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ARTICLE I.

THE NECESSITY AND OBLIGATION OF CONFESSIONS OF
FAITH.

By the Rev. J. A. Seiss, A. M., Cumberland, Md.

Ueber die Nothwendigheit und Verbindlichkeit der kirchli-
chen Glaubensbekenntnisse, von Dr. FErnst Sartorius, Ge-
neralsuperintendent der Provinz Preuszen. Stuttgart :
Verlag von 8. G. Liesching, 1845. p. 59. { On the Ne-
cessity and Obligation of Confessions of Fazt/z m the
Church, by Ernst Sartorius, D. D., General Superintend-
ent of the Province of Prussia, éS'C )

DocTtor SarTorius is a living German divine, who occu-
pies a high position in the Church. He is a man of pro-
found mind, and a forcible thinker. He has a liberal heart, a
conciliating temper, and a firm faith. He is a leading man
in the Evangelical Church of Prussia, and a sound Luther-
an. Though not exactly of the exclusive High-Church
School of Hengstenberg or Lohe, he is a decided opponent
of Rationalism in all its forms. We take him to be a true
churchman ; but enlightened and moderate in his method of
applying his principles. He isin no sense an wltraist, but a
faithful student, and a true son of the Church. In a word,
he is just such a man as to deserve a hearing on such a sub-
ject as we here find him discussing. And his conclusions
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2 The Necessity and Obligation [Jury,

should have the more weight with the members of our
Church in this country, inasmuch as they proceed from one
who cannot be denounced as “‘a bigoted old Lutheran.”

'T'he pamphlet, the title of which stands above, is a re-pro-
duction of two essays contributed by its author to the Preu-
szischen Provinzialkirchenblatte of 1844. The reason which
he assigns for their re-publication in this newly" elaborated
form, is the immense and vital importance of the subject to
the preservation of the Church. 'T'he treatise is, what its title
indicates, an attempt to set forth the necessity and obligation
of our Symbols. T'o use his own words: “Its only aim is, to
strengthen those members of our church who have not yet de-
parted from its principles, in the common maintenance of
them; and to confirm the conviction, that in giving up her
confessions, the Protestant church gives up herself, and that,
by adhering to them, her lasting continuance as well as her
living development is guaranteed.” (Preface, p. 6). Our ob-
ject in thus calling attention to it, is the same which animated
him who composed it. We wish to bring before the readers
of the Review a few thoughts on a point which has been
somewhat debated of late in this country ; and especially, to
sustain the views which we personally entertain, by quotations
from a high authority which has never before been put with-
in the reach of the English reader.

That there exists a necessity for a symbol, or creed, in the
church, is generally conggded by christians. But, it is very
doubtful whether christians generally see and feel this neces-
sity as they should. Otherwise it would be hard to account
for the diversity, misunderstanding, and controversy which
have arisen respecting creeds, and their binding force. The
trath is, that the creed, or confession, is a fundamental and
essential thing in the church. It is the first and strongest bond
of church-fellowship — one of the great pillars on which the
church rests. It was on Peter’s Confession, not on his per-
son, that Christ promised to build his Church. And from the
very nature of the case, no one can be numbered in the com-
munion of saints, who does not confess Christ with them ; for
this is the principal bond of their communion. The Scrip-
tures lay great stress upon this point. ¢ With the mouth con-
fession is made unto salvation.” Rom. 10: 10. “FEwvery spir-
it that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh, is of
God ; and every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ
is come in the flesh, is not of God.” 1John 4: 2. 3. * Who-
soever therefore, shall confess me before men, him will I also
confess before my Father which is in heaven.” Matt. 10: 32.
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The reason is obvious; it is not the Bible, but the common
acknowledgement and confession of what the Bible teaches,
that constitute the bond of fellowship between believers. But
hear our author. -

“The necessity of Confessions of Faith in the church, is
founded in the necessity of the church itself; and this necessi-
ty of the church, as a religious communion, lies in the very
nature of religion. The essence of religion is, the spiritual
fellowship 6f man first with God, and next with his fellow-
man. The medium of this spiritual fellowship, through
which the Holy Spirit discloses himself to spirit, and unites
it to himself in truth and love, is the Word. 1t is the Word
of God by which his Spirit—his invisible Being — his eternal
truth and love — reveals himself to the human spirit, and
raises it into fellowship with himself. To this Word, faith on
the part of other spirits is the response, and through it they
receive the communication, realize its truth, and unite in fel-
lowship. The holiest, surest, and hence the only normative
or canonical record of the Divine Word, is the holy book of
the Old and New Testament. This is the canon of Divine
Revelation, the rule of our faith, and the book of the cove-
nant between God and man, the substance and centre of
which is Jesus Christ the G'od-man. But this covenant, made
and perfected by the Redeemer, is designed, not only to unite
man with God, but also to unite men themselves together in
fellowship with their Maker; especially as sin has severed the
bonds of love between man and man, as well as between
man and God. The re-union must, therefore, have a super-
natural and Divine foundation. And those who are joined
and united by the Spirit in Christ, in fellowship with each
other, constitute the family, or Church of Christ.

