




















things, according to Walther. 1. The 
canonical Scriptures of the Old and New 
Testaments are the one source of religion 
and all our theological knowledge. In 
Scripture alone are the passages or truths 
( W ahrheiten) from which theological 
conclusions can be made. Our theology is 
Christian therefore only insofar as it is 
drawn from Scripture. 2. Scripture is the 
only rule and norm by which all teachers 
and teachings are to be judged not ex
perience, not the consensus of the church,' 
not reason, not the assured results of 
modern scholarship. 

Every discipline, Walther points out, 
has its first principles, whether mathe
matics, or, physics, or ethics. For instance, 
in ethics it is a principle that we should 
love good and hate evi1.28 So it is also in 

. theology. Here we follow the old theo
logical axiom: "Whatever is revealed by 
God in these written words [of Scripture} 
is incontrovertibly true and worthy of 
faith." The Scriptures have every charac
teristic ofa proper source or principle of 
theology. They are the primary witness we 
have of God, they come directly from 
Him, they are self-authenticating and un
assailable.29 Moreover, it is the claim of 
the Scriptures themselves that they are the 
only source and authority for theology in 
the church (d. Deut. 4:2; Josh. 23:6; Is. 
8:20; Luke 16:29; 2 Tim. 3: 16,17). In 
all their teaching and preaching Christ and 
the apostles make Scripture the source of 
all their doctrine. 

Walther was careful to insist that not 

28 Cf. D. Hollaz, Examen theologicumacroa
maticum, 1750 ed., p.61. 

29 Walther is drawing from Aristotle [Anal. 
Post. I, 2, 72a, 19-36}, who uses the terms 
3tQ(i')'tO'V, liJ,l.E<JO'V, o;U.63tL(J't"O'V, 

uvvltllVihrvov, U'V(J;V't"IQQ'l)'QV. 

only the express words of Scripture are, 
binding and authoritative but also a con
clusion drawn from Scripture. What 
Scripture says by inference (implicite, 
'XUl'a. C'lulVQLuv) we are obliged to believe 
and follow. This axiom is clearly demon
strated by the example of Christ· who 
validly infers the doctrine of the resur
rection from the words of Scripture: "I am 
the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac 
and the God of Jacob" (Ex. 3:6; Matt. 
22:32). Walther is not merely attacking 
Sadducean literalistic interpretation at this 
point, but is asserting that doctrine drawn 
legitimately from Scripture must be con
sidered true, and binding. As mentioned 

. above, there were too many of Walther's 
contemporaries who did not believe in the 
possibility, of true doctrine in the church. 

Other Norms Ruled Out 

The Scripture principle, according to 
Walther, rules out every other criterion or 
norm of doctrine. This was a rather con
stant refrain which one may tire of hear
ing, but in every age there are those who 
would draw their teaching from the 
wrong sources. Against those who would 
make reason, even regenerate' reason, a 
judge in theologicaL matters Walther 
quotes: 

1 Cor. 1 :21: For after that in the wis
dom of God the world by wisdom knew 
not God, it pleased God by the foolishness 
of preaching to save them that believe. 

1 Cor. 2:4, 5: And my speech and my 
preaching was not with enticing words of 
man's wisdom, but in demo,nsttation of the 
Spirit and of power: that your faith should 
not stand in the wisdom of men, but in 
the power of God. 

1 Cor. 2: 14: But the natural man re
ceiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: 



for they are foolishness unto him: neither 
can he know them, because they are spir
itually discerned. 

Col. 2: 8: Beware lest any man spoil you 
through philosophy and vain deceit, after 
the tradition of men, after the rudiments 
.of the world, and not after Christ. 

Against tradition as a source of theology 
Walther cites Christ's tirade against the 
Pharisees in Matt. 15. No doubt he has in 
mind such statements as Matt. 15:9: "But 
in vain they do worship Me, teaching for 
doctrines the commandments of men." In 
rejecting tradition as a source of theology 
Walther includes the so-called consensus 
of the early church and the fathers 
(Calixt) and also the articles of our faith 
which are not a source of theology but 
are derived from the source of .theology, 
viz., Scripture. Private revelations must 
also be refused as a source of theology, 
Walther asserts. Christ tells the church to 
teach those things which He has com
manded (Matt. 28:19, 20). The church 
and her theology is built on the founda
tion of the prophets and apostles (Eph. 
2: 20 ), not on all sorts of private revela
tioris. 

Corollaries 

When we profess that the canonical 
Scriptures are the one source of theology, 
we are at the same time affirming sev
eral other things about these holy writings. 
We are declaring that these writings are 
God's Word, breathed from His mouth in 
both content and form. We are declaring 
that these Scriptures are perfect, or suf
ficient, that is to say, they contain every
thing a poor sinner needs to know for 
salvation. Weare declaring finally that 
the Sacred Scriptures are clear, and clarity 
means that everything necessary to be 

known for salvation and a godly life is 
revealed in Scripture in such a manner 
that an attentive reader of sound mind and 
some skill in language can understand it. 
It is important to note how Walther links 
all these ideas. The divine origin of 
Scripture, its power and authority, its per
fection and perspicuity - these things all 
hang together. Scripture itself does not 
closely distinguish between these various 
properties which it possesses. Hence if 
one aspect of the doctrine of Scripture is 
undermined, the entire doctrine is often 
overthrown. Such has been the case, Wal
ther observes, among those theologians 
who teach that only the content (not the 
words of Scripture) are God-breathed or 
who teach degrees of inspiration. Such 
opinions invariably shake the very au
thority of the Scriptures. 

