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 One of the greatest challenges that The Lutheran Church Missouri Synod is experiencing 

is in the realm of evangelism. Over the last decade and a half “the total defections” have 

remained at the average of 50,000 communicant members each year.  These persons are removed 1

from the rosters of congregations because they moved and did not transfer, were 

excommunicated, joined a church of a different denomination, or just dropped out of the church. 

Studies have indicated that only 58% of the infants baptized are ever confirmed. According to 

some estimates, there is a loss of approximately 25,000 to 30,000 children every year.  About 2

25% of the congregations of the Synod do not gain a single adult convert each year and only 

about 12% of congregations gain only one!  In comparison, the LCMS dwarfs to the efforts of 3

the Church of the Latter-Day Saints (Mormons), which in 2006 alone boasted a total of 272, 800 

adult conversions.  In 2005, the Jehovah’s Witnesses baptized 28,384 new adult converts and 4

planted 12, 261 congregations in America, alone!  So perhaps it is “meet and right” to ask the 5

question, “So what is wrong with the LCMS?” 

 Part of the problem in the LCMS is that though we see the need to fulfill “The Great 

Commission,” (Matthew 28: 18-20) our fear of “Decision Theology has incapacitated us.”  We 6

have built certain verbal paradigms and practices that make us unable to communicate effectively 

(and perhaps believe) the true saving Gospel of Jesus Christ. Biblical imperatives such as 

“receive, believe, repent, convert, and accept” which were integral words in communicating the 

Gospel by the Apostles have become our missional “bones of contention.” This is surprisingly 

 Evangelism and Church Growth, A Report of the Commission on Theology and Church Relations of the Lutheran 1

Church- Missouri Synod, (Concordia Pres, St. Louis, MO: 1987), 6

 ibid.2

 ibid.3

 http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/news-releases-stories/church-statistics-reflect-steady-growth4

 http://www.watchtower.org/statistics/worldwide_report.htm5

 Decision Theology is the Pelagian theological position that the free-will of human beings was not incapacitated 6

though Original Sin. Classical Arminianism (which is not Pelagian) is often confused with Decision Theology.
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amazing since we boast to be the Church of “Sola Scriptura!” Are we now to exclude the 

command to “love our neighbor” simply because Buddhism teaches a similar concept? While we 

boast about our Confessional superiority and verbal “ascetic” practices, our less than perfect 

Trinitarian brethren are generally doing a better job spreading the Good News of Salvation in 

Jesus Christ. Perhaps some of us instinctively think that our “ministry” is not missional, but 

rather, “catechetical.” Perhaps we let our theologically ignorant brothers spread the Good News, 

so that hopefully some converts might “trickle-down” to us; older, wiser, Christians!   

 In an attempt to avoid a synergistic soteriology, many (if not most) fall into a type of 

monergism that makes man akin to a lifeless “banana” that God picks up, peels and eats; without 

resistance, consideration, or assent. A prime example is found among our Concordia seminarians. 

In my conversations with tens of seminarians during the last three months, I have found that 

most believe that one day they were hit with the “water-balloon” of faith and justification, and 

that they had no say about it. At times I wonder whether I am at a Lutheran seminary or a 

Presbyterian! The propositional statement in the Formula of Concord that in matters of salvation 

we are like “a stone, a block or a lump of clay”  was never meant to contradict the previous 7

statement found in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession which states that to have faith 

means “to want and to accept the promised offer of forgiveness of sins and justification.”   Other 8

seminarians consider the appropriation and exercise of faith by an individual to be “law,” as if 

true faith merely “works” through the automata.  Therefore, asking Jesus to enter our heart and 9

to be our Lord and Savior is tantamount to converting ourselves.  Ironically, Scripture tells us in 10

Revelation 3:20 that Jesus is knocking at the door of our hearts, hoping that someone would hear 

his voice, let him in and dine with him.  