“As a spiritual fellowship between God and man, religion,
therefore, realizes itself through the Divine Word, which, as
the testimony of the Holy Ghost, produces faith in men. But
as faith lays hold of the love of God, it also produces love,
by means of which man gratefully reflects the Divine grace,
and at the same time embraces his fellow man as co-heir of
the grace of life. And as the union with God depends upon
faith in his Word, so also does the union with our fellow man
in church-fellowship, although the medium in the two in-
stances may not be the same. In the first instance the beget-
ting Word of God produces the faith that unite man with his
Maker ; in the second, faith produces the confessorial word
of man, which is the medium of his spiritual fellowship with
his neigbbor. The Word produces faith, and faith reprodu-
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ces the Word. 2 Cor. 4:13. Ps. 116: 11. When the testi-
mony of God has begotten faith in his Word, faith begets the
testimony of man, by and in which he confesses the truth,
and proclaims it to his neighbor as his own conviction. As
then, the Divine testimony first establishes the Divine side of
religion, as a fellowship with God ; so .the human testimony
establishes the human side of rellglon in which one man is
united with another in communion of spirit and faith, and the
congregation of believers is formed. If faith were (0 remain
mute within, or only spoke in solitary devotion before God, it
never would bring men together as a church, or produce a
common worship ; and the essential power of religion to form
and preserve a spiritual communion among men would be
wanting. But, as faith manifests itself externally in a confes-
sion before men, so far as that confession gains the consent of
others, it establishes a united community of believers — a
church for which that confession becomes a symbol, or an ex-
ternal sign and bond of their fellowship.

“I'he Confession by means of the symbol is, indeed, not
the only bond which unites believers. The entire symbollsm
of the external cultus, and each common act in it, serves a
similar purpose. But, as all the radii of the Divine Revela-
tion have their clearest centre in the Word, so also the devel-
opments of the outward cultus have their concentration in
the common confession of the Word; and that confession of
the faith is hence the coustitutive symbol of the church. As
far therefore, as the church is necessary, and as far as the
church belongs essentially to the Divine System of Salvation,
just so far does there exist a necessity for the symbol as the
concentrated expression of its common faith, and for the con-
fession as a manifestation of its general rellglous conscious-
ness, in which its various members have been collected, and
continue to collect.” p. 1,2,3. So far Dr. Sartorius.

There certainly is a mlstake, which unforlunately influen-
ces many minds against Creeds, respecting the relative posi-
tion of the confession and the Bible. Theidea prevails, that
in proportion to the importance attached to the creed, the
Bible is depreciated—that just as the creed is bloughtfouvard
the Bibie is repulsed. It has been more than intimated, by
so called ““American Lutherans,” that those of us who insist
upon the authority of our symbols, wish to wrest the Bible
from its place, and put it in the back-ground; notwithstand-
ing that the symbols themselves reiterate what we never cease
to assert, “that the only rule and standard according to which
all doctrines and teachers alike are o be judged and Iried,
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are the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures of the Old and
New Testament.” (Epitome of the Form of Concord). And
the argument is continually urged, the Bible is the Word
of God, the creed is the word of man, and therefore, the
Bible is everything, and the creed is nothing. Hence we have
an idolizing of the Bible, which is just as superstitious in its
character, and as lamentable in its effects, as the adoration of
the host, or the worship of Mary. We do not say, that men
are in danger of revering the Bible too much, or of assigning
it too exalted a place. But all must agree, that the Bible is
only to be revered in its true character, and according to its
real design. To wrest it, Peter tells us, is destruction. God
must be worshipped as he 1s, and not as we fancy him to be;
else we become idolaters even in our attempt to worship the
true God. Christ must be received in his true and proper of-
fices, and not according to imaginary ones which we may as-
sign him ; otherwise our trust in him is no better than unbe-
lief. And so the Bible must be accepted and held according
to what it is, and not according to what it is not. The Bible
1s not a creed—not a confession—not even a systematically di-
gested book of Christian doctrine. It is simply a revelation of
certain Divine acts, facts, and wishes, upon which our faith is
to be founded and our lives regulated, and in accordance with
which our confession is to be made. The Bible is a book of
naked truths addressed to man; the creed is man’s apprehen-
sion of the truths, and the echo of them from the conscious-
ness of his own soul. The Bible constitutes a canon—a law;
the creed is only a testimony, as the Form of Concord wise-
ly says: “Other writings shall not be held of equal authority
with Holy Scripture, but shall be subordinate to it, and not
received otherwise or further than as testimonies.” (Epitome).
The Bible conveys to us the Divine truth; the creed is the
answer which that truth awakens in our hearts. The Scrip-
tures are the rule of faith ; but unless there is a living speak-
ing faith, such as realizes itself in the confession, it is not a
rule of faith any more than in name. But hear our author.
“The Symbol is no law—no prescription of the faith— but
a confession—a testimony of it—as indicated in its form. It
does not begin in the iinperative crede, but in the indicative
credo.  Credo, begins the first, the Apostle’s creed; and the
last, the Form of Concord, has only translated the singular
into the plural, and shows its interior connection with the
Apostle’s doctrine and fellowship in the oft recurting form:
Credimus, confitemur, et docemus. Moreover this Form of
Concord expressly affinns, that the symbols are not judges of
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faith in the sense in which the Holy Scriptures are, but simple
teslimonies and declarations as to what the Scriptures contain.
But, although a symbol, in this churchly conception, iz no
rule of doctrire or faith, but a mere confession of it, it still
carries authority with it; not, indeed, in a lawlike or imperi-
ous way, but certainly in a way that is real and self-evident.
For he that subscribes a creed, or consents with the confession
of a church, is ipso facto a co-confessor of it; and only he
who contradicts it, or protests against it, is freed from its obli-
gation, whilst he takes the position of a dissenter, or adopts a
different confession. But the subordinate relation of the sym-
bol to the Holy Scriptutes is at the same time here manifest,
and is very fitly expressed by the older theologians to this ef-
fect: ¢ 'T'he Holy Sciptures inculcate what we are to believe
the symbolic books present what we have believed.” The
Bible is the authentic record of Divine Revelation. As ori-
ginally given to men, it is the only sacred canon of faith and
practice. The symbol which follows it, bears to it the rela-
tion of a human testimony—a confession of belief in its Di-
vine truth, to which it is entirely subordinate. - And by this
subordination to the Divine record, it distinguishes itself from
everything like continuation of the Divine Revelation, and
from every tradition which may be held as cobrdinate with
the Scriptures, or invested with similar or equal canonical au-
thority ; such, as in the Roman Catholic Church, as even
adds fundamentally different doctrines to the teachings of the
Bible, and, not content to assume the position of a testimony
to the faith in a confessory manner, as the Scriptures enjoin,
lays down canons and decrees in a legislative way according
to its own judgment and fancy. The Symbol is not intend-
ed, and ought not to be a second Bible — a continuation and
ampllﬁcatlon by the church of the apostolic and prophetic
writings—but only the reflection of their light—only the tes-
timony to the truth therein contained and unfolded to enlight-
en the souls of men, and which has verily become known
and believed, and has established among them a spiritual fel-
lowship with each other. But, although the human confes-
sion is subordinate to the Divine Word, it must nevertheless
necessarily and inseparably appear in connection with the
Word. The Divine Revelation is given to men, not to re-
maio hidden from them. This would involve a contradiction.
It has been given to be manifest to them, and to become
common truth, light, and life to them. And this takes place
by means of their knowledge and belief of it, and their con-
fession and declaration of it as thew belief, whereby they are
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united into a congregation of believers, in a church, which
s the spiritual body of our Lord Jesus Christ.