Sufficiency 

T~$ authority of Scripture becomes 
fullymeaningful to us only when we learn 
to appreciate how practical this Word of 
God is, when we see that it has been writ
ten to help and direct us in every aspect 
of our Christian life. This practical pur
pose of Scripture our old Lutheran theo
logians have called its sufficiency. Scripture 
fits us, equips us, sufficiently and perfectly 
for our Christian sojourn. It provides 
wisdom and guidance, strength and com
fort in every issue of life. As St. Paul 
says, "It is profitable for doctrine, for re
proof, for correction, for instruction in 

. righteousness, that the man of God may be 
perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good 
works" (2 Tim. 3:16, 17). But the pur
pose of Scripture also is to bring us to 
faith in our Lord Jesus Christ. (John 
20:31; 5:46,47; Heb. 1:2) 



Clarity 

Like Luther, Walther is vitally con
cerned to maintain the clarity of Scrip
ture. And his interest in this matter is 
by no means academic. The authority and 
clarity of the Scriptures go hand in hand. 
When the perspicuity of Scripture is 
questioned, the authority of Scripture· is 
ultimately undermined. For then the 
church must enter in to interpret these 
allegedly dark and obscure writings to the 
common people, or else higher scholarship 
and scientific exegesis must be <;:onsulted 
before the common Christian can be sure 
of Scripture's meaning. Thus the church 
or the interpreter become the authority. 
Walther .is wary of anyone who would 
make the Bible a vague or ambiguous 

. book. 

~alther believes in the clarity of Scrip
ture because of the testimony of Scripture 
itselfj Scripture is called a lamp and a 
light which shines; it is called true ( Ps. 
119: 105, 130; 19:9; Provo 6:23; 2 Peter 
1 : 19) . Of course, there are difficult pas
sages in Scripture, but Walther denies that 
any of these passages run counter to the 
analogy of faith. By the analogy of faith 
Walther seems to mean the clear passages 
of Scripture, or what we would term proof 
passages. In other words, our best recourse 
when we encounter difficulties in reading 
Scripture is to interpret puzzling and ob
scure passages by the dear ones which 
speak of the same subject. And Walther 
has confidence in this method. He con
curs with St. Augustine, who said ( De 
doctrina Christiana II, 6): "The Holy 
Spirit has not set forth anything obscurely 
which is not found to be stated very clearly 
somewhere else in Scripture." 

It must also be admitted that there is 

darkness and obscurity when the unre
generate man sets about to· interpret the 
Scriptures; But the darkness is in him, not 
in the divine Word. In fact, such a person 
cannot grasp any of the saving doctrine of 
Scripture unless the Spirit of God en
lightens him through the Word .. Without 
such enlightenment everything is foolish
ness to him (Jer. 8:8, 9; 1 Cor. 1:23; 
2:14; 2 Cor. 4:3, 4). It is of course true 
that the unregenerate man can understand 
the words of Scripture in their grammati
cal order and sense, but not the intended 
meaning of the Holy Spirit - not without 
the enlightenment of the Spirit. With Lu
ther Walther holds to a double clarity and 
obscurity. Outwardly there is nothing 
obscure· or doubtful, but everything is set 
forth clearly in Scripture. But inwardly 
not a tittle of Scripture is understood by 
anyone who does not have the Spirit of 
God. When Walther speaks so often of 
our dependence upon the Holy Spirit for 
our interpreting and believing the Scrip
tures, he is emphasizing a. truth which is 
often forgotten in our day of serene con
fidence in man's mind, man's objectivity, 
man's insights, man's scholarship. We too 
need alwa):'s to pray for the enlightenment 
of the Holy Spirit when we read and study 
the Sacred Scriptures. 

Walther was fully convinced that out
side the church, people would regard the . 
Bible as ambiguous and unclear. What 
disturbed him· greatly was that in the 
church, even the Lutheran Church, so 
many would dispute the lucidity of Scrip
ture. At best such people do not believe 
in the divine origin of the Bible; at worst 
they do not believe in God at all. 

Who of us [he says] will deny that 
God, the Creator of human speech, is able 



to speak clearly? Who will deny that God, 
the eternal Truth, Wisdom, and Love, in
tended to speak clearly? Who will deny 
that God actually did speak clearly, yea, 
was obligated to speak clearly, in that 
Scripture which He inspired for just one 
purpose - to tell man what he must know 
in order to be saved? ... 

Even though a person has no knowl
edge of, or only an imperfect knowledge 
of, historical data and related facts, yet he 
is able to find and walk the way of salva
tion under all circumstances without any 
hindrance.3o 

To Walther, then, it was a simple denial 
of God's universal grace to imply that 
Scripture does not clearly teach all the 
articles of our Christian faith. He quotes 
Luther: 

No book on earth is so clear as the Holy 
Scriptures. It excels every other book just 
as the sun excels every other light. . . . 
It is a shocking disgrace, blasphemy against 
the Holy Scriptures and all Christendom, 
to say that the Holy Scriptures are ob
scure and not clear enough to enable every
one to understand and· then to teach and 
prove what he believes.31 

Why is it that many in the church regard 
Scripture as vague and unclear? Because 
they do not search, Walther replies (John 
5:39). Because they are half asleep or 
their minds are 1,000 miles away when 
they read. One must read Scripture at
tentively and with a proper submissive 
spirit. "Is it not shocking," he asks, "when 
people ascribe to the alleged obscurity and 
ambiguity of the Scriptures what is merely 
the result of human blindness and malice 
or at any rate of human weakness?" 32 

30 CTM, X (Nov. 1939),827£. 
31 St.Louis ed. V, 334. 
32 CTM, X (Nov. 1939),831. 

Interprets Itself 

Closely related to the clarity of Scrip
ture is the principle that Scripture is its 
own interpreter and is not open to various 
private interpretations. To Walther the 
very authority of Scripture stands or falls 
on this maxim. 

What does this mean, that Scripture 
interprets Scripture? Walther briefly enun
ciates rules which can all be inferred from 
the principle that Scripture interprets 
Scripture. 

1. If God has inspired both the Old 
Testament in Hebrew and the New Testa
ment in Greek, then all interpretations 
must be based upon the original text, and 
no church has the right to establish an 
authoritative translation above original 
texts. 

2. God has adjusted the communication 
of His revelation to human speech (d. 
Deut. 30:11-14; Rom. 10:5-8). God's 
Word has assumed the form of human 
speech (in Scripture) without error, just 
as the Son of God took on a human nature 
without sin. Hence we must accept only 
that interpretation which corresponds to 

the grammatical sense of Scripture. 

3. God has given His revelation in 
Scripture in such a way that the sense is 
gotten at through the words. Thus the 
correct meaning of Scripture can only be 
found in its literal sense, that is, the sense 
which the Holy Spirit intended to convey 
in Scripture. The sense of Scripture always 
is the sense of the author, the sense which 
the author intends. Here it seems clear 
that to Walther a false interpretation of 
Scripture would tend to destroy its au
thority. 

