unbelief against the Gospel. It would, however, be foolhardy if one would want to make
the conclusion from this, that also the Law, looked at exactly,
knoJws something about the Gospel and includes in it the preaching
of the kindness and grace of God, and therefore at the same time is
a teaching of the saving faith. Through the teaching that! not the
Gospel but the Law reproves unbelief against the Gospel, the difference be’iiween the two is not erased, but rather sharply emphasized. All rebuking and condemning takes place through the Law,,
and the Gospel is always only and alone the message conceiming
God’s kindness, .grace, and forgiveness of sins, also of the previous
unbelief.
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