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Introduction: “Wauwatosa Theology”, what does that mean?  That’s a good question.  Most pastors in 

our circles have a pretty good grasp of its basic meaning.  Most lay members of our church body do not 

have a clue what it means and everyone outside of our church body has never heard the term and 

probably never will.  But to us pastors in this little micro-culture called the Wisconsin Evangelical 

Lutheran Synod the term “Wauwatosa Theology” has become the symbol of the true evangelical and 

orthodox study of the Scriptures.  We even have a three volume set of theological books by the same title.   

 

Historical background: First of all, Wauwatosa refers to the place, Wauwatosa, Wisconsin, where our 

seminary resided in the adolescent years of our synod, the years between 1893 and 1929.  Today it is a 

suburb of Milwaukee.   There were three men teaching at the Seminary at that time who provided great 

gifts to the church.  They were the second generation of Wisconsin Synod theologians.  Their names are 

John Ph. Koehler, August Pieper and John Schaller.  These three taught together  from 1908 to 1920 and 

if we include the full service of each of these men at the seminary they span from 1900 to 1943.  John 

Schaller died suddenly of the flu on February 7, 1920.  John Ph. Koehler was suspended from ministry in 

the WELS in August of 1929 because of his disagreement with the other faculty members over a paper 

written by Pastor William Beitz.  August Pieper served at the seminary until he retired in 1943 at the age 

of 86.  He died two years later.  These three men distinguished themselves as more than adept leaders in 

American Lutheranism and collectively they set in concrete several important characteristics of true 

evangelical theological work.  And since they taught theology to all of the Wisconsin Synod pastors at 

Wauwatosa, we call their education in the word and ministry, “Wauwatosa Theology”.  It is that simple 

and concrete, or is it?  Actually it is the unique approach to God’s word that they taught that gives the 

term, “Wauwatosa Theology” its truest meaning.      

We find what they taught in their written works in the preserved issues of the Wisconsin Lutheran 

Quarterly and its predecessor, Quartalschrift as well as in the three volume set called, Wauwatosa 

Theology mentioned above.   But equally as important as their writings is the living testimony of their 

work being handed down in verbal communication at our seminary from one generation to the next.  

These men taught us how to teach pastors to approach God’s word and his people.    

Before delving into their contributions it valuable to point out that these men did not in essence 

invent anything new.  They simply did what all good Bible scholars, all good Bible students and all 

Christians will do, that is, they learned to approach God’s word and people in the way God intended. 

It is equally true that these men did not teach us everything that we need to know about theology.  

No one but the Holy Spirit can do that, -- a truth that they freely professed.  They were limited and 

fallible. 

Be that as it may, August Pieper, John Phillip Koehler and John Schaller, together graduated 43 

classes of pastors and trained the professors who would take over after them.  They also created the 

curriculum for our three year seminary education that for the most part is still in use today.  All of the 

pastoral leaders of our church funnel through the seminary where these three men have left their mark for 

the proper way to approach God’s Word.   The following paragraphs attempt to crystallize and explain the 

several ways that the Wauwatosa men left an indelible mark our church body with particular attention to 

the study of God’s word and the practice of theology. 
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                       A. The Historical Grammatical Approach For Every Pastor 

 

As Schaller, Pieper and Koehler redeveloped the curriculum they had inherited from Adolf 

Hoenecke, at the seminary they were reacting in part to the more dogmatic approach that was being used 

at the Concordia Seminary from where all three had graduated.  The Wauwatosa men wanted the queen of 

our studies at the seminary to be exegesis rather than dogmatics, instead of the other way around.
1
  And 

for good reason.  When God inspired his word he did not inspire it only as a proof passage here and 

there.
2
  Conversely, it flowed from the pen of men who wrote whole books and letters.  Each passage fits 

in a place with an historical, literary and grammatical context.  The Wauwatosa men certainly understood 

and appreciated the efficacy of studying dogmatics.  They made sure that it held the place in the 

curriculum that Adolph Hoenecke had given it before them, but they did not want dogmatic study to 