4. Weare told by St. Paul that the 
Word of God can be "taught" (Titus 1:9). 



Only deceivers incorporate more than one 
meaning in' each single statement. State
ments with more than .one meaning would 
spell the end of all knowledge, For t~s 
reason Walther will recognize only . one 
meaning of a specific passage in its speci
fic setting (in einer Stelle). The so-called 
typical, allegorical, or parabolic sense is 
not a second sense in addition to and 
apart from the literal sense.> Rather the 
sense of the conten~s of Scripture is that 
which is first disclosed by the words 
themselves. This is the sense of the words, 
or the literal sense. 

For instance, the words in Ex. 12:46, 
"Neither shall ye break a bone thereof," 
do not hav~ a double sense in that no 
bone of the passover lanlb and of Christ 
would be broken. Rather it had only' one 
sense, that no leg of the passover lamb 
was to be broken. But action referred to 
is typical. In the New Testament, how
ever,' where the fulfillment of this typical 
action of Christ, the antitype, is reported 
(John 19:36), the verbal or literal sense 
becomes what in the Old Testament was 
the sense only of the action or event 
(Sache). LuW 13 ~April 1867), 105. 

Walther warns us not to impose alle
gorical or parabolic meaning where no 
such interpretation is warranted. 

5. Just as in the case of other literature 
we must recognize that the true meaning 
of ~e words of Scriptrue is often to be 
found obliquely through forms, such as 
metaphor, synecdoche, metonymy, irony, 
etc.33 

6. The many figures of speech (such as 
the forms mentioned above) are to be 

33 Strangely Walther concludes by saying, 
"Den Tropus der Hyperbel koennen wit in 
Gottes gewissem Worte nicht anerkennen." 
Ibid., p. 106. 

taken as such only when the context or 
parallel passages or the analogy of faith 
clearly demand it. We must be careful not 
to reject passages of Scriptrue or reinter-

-pret them figuratively simply because they 
appear difficult or absurd to us. 

7. The clarity of Scripture demands 
that those passages (sedes doctrinae) 
which prove the articles of our faith be 
clear passages. If we draw conclusions 
from passages which only incidentally 
deal with an article of faith, our con
clusions must agree with the so-called 
proof passages (sedes ) • On the other 
hand one must not depart from the plain 
meaning of the words in proof passages 
in order to make his exegesis fit the 
analogy of faith. For in the Scriptrues 
there may be two different mysteries, both 
taught in clear words, which are contra
dictory according to the premises of our 
reason. In such cases it is not for us to 
deny either mystery, either article of faith, 
but to hold both in tension and take our 
reason captive in obedience to faith. As 
surely as Scripture is God's Word, there 
are no actual contradictions there. 

8. In the Scriptrues there are abundant 
passages which set forth the articles of 
faith, passages as clear as the sun and open 
to the understanding of any child. 
"Therefore," Walther concludes, "we will 
accept only that exposition of a Scripture 
passage which agrees with the clearly 
revealed articles of our faith, and we re
ject and condemn beforehand every' ex
position of a Scripture passage which 
stands in opposition to the analogy of 
faith." It is clear that by such a statement 
Walther does not wish to impose any 
foreign outline or structure upon the 
&i:iptrues, but is merely asserting that 



Scripture interprets Scripture. To him the 
analogy of Scripture was those passages 
which proved specific articles of faith 
(Rom. 12:6). And one must interpret 
Scripture according to this analogy. This 
is the "first hermeneutical rule," he says. 
Jesus Himself employed it (Matt. 4:5-7) 
against the temptations of Satan.34 

9. Our faith and our theology rest on 
the . correct exposition of Scripture. It is 
mOst important that only that be held 
in the church which is based upon clear, 
poslt1ve exegesis. Any other position 
overthrows the authority and clarity of 
Scripture. What Walther is saying here is 
obvious to all of us. But it has significant 
implications. Walther would hold that it 
would be wrong to believe the theology 
of the' Lutheran Confessions unless this 
theology is drawn clearly from the Scrip
tures. In other words, you cannot accept 
the Lutheran Confessions unless you ac
cept also the manner in which these writ
ings interpret the Scriptures. Otherwise 
you deny the Scripture principle and make 
the church or our confessions a source of 
theology. 

10. Walther says that according to the 
propliecy of Christ the holy apostles would 
be preserved from all error. This means 
that we are to accept the exposition of the 
Old Testament which the New Testament 
gives. as the authentic one. When the New 
Testament interprets the Old, that inter
pretation is cortect. 

Subversive Views 

There were two views, prevailing in his 
day, which Walther considered pardcu-

34 The rule is good. But we might doubt 
whether the Romans passage proves it. 

lady subversive and hurtful to the au
thority of Scripture. The first, an opinion 
popular mainly in Europe, would allow 
one to receive or reject what Scripture 
says on matters which seem unimportant. 
To Walther this was an impossible posi
tion. "What human being, what angel, has 
the right to excuse us from obedience to 
the Word of God?" 35 he asks. A man 
may be ignorant of the stories of Solomon 
or David, and no great injury will be done 
to his faith. But to deny these stories is 
to attack the truthfulness of God in His 
Word. It is to offend God and provoke 
His wrath. Such a denier becomes a schis
matic or a heretic according to Walther, 
and there can be no fellowship with him 
so long as he persists in his error. 

A slightly modified version of the above 
opinion reasoned in the following man
ner. One may accept or reject what Scrip
ture says on those matters concerning 
which the church has not yet spoken and 
given a decision. Walther is shocked that 
Lutherans could express such views. Put 
concretely, this would bind Lutherans to 
what was in the confessions, but only to 
those things. Such a doctrine is opposed 
to the clarity, the power, the authority and 
perfection of Scripture, and betrays a total 
lack of confidence in that Word. It sub
stitutes the church for Scripture. 

