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4 Unlocking the Skeletons in Your
Closet

By the Rev. Richard Nuffer, Supervisor of Vicarage, Dean of
Assessment, Assoc. Prof. Pastoral Ministry & Missions at Con-
cordia Theological Seminary

You are a Christian—baptized soon after birth, raised in
church each Sunday, active in your current congregation, per-
haps even holding offices in the congregation, LLL, or
LWML.You believe in the forgiveness of sins (including your
sins) through Christ’s atoning life, death, and resurrection.
You believe that you bodily partake of Him in his holy supper.
Yet you are troubled.

7 The Keys: An Identification Mark of the Church
By the Rev. Terry Cripe, Pastor of Christ our Saviour Lutheran
Church, Defiance, OH.

Would you think it odd if I stood outside a hospital and asked
those entering, “How do you know this is a hospital?” I could
walk into ours and find a gift shop inside. Is the hospital’s pur-
pose to sell books, magazines and candy? I could go over to
the hospital thrift shop and purchase a nice second-hand shirt.
Is this the hospital’s mission? Like many people in our com-
munity, I could go to the hospital’s cafeteria for a tasty, inex-
pensive meal. Is this why the hospital exists? Obviously, none
of these services is an identification mark of a hospital! Our
Lutheran Confessions teach that the marks of the Church are
the pure teaching of the Gospel and the administration of the
Sacraments in accordance with that pure Gospel teaching
(Apology, Articles VII and VIII: Of the Church).

10“He’s OK, They’re OK”
By the Rev. Larry S. Harvala, North Dakota District President,
Fargo, ND.

A common conversation among members of The Lutheran
Church–Missouri Synod might be: “What did you think of
the pastor’s sermon?” Sometimes the work pastors do is
considered outstanding by their members. At other times, it is
deemed to be downright deficient. Most of the time, however,
it is just blandly “ok.”

16 In the Field
By Monica Robins

Featuring the Rev. Larry A. Nichols, Pastor of Our Redeemer
Lutheran Church, Smithfield, RI.
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W
ould you think it odd if I stood
outside a hospital and asked those
entering, “How do you know this
is a hospital?” I could walk into

ours and find a gift shop inside. Is the hospi-
tal’s purpose to sell books, magazines, and
candy? I could go over to the hospital thrift
shop and purchase a nice second-hand shirt. Is
this the hospital’s mission? Like many people
in our community, I could go to the hospital’s
cafeteria for a tasty, inexpensive meal. Is this
why the hospital exists? Obviously, none of
these services is an identification mark of a
hospital! Some people are there expecting to
be diagnosed, others are being treated for
some illness, while still others may be recov-
ering from surgery. The hospital’s mission is
to restore health. Its caregivers all work
toward achieving that goal. The identifying
marks of a hospital would be the presence and

use of prescription medicines, operating rooms, and recovery
rooms as used by the appropriate staff.

Would you think it odd if I stood outside a church and asked those entering, “How do
you know this is a church?” Interestingly enough, we could find gift shops, thrift shops,
and food services in a number of them, too! I receive a number of phone calls from
people who obviously believe that providing such things is the mission of the church!

Our Lutheran Confessions teach that the marks of the Church are the pure teaching
of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments in accordance with that pure
Gospel teaching (Apology, Articles VII and VIII: Of the Church). Martin Luther

The Keys, along with the Gospel
and Sacraments, pertain directly
to the Church’s mission. Recall
Jesus’ words to the disciples at
the end of Matthew’s Gospel. “Go
and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to
observe all that I have command-
ed you.” (Matthew 28:20)
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counted seven marks of the Church, including,
among others, the use of the Keys: “The people of
God, or holy Christians, are known by the Keys,
which they publicly use. Christ decrees in Matthew
18 that if a Christian sins, he shall be rebuked, and if
he does not amend his ways, he shall be bound and
cast out; but if he amends, he shall be set free. This is
the power of the Keys . . . Now wherever you see the
sins of some persons forgiven or rebuked, publicly or
privately, know that God’s people are there . . . Christ
has bequeathed them as a public mark and a holy pos-
session, whereby the Holy Ghost, won through
Christ’s death, imparts holiness anew to fallen sinners
and by them Christians confess that they are a holy
people, under Christ in this world; and those who will
not be converted and made holy again are to be cast
out of this holy people; that is, they are to be bound
and excluded by means of the Keys (On the Coun-
cils and the Church, 1539,AE 41).” The Keys share
common features with preaching and the Lord’s Sup-

per. The public absolution is like preaching the Gospel – in the
church service one never knows how many believe and take the
words to heart. The private absolution is like communion in that
the Gospel is individualized for each recipient. If public absolu-
tion may be likened to a shotgun, private absolution is the rifle.