“The Scriptures are the rule of faith; and if they are to
1ave anything to rule, they must necessarily require faith
which they control and form inte a confession. = They are tke
mly rule of faith, as Christ, the kernel and centre of the Ho-
y Scriptures, is the only fountain of salvation ; but as Christ
he only Head and only Savior is not without the body,
vhich is the Church which he saves: so the wgrd of God,
be only canon of faith, is not without the congregation of
hose who believe it, not without a confessing church and its
ninisters. And he that would acknowledge nothing but the
Bible as authoritative, excluding every human declaration by
vhich the truths of the Bible become known and are confess-
>d, and setting aside every human response to it, seals his
»wn lips—abolishes especially all living preaching, and con-
essing, and witnessing on the part of the church— establishes
n their place the reading of the Scriptures in their original
anguages only—puts to silence all the hymns of the confess-
ng congregation — yea, and denounces even prayer also,
vhich is not.the word of God to man, but the word of man
0 God. Thus the Divine canon would be factor sine fac-
um, a light without illumination, a cause without a fact, a
ruth without living faith. This would then most evidently
)e an obligation to the dead unproductive lefter of Scripture ;
.nd who would prefer such an obligation to death, to the obli-
ration of the symbol? Thus bound to the Scriptures, we
hould at once plunge ourselves into the severest slavery to
nere letters. And if we are only to be obligated to the spirit,
ind not to the letter of Scripture, and it is not defined what
hat spirit is, then our obligation to the Scriptures, and our ob-
igation to the symbol, though to be distinguished, are very
imilar to.each other. And if it is to be embodied in words of
wing testimony, in what form, and to what extent, the church
s to confess the spirit and truths of the Bible, the very words
vhich define what the spirit of the Scripture, and what its
ubstance are, become the symbol, without which there can be
10 church, and no congregation.

“There can be no question, then, as to whether the Scrip-
ures, solitary and alone, are to remain in the church, locked
1p from the approach of anything like a confession. Every
reacher is already a confessor. The only question yet un-
lecided is, what confession shall be retained in connection
vith the Scriptures? And as no preacher is a mere self-con-
tituted, isolated confessor, therefore, without a church-fellow-
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ship, which the very nature of his office implies, there must
be a commoun confession — a symbol—to which he declares
himself as a fellow-confessor, both when he is invested with
his office, and in the fulfilment of its duties. A solitary con-
fession assembles no congregation. Nothing can do this but
a common Creed. A solitary preacher, who remains isolated
with his individual views, is not a preacher for the congrega-
tion — not a minister of the church. The ministry of the
church thus necessarily pre-supposes the fellowship of a con-
fession—of a symbol. 'The modern opposition teo the ancient
symbols of the church, therefore, by no means has, as it
might seein, the tendency to set them aside by means of the
Scriptures. It will only tend to put other symbols in the
place of those that exist, and substitute new confessions for
the old ones. This may be seen from the various but vain
experiments of the rationalistic leaders to introduce new sym-
bols, and needs no further proof. It has also been variously
acknowledged by the opposers of the symbols of the church,
that symbolical books are indispensable ; so that it will not be
necessary to go into further proofs on this point.” ' P 4,5,17,
1§, 19.