dwarf a more thorough exegetical study of God’s word, one that employed thorough research of the three 

contexts of any passage (historical, literary and grammatical). They called this the “historical 

grammatical” approach to studying the Scriptures, a well worn phrase among all of us WELS pastors.  To 

the Wauwatosa men this was the only true and natural way to study the Scriptures.  As these three men 

and their successors (right up to the present) turned out one graduating class after another they filled the 

church with the same theological approach.  Their goal in the seminary education was to equip every 

pastor to be able to answer any matter of doctrine solely upon his own thorough and accurate handling of 

the Scriptures from their true context.  They would often say that if thorough study of the Scriptures 

themselves, wasn’t done, then one would easily fall into lazy dogmatism and intellectualism, which lead 

to death.   

One might say that theirs was the true and proper response to the supposed “dead orthodoxy” of 

the 18
th

 century.  The Pietists had reacted by focusing more on the experience of faith and piety in 

Christian living.  That single minded focus plummeted so many into the quicksand of subjectivism.  But 

these men pushed their students into a thorough and heartfelt study of the word so the Holy Spirit could 

rekindle their hearts anew each week as they handled the word of truth in its original forms, contexts and 

messages.  What resulted was a church ministerium that based its preaching on the message of the gospel 

as it sprang from the entire word of God in its contexts, rather than basing it more upon the confessions of 

men who had studied the word before them.
3
 Each generation of leaders would return to the Scriptures for 

a “first hand” and well educated exploration of their content.    

What are some practical ways to apply this to our ministries now? In order to do our part in the 

relay race of theological leadership in the church each of us pastors does well to consistently and patiently 

approach the Scriptures the same way. (i.e. studying the historical, literal and grammatical context before 

you handle the passage in isolation)   Think of it this way: When you approach a passage do not approach 

it Vertically, as if you are coming down on it with a knife to cut it out of its body and then to present it to 

yourself and others.  Instead, come at the passage Horizontally.  First of all, read an introduction to the 

book possessing your passage.  In that way, you will be reminded of the historical context of all the words 

therein.  Then look at an outline of that book and find the section in which your verse lies.  Then get far in 

front of your verse and read the preceding verses or chapters and read along until you bump into your 

verse.  Then ask yourself; what was the Holy Spirit saying right before this verse and how does this verse 

add to the ongoing train of thought?  After you have determined what was being said before the verse then 

read the verse and ask; what does this verse mean in relation to the verses that came before it?  After you 

                                                 
1
 They understood the importance of the dogmatic study of the Scriptures.  But they also wanted to keep it as the prince and not 

the queen of our theological study. 
2
 There are places in the Scriptures where the writers themselves string along proof passages to teach God’s truth. For instance 

they occur all through Hebrews and a few times in Paul’s letters.  Peter in his Pentecost sermon quotes three different passages.  

But his audience already knew those Old Testament passages rather well in their own contexts.  It is safe to say that the 

Biblical writers themselves make use of proof passages much less frequently than many teachers of the word. 
3
 Symbolics (the Confessions) also had its proper place for these men as we all know.  But Symoblics like dogmatics remained 

a prince and not the queen.   
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have answered that question then read beyond the verse and ask; what is the Holy Spirit saying after this 

verse and how does this verse lead into the next part of the ongoing train of thought?  Now you have 

rediscovered the literary context of your passage.   

We also need to study the text in its original not just to understand vocabulary words and their 

fuller meanings but more importantly to get at the thoughts of the spirit as they flowed through the man to 

us.  If we will do that hard work as we study we will see what is really being said, in the way it is being 

said by the author (grammatical context driven by his forms and nuances) for the people for whom it was 

being said (historical context) .  Then we can correctly tell what is being said to us in our day and in our 

context.   More importantly, we will be speaking the very thoughts of God after him and not our own 

ideas of what they say.  And we will have more confidence in saying “Thus says the Lord!” when we 

present that passage and its truth to others.
 4

 