 Theodore G. Tappert, ed., The Book of Concord, Formula of Concord: Solid Declaration, Article II.24 (Fortress 7

Press, Philadelphia, PA: 1959), 525

 Ibid., Apology of the Augsburg Confession, IV.48.8

 Francis Pieper D. D., Christian Dogmatics, vol. I, (Concordia Publishing, St. Louis, MO: 1950), 491 9

“The fact that men live, move, and have their being in God does not make them automata; they remain moral beings, 
free from coercion (libertas a coactione), i.e., beings personally responsible to God, or, in other words persons. The 
responsibility of man, his freedom from coercion, is a fact. How these facts agree with the fact that God works all 
things, we do not know.

 FAQ Article: ‘Save Ourselves?’: www.lcms.org/pages/internal.asp?NavID=264210
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 So what is the result of so many inherited paradigms? The result is that we share a 

“Gospel” without a climax, that is: that Salvation is a free gift from God that is received by faith. 

If we dare (and that is a great feat in itself) to tell someone about Jesus, we share the Law, Death 

and Resurrection of our Lord, and then stare at the potential Christian convert like a banana, 

hoping for some sort of miracle that will free us from the imperatives of St. Peter’s “Decision 

Theology.”  
Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing 
may come from the presence of the Lord. Acts 3: 19 NKJV !
Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your 
sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. Save yourselves from this corrupt generation. 
And those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their 
number that day. Acts 2: 39-41 NKJV 

  
A. A Lutheran Definition of Faith. 

 In order to properly understand what faith is we will first proceed to use the apophatic 

method, so that in light of these clarifications, our cataphatic statements are seen more clearly.  

 I. Negative statements- 

  1. Faith is not ‘historical knowledge’- the scholastics of Luther’s day believed that 

faith was simply “knowledge” about God. Salvation was primarily seen as a communal act by 

which a person was saved through the work of the Church. Part of the great “revolution” of the 

Reformation was to say that the individual was forensically declared righteous through personal 

faith. The idea was to see heaven as some sort of celestial court, where Satan as the prosecutor 

accuses each one of us of sin , but where Christ defends us for our clinging to his gained merits 11

on the Cross.   In heaven, we are declared righteous simply because we believe.  12 13

  2. Faith is not a magical energy that coerces us- it is important to reiterate that 

human beings are not automatons. To be dead in our sins and trespasses (Eph. 2:1) does not 

mean that human beings lost the ability of volition. If this were to be the case, then man would 

not be entirely responsible for his sin in the presence of the Divine Court. (Acts 17: 31; Romans 

 Zechariah 3:111

 Romans 4: 2512

 Romans 4: 4-513
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2: 14-16; Matthew 12: 36-37).  To be “dead in our sins” means that the unregenerate is separated 

from the light of God and does not have, nor can have fellowship with Him (John 1: 6-13; Acts 

26: 18; Eph. 5: 8). As a result of this separation, man cannot choose the light of salvation nor 

comprehend it by his own capabilities (Rom. 3: 11-12) and by nature he is hostile to God 

(Romans 8: 7). To confuse our deadness in sin with the annihilation of our spirit, is unscriptural 

and leaning towards Calvinism. It is our Reformed brethren who believe that Faith is the result of 

imputed Justification and Regeneration, not classical Lutheranism. God does not impute 

salvation upon the unwilling (John 3: 16; Mark 16:16). The salvific act of God proceeds from his 

essence, which is love (1John 4: 8, 16). God is not the “rapist” of our souls, but our loving 

husband (Hosea 2: 14-16).  

  3. Faith is NOT a work- the two great scandals of Christianity are both the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ and justification by faith. Those of us who have lived in countries 

where Roman Catholicism is predominant know how common it is to see people making vows 

and seeking merit through their pious works. Even today, Roman Catholicism defends ostensibly 

the doctrine of indulgences.  An indulgence is a “remission before God of the temporal 14

punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven, which the faithful Christian who 

is duly disposed gains under certain prescribed conditions…”  The Roman Catholic seeks 15

pardon by earning the merits that are already acquired by the Church through pious acts, with the 

hope that they will placate God’s righteousness.  Because of this doctrine, Blessed Martin 