Scripture [says Walther] is the only cri
terion for determining the Christian reli
gion and theology, the only source of 
Christian truth from which we can ac
tually draw reliable facts, the only rule and 
norm of all faith and life, and the supreme 
judge, rendering the final decision in all 
controversies on any points of faith.36 

35 CTM, X (May 1939),355. 
36 Ibid., (Aug.), pp. 587 f. 



Walther rightly points out that our con
fessions do not make doctrines but reflect 
and confess doctrines. He says, 

The. doctrines embod.1ed in the Symbols 
were not included in the various articles 
in order that they might become doctrines 
of the Church but were included be
cause they already were doctrines of the 
Church. 36& . 

The opposite vie~ would. place the con
fessions above .the" Bible and make the 
Lutheran Church a sect. 

The second theory, prominent in his 
day, which Walther considered insidious 
and baneful to t4e authority of Scripture 
was the idea that new doctrines develop 
from time to time in the church. That 
new doctrInes are revealed as the church 
grows to adulthood was not just the· alle
gation of Rome and the Schwaermer but 
more recently of Lutherans. Thus, it was 
said that we are not the children of the 
older teadlers and fathers of the churCh, 
but:theyare like children to us. We must 
ctiticize them in the light of modern wis
dom and insights. It is not difficult for 
Walther to demonstrate that this theory 
overthrows the very possibility of an 
orthodox visible church which has and 
confesses pure doctrine. 

On the basis of this promise (John 8:31, 
32). that saving truth is not a problem 
which men must first of all solve, but it is 
already contained clearly and distinctly in 
the words of Christ, saving truth is not 
a kind of philosophy which would require 
or .at least be capable of continual forward 
development, reconstruction and improve
ment, but rather something lying before 
us present and ready in Scripture':~'1 

36& Ibid., (April), pp. 656 f. 
3'1 LuW, 5 (Jan. 1859), 1 if. 

Throughout all his discussion of the 
authority of Scripture and his polemics 
against opposing views, two definite. prac
tical concernsar1 always foremost in Wal
ther's thinking. "First, he wishes to main
tain that a Christian can be sure of his 
doctrine. \Second: he wishes to maintain 
the possibility of an orthodox visible 
church. Such c-oncerns make it impossible 
for him to entertain any theory of doc
trinal development which is but veiled 
skeptidsmand condemns the church to 
the dreary life of seeking but never find
ing the truth, like Sisyphus, who was con
demned to roll a great stone up a 
mountain only to see it plummet down. 

Walther's childlike confidence in the 
authority of Scripture as God speaking 
was sometimes interpreted as a mark of 
pride and cocksureness. And there are 
reasons for such judgment. First, he was 
often very severe with other Lutherans 
when he suspected them of being disloyal 
to the divine Word. Second, he was un
disturbed by the claims of scholars that 
the result of sci~nti1ic research had blasted 
the authority of Holy Writ. To him God's 
Word towers as high as heaven over these 
earthbound activities of men. He says, 

Though science may consider the results 
of its research as absolutely certain truths, 
we do not regard science, but Scripture 
as infallible. If the results of scientific 
research contradict the clear Scriptures, 
we are a priori certain that they are noth
ing but positive error, even though we 
are not able to prove them erroneous ex
cept by an appeal to the Sctiptures.38 

Such an ingenuous, assured attitude was no 
doubt irritating to many of his contempo
raries and was construed as haughty and 

.~88 LuW, 21 (Jan. 1875),2. 



c~ndescending toward science. But really 
all this only reflects Walther's single
hearted loyalty and submission to the 
Holy Scriptures, a submission which will 
always be taken by some as either arro
gance or obscurantism. 

III. THE INERRANCY OF ScRIPTURE 

The question of the inerrancy of Scrip
ture is a relatively modern problem in the 
Christian church. Of course, there had 
always been those who assailed the veracity 
and reliability of the Sacred Scriptures, 
but they had been outside the church. Not 
until the late 17th century did Christians 
seriously express doubt concerning the 
absolute infallibility of Scripture, and then 
there were only a few such questioning 
spirits. The next century saw the rise of 
rationalism, which militantly attacked the 
authority and truthfulness of Scripture. 
C. F. W. Walther was well acquainted 
with this movement. He grew up and 
was educated among the rationalists. The 
19th-century German theology had not 
been able to throw off rationalism alto
gether. 

Throughout his ministry Walther faced 
an almost unbroken phalanx of theolo
gians assaulting the fortress of Scripture. 
In his Foreword to Lehre und Wehre of 
January 1886 he takes note of a statement 
of Professors Volek and Muehlau of Dor
pat denying the inerrancy of the Bible. 
Had this statement been made in the 17th 
centu~. a storm of protest would have 
arisen. But Walther observes in 19th
century Germany not one word of protest 
from any theological faculty. And why 
this silence? Because the statement repre
sents the persuasion of modern theology. 
But such a view, Walther insists, denies 
the inspiration of Scripture. The Bible 

then becomes a book which I must judge. 
I must distinguish the true from what is 
deceptive. I must separate the unessential 
from wlJtt belongs to the· history of sal
vation. 'in short, to question the inerrancy 
of Scripture undermines all confidence in 
the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets. 

The Meaning of Inerrancy 

Precisely what does Walther mean when 
he speaks of the inerrancy of Scripture? 
Does he mean merely a material inerrancy, 
merely that Scripture is reliable? No, he 
means more than this. You may have a 
friend whom you consider reliable; yet on 
occasion . he will make mistakes and say 
things which are untrue. Does Walther 
mean by inerrancy this, that Scripture un-V 
erringly teaches us concerning Christ and 
leads us to Him? No, as much as he would 
agree that Scripture never fails in its pur
pose, this is not what he means when he 
says that Scripture is without error (frei 
von Irrthum).39 Does Walther perhaps 
mean that Scripture is inerrant and infall
ible because it says what God wants it to 
say? This would indeed comprise a part of 
his meaning. But he has something far 
more specific in mind. The fact that Scrip
ture says exactly what God wants it to say 
may be considered the reason or the 
ground or the basis of the inerrancy of 
Scripture. But it does not tell us what 
inerrancy is. 