This horizontal approach to Scripture study is what helped August Pieper see and present to the 

church his classic study of, “The Glory of the LORD” which has helped us see so much more what God 

was saying about himself and his plan of salvation to his people throughout the ages.  We would do well 

to study out several other motifs that run alongside the “The Glory of the LORD.” For instance, the 

Temple motif, the Dwelling of God motif, the Scepter motif, the People of God motif and the 

Righteousness of God motif – to name a few.  The horizontal approach to studying the Lord’s Supper is 

another intriguing study waiting to be further developed and crystallized for us. (i.e. compare Exodus 24, 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 and Ezekiel 37:24-28 and Luke 22:20 and Matthew 26:28).
5
   

The historical grammatical approach to the Scriptures has a huge impact not only on how we learn 

from the Scriptures but also on how we view translations.  Translations are not to be evaluated, first of all, 

on the basis of their readability, but first of all, they need to be evaluated on their accuracy with the 

original text.  The original text alone houses the thoughts of the inspired authors themselves.  I use the 

NIV most often in my preaching and teaching, but the NIV very often does so much modern Anglicizing 

(and that at a 7
th

 grade level) of the original for readability that the inspired nuances and important 

passions of the Holy Spirit are lost in translation, not to mention the very real relationship that each 

thought has to the others around it.  For instance, the difference between coordinate thoughts and 

subordinate thoughts is often confused.  (Matthew 28:19-20 is mild example.  There are others more 

stark.).  We need to watch this very closely if we in the WELS ever actually print a new translation of the 

Bible.
6
   

I might add that if the correct way to study Scripture is to become thoroughly acquainted with the 

historical, literary and grammatical context then the correct way to present it to the saints in our 

congregations is the same.  It is a good practice that we have adopted for worship these last twenty years 

                                                 
4
 Koehler wrote a small commentary on Paul’s letter to the Ephesians (found in Vol. 1 page 477 of Wauwatosa Theology) that 

shows how adamant he was that the theologian had to delve deeply into the three contexts of Scripture in order to really 

understand what the author was saying.  Here is a telling excerpt from his commentary “ (My summary so far � “The common 

ideas of the commentaries on Ephesians is that Paul wrote in order to preserve the unity of the church in Ephesus ( So far my 

summary, now Koehler’s actual words) -> Their ideas might work if their quotations from the letter that they refer to were only 

so and so many dogmatical statements to be evaluated according to a dogmatical concern or their grammatical and dictionary 

value.  But the assignment of the exegete goes further.  His concern is not only the doctrinal content of a writing, but the 

writing itself.  It is incumbent upon him not only to discover the content by considering the outward circumstances(i.e. 

Historical Context) , but vice versa, to discover the outward circumstances out of the contents in order that now at last to be 

able rightly to understand the contents.  And underlying the outward circumstances, the important matter is the inner workings 

of the spirit (discerned from the grammatical and literary context), how out of Paul’s thinking and feeling the peculiar language 

and composition in the epistle to the Ephesians became just what they are.” 
5
 I personally believe this horizontal approach (the Historical grammatical approach)  is the secret to understanding 

what Jesus’ meant by saying that he must be baptized “in order to fulfill all righteousness”, instead of the more common 

dogmatic answers that are given. 
6
 In my opinion the ESV is the most recent translation that remains most faithful to the grammar of the Holy Spirit 

when translating the Bible into English.  The NKJV is a close second.  There was a good article in WLQ recently on the ESV. 
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that we introduce the lectionaries before we read them to the saints. Maybe once upon a time people knew 

enough of the background that they did not need an introduction to properly listen to a Scripture reading 

but not any more.  I would guess that some of your members have thanked you for those introductions 

because they feel that the Readings are more meaningful now than they used to be.  There is too much 

biblical illiteracy in our congregations for us to drop passages out of the sky like falling stars.  One word 

of caution: be careful to use introduction time before the Readings to actually give the historical context 

to your people.  If you don’t actually give the background to the text you are defeating the purpose of an 

introduction.
7
   

Another important way to properly teach God’s word as a Wauwatosan is to avoid cluttering the 