Luther was tormented and could never find spiritual solace and peace. It was then that God 

illumined him by showing him that God’s righteousness was an imputation upon those who 

trusted in Christ, and not something to be earned. Faith becomes a work of the Law ONLY when 

the person thinks that his faith is the source of his Justification before God, or that faith will earn 

him merit.    The fact that someone must believe in Jesus in order to be saved does not preclude 16

Sola Fide, but rather fulfills it. When asked what must he do to be saved, (Acts 16: 30-31) Paul 

 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Doubleday; New York: 1994), 1471-149814

 ibid.15

 Theodore G. Tappert, ed., The Book of Concord: Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Art. IV.71 (Fortress Press, 16

Philadelphia, PA: 1959), 116.  See also Acts 13: 38-39.
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did not proceed to teach the Jailer that the faith he “felt” was from God or that he could not do 

anything towards his own salvation. Instead, Paul simply answered with the imperative: “Believe 

on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved, you and your household.” The Bible takes great 

strides to make clear the distinction between meritorious acts and faith.  
Acts 13: 38-38 NKJV- Therefore let it be known to you brethren, that through this Man is 
preached to you the forgiveness of sins; and by Him everyone who believes is justified from all 
things from which you could not be justified by the law of Moses. !
Romans 4: 20-22 NKJV- He did not waver at the promise of God through unbelief, but was 
strengthened in faith, giving glory to God and being fully convinced that what he had promised He 
was also able to perform. And therefore, “It was accounted to him for righteousness.” 

  

 II. Positive statements-  

  1. Faith is a gift of God for us to own- every good gift ultimately proceeds from 

“the Father of the heavenly lights”  Blessed Martin Luther explained this mystery in The First 17

Article of the Small Catechism:  
I believe that God has made me and all creatures; that He has given me my body and soul, eyes, 
ears, and all my members, my reason and all my senses, and still takes care of them. He also gives 
me clothing and shoes, food and drink, house and home, wife and children, land, animals and all I 
have. He richly and daily provides me with all that I need to support this body and life. He defends 
me against all danger and guards and protects me from all evil. All this He does only out of 
fatherly, divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me. For all this it is my 
duty to thank and praise, serve and obey Him. This is most certainly true.  18!

 The unregenerate man is by nature incapable of believing the simplicity of the Gospel 

(1Cor. 2:14; SC Art. III). Egocentricity, auto-dependence and self-preservation are at the center 

of man’s heart; therefore, he cannot accept the gift of Salvation (Ephesians 2: 8-9) because it 

seems foolish and irrational to him (1Cor. 2: 14). The Scriptures clearly teach (Romans 1: 16; 

1Corinthians 1:18) that the Gospel is the “power of God unto the salvation of everyone who 

believes,” therefore denoting its salvific purpose. Faith comes by “hearing the Word of God”  to 19

whoever is listening. It is erroneous to conclude that faith is given to John but not to Jane 

through the message of the Gospel, since selective sharing and dividing of faith is contrary to the 

 James 1: 1717

 Luther’s Small Catechism, 1986 Translation, (Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis, MO: 2005), 718

 Romans 10: 1719
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very purpose of the Gospel which is to save the whole world.   To believe the contrary is smack 20

of the doctrine of limited atonement, i.e., Calvinism.  

 A gift is not truly a gift if the person who received it cannot possess it. “Giving” 

something to someone in order to hold, rather than to use, is NOT a gift. When God gives the gift 

of faith through the Word, it is as if he gave a gravely myopic person a pair of glasses or a deaf 

person a hearing aide- it is with the intention to possess and to use. Ephesians 2: 8 NIV says: 

“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift 

of God.”  Here Paul is telling the Church that the faith they have and are exercising in Christ is 

not from them (i.e. they are not the source) but that it is a gift of God. Somewhere down the line, 

we Lutherans get stuck in the “not from yourselves” and avoid the definition to the word “gift.” 

Since faith is a “gift from God,” it is then entirely proper to say that the faith given by God is for 

us to own and appropriate (see Luke 7: 50; Matthew 9:22; 15: 28; Mark 5: 34; 10: 52; Luke 8: 

48; 18: 42).  