There has been a very ingenious and specious theory in-
vented within late years, with which it is sought to persuade
men that they are not bound to the confessions of the church.
It is maintained, we need not say where, that “Ecclesiastical
obligations are voluntary and personal ; and not either heredi-
tary or compulsory. Hence, the church, that is, the ministry
and laity of every age, have as good a right, and are as much
under obligation to oppose, and, if possible, to change what
they believe wrong in the religious practice of their pnedeces-
sors, and to conform it to the word of God, as were Luther
and the other Christians of the sixteenth century,” — that,
“if the members of a church find a human creed, plofeqsed
by their predecessors, it is their duty individually and ‘collet-
tively to compare it with the Scriptures, and if found errone-
ous, or of injurious length, to have it corrected by the infalli-
ble Standard.” Now, all this appears plausible; and to the
superficial thinker, it is doubtless satisfactory and unanswer-
able. At any rate, it is so agreeable to the latitudinarianism
that abounds — so consonant with the ultra democracy of the
times, that we may naturally expect to find many receiving it
with loud applause. But it might be well to examine this
theory before committing ourselves to it with too much con-
fidence. We should, at least understand the premises of the
argument, before we adopt the far-reaching conclusion. A
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few comments, then, and we pass to our author’s remarks
touching this point.

1. By “ecclesiastical obligations,” we suppose is meant, all
obligations having respect to the church.

2. It is said, “ecclesiastical obligations are voluntary.” 'T'his
is only partially true. No one will deny, that baptized chil-
dren are under special obligations to be christians, and, as they
grow into years, to fulfil’ all christian duties. They bear the
christian badge, and are bound to the christian standard;
bound by the terms of a special covenant of which Baptism
is the seal. But they have coine under these bonds in a way
in which no volition of theirs .was concerned. Then again,
ecclesiastical obligations are veluntary not in such sense as not
to be binding until they have been actually assumed. “Re-
pentance toward God, and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ,” are
voluntary. 'These gracious dispositions are not wrought in us
contrary to our will, er without our concurrence. But no one
will attempt to maintain, that men are not bound to repent
and believe until after they engage to do these things. ’

3. “Ecclesiastical obligations are personal.” 'T'hatis true
s0 far, that they relate to persons, and not merely to things.
But ecclesiastical obligations relate to something beyond the
isolated individual. They concern the church as a whole,
and even the world as a perspective part of the church, as
much, if not more, than the individual himself; for the con-
fessing christian confesses not only for himself, but for the
whole church,-and mainly with reference to the procurement
of consenting confessors from the ranks of the unbelieving.
He is therefore bound by the voice of the church in whose
name he confesses; and the very nature of his positien de-
mands of him, not to swerve from the public faith of the
church, nor to sacrifice any part of it for his own private
notions. .

4. “Ecclesiastical obligations are not kereditary.” 'This
remark must also be understood in a particular way, in order
to be true:  Ecelesiastical obligations are not transmitted from
the natural parent to the natural child, as flesh and blood, and
our bias to evil, are transmitted. And yet, there is a little of
hereditary obligation transferred along with flesh and blood.
The natural child of christian parents stands obligated to chris-
tian faith and duty, in a way very different from the children
of heathen parents. A man is under obligation to the Ameri-
can laws, because his parents are American citizens, and gave
him birth on Awmerican territery.  This obligation began with

Vor. IV. No. 13. 2
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the hour of his birth, and never ceases until the moment of his
expatriation. And after the same manner, there are rights and
duties belonging to the child of christian parents, by reason of
its natural birth within the pale of the visible church. Fur-
thermore, the church is yévos éxazxzov, a chosen race, a perpe-
tual family, having its successive generations, and its own
birthright entailments. It has its fathers and its children, and
has an unbroken historical continuity from the beginning to
the end of time. It is not like Melchisedec, aysvsonoygroc,
“without descent.” 1lts individual generations are not inde.
pendent of those that have gone before it, or of those which
shall succeed it. And we are indebted to our Christian fath-
ers, not only in the way of gratitude for what they have done
for us, but, having succeeded to their positions, we are also in-
debted to them by way of obedience to the same christian
laws, and the same christian faith which controlled them. In-
heriting their religion, we inherit also their obligations with
regard to. that religion.

5. “Ecclesiastical obligations are not compulsory.” 1If the
word compulsory is used here in its proper sense, to denote
the power or quality of compelling; applying force, driving
by violence ; of course, this statement is correct. There is
no tribunal in the chuxch or out of it, having rightful authori-
ty violently to compel or persecute in 1eligious matters. Even
as respects the vital conditions of salvation, to apply physical
or penal force to secure obedience, is a usurpanon of preroga-
tives which have never been bestowed upon man. God him-
self leaves it optional with us to repent, believe, and be saved;
or, to continue in alienation from him, and be ﬁnally lost. In
this sense there is nothing compulsony But this does not ar-
gue, that there is no moral necessity in the case. We are
still under obligations to repent and believe,-though we are
not forcibly compelled to repent and believe. And so eccle-
siastical obligations may have a moral weight and urgency not
to be evaded, though they are not violently enforced by the
arm of power.