introductions of our sermons with so much stuff, (even good stuff) that we don’t use that time to prepare 

the saints to properly hear the passage in its context.   Too often in our zeal to have a good “hook” in the 

introduction we forget to tell the congregation: A) who wrote the passage, B) to whom and C) why.  We 

cannot assume that all of our hearers know this.  Once upon a time, some might have known the 

background but many of them have forgotten it.  So, use the introduction time to tell the background to 

the text too.  The easiest way I have found to do this is to craft a “hook” for the sermon that leads into the 

background with its spiritual malady for which this passage is a solution.
8
   In homiletics we teach that the 

introduction should lead into the theme of the sermon and not the text.  But this is assuming that the 

theme properly describes the text.  However, a lot of our guys fall off the tracks, because they build an 

introduction that leads to the theme but it never really properly introduces the text.  So, they have a catchy 

introduction connected to a propositional thought and then the text is presented like a proof passage to 

prove the theme and the parts.   

And so the sermon feels like someone is dissecting a body in front of you.  In part one the 

preacher holds up the kidney from his cadaver and he says, “This is a kidney, isn’t it wonderful?”  Then in 

part two he holds up the liver and says, “This is a liver and it’s cool too?”  Then in part three he holds up 

the heart and says, “Look, the heart is here too!”  And then finally for his conclusion the preacher says, 

“See, the kidney, the liver and the heart, aren’t they wonderful gifts from God?”  All the while you 

wondering who that person was that he is mutilating? You are wondering, “How did he die and why did 

he have to die? And finally, you are wondering, “What does his life and death have to do with me?” But 

the preacher never really gets at those questions.  He’s just showing off the dead parts.   That is certainly 

not how God revealed that passage to us -  a part here and part there, all loosely connected and to be 

admired individually apart from all the others.  That is just how the preacher has cut it up and rearranged 

it for his own presentation. We kill God’s word when we handle it that way.  Preaching the Word is 

preaching that word right there in front of you in the way God preached it when he first wrote it.  We 

must study the verse in it three contexts and then preach from those three contexts as well. 

Besides, (tongue in cheek) when you preach the text properly (wink) your theme and parts can go 

begging and God’s people will still be well fed.   

Another smaller way we keep the “Wauwatosa Way” is when we refuse to let ourselves cram any 

passage into our own little mold.  For instance, have you ever heard the fallacious thought that says, 

“Every three part sermon is a two part sermon gone astray?”  I have.  That’s not true.  You rape the 

scriptural text in front of you if you approach it with the following preconceived thought, “Let’s see how I 

can arrange you into two or three parts.”  You are trying to take what you want out of it instead of what it 

                                                 
7
 I might add that to be true Wauwatosans (even more than they were) in our preaching is to avoid reading the sermon 

text before we have properly introduced it.  This is a pet peeve of mine, I know.  But it just makes good pedagogical sense to 

prepare the people to listen to the word of God before you just hang it out there for them.  Imagine reading the Gettysburg 

address to someone without any introduction. And then saying, “Now let me tell you what that was all about.”   

 
8
 E.g. - For any verse in Habakkuk a possible intro  might be:  – “Life doesn’t always make sense does it? (list some examples) 

Life didn’t make sense to Habakkuk either.  He saw the wicked prospering and it seemed that God was not doing anything 

about it.  What did he do?  He took his complaints to God and God answered him.  Let’s see how God taught him and in that 

way God will teach us who scratch our heads often too.” 
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would freely give you if you would let it.  The better way is to keep an open mind and just study the text 

in the original context and try to understand if the grammar and the flow of thought is really teaching one, 

two, three or more -  main truths.  Let the text tell you how many parts your sermon should have.  Maybe, 

it will show you that your sermon should have no parts at all (Although it would never tell that to a vicar.)  