What, then, does Walther mean by the 
inerrancy of Scripture? J He means what 
the church has always meant, that all the 
declarative statements of Scripture are 
true, that they correspond to fact, that they 
correspond (as the case may be) to what 

39 LuW, 13 (April 1867), 103. 



uov 

has happened or to what will happen or to 

what obtains. Everything which is pre
sented in Scripture as factual is factulli. 
There can be no falsehood, no mistake, Ito 
slip, in Scripture. A correlate of the above 
is that there are no contradictions in the 
Holy Scripture. 

Walther applied inerrancy to all of 
Scripture, and what he means is quite de
finitely factual inerrancy, formal inerrancy. 
At this point he identifies himself with the 
older teachers in our church, who had 
grappled with the entire problem and 
spoken strongly on the matter. He quotes 
with favor,. for instance, the much
maligned statement of' Quenstedt, and 
makes that statement his own confession, 

The holy canonical Scriptures in their orig
inal text are the infallible truth and free 
from every error. That is to say, in the 
sacred canonical Scriptures there is no lie, 
no deceit, no error, even the slightest, 

'. either' in . content or in words, but every 
single word handed down in the Scrip
tures is most true, whether it pertains to 
doctrine, ethics, history, chronology, top
ography, or onomastics; and no ignorance, 
lack of understanding, forgetfulness, or 
lapse of memory, can or should be at
tributed to the amanuenses of the Holy 
Spirit in their writing of the Holy Scrip-

l tures.40 

"Like the old orthodox Lutherans Walther 
believed that the inerrancy of Scripture 
must be accepted a priori. With all due 
respect for scientific endeavor, we must say 
the investigations of science cannot dis
prove the Bible, nor is science necessary to 
support the Bible's truthfulness. If the 

conclusions of science disagree with state
ments of Scripture, the conclusions of 
,Science must be false.41 In other words,i'it 
is impossible for Scripture to err. We 
must believe what Scripture says on all 
points, before any empirical proofs are 
offered.42 And why must this be our at
titude? Because Scripture is God speaking. 
"Whoever believes with all his heart that 
the Bible is God' s Word cannot believe 
anything else than that it is inerrant 
{irrthumslos }/J 

Since inerrancy is due to the divine 
origin of Scripture, Walther realized that 
a weak position toward the doctrine of in
spiration would usually involve a denial of 
the inerrancy of Scripture. This happens, 
for instance, when Hase and Beck make 
inspiration a matter of poetic genius only. 
It occurs also when Twesten restricts in
spiration to only parts of the Scriptures.43 

On the other hand, Walther maintained 
that when the inerrancy of the Bible is 
questioned the divine origin of Holy Writ 
is certainly vitiated.~ The two hang to
gether: the inspiration and the inerrancy 
of Scripture. 

Inerrancy also touches the matter of in
terpretation. Walther believed that the 
New Testament interpretation of the Old 
was necessarily correct, for it was an in
spired interpretation. To him any sugges
don that the apostles took liberties or did 
not fully understand its meaning when in
terpreting the Old Testament was an out
right denial of Scripture. There were 
many theologians in those days who did 
not hesitate to criticize the exegesis of the 
apostles in the, New Testament. Meyer, 

40 LuW, 21 (Sept. 1875), 257. Cf. also 
Baier-Walther, Complmailtm Theologiae Posi- 41 LuW, 21 (Feb. 1875),35. 
#val1, St.louis, 1881, I, 96. The statement 18-- -", 42 Was lehrlm, 111(;., p.44. 
from Quenstedt, op. "il. I, 77. 43 LuW, 17 (Feb. 1871),33 if. 



for example, accused St. Paul of improper 
and Rabbinic exegesis in Gal. 3: 16, where 
the apostle daims that the singular "seed" 
in Gen. 12:3 points to Christ.44 Tholuck 
taught that Matthew (1: 22) was mistaken 
when he made Is.7:14 ("Behold, a virgin 
shall conceive . . .") refer to the birth of 
Christ.45 Walther felt that such a spirit 
betrayed a lack of faith in God's Word, 
Scripture.46 Christ promised that His 
apostles would be preserved from all error. 
Therefore their exposition of the Old 
Testament was authenticP 

. Arguments Against the Infallibility 
of Scripture 

Let us now consider some of the specific 
arguments against the infallibility of Scrip
ture. What sort of evidence did Walther's 
adversaries marshal? How did he reply to 
these charges? 

Human Failings 

It was said that there were human fail
ings apparent in Scripture. This was the 
opinion of Kahnis, Luthardt, and others.48 
There was barbarous language in Scripture, 
bad grammar and logic. Purely personal 
judgments and differing viewpoints were 
also quite obvious. Walther aCtually offers 
little answer to this charge. It was an old 
canard, going back to the 17th century, and 
has often been answered. Bad grammar 
and different approaches, uncritical ex
prt;ssions, simply do not mean error. But 
all: such picayunish charges annoy Walther 

44 Kri#sch exegetisches Handbuch iJber den 
Brief an die Galater (Goettingen, 1862), p. 134. 

45 Das Alte Testament im N euen Testament 
(Gotha, 1861), p. 42. 

46 Was leh1en, etc., p. 12. 
47 LuW, 13 (April 1867), 110. 
48 LuW, 21 (Sept. 1875). 259. 

apparently when they are offered as faCtual 
evidence against the inspiration and in
errancy of Scripture. 

Conflicts with Science 

It was said that scientific facts often 
showed the Bible to be in error. Walther 
at this point merely denied the possibility 
of scientific facts being at variance with 
Scripture. They were not facts, he said, 
but suppositions. 

No, not facts but suppositions which have 
been invented to explain the facts are 
what contradicts the Bible. But if there 
were. even one point in which the Bible 
contradicted the assured and sober results 
of modern science, a Christian would sim
ply reserve the solution of the difficulty 
for the school of heaven and stick with 
the word of Scripture rather than arro
gantly try to become the master over Him 
who has created him and all other crea
tures together with all their knowledge.49 

Walther possessed a very high regard for 
science. "How could we call ourselves Lu
therans, yes, even Christians, if we were 
despisers of science?" he asks.5o Scripture 
certainly does not urge upon us a negative 
position toward science (d. Moses, Solo
mon, Paul, Luke). But true science will 
never contradict the Bible. Walther rec
ognizes that . there will be many areas 
where gaps will exist between the findings 
of science and Scripture. When this oc
curs, he urges the Christian to be cautious 
and not to be overly disturbed if a solution 
is not at hand. Our faith does not depend, 
it cannot depend, upon our harmonizing 
all of Scripture with the findings of mod
ern science. 