With this understanding, then, we are prepared to reject
the conclusion which these premises were designed to sustain,
as illogical and untrue. If ecclesiastical obligations are vol-
‘untary, our refusal to acknowledge them does not abolish
their binding force ; if they are personal, they are also rela-
tive, and consequenlly not subject to one’s own control ; if
they are not entailed like flesh and blood, they yet weigh upon
us by virtue of our relation to our fathers ; ; if not compulsouy,
they still have moral forcc which is not to be evaded. To say,
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therefore, that the ministry and laity of every age have a
right, and are under obligations to oppose, and, if possible, to
change what they believe wrong in the 1el|gtous practices of
their predecessors; or that, if the members of a church find a
creed professed by their pledecessoxs it is their duty individu-
ally to compare it with the Scriptures, and if they find it er-
roneous, or of injurious length, to have it corrected ; we hold
to be as false and dangerous, as it is inconsequent. a. It pro-
ceéds upon the assumption, that the individual examination
of the Scriptures is the sole foundation of faith; whereas,
“faith cometh by hearing,” and there are multitudes now in
glory who never saw the Scriptures, much less made a per-
sonal examination of them. And although we would send
all christians to the Bible to confirm their faith and increase
their knowledge, it is an established point, that the simple tes-
timony of the church, given by means of her confessions, her
cultus, and her speakmg ministry, is the appointed instrament
of the world’s’ conversion, and is sufficient to beget saving
faith in all, should they never even so much as read a page of
holy writ. b. The passages of Scripture on which the ad-
herents of this licentious theory rely, are unsatisfactory. As
to the Savior’s words in John 5: 39: “Search the Scriptures,”
&c., many eminent theologians and critics, such as Beza,
Erasmus, Lightfoot, Cdmpbell Doddridge, Horsley, Heylm,
Le Clerc, Bishop Jebb, &c., render the word :ipevvare, not
“search,” but “ye searc/z » and thus change the passage from
an apparent injunction, to a historical statement totally foreign
to the point atissue. But, to take it as it stands, it is address-
ed to unbelicvers, whom Christ sends-to the prophecies for
the evidences of his Messiahship additional to those which
they saw, heard, and discredited; and cannot be intended as
a requirement from those who already believe, to receive no-
thing save what they shall personally deduce from the pro-
phetic writings. And in Paul’s remark in Acts 17: 11,

“These were more noble than those of Thessalonica,” &c.,
there is nothing more affirmed, than that the Bereans exer-
cised commendable search to see whether Paul had rightly
quoted the prophets in proof of Christ’s s sufferings and vesur-
rection. There is nothing that assigns to them a right to be-
lieve contrary to what Paul and the other Apostles preached,
any more than to believe contrary to the Bible itself. And
still less is there anything making it the duty of each indivi-
dual to believe only what he may privately learn from the
Scriptures, or to cling to his private opinions and belief, when
he is believing comlarv to the judgment of the chuxch at
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large. ¢. And the consequences of this radical theory, if put
into practical operation, would necessarily put all doctrinal
purity in jeopardy, and eventually destroy all church-authori-
ty and fellowship. Few men are intellectually competent to
extract the true doctrinal -substance of the Bible, so as to
know whether a creed is right or wrong; and a still smaller
number have leisure and inclination for such a task. And if
each one is to believe only as he individually learns the Scrip-
tures, there is nothing to preserve the church from having .as
many creeds as she has members, and those creeds as diverse
and contradictory as the tempers, prejudices, whims, fancies,
and degrees of mental cultivation found in their several au-
thors. And in proportion to the doctrinal diversities of men,
will be their personal alienation from each other; every one
will be the ‘constituted judge of all who lived before him, and
of all who live around him ; bitterness and discord must be-
come the order of the day; and we shall search in vain for
“the faith once delivered to the saints;” whilst the church,
as an organized body, with unity as one of its notes, will have
disappeared from the earth. Nor does it require much forecast
to see all this.

"The position which we hold on this subject, and which we
regard as the only safe and true position, is, that the church,
the whole church, with its ministers and laymen, in common
council assembled, or by private concurrence, has the right to
sit in judgment on coatroversies respecting the faith, and, un-
der the Scriptures, to give final and authoritative decisions
with regard to them. Our limits will only allow us to give a
brief indication of the ground upon which we rest in this
matter. And, a. if we admit that individuals are to any ex-
teat authorized to judge, and some one must judge, what are
the doctrines of the Gospel, it necessarily follows, that many,
or all Christians must have the same right. For if the church
collectwely bas no right to judge and decide in religious dis-
putes, it is absurd to suppose that individuals have it. . It
is the acknowledged right and obligation of the church,
preserve itself uncontaminate from all open sinners, false
prophets, antichrists, heretics, and those who teach what is
contrary to the Gospel.- But, if this right is to be exercised,
and this duty discharged, the power to decide authoritatively
in such cases is necessarily implied. ¢. The Church is “the
pillar and ground of the truth;” 1Tim. 3: 15. But if she
is not allowed and empoweled to judge as to what 1s truth,
and to separate herself from false teachers and their errors, it
is impossible for her to perform the office thus assigued ber,
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d. “God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all
the churches of the saints.” 1 Cor. 14 32. Butif the church
has no power to require unity of faith, it must be the scene of
perpetual strife and discord. e. And the church from the
commencement has always held and proceeded upon the right
under the Bible, to decide in religious controversies. As Paul
enjoined upon Timolhy to “reject a man who is a heretic af-
ter the first and second admonition ;”” and as John inculcates
upon all christians not to receive 1nto their houses, nor to bid
God speed to him who bringeth not “zhis Docmne,” we
learn from Irenzus and others, that the early christians were
strict in denouncing and discarding all heretical teachers and
believers. Usually the pastors, either separately or conjointly,
published their judgments in condemnation of heresies, or in
confirmation of the truth; and these, being apploved and
acted on by the faithful and their pastors in every part of the
world, became known and acknowledged as the judgtent of
the church universal, and as such, as Bingham tells us, be-
came bonds of union to the church as distinguishell from all
errorists.  “And for any private man or church to dispute a-
gainst them, was to give scandal to the rest of the world.”
(Bingham’s Antiquities, T'om. 16, cap. 1, §12). And Luther
and bis coadjutors were controlled by the same feeling and
conviction. Luther taught, that “it is dangerous and frightful
to hear and believe anylhmg contrary to the unanimous testi-
mony, belief, and doctrine of the holy christian churches, as
from the begmmng, and with one accord they have now
taught, for upwards of fifteen hundred years, throughout the
whole world.” (Letters to Albert, Elector of Prussia). For
forty or fifty years, he did not cease to appeal to a general
council, by the judgment of which he regarded it sacred duty
to abide. ~And the framers of the Form of Concord acting on,