 If to think otherwise is to NOT be a Lutheran, then I guess whoever says such a thing 

should start by excommunicating Jesus!  

  2. Faith is trust in God’s Word- Hebrews 11: 1 says, “Now faith is being sure of 

what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”  In every debate with a Concordia 

seminarian that vehemently defends the fact that faith is a gift from God (as if I was saying 

otherwise!) I asked: “So, since faith is a gift from God, does that mean that it is us who believe 

or that it is God believing through us?” Unbelievably, this was the moment when “banana 

theology” would surface. According to Scripture, to have faith in Christ is to simply put our trust 

in Him and His promises. This trust is not a “mere idle thought” but it is “firm acceptance of the 

promise” given by God.  Interestingly, the process by which a man goes from not trusting to 21

“firmly trusting” was existentially expressed by Blessed Martin Luther as “making up” one’s 

mind and holding all things “under consideration” before firmly trusting the Word.  

 1 Timothy 2: 3-4 NIV-  “This is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to 20

a knowledge of the truth.”

 Theodore G. Tappert, ed., The Book of Concord: Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Art. IV.50 (Fortress Press, 21

Philadelphia, PA: 1959), 114
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“As we have been instructed by His Word, we should reply this way: ‘I knew before hand, when I 
made up my mind to be a Christian, that it would be the way that Christ, my Lord, 
predicted.’”  22

 In an experiment with some of my seminary friends, I told them that I had been reading a 

sermon from an “Evangelical” pastor and was a bit confused. I told them that I did not want them 

to know who I had been reading in order to avoid “judgment.” So with the paper covered book in 

hand, I proceeded to read an excerpt from a 1533 Ascension Day sermon by Dr. Martin Luther in 

order to test my hypothesis concerning “banana theology.” 
“Believing, however, is not merely a matter of talking about it, or of merely repeating the bare 
words. It is rather a matter of mature consideration and trust in the Word, and then, in the mist 
of temptation, in the face of death, in persecution to defy all people, death and the devil by saying, 
‘Okay, there is the promise; I take my stand on it, and I stand ready to sacrifice life and limb, 
property and honor, everything I am and have. When you trust the Word and promise of God in 
this way, with all of your heart, that’s what it means to believe.”  23!

 “Juan!” my friends exclaimed. “You don’t need to be reading that stuff! Its border-line 

Decision-Theology!” Their faces cringed in unbelief, “Why are you reading Anabaptist stuff? 

You haven’t been a Lutheran long enough! You’re going to get confused!” I couldn’t believe my 

eyes and my ears. Could it be possible that my “banana theology” hypothesis was correct after 

all? And if so, did I want to remain in a Church that believed that man could not believe the 

Gospel by his own volition, and this AFTER God gave him the gift of faith? “Guys,” I said, “I’m 

going to show you who said these things but please don’t judge me nor tell anyone, O.K?” When 

I pulled the paper cover off the book, my friends could not believe their own eyes. “Well Juan, 

we have to check the German and see what Luther really meant by mature consideration!”  My 

answer to them was, “well, taking under consideration that this was a Sunday sermon at his 

parish church for the common folk, I am constrained to believe that Luther said what he meant, 

and meant what he said!  

  3. Faith is action- the Epistle of James says that “For as the body without the spirit 

is dead, so faith without works is dead also.” It is not uncommon for people to claim to have 

 Jaroslav Pelikan ed., Luther’s Works, The Sermon on the Mount and The Magnificat, AE, vol. 21 (Concordia 22

Publishing, St. Louis, MO: 1956), 249 

 The Complete Sermons of Martin Luther, vol. 6, ed. Eugene F. A. Klug, (Baker Books, Grand Rapids, MI: 2000), 23

133. 
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faith in Christ, but yet live in complete contradiction to the statement. Faith in Christ, in order for 

it to be complete, must pass into reality and expressed existentially. In a way, faith must be 

“incarnated” in our words and deeds. For example, if we claim to have love for God but we do 

not love our brothers, we are found to be liars.  Jesus said to his disciples, “If you love me, you 24

will obey what I command.”  True faith leads to the performance of the “good works” God had 25

mysteriously prepared in advance for us to do.  True faith in Christ is not just an idle intellectual 26

belief that He is “Lord and Savior,” but rather, it leads to a profession through words and deeds. 