Walther's counsel on this point is still 

49 Was lemen, etc., p. 30. 
50 LuW, 21 (Jall. 1875),4. 



very timely and significant. He took a very 
dim attitude toward apologetics which 
would endeavor to demonstrate the truth 
of Scripture or Christianity. This is not 
the way to strengthen the church or to save 
the apostate world. Such an approach 
would betray an uneasy lack of faith in us, 
and it simply could nOt solve all the prob
leII,ls which loom up in continuedsucces
sion. In other words, Walther feels that we 
will just have to live with many tensions; 
what we must do is place ourselves under 
the Scriptures and there to take our stand. 
Permit me to quote him at some length on 
this concem: 

We are certain [he says] that there can
not be or ever is a real contradiction be
tween Christian theology and true science, 
science in abstracto. But we are equally 
certain that it is not nor can it be the 
task of a theologian to reconcile our Bib
lical theology and science it; concreto. The 
charge'is indeed valid that in our efforts 
. to lead the present unbelieving generation 
back to faith we make no attempt to 
demonstrate to the world the harmony of 
faith with science. nut we see no reproach 
in this charge; rather. we glory in it, and 
we will not, by the grace of God, permit 
anyone ever to rob us of this glorying. 
For we are very certain that it is not pos
sible to help the present apostate world 
with the lie that the divinely revealed truth 
is in perfect accord with the wisdom of 
this world; only the preaching of the di
vine foolishness, of the old unaltered Gos
pel, can help the world. Paul as well as 
the history of the church of all ages and 
of every Christian testifies that the "foolish 
Gospel" is the power of God unto salva
tion to all that believe, to the Jew first 
and also to the Greek (Rom. 1:16). 
A person who has been won for Chris
tianity by showing him that Christianity 

can pass the sharpest probe. of science is 
not yet won; his faith is no faith.51 

Contradictions 

A third claim against the inerrancy of 
Scripture was that there were definite con
tradictions in the Bible. Such a claim 
Walther, purely on a priori grounds, will 
not grant. If the Bible contradicted itself 
there would be error. But in fact the Bible 
does not contradict itself. Walther is 
wholly aware of the many discrepancies 
a.nd difficulties one encounters in reading 
Scripture and in trying to harmonize pas
sages and sections. Enormous tomes, at
tempting to solve many of these vexing 
problems, have been written. And many 
of these discrepancies, Walther was fully 
convinced, would persist and never be sat
isfactorily reconciled. When such difficul
ties arise Walther felt that the older Chris
tian theologians had done the right thing. 
These old pious Christians regarded it as 
their duty to solve difficulties in Scripture 
in order to strengthen and confum troubled 
consciences. "But when they came to cer
tain difficulties which they could not solve, 
they humbly doffed their little doctor's hat, 
bowed before Holy Scripture, admitted 
that they were but poor students with the 
Holy Spirit as their Teacher and said, This 
difficulty will be fully solved; if not before, 
then certainly in eternity." 112 

Erred in Minor Matters 

A very common opinion in Walther's 
day was the notion that Scripture was in
fallible merely in presenting the message 

51 LuW, 21 (Feb. 1875), 41, 42. Trans
lated in Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics 
(St.Louis, 1950), 1,164. 
... 52 "Walthers Verdienst urn das sola Scrip

tura," LuW, 57 (April 1911), 1.57. 



concerning Christ and the way of salvation. 
This was its purpose. However, when 
Scripture touched upon minor matters 
which did not concern faith and life (mat
ters such as details of history,' chronology, 
etc:) it often erred. And who will deny, 
it was declaimed, that much in the Bible 
is unimportant and peripheral? But such 
slips and accidents do not matter, just as 
it makesn~ difference when a poet makes 
mistakes.till 

Walther refuses to grant the assumption 
behind this whole argument. He believes 
that nothing is unimportant in Scripture, 
where the Holy Spirit Himself is the Re
porter. There is purpose even in matters 
which may seem peripheral to us. H the 
order of events is sometimes hysteron pro
teron or apparently confused, all this has 
its foundation in the wisdom of God and 
cannot be called error. And whatever 
Scripture says concerning the order of na
ture, even in passing, God Himself saYS.54 
Commenting upon the theologians who 
have espoused the opinions mentioned 
above Walther Has these strong words 
to say, 

These, then, are believing theologians! 
May God have mercy upon their faith. 
For according to their words they don't 
believe half of what they ought to. Fur
thermore, by their course of action they 
do not distinguish themselves from so
called unbelievers in any way, but only by 
the degree of their concessions. One thing 

,they have in 'common with each other: 
the, Bible is neither inspired in the sense 
in. which the Christian church has always 

till Johann Beck, Eitnleiumg in das S,}#sm der 
christlichon Lehrs (Stuttgart, 1838), pp.241 if. 
This was roughly the position of Twesten and 
'others. 

54 LuW, 32 (Match 1886), 65 if. 

meant, nor is it, properly speaking, God's 
Word.55 

In a similar vein Walther says on another 
occasion, 

Whoever thinks that he can find one error 
in holy Scripture does not believe in holy 
Scripture but in himself; for even if he 
accepted everything else as ttue, he would 
believe it not because Scripture says so 
but because it agrees with his reason or 
with his sentiments.56 

Higher Criticism 

What was behind the many attacks 
against the inspiration and inerrancy of 
Scripture was higher criticism. The higher 
critics had been nursed with the' milk of 
the prevailing and overweening rational
ism of the day. Many of them disclaimed 
the possibility of miracles and entertained 
no predisposition toward the divine origin 
of Scripture. The Bible was a purely 
human product. The various books of the 
Bible were often considered to be a hodge
podge of different human records. The so
called positive, or. conservative, theolo
gians that Walther is primarily concerned 
with seldom went all the way with the 
higher critics. But Walther felt that they 
had conceded far too much to what he con
sidered rank unbelief. 