and recognizing the same authority of the church general

have said : “Whereas, in former times, the pure doctrine of
Christ, in its genuine and original sense, was collected from
the sacred Scriptures, and digested into articles opposed to the
corruptions of heretics, we also embrace and confess these
three universal or common symbols, to wit : The Apostles

Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian Creed.” (Epi-
tome). Even the Westminster Confession declares : It be

longeth to Synods and Councils, mlmstenallv to determine
controversies of faith, and cases of conscience. * * Which
decrees and determmatlons if consonant to the word of God,

are to be received with reverence and submission, not only for
their agreement with the word, but also for the power whercby
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they are made, as being an ordinance of God, appointed
thereunto in his word.” (Chap. 31, § 3). And that the Ori-
ental, Roman, and British Churches hold to the power of the
church to decide in controversies of faith, will not be ques-
tioned. Indeed, the uniform and universal practice of the
church, and of all religious communities respecting this point,
renders it needless to refer to the accordant sentiments of lead-
ing theologians in different ages.

As the church general, then, has the right to determine
controversies of faith, we hold furthermore, that such deter-
minations, when once clearly ascertained, are final, and bind-
ing on all individual christians to the end of the present dis-
pensation. a. Because Christ cannot have authorized two
contradictory decisions; and if the church general has a right
to give judgment, the judgment of the individual must yield.
b. Because the church is infallible, and can never cease, or
become apostate, as Christ’s own words attest; and therefore
its general testimony will never be dangerously wrong. c. Be-
cause it is incredible that any one man should be able to judge
more wisely and correctly as to the nature of Christ’s revela-
tion, than the whole body of the church and its ministers.
d. Because he who esteems himself wiser than the whole
church, is too wise to be taught by the church, and assumes
the character of those false teachers described by St. Peter as
presumptuous, self-willed, and speaking 'great swelling words
of vanity. e. Because the Savior himself has given direction
with respect to the offender, (and he may offend in doctrine
as well as in practice), to present his case to the church, so-
lemnly enjoining, “If /e neglect to hear the church, let him
be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican.”” Matt..18:
17. And f. if men will nevertheless persist in claiming for
the individual the right and duty, to review, reform, or alto-
gether reject the judgments of the church at large, we have
only to say, that so far as that individual acts on the flattering
theory, he puts himself beyond the hope of ever reaching the
truth. For by silencing the testimony of the church, and de-
priving it of its official authority, he not only puts himself un-
der the necessity of examining the whole Bible in the original
languages, and all the creeds that have ever been written
whether true or false, before he is prepared to make up his de-
cision ; but he is far at sea with regard to the great fandament-
al question as to what writings constitute the true canon of
Scripture. 'This is a’question which the church, in the exer-
cise of her rightful authority, and under the Holy Ghost has
determined ; and if her judginent 1s not final and irreversible,
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we deny that it is known, or that it can be known at this late
day, what really constitutes the inspired word of God.

Now then, if these positions are to stand, or if they have
in them the least inkling of truth, the doctrine which we have
been ‘endeavoring to restrict, must be taken back for remodifi-
cation. We therefore, conclude, that every man whois a
christian, is bound to receive and submit to everything that
belongs to common christianity; and that every member-of
the church is bound to receive and teach the public and ac-
knowledged creed of that church, whether he has personally
subscribed it or not. We accordingly return to our extracts
from Sartorius, who exhibits the same conclusions by a dif-
ferent process.