If after studying the text you think you have too many main points for your allotted time (or too many for 

the patience of the congregation), then cut the text down before you preach it, but don’t force it into 

Chinese shoes.
9
 

We also are true Wauwatosa men if we will train our lay leaders, both men and women to study 

the word of God in a historical grammatical way so that they can handle the word of God well in their 

homes and out in the community.  Often we give up raising up truly Bible based men of God because we 

think they could never grasp what we have been taught at the seminary.  That is a terrible misuse of our 

education.  We were taught these things so that we would share them, not bury them in the sand of our 

studies.  We can teach our laity what the historical grammatical approach is and then teach them how to 

use the many tools out there to navigate somewhat safely (with our ongoing help) and powerfully through 

the Bible, even though they do not have a thorough knowledge of the original languages of the Scriptures.  

We just have to prioritize training them to handle the word correctly in our ministries. (Ephesians 4)  

 

                               B. Trust in the Power and Clarity of the Word 

 

For the Wauwatosa men, Sola Scriptura was more than a guide telling us where solely to find 

truth.  It was also a loud proclamation that nothing we humans can produce is as efficacious as the word 

of God, not our reason, not our styles, not our personalities, nothing.   

In regard to reason they relegated it to being a servant as Luther did.  They refused to let reason be 

the power to bring down arguments against the clear claims of Scripture.  Pieper in his essay, “What Must 

our Present Day Preaching Emphasize More Than Anything if it is to Complete its Assignment?” 
disparages using scientific arguments to disprove evolution not because they are not helpful but because 

they are overlooking the real problem which is the belief that man can find a reasonable explanation for 

that which God calls miraculous. 
10

  He called it swatting at flies.  Hebrews 11:3 is the final word on 

trusting the creation story.  We have faith in what God tells us that happened without reasonable 

explanations. 

In that same spirit, it is common among us WELS pastors to avoid long studies in creation science 

to prove the claims of creation.  Sometimes we even let our members down with our disinterest in the 

                                                 
9
 The Chinese regarded small feet as thing of beauty therefore they used to bind the girl’s feet during the growing years and 

forced them to wear small shoes in order to make them retain small feet all of their lives. This cruel practice was banned by the 

Chinese Republic in 1911. 
10

 Pieper’s words – “Concerning this we must say that these modern advisors have placed before us a very time-

consuming and thankless assignment. Certainly it cannot hurt for anyone who is at home in the area of so called “science” to 

battle (on scientific grounds) the “scientific” assertions which are opposed to the gospel of Christ and Holy Scripture. Of 

course, that would take a lot of time and effort, which, we need for better things; but it would not be very hard. What could be 

easier scientifically than to point out the fallacies of the modern Theory of Evolution? But we mustn’t swat at every fly .... 

Whoever wants to battle so called “science” must direct his argumentation neither against single assertions nor against entire 

theories. Rather, he must direct his argumentation against the real arsenal of all science which opposes the Bible. This is the 

falsehood concerning the unlimited capability of mankind’s knowledge and the certainty of the results in his “scientific” 

investigation. We must demonstrate that people cannot know what they pretend to know with great confidence. We must point 

out the limits of human reason and all “scientific” perception (just as all human ability has its limits). We must make it clear 

that human reason is not the measure of all truth, and its ability to comprehend does not limit the realm of possibility. We must 

prove that human reason is entirely limited to human calculations by our sensory organs operating in time and space. Beyond 

that human reason knows nothing but can only fanaticize. We must prove that human reason is very tightly hemmed in; it can 

never establish by means of any scientific experience, even with an experiment carefully repeated a million times over, 

anything other than time-space phenomena. And these time-space phenomena permit us to come to the conclusion of absolute, 

universal validity only by means of false logic. (Seminary Essay File). 
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pursuit of logical arguments to defend Scripture.  But we trust the word that much and we trust reason that 

little.  

Schaller in his paper called, “The Possession of the Truth” reminds us that reason by itself will 

seek to find a solution when two passages seem to contradict one another but that faith in the power and 

clarity of God’s word lets both passages stand without subjecting either passage to the scrutiny of the 

other.  He is in fact warning against a misuse of the old adage, “Let Scripture interpret Scripture.”  He 

says, “The truth of both passages does not at all for the pastor depend on the possibility of such a 

(reasonable) resolution.”- (i.e. that they have to be reconciled with each other).
11

  Again, the 

Wauwatosans heralded what Luther taught about reason.  It is a servant and not a master.   