Kahnis had denied the authenticity of 
the Book of Daniel, saying that it had been 
written hundreds of years after the prophet 
during the reign of King Antiochus 
Epiphanes. He brought forth many ex
amples of what he thought evidence from 
the book itself to prove his point. The 
book, then, was a pious fraud; it was 
passed off as being written by Daniel. 

55 W4S lehron, etc., p.17. 
M CIM, X (April 1939), 255. 



Moreover, it did not give actual history at 
all. Walther- replied that according to 
Matt. 24: 15 Christ believed that· Daniel 
did write the book by his name, for Christ 
quotes certain words contained in the book 
as having been written by Daniel himself. 
This alone settled the question of author
ship for Walther. No other evidence of 
any kind could assail the inference from 
Christ's words. Of Kahnis Walther has 
these very sharp words to say, "Whoever 
holds that Jesus is the Son of God will 
hold that Kahnis' statement to the con
ttary is blasphemous. Yes, blasphemous. 
I am. not using too strong an expres
sion." 57' Walther charges that a later 
writer assumitlg the name of Daniel would 
be guilty of the same crime as the popes 
who claimed to have their authority from 
the fraudulent Donation of Constantine. 
To himihere is no such thing as a "pious 
fraud:' Kahnis' position he calls "down
right unbelief" (platteste Unglaube). 

Walther -assumes the same attitude 
toward such an evangelical theologian as 
Delitzsch, who denied. the Mosaic author
ship of the Pentateuch. Delitzsch projected 
a rather unique view concerning the au
thorship of the first five books of Scripture. 
He said there were five sources, or factors, 
going into the writing of these books. 
First, there was the author who was called 
the J ehovist. Second, there was the basic 
source material which he used. Third, 
there was the framework given the book 
itself. Fourth, there were certain other 
sources which were brought in and used. 
Fifth, there was the historical method. To 
all this Walther replies, 

Who then of these five was really in
spired? Was it the Jehovist, or the source 

57' Was lehren, etc., p. 42. 

material, or the building of the frame
work, or the historical method, or the 
notations brought from other sources? 
Perhaps all five. But if it was all five, 
then in any case the poor Bible in this 
matter is in error. for it designates Moses 
as the author of all the books.58 

Walther in the last sentence is no doubt 
thinking of the statements of Christ which 
indiCate that He believed in the Mosaic 
autl10rship . of the Pentateuch. It is clear 
that .matters of authorship and authenticity 
do often touch the problem of inerrancy so 
far as Walther is concerned. 

Delitzsch also believed that there were 
errors of thought and arrangement in 
Scriptures inasmuch as the writers' spirit
ual ability was not always perfect. Walther 
does not relish taking issue so sttongly 
with such a pious theologian as Delitzsch, 
but he must. 

How in all the world [he says} is it pos
sible that a man like Prof. Delitzsch, so 
undoubtedly God-fearing, could in such 
a way place himself over the Word of the 
living God? I believe there is only one 
explanation for'it. Like hundreds of others 
of his kind he has not been content to 
remain in the simplicity of our faith. He 
has desired to say and to be something 
specia1.5f1 

Practical Concerns 

Walther's concerns in defending the 
truthfulness of Scripture are the same as 
those which prompt him to fight for Scrip
ture's inspiration and authority. They are 
practical. 

If we conceded that only the least error 
could be present in the Bible, then it is 

58 Ibid. 31. Cf. Franz DeIitzsch, Die Genesis 
{Leipzig, 1853), p.234.· 

59 Ibid. 35. 

up to man to separate the truth from the 
. ~rror. Man, then, is placed above· the 
Scriptures, and Scripture ceases to be the 
source and norm of faith. Human reason 
is . made the norm of truth, and Scripture 
sinks to the position of a norma normata. 
The least deviation from the old inspira
tion doctrine introduces a rationalistic 
.germ into theology and contaminates the 
whole body of doctrine.6o 

And Walther is prepared to show that a 
low opinion of Scripture or doubt con
cerning its inerrancy will usually result in 
many aberrations and false teli1chings. 
When von Hofmann implies that there 
are errors i~ Scripture, it is by no means 
surprising that he denies also the vicarious 
atonement, the Biblical Christology, and 
other points. Walther believes that to / 
build all our theology upon Scripture if 
the only sound platform for Christian ac
tion. And this involves an inerrant Scrip
ture. To this we w:ill surely wish to voice 
our hearty Amen. 

Lessons from Walther 
There are, I believe, two lessons we 

might learn from Walther's discussions 
and emphasis upon the authority and in
fallibility of Scripture. First, we might re
call what he once said about theology mov
ingas the waxing and waning of the moon. 
In other words, old errors and opinions 
have· a way of cropping up in new dress. 
We today have seen this. The old heresies 
which Walther opposed in his day are still 
being advanced. Present neo-orthodoxy is 
saying something about Scripture and 
revelation quite like what those old posi
tive. theologians said. In a very trUe sense 
the noo-orthodox theologians today are re
pristination theologians; they are not very 

60 Lu W, 34 (July-Aug. 1888), 196. 
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original. In opposing this theology we will 
find Walther can be of great help to us.' 
He faced many of the same problems we 
face. And he manifested a firm confidence 
in the God of Scripture, a confident spirit 
which will serve as a mighty example to 

us all when we become confused or hesi
tant in confessing the truth. Today we must 
speak forthrightly as he spoke. For noth
ing has happened, nothing can happen, to 
make us change our stand on the inspira
tion and infallibility of Scripture. 