““As it is certain, that the symbols are no laws of doctrine
for the church, but mere confessions and witnesses of the ac-.
knowledged christian truth ; ; 80 it is also certain, that ministers
are in no wise legislators of doctrine ( Le/zrgesetzgeber ) or
masters of faith for the church, but that they are simply con-
fessors and witnesses of the Divine word. Neither are they
isolated witnesses and confessors for themselves, but confes-
sors and witnesses for the congregation, and therefore, in fel-
lowship with it, and with_the whole church to which the in-
dividual congnecrauon bears the relation of a member. From
the conception of the symbol as a common or congregational
testimony to the truth, proceeds, eo 1pso, its obligation upon
ministers, whose callmg it is, to be witnesses of the truth for
the christian community. The symbols are public confes-
sions, and the preacher is a public confessor; but only then
an associated confessor in the church when he confesses him-
self in harmony with the confessions of the church by whose
servants he is ordained a fellow-servant. And where the
preacher does not consent to the confessions of the church b
whose servants he has been ordained, he is no fellow-confes-
sor, and certainly cannot be'a pleacher of a confession which
he does not acknowledge. In no event is the preacher indi-
vidually any more a witness to the truth than the common
testimony of the church in the symbols. He is not above the
symbols, nor under the symbols, but a joint witness with them.
Hence he does not submit in his ordination to some law of
faith forced upon him by some higher or extrinsic authority ;
but the purport of his obligation, in giving his consent to the
forms of doctrine contained in the symbols, is essentially this,
that the minister, being called to the service of a public con-
fession of the truths of the gospel, first acknowledges these
truths as his own personal faith. The ceremony of his con-
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secration, the laying on of the hands of the ordaining minister,
and of the asswtmg brethren, indicates the fellowship’ of the
ministerial and witnessing oﬁ‘ice to which he is dedicated.—
Nor is he ordained only for the individual congregation to
which he is immediately appointed ; otherwise it would have
to be repeated with every change ; but for the service of the
whole church as far as the limits of the communion of that
confession extend. Thus, the more everything in the impor-
tant act of ordaining a minister points to the congregation, and
to the fellowship of the church, the organ of which he is or-
dained to be, the more binding i1s his concurrence with the
common confession of the church whose preacher and liturgist
he is to become, but which he never can in reality become
without beaung in himself the consciousness of its faith.
“Whosoever mistakes this relation, displaces the whole po-
sition of the mlnlslly in'a very unprotestant manner, contra-
dicts the primitive views of the evangellcal church respecting
a general priesthood and the minister’s relation to his congre-
gation, removes him from his place in thespiritual communion
as its organ, and assigns him the position of a schoolmaster
surrounded by ignorant pupils whom he is to teach the rudi-
ments of christian knowledge by his own personal wisdom,
or that of a hierarch with a multitude of laymen assigned him
to be taught according to his own pleasure and fancy. Such
a difference of master and pupils — of lords and servants, the
Lord himself has forbidden to his church, in which he alone
is Master, and all we are brethren. And Luther calls it “the
first wall of the Romanists.” And indeed, when the minister
sets himself above the congregation as a teaching regent,
though he would anxiously appear as a liberal, under the
standard of freedom of speech ; he yet arrogantly degladeq his
eople, essentially entrenches on their liberty of conscience,
and whilst he refuses to bind himself to their confession, he
popishly wishes to keep them bound to his office. The abso-
lution of ministers from obligation to the common confession
of the church, leads either to an entire dissolution of the con-
fessional unity of the church at large, and especially of the
individual congregations, or to a ministerial despotism which
appears wherever the congregation and the church are made
dependent on the ministry, when the ministry at the same
time refuses to be dependent on the general consciousness and
confession of the church and congregation, and seeks to rule
with unlimited freedom. However much we may attempt to
modify the pressure of the relation sought to be assumed, by
a supposition of personal or even unlimited confidence in 'the
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ministry, it must ever be unprotestant, and counter to the spir-
it of our church, which, in opposition to this naked personal
dependence, directs to the written word, and puts the Bible
into the hands of all laymen, exhorting them not to trust ev-
ery spirit of every so called minister, but to try the spirits
whether they be of God, and indeed, to make this tiial ac-
cording to their confession. It is the confession through
which the minister publicly testifies his union with Christ the
Head, and with the members which is the church. And if
there is no confidence to be placed in his confession, orif he
makes it with secret reservations, it is hardly possible to see
how his preaching is to be confided in. Upon the ground of
his confession Peter received his apostolic commission. Paul
also, in his first Epistle to Timothy, which may be rightly
called an Epistle on ordination, reminds that young minister
very impressively of his good profession which he had pro-
fessed before many witnesses. And in the second letter in
which he brings to mind his unfeigned faith, and urges him
to stir up the gift of God which was in him by the laying on
of hands, he further says: Be not thou therefore, ashamed of
the testimony of our Lord as a faithful fellow confessor of the
Gospel. It is not upon the person of Peter and his succes-
sors that the church is founded ; this is a Romish error; but
upon his faith and confession, and upon his saiccessors in the .
same faith, and the same confession. As a co-confessor of the
confession of the Apostles and the church, the minister plants
himself upon that same foundation-rock, upon which the con-
- gregation is as free from his personal mutability, as he himself
is from the fluctuations of his members. For as the minister
is no lord of the congregation’s faith, so the congregation dare
not lord it over his faith by the changing opinions of the ma-
jority.  And much as the opinions of fallible individuals may
change, so long as a communion does not adopt a new and
different confession, their union on the existing confessions is to
be received as lawful and binding. The pretence of an un-
trammelled, and hence despotic, liberty of discourse on the
part of the ministry, can only be followed, by way of reac-
tion, with a licentious revolutionary liberty of hearing on the
part of those who will not endure sound doctrine, but after
their own lusts desire to heap to themselves teachers, having
itching ears. In the one case, as in the other, the true liber-
ty of speech and of conscience of the Evangelical church
perishes with the removal of churchly order, and the whole

Yor. IV. No. 13. 3
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is reduced to an arbitrary clerocracy, ot to an equally arbitrary
democracy and interminable sectarian divisions.

