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 EASTER MONDAY was always a special day for my three sons and me.  We’d get up extra early and go 

trout fishing. If I needed to, I could even Biblically justify this temporary break from the duties of the 

ministry.  After that first Easter, didn’t the disciples, while waiting for Jesus’ next appearance, go fishing? 

However, there was a great difference between them and us; they caught something. 

Growing up in Southeastern MN, the trout capital of the state, I thought I had learned the rudiments of 

the sport.   By the time of my first call to Connecticut and Massachusetts, again in the heart of trout 

fishing country, I thought I was progressing in the art of fly fishing.  During my time in Milwaukee, while 

preaching for a congregation’s dedication service, my host, the president of the congregation, a 

professional fly fishing guide, taught me things I never knew.  On the wall in his guest room was a 

picture of the Secretary of the Treasury, another of his “pupils”.  My guide’s son, he told me, was at the 

time performing with the US Fly Fishing Team in Scotland.  Did you even know the US had a fly fishing 

team? 

My point is, to one degree or another, I had some good instruction in the art of fly fishing.  However, on 

one particular Easter Monday excursion with my three sons, though we had whipped the water to a 

frenzy with our flies, we caught nothing. One of my sons, sincerely but non-judgmentally said, “Dad, we 

really don’t know what we’re doing, do we?” 

In other words for all the instruction I’d received, fly fishing was not really a habitus practicus, a practical 

aptitude for me.  Just in case you might have been wondering how I was going to transition to my 

theme, here it is: Justification Is Habitus Practicus.  In other words, justification is more than academic 

knowledge. For I It’s something our church fathers actually practiced. II. It’s the habit our Heavenly 

Father desires. And III It’s the habit you and I are to practice, making justification the habitus practicus in 

the ministries to which God has called each one of us. 
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Without a doubt, thank God, we are among the best trained for the public ministry anywhere in the 

world.  That surely has been evident again yesterday and today.  We’ve heard some excellent essays, 

once again, affirming the Lutheran Dictum: Grace Alone, Faith Alone, and Scripture Alone.   

The exegesis of pertinent passages made it obvious, Scripture Alone establishes Biblical teaching. It’s 

Grace Alone as the term objective justification confirms in the forensic declaration of God, proclaiming 

us righteous before him.  And objective justification, we’ve seen, veers 180 degrees away from 

universalism when this gift of imputed righteousness is received by God’s gift of Faith Alone. 

An isagogical study of Romans affirmed again how essential a proper understanding of justification is for 

a proper respect for everything God reveals.  While the two terms, objective and subjective justification 

are not divinely inspired, the teachings they present are certainly Biblically rooted, the very heart of all 

Scripture.  Thus confirming again, as Luther once noted, “Justification is the teaching by which the 

church stands or falls”. 

But just having all the right terminology does not, automatically, make someone an orthodox 

theologian. Sadly we know there were some unproductive times in Lutheran theology which came to be 

known as dead orthodoxy.  Sadly some who could anatomically identify correctly all the body parts of 

the corpus doctrinae still were treating it as only a cadaver, a lifeless corpse.  Some of them were 

doctors, who, like Melanchthon should have known better.  In his C o m m u n e s L o c i
 of 1535 he breathed 

new life into semi-plagianism’s erroneous concept of the willingness of the individual not to resist as a 

contributing factor in conversion.  He was light-years, life-years away from Luther’s correct Biblical 

understanding that the human will can only resist the Spirit and the Word. 

David Monge, in W o r d & W o r l d
, a publication of Luther Seminary, St Paul, reviewing Carl E. Braaten’s 

1990 book, J u s t i f i c a t i o n : T h e A r t i c l e B y W h i c h t h e C h u r c h S t a n d s o r F a l l s
, has this paragraph, quoting, at 

times, Braaten’s own words.   
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Yet, Braaten asks, is not making faith the precondition of justification really humanism? After all, 

according to this scheme,’ the final link in the chain of salvation is forged by human decision.’  

The Scriptures seem to suggest, however, that ‘when one is declared forgiven because of Christ 

one becomes converted, if at all, against and in spite of one’s perverse will.’ It still seems to be 

true, as Edgar Daugherty noted seventy years ago, that ‘that there has been more bunk, piffle, 

persiflage, futilely foisted on the world of faith and comment in re the New Testament faith than 

Barnum ever loosed in the morning time of American humbuggery” For American humbuggery 

we could substitute the tradition of Pelagius which makes God much more cooperative and 

humanity much more worthy than Paul or Luther ever did.  The doctrine of the justification of 

the ungodly is always polemical, fighting against our own supposed privileges before God and 

our self-sanctifying idolatries.
i
  

In each of us, too, there is a sinful, self-will, self-conceit that does not want to be totally dependent on 

anyone, not even God.  Our sinful self perpetuates abominable habits which belie any connection with 

God.  For all practical purposes, as our Lutheran fathers were fond of saying, “We are blind, dead and 

enemies of God.”  Justification, as habitus practicus is foreign to sin-cursed human nature.  Then how in 

the world can justification ever become habitus practicus for any of us?  But that’s what it was for the 

fathers of the Lutheran Church. 

I. IT’S WHAT OUR FATHERS PRACTICED. 

Dr. Franz Pieper, between 1888-1891, in 
L e h r e & W e h r e

 wrote a series of articles on Dr. C.F.W. Walther 