When we prepare our sermons and Bible studies we practice our trust in the word today when we 

perspire less about our catchy illustrations, our alliteration and our onomatopoeia than we do in just 

getting the meaning of the powerful Word of God right.  If we get the meaning right with all of its gospel 

promises about who God is, what he has done to save us and whom he has made us, -  and when we do 

not put a muffler on the emotions of the original text, then the word will do the work.
12

  

 

                                         C. Permission and Mandate to do Original Work 

 

Another contribution of the Wauwatosa men was the permission and mandate they gave to their 

students to do original work in the Scriptures.  This practice has kept our ministerium from depending on 

the quotes of other fallible men when debating doctrine throughout the ages.  We are all prone to grasp for 

some authority bigger and wiser than us to give our thoughts verity in the minds of others when we 

present them.  Who here hasn’t discovered some spiritual truth on his own and then to verify that his 

thought is true, he searched diligently to see if maybe Luther, or Walther, or Pieper, or Koehler or 

Schaller has ever said it?
13

  This kind of distrust in our own ability to learn from the Scriptures plagues us 

all.  Pieper, Koehler and Schaller had all sat at the feet of Walther.  Imagine the temptation they would 

have had to mindlessly quote him without doing their own study.  Just look at how many still quote him 

today.  Instead, the Wauwatosa men astutely figured that to be grown men of theology they themselves 

had to put on their big boy pants and do their own work.  And so they grew up into men of God.  They got 

better and better by doing what the greats before them had done.  They also set out to make all of their 

students grow in the same ability to do independent and well trained research in the Scriptures.  In this 

way, each new generation of pastors discovers the very clear truths in Scripture for themselves and these 

clear truths blow away the fog caused by so many quotations of non-biblical sources. 
14

  

The way that these three men approached questions regarding the doctrine of the church and 

ministry is a very real example. When uncertainty about our agreement with LCMS emerged, these men 

went straight into the Scriptures.   In their studies of Scripture they discovered that A) the gospel creates 

its own forms of ministry and B) that the church is wherever two or three are gathered in Jesus’ name.  It 

cannot get much clearer or simpler than that.   

                                                 
11

 (Wauwatosa Theology, Volume 1, page 149). 
12

 Too much time has been spent in our circles arguing over emotionalism versus the efficacy of God’s word when every text 

has an emotion of it’s own and if we will discover it through proper study and mimic it when preaching then we will let that 

passage out of its cage on the page to be unleashed on the hearts of  people.  Men who want to excuse mundane and boring 

preaching on the guise of the efficacy of the word are lazy and culpable to the God who rages with emotion on every page of 

Scripture.    
13

 The irony of quoting one of the three Wauwatosa men rather than the Scriptures to give your own thoughts authority is that 

in so doing you are doing the very thing that these men discouraged when they wrote their words from original study.   
14

 Their approach also became the pattern from which that they and their disciples would formulate their confessions when 

handling knotty doctrinal issues.  First in the Election Controversy and then later in the controversy over the doctrine of Church 

and Ministry, the Wauwatosa men avoided endless quotations from Luther and the great dogmaticians of the 17
th

 century. 

(Iomething the LCMS leaders were prone to do.) Instead they trained themselves and their students to do what Luther, 

Chemnitz, Quenstedt and Calov did for themselves rather than slavishly quote them without doing one’s own study of the 

Scriptures.   
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These men taught and strongly encouraged their students to do the same kind of independent 

work.
15

 Part and parcel to the seminary classroom experience was (and still is) that the students have to do 

what the professors do, that is, one at a time, they have to teach the class their own exegesis of a 

passage.
16

  In this way, the seminary raises up exegetes and not just Bible students.  Students learn that 

they can understand Scripture for themselves without always leaning on some other human authority.   