As LCMS Lutherans we mostly do not have a problem with a profession of faith through works 

such as mowing the lawn of the church, painting the parsonage or bringing a salad to a potluck. 

But the moment we start talking about professing our faith in Jesus, it’s the moment we become 

entangled in our self-defeating paradigms and become captives to fear.  

 Scriptural faith is always climaxed or completed by something that we do or say as a 

result of the gift of faith God has given us. It is not enough to have “faith in the heart.” God 

demands we do something with the faith He has given us. This is akin to the parable of the 

talents  where Christ has given us a certain amount of treasure in order to “invest” and bring 27

forth a “Gospel” profit. Many of us will be held accountable to God for having given us the gift 

of faith, and us not doing anything with it!  The least we can do is to determine and resolve in 

our hearts to believe the Word! The paradox of faith is that it is both God’s work and ours. How 

is this possible? We do not know.  

 There is much more to be said about faith, such as the mystery of Christ giving of himself 

with the gift of faith, and how trusting in God is a continuous resolve and experience in the 

hearts of Christians. So with boldness we say: “Faith is a true gift from God, truly given to each 

 1John 3: 10 NKJV- In this the children of God and the children of the devil are manifest: Whoever does not 24

practice righteousness is not of God, nor is he who does not love his brother.

 John 14: 15 NIV25

 Ephesians 2: 1026

 Matthew 25: 14-3027
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one of us who hear the Gospel, so that we may fully and truly trust in Him. The true faith that 

God gives us empowers us to live out the Gospel in word and deed.” 

B. Missional recommendations to the LCMS.  

 Lutherans have been given a beautiful gift of heritage, history and exegetical abilities. In 

a good sense, we can rejoice for being “the first Evangelicals” since the legalization of 

Christianity in the Roman Empire. God used our reformers to bring the Church back to the very 

Word that has given “birth” to each Christian through Holy Baptism. We have a liturgical and 

sacramental connection with the early Church that surpasses most Evangelical denominations, 

and a hymnody that even angels envy. 

So why aren’t our pews packed with eager new converts? It is my humble opinion that regardless 

of Evangelistic methodologies or programs, we must first need to deal with our misconceptions 

concerning the doctrine of Sola Fide.  

 Frankly, we need a REFORMATION of Faith in which we re-claim the landmark of Sola 

Fide from the hands of those who over emphasize the divine proceeding of faith, and the over 

emphasis upon the appropriation and use of the same. How can we do this? 

 I. The Commission of Theology and Church Relations- unless the topic of faith is 

clarified and conveyed clearly, Pastors will remain confused as to the proper definition of faith, 

and how it differs from “Decision Theology.” The CTCR should consider setting us free from the 

verbal paradigms and quasi-Calvinism that is so prevalent in our Church. It is of extreme 

urgency that the CTCR should commence a study on faith, since the doctrine of Sola Fide 

directly affects the manner in which we understand the Gospel and convey it to potential adult 

converts. Pretending the “tension of faith” does not exist will continue to stifle our future 

evangelistic endeavors and bring forth irreversible consequences.    

 2. What Seminary Professors should do- it is common for both our Seminaries to invite 

speakers who are active in Evangelism as guest lecturers. But it is also common for professors to 

mock them and their efforts once they leave. They mock them because of their methodologies 

and use of language. This is unprofessional, and worst, unchristian! For example, we had a guest 

speaker talk about the importance of having a personal relationship with Christ before engaging 
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in evangelism. In his class, Prof. X  criticized the concept of having a “personal relationship 28

with Christ,” called it “Decision Theology” and said that our relationship with Christ is primarily 

communal, i.e. through the Church. In addition to this, there are the manifold mockery of the 

Ablaze Movement, and other missional endeavors in our Church. It seems that while a portion of 

the Church works toward spreading the Good News, another portion attempts to destroy the 

work because it does not fit in with their misconstrued, and frankly, heretical doctrines 

concerning faith. 