Second, we might learn from Walther 
that conviction regarding the divine origin 
and inerrancy of Scripture does not lead 
anyone into legalism and atomistic exegesis 
but to a correct use of the Bible. And such 
a conviction springs from a true love and 
devotion to the Bible and from the correct 
use of the Bible. Listen to Walther, 

As we ask in reference to all doctrine: 
What saith the Scripture? so we ask also 
in respect to the docttine of inspiration: 
What does Scripture itself say in regard 
to its majesty and origin? And what Scrip
ture says we believe, teach, and confess. 
From Scripture, and only from Scripture, 
have we constructed our knowledge con
cerning inspiration; therefore we bow to 
the Scriptures.51 

In other words, our position regarding the 
origin and infallibility of Scripture is 
Scriptural, and it leads us to a true ap
preciation and love of the Bible. And so 
with Walther we confess, 

We believe and are sure that this despised 
book is the truth, the Word of the living 
God.62 

St. Louis, Mo. 
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Moreover, it did not give actual history at 
all. Walther replied that according to 
Matt. 24: 15 Christ believed that Daniel 
did write the book by his name, for Christ 
quotes certain words contained in the book 
as having been written by Daniel himself. 
This alone settled the question of author
ship for Walther. No other evidence of 
any kind could assail the inference from 
Christ's words. Of Kahnis Walther has 
these very sharp words to say, "Whoever 
holds that Jesus is the Son of God will 
hold that Kahnis' statement to the con
trary is blasphemous. Yes, blasphemous. 
I am not using too strong an expres
sion." 57 Walther charges that a later 
writer assuming the name of Daniel would 
be guilty of the.same crime as the popes 
who claimed to have their authority from 
the fraudulent Donation of Constantine. 
To him there is no such thing as a "pious 
fraud." Kahnis' position he calls "down
right unbelief" (platteste Unglaube). 

Walther . assumes the same attitude 
toward such an evangelical theologian as 
Delitzsch, who denied the Mosaic author
ship of the Pentateuch. Delitzsch projected 
a rather unique view concerning the au
thorship of the first five books of Scripture. 
He said there were five sources, or factors, 
going into the writing of these books. 
First, there was the author who was called 
the Jehovist. Second, there was the basic 
source material which he used. Third, 
there was the framework given the book 
itself. Fourth, there were certain other 
sources which were brought in and used. 
Fifth, there was the. historical method. To 
all this Walther replies, 

Who then of these five was really in
spired? Was it the Jehovist, or the source 

57 W 4S lehren, etc., p. 42. 

material, or the building of the frame
work, or the historical method, or the 
notations brought from other sources? 
Perhaps all five. But if it was all five, 
then in any case the poor Bible in this 
matter is in error. for it 'designates Moses 
as the author of all the books.'s8 

Walther in the last sentence is no doubt 
thinking of the statements of Christ which 
indicate that He believed in the Mosaic 
authorship of the Pentateuch. It is clear 
that matters of authorship and authenticity 
do often touch the problem of inerrancy so 
far as Walther is concerned. 

Delitzsch also believed that there were 
errors of thought and arrangement in 
Scriptures inasmuch as the writers' spirit
ual ability was not always perfect. Walther 
does not relish taking issue so strongly 
with such a pious theologian as Delitzsch, 
but he must. 

How in all the world [he says} is it pos
sible that a man like Prof. De1itzsch, so 
undoubtedly God-fearing, could in such 
a way place himself over the Word of the 
living God? I believe there is only one 
explanation for' it. Like hundreds of others 
of his kind he has not been content to 
remain in the simplicity of our faith. He 
has desired to say and to be something 
special.!)!} 

Practical Concerns 

Walther's concerns in defending the 
truthfulness of Scripture are the same as 
those which prompt him to fight for Scrip
ture's inspiration and authority. They are 
practical. 

If we conceded that only the least error 
could be present in the Bible, then it is 

58 Ibid. 31. Cf. Franz Delitzsch, Die Genesis 
,{Leipzig, 1853)' p.234. ' 
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~p to man to separate the truth from the 
error. Man, then, is placed above the 
Scriptures, and Scripture ceases to be the 
source and norm of faith. Human reason 
is made the norm of truth, and Scripture 
sjnks to the position of a norma normata. 
The least deviation from the old inspira
tion doctrine introduces a rationalistic 
germ into theology and contaminates the 
whole body of doctrine.6o 

And Walther is prepared to show that a 
low opinion ~ of Scripture or doubt con
cerning its inerrancy will usually result in 
tuany aberrations and false teachings. 
When von Hofmann implies that there 
are errors in Scripture, it is by no means 
surprising that he denies also the vicarious 
atonement, the Biblical ChristOlogy, and 
other points. Walther believes that to 
build all our theology upon Scripture if 
the only sound platform for Christian ac
tion. And this involves an inerrant Scrip
ture. To this we ~ill surely wish to voice 
our hearty Amen. 

Lessons from Walther 

There are, I believe, two lessons we 
might learn from Walther's discussions 
and emphasis upon the authority and in
fallibility of Scripture. First, we might re
call what he once said about theology mov
ing~ the waxing and waning of the moon. 
In other words, old errors and opinions 
have a way of cropping up in new dress. 
We today have seen this. The old heresies 
which Walther opposed in his day are still 
being advanced. Present neo-orthodoxy is 
saying something about Scripture and 
revelation quite like what those old posi
tive theologians said. In a very trUe sense 
the neo-orthodox theologians today are re
pristination theologians; they are not very 
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original. In opposing this theology we wilL '" 
find Walther can be of great help to us.' 
He faced many of the same problems we 
face. And he manifested a fum confidence C 
in the God of Scripture, a confident spirit ~ 
which will serve as a mighty example to 
us all when we become confused or hesi- 1 

tant in confessing the truth. Today we must 
speak fonbrightly as he spoke. For noth
ing has happened, nothing can happen, to 
make us change our stand on the inspira
tion and infallibility of Scripture. 

Second, we might learn from Walther 
that conviction regarding the divine origin 
and inerrancy of Scripture does not lead 
anyone into legalism and atomistic exegesis 
but to a correct use of the Bible. And such 
a conviction springs from a true love and 
devotion to the Bible and from the correct 
use of the Bible. Listen to Walther, 

As we ask in reference to all doctrine: 
What saith the Scripture? so we ask also 
in respect to the doctrine of inspiration: 
What does Scripture itself say in regard 
to its majesty and origin? And what Scrip
ture says we believe, teach, and confess. 
From Scripture, and only from Scripture, 
have we constructed our knowledge con
cerning inspiration; therefore we bow to 
the Scriptures.tll 

In other words, our position regarding the 
origin and infallibility of Scripture is 
Scriptural, and it leads us to a true ap
preciation and love of the Bible. And so 
with Walther we confess, 

We believe and are sure that this despised 
book is the truth, the Word of the living 
God.62 
St. Louis, Mo. 
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