“With all this before us, he who would complain of the
authority of the symbols as oppressive, either does not under-
.stand the nature of the church, the sacraments, and a cultus,
or has, in his own self-conceit, ‘dissolved all connection with
them.” p. 13, 14, 15,16, 17.

“T'he symbols do not assume to themselves any more than
to be witnesses for the truth; and it is great presumption for
a preacher to wish to be more than this, or to rdise himself
from a witness to be a judge of the truth, above the Scriptures
or the church. He is, or indeed should be, only a witness
for the truth — not a preacher for himself alone, isolated and
separate, as a testator of his own mere private opinion, but in
association with the other witnesses and confessors, that ig, in
fellowship with the church as a co-witness with her testimo-
ny, and a partaker in the general confession which she makes.
He does not believe in the symbols, but with them. If he is
unwilling to talze this position, and wishes with his new spit-
it to establish a separate and new congregation, he becomes
farther and farther sundered from the common scriptural con-
fessions of the ancient church, and has less and less of the
testimony of the Holy Spirit in his favor.” p. 21.

But some of ourbrethren are very free to allege, that Luther
and his associates acted the part of Reformers, and claimed
Divine sanction for their proceedings, and that we may do the
same. It is said, these were but fallible men like ourselves,
and if they had liberty to dissent from the creeds of the pa-
pal communion in which they were members, such right is
certainly not to be denied us. We are told that they exam-
ined the Bible for themselves, and rejected what they regard-
ed to be wrong in the received faith, of the Romanists, and
we also may examine the same infallible record, and correct
what we believe wrong in the creeds which they ‘have left.us.
To some this way of reasoning may seem fair and conclusive.
But it will not bear to be sifted. First, it ass1gns to the Re-
formers a position which they never occupled Luther and
his associates never pretended to oppose any doctrines which
had the sanction of the church geneial, or which had been
in the church from the time of the Apostles. We have al-
ready quoted Luther’s words to Albert on this point. On the
other hand, confident as they were in the private judgments
which they had formed from the Scriptures respecting the
faith, it is notorious, that they were perfectly willing to a man
to abandon and suppress all that they individually held and
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taught, if a general council, taking the Bible as its law of
faith, should decide against them. And secondly, it is a fact
which must be acknowledged by all who look into the mat-
ter, that Luther, and the Reformers generally, were raised up
and constituted by providence the special messengers for a
special work ; that they possessed an exiraordinary vocation
which cannot safely be taken as a model for the ordinary ser-
vants of the church. And he who now exalts his office in
the churclr to an equality with that of Luther, evinces a lack
of modesty which should pass for anything rather than a satis-
factory endorsement of his individual opinions. But, as the
words of Sartorius are more to the point, and more authorita-
tive than anything that we can write, we continue our ex-
tracts.

“The Holy Ghost is the Spirit of truth and love, the bond
of the fellowship of the faithful in all times and places. It
is said in the third article of the creed : ‘I believe in the Ho-
ly Ghost, the holy catholic church, the communion of saints,
&c.” Hence, when the church at any time falls into the
whims of egotistic traditions, the Holy Spirit reforms her a-
gain by reviving the old common foundations, and remov-
ing everything that is not built on them, thus renewing
and strengthening the glorious edifice of the church. And
such was the work of the Reformers. They did not form
the church in accordance with their own mutable spirit ; but
they re-formed it in accordance with the unchangeable canon
of Scripture which the Holy Ghost inspired, and brought for-
ward the oecumenical symbols of the ancient church, which
rest on the same foundation, to be acknowledged anew. And
it was only on the same ground already occupied by the oe-
cumenical symbols, that they added others. It is therefore,
singularly out of place for our new theologues to appeal to
the example of the Reformers, from whom they so radically
differ, in vindication of their contradiction and abandonment of
the symbolic books. The Reformers repudiated none of the
ancient symbols of the church, but even added others to them,
and thus suberdinated all self wisdom and self-righteousness
to the Spirit of God, which is by no means true of these af-
ter-comers. 'The Reformers desired not, and are not to be
considered founders of a new church, but simply renewers of
the old upon its ancient foundations. For they were fully
persuaded, that whosoever departs from these, sunders himself
from the communion of the catholic church, and falls hack into
errors and heretical sects that have long since been overcome.
Hence they adhered steadfastly to them ; and, on that account,
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they were not only renewers and reformers, but also preser- .
vers and confirmers of the church. Now, if the Reformers,

notwithstanding their extraordinary vocatwn, were also con-

servators of the church, it must certainly also be the duty of the

ministers of the church in thei ordinary vocation to take the
same position. Indeedy the duty of preachers, (to whom or-

dination imparts no imperial or judicial position in the church,

but the ministry of it), to preserve the common faith as pub-

lic confessors, and to represent and sustain it amid the strife of

individual opinions, is so self-evident, that where it is not ac-

knowledged, either the nature of the ministry and of the

church have heen totally overlooked, or, there is no thorough

knowledge and appreciation of the symbols themselves; —

a case that is much more common among us than is generally

supposed.” p. 21, 22.

Again, it is very conﬁdenlly urged by those who would per-
suade the church to repudiate ber confeqsmns that to adhere
to them is to hinder the church fiom mal\mg that progress
which the age demands. It issaid, that everything is in-a
condition of advancement, and that the church, to sustain
herself, must conform to the spirit of the times. Tt is alleged,
that, l)y reason of the light of modern dis