With a view toward the future the Wauwatosa men were like Paul who on his dying bed gave 

Timothy permission and mandate to study the Scriptures on his own.  He did not tell Timothy to hang 

onto all the quotes of Rabbis but rather to continue in the Scriptures he had learned as a child and to study 

them as God’s useful tool for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 

3:15-16).  It is always better to teach a man how to fish than to flip him a bass. 

The Wauwatosa men knew that not all of their students had the same gifts, but even though some 

would be more gifted at exegesis than others, they believed that at the very least, every one of their 

graduates if he could not do a “stellar job” in exegesis, he would nevertheless still be able to recognize a 

bad exegesis from afar.    

This goal to create independent students of Scripture with independent thoughts was their 

insightful way of inoculating the church against so called “dead orthodoxy” too.  “Dead orthodoxy” is 

often the product of mindlessly adhering to a doctrine intellectually without taking to heart the law and 

gospel in that scriptural truth that both humbles and invigorates the man who receives it.  When a man is 

left alone to deeply study the Scriptures with God who sees his heart, then the living and active word of 

God has a way of separating his joints from his marrow right before his very eyes (Hebrews 4:12-13).  He 

is killed and then brought to life if he is really studying the word.  Also, independent study has a way of 

making a man of God appreciate how far God’s word is past being fully found out.  And so the man of 

God is careful not to say too much or too little about the word of God and the truths of Scripture.  He 

knows there are many dark passages and many open questions, his study often raises more questions than 

it answers and so he is not hardened toward free discussion of passages and exegetical questions. It 

creates a more fair minded and understanding spirit among us when we are truly studying the Scriptures 

for ourselves and not ossifying in the well trodden thoughts of others.    

Perhaps today, too many of our students are tempted through laziness or busyness to leave a 

deeper search of Scripture to those who have more time or gumption.  When God has given each of us 

such wonderful tools in the biblical languages and biblical history it is a crime that we would let rust grow 

on our shovels.  In true Wauwatosa Theology we will want to avoid simply using the thoughts of others 

for Bible studies and sermons.  Certainly, it is good to commiserate with our brothers and even the 

brothers of the past but not at the expense of doing our own work.  Our people are better served when we 

bring Bible Studies and sermons to them that contain the spoils of hard fought battles with the word of 

God rather than some mindless parroting of another man’s words.  Bible studies come to life more when 

they are less canned and more from the heart of the man and the Book from which he learned.   

We want our people to sense that when we speak God’s word to them that it comes from the very 

bottom of the well of Scripture as well as from the bottom of our hearts.  In fact, when a passionate man 

does not thoroughly study the Scriptures, you get the feeling that you are getting what is from the bottom 

of his heart but not necessarily from the bottom of God’s heart. His message becomes hollow no matter 

how passionate he is.  On the other hand, when one of our pastor’s presents mostly another man’s 

thoughts no matter how deep they are, you get a similar hollow feeling about what he is saying, because 

he did not study it and make it his own.  The Wauwatosa men and their theological descendants equipped 

us to do our own deep study of the word.  We best serve the church when we do.   

                                                 
15

 Even the idea of having assigned exegetical papers for pastor’s conferences that force the parish pastor to deeper study of the 

Scriptures (for the sharpening of his shovel and the benefit of his brothers) is a product of the mindset established by the 

Wauwatosa men.   
16

 What WELS pastor does not remember fondly the sweat and nerves spent in preparing for his peers something intelligent 

and accurate to say from: Genesis, Psalms, Isaiah, The Gospels, Romans, Galatians and Ephesians?) 
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   D. View All Individual Scriptures in the Context of the Entire Bible 

 