The marks point toward the mission. Luther could include
the Keys as a mark of the Church because, along with the
Gospel and Sacraments, it pertains directly to the Church’s mis-
sion. Recall Jesus’ words to the disciples at the end of
Matthew’s Gospel. “Go and make disciples of all nations, bap-
tizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have command-

ed you” (Matthew 28:20). We know these words as “The Great Commission.” They
describe the mission of God’s people to the world in an outward fashion. It is instruc-
tive to compare them with the words Jesus spoke to the disciples after His resurrection
near the end of John’s Gospel. “‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent Me, I am
sending you.’And with that He breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If
you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not
forgiven.’” (John 20:21-23) These words describe the inner work that God’s Spirit
accomplishes as the Church outwardly bap-
tizes and teaches in Christ’s name. What
aim stands behind the Church’s baptizing
and teaching? Forgiveness of sins. Every-
thing that the Church does has to do with
forgiving people their sins. Its pastors bap-
tize in the name of the Triune God for the
forgiveness of sins. The congregation gath-
ers around the altar to receive the body and
blood of Jesus that was “given and shed for
the remission of sins.” Scripture is studied
because its words offer life and forgiveness.
The Keys are used to impart the forgiveness
of sins to the penitent. Even unrepentant

The Keys share common features
with preaching and the Lord’s
Supper. The public absolution is
like preaching the Gospel– in the
church service one never knows
how many believe and take the
words to heart. The private abso-
lution is like communion in that
the Gospel is individualized for
each recipient.
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sinners are excluded in the hope that they will repent and be restored. So all that Jesus
taught and that the Church is to do in His Name centers on the forgiveness of sins in
one way or another.

As our Synod rightly has been concerned to see that the Gospel is purely taught and
preached and that the Sacraments are administered in accordance with Christ’s com-
mand, so we should be just as concerned to see that the Keys are properly administered.
When pastors fail to rebuke sin, they fall under God’s warning as given through
Ezekiel: “When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked man, you will surely die,’ and you do
not speak out to dissuade him from his ways, that wicked man will die for his sin, and
I will hold you accountable” (Ezekiel 33:8). Pastors and elders need to keep their old
nature’s desire to be liked in check. The Church dare not shy away from dealing with
sin in the mistaken hope that it will thereby attract more people. On
the other hand, when pastors abuse the Keys by administering them
too harshly, they are not acting properly either. St. Paul writes,
“Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual
should restore him gently” (Galatians 6:1). Those whose sin is not
a willful rebellion are to be handled with gentleness, just as Priscil-
la and Aquilla privately corrected Apollos about his inadequate
teaching on Baptism (Acts 18:26). When pastors condemn as sin
that which is not sin, they abuse the Keys as well. Jesus admon-
ished the Pharisees for teaching as doctrine that which was only tra-
dition (Mark 7:7). Pastors and elders may also need to use the
power of Baptism to keep in check the old nature’s desire to lord it
over others, or to use the Keys as a way of settling a score or win-
ning an argument. The Church through its pastors also has the
responsibility to forgive the penitent, for that is what the Keys are
all about! This means that whatever was done wrong is not brought
up against that person in the future. It means that no record of
wrongs is kept either, as Jesus teaches when Peter asked, “Lord
how many times must I forgive my brother when he sins against
me?” (Matthew 18:21).

The entire congregation of God has a responsibility when it is
on the receiving end of admonition. Those admonished, either cler-
gy or laity, have a duty to receive correction with all humility. We
do well to pray with the psalmist, “Test my heart, O Lord; search
my motives” (Psalm 139:23). For correction and rebuke are
designed only to put the straying back on the path of righteousness.
It is important for pastors to acquaint inquirers about this feature of
church life before they become members. The pastor who receives
correction with all humility sets for himself a valuable model for
the congregation to imitate when they need to be corrected.

Almost thirty years have passed since Dr. Karl Menninger
wrote his book, Whatever Became of Sin? If one were to assess
much of contemporary church life, one might conclude that his
warning has gone unheeded. Still, the Church’s mission is all about
sin and its forgiveness. Because God does not desire the death of
anyone, He has given to the Church the means to deal with sin, and
these means are the marks that point to where the Church may be
found. That troubled hearts may be comforted, that the wicked may
be duly warned and brought to repentance, may the Church continue publicly and
privately to exercise the Keys and show itself faithful to its Lord and Savior.

The Rev. Terry Cripe is Pastor of Christ our Savior Lutheran Church,
Defiance, Oh.

Everything that the Church does
has to do with forgiving people
their sins. Its pastors baptize in
the name of the Triune God for the
forgiveness of sins. The congre-
gation gathers around the altar to
receive the body and blood of
Jesus that was “given and shed
for the remission of sins.” Scrip-
ture is studied because its words
offer life and forgiveness. The
Keys are used to impart the for-
giveness of sins to the penitent.
Even unrepentant sinners are
excluded in the hope that they
will repent and be restored. So all
that Jesus taught and that the
Church is to do in His Name
centers on the forgiveness of sins
in one way or another.