I humbly ask, that professors place the importance of saving souls in this pagan society before 

their personal opinions concerning non-essential doctrines or certain personal preferences. 

Seminary professors should be the prime example of PASTORAL LOVE and withhold from 

public complaining. If the guests that are being invited strike them as harmful to Lutheranism, 

then they should complain to the proper institutional authorities, and not their students.  

 3. What our Seminaries should do- certainly learning the proper way of lighting candles, 

the orans position and chanting is important. The problem is that most, if not all of our 

“fieldwork” would be more accurately described as “cemetery work” rather than the evangelistic 

work of “reaping souls.”  Frankly, if we’re blessed to have a call to a congregation, most likely 29

it will be one that struggles financially, and that has had a long history of internal problems. So 

then what? We are sent to a dying Church to work out squabbles among the purple-haired ladies 

and bury the rest of the membership that only attends during Christmas and Easter!  

 Will knowing the proper distinction between monophysitism, communicatio idiomatum 

and pericherosis make us good pastors? Learning to share the Chalice and trimming candles is 

important, but how intrinsic and useful is it in the “field of souls? Are we truly being trained to 

be the answer to Jesus’ prayer for “laborers?” No amount of parsing Greek will prepare us for 

taking a bag of food to a single mother living in a roach infested apartment with her three 

children! How do we share the Gospel with a father who found out his daughter was raped and 

killed? How do we share the Gospel with a thirteen year-old boy that was molested by his uncle? 

 Who’s identity I will keep anonymous for fear of persecution.28

 Matthew 9: 35-38; 29
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How do we share the Gospel with the Mexican illegal alien looking for work? How do we 

perform “personal Evangelism?” 

 I believe that our Seminaries should take under consideration the proposition that the “old 

way” of teaching our future pastors no longer works in a hostile, pagan society. The good-old 

days when Europeans immigrated to America looking for a Lutheran Church are long gone! 

Unless we train our seminarians to care about MAKING CONVERTS AND WINNING SOULS 

FOR CHRIST, we can expect our Church to continue on its present downward trend. “Banana 

Theology, ”  is not only extra-biblical, it is futile.  30

 Actual personal Evangelism MUST be part of our seminary training, and the best way of 

teaching it- IS BY EXAMPLE. If a seminary professor cannot and will not actively present the 

Gospel to pagans, and willfully chooses to be a stumbling block to those who do; he is not 

worthy of the office he was called for. Be rid from such a devil!  

 4. What Seminarians should do- Martin Luther considered the priests, monks and nuns of 

his day to be unsaved because they had been baptized into a religion of works. Today, we are 

incapable of agreeing with him and foster a secret love for Rome and its glory. So, we put on a 

collar and walk around like Roman Catholic Presbyterians, with a special love for Benedict XVI 

and a gross interpretation of the Sovereignty of God. Are we training to dress like sheep and feed 

from the fat of God’s flock! Do we wear the collar in order that people may pay us homage?  

 We are supposed to wear the collar to distinguish us as called and sent SLAVES of Jesus 

Christ (through the Church) in order to fulfill the Great Commission. We are called to stand as 

prophets of the Most High, all of us, like mini-versions of John the Baptist, preparing the way for 

the King’s parausia. We are called to care for the salvation of souls to the point of shedding our 

own lives, if it were necessary. If we do not care for the SALVATION of souls, how can we 

qualify to even CARE for them in a church parish? If we do not love the message of the Gospel 

enough to want to share it with others, then we should re-consider our call. Perhaps we are 

 A theology that stems from the misconception that man is an automaton through which God’s gift of faith is never 30

actually possessed and apprehended by the receiver. Banana Theology shies away from the biblical imperatives to 
“believe, repent, turn and accept” for fear of Decision Theology. 



!  13

confusing our sense of being called to the pastorate, with the simple call to being a Christian!  31

We must repent and re-evaluate our reasons for wanting to be pastors.  

!
Patribus enim credo quia Scripturae credo.  

 This quote belongs to Mr. Daniel Casachahua. 31