For the Wauwatosa men, all of Scripture provided a context for every verse.  So, first of all, their 

goal for the seminary experience and for the pastor’s future work was that each man would have a 

thorough grasp of every book of the Bible.  It was hoped that when each man simply heard the name of a 

book of the Bible he would immediately think of its author, his audience, the historical setting, and the 

train of thought throughout the book complete with its main thoughts.  Furthermore, it was hoped that 

every passage of Scripture would be seen (in the mind of the pastor) in the context of the one long story of 

the Bible ( i.e. the executed plan of salvation that was conceived from eternity and brought to fruition 

before our very eyes). The seminary curriculum was designed to give this thorough background as much 

as possible in three years and then to equip the student to maintain and grow in that knowledge 

throughout his theological lifetime.
17

   

The best way for us pastors to maintain this approach to Scripture is to keep steadily reading 

through the entire Bible throughout our lives.  In that way we will keep all of the stories, all of the poetry, 

all of the prophecy and all of the teachings in their proper three contexts (historical, literary, grammatical) 

as well as the context of the whole Bible.   

We also should always help our people see the relationship that every book of the Bible has to its 

main message. (i.e. that God loved the world so much that he sent his Son in history to save the world 

from their sins.)  What do Esther and Ruth have to do with the plan of Salvation?  What do the Proverbs 

or Ecclesiastes have to do with our salvation?  We pastors know the answers to these questions.  We must 

also always make sure our people do.   Jesus said of the Scriptures, “These are they which testify about 

me.” (John 5:39) 

We might also take a look at how we teach our Bible Information and Confirmation Classes.  If 

we are teaching mainly from a dogmatic approach with lots and lots of proof passages we are not really 

teaching God’s word the way God did.
18

  He taught it as a long story of salvation and unconditional love – 

that is, first the creation, then the fall, then the promises of a Savior, then the Savior is born, then the 

Sacraments are given, then the Holy Spirit and then the church spread out and conquered the world.  The 

apostles, Peter and Paul in their sermons in Acts used the historical approach to preaching the Gospel 

rather than the dogmatic approach.  A good model for us to follow.
19

  Furthermore, when all our people 

really remember from the Bible are a few stories and the Bible’s proof passages and the doctrines that 

depend on them, they are ripe for the pickens of any well trained Jehovah’s Witness or Mormon.   

The Wauwatosa men taught us to look at every book as a “big picture” first so that we would have 

feel for the entire train of thought when we studied each part.  August Pieper wrote a wonderful paper 

entitled “The Train of thought in the Letter to the Romans.”  The entire paper is his own paraphrase of the 

book.  As he wrote it he was careful to make sure that his paraphrase honored the emotions and nuances 

of the morphology and syntax of the original Greek text as well as the historical and literary context of the 

entire book.
20

  In this paper he helps us see the big picture in Romans, i.e. the context.  Koehler’s 

commentaries on Ephesians and Galatians are rather short when compared to others.   But it is because 

they are intended to help us see the big picture when we read those letters. 

                                                 
17

 We start with Genesis and the Gospels at the beginning of the Junior (1
st
year) year and later that year the rest of the New 

Testament and Galatians.  Then in Middler (2
nd

 year) year we study the Old Testament Historical Books, Psalms and 

Ephesians.  And finally in Senior year, Isaiah and the prophets and the Book of Romans.  There is a natural progression 

through the Bible.  
18

 The little green Catechism produced at DMLC with its Bible story illustrations on every page of the enchiridion is a perfect 

example of a deliberate Wauwatosa approach to teaching the Catechism. 
19

 Incidentally, in witnessing I often use “God’s Great Exchange.”  It is a dogmatic approach to preaching Christ until you get 

to God’s remedy, then you have to start telling his story. 
20

 It is found in “Wauwatosa Theology, Volume 1, page 421. 
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 These then, are four very significant ways the Wauwatosa theologians taught us to practice our 

theology.     If we will focus on them in our craft we will be faithful and true conduits of the word of life 

that Jesus passed down to us.  Then when we have to say farewell someday to the flock (just as the 

Wauwatosa men did) we can say with Paul, “I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole counsel of 

God” (Acts 20:27).  

 

Prayer:  God, help us teach your Word by saying your true thoughts after you with all of the fullness and 

glory that they had the day you inspired each one of them.  AMEN 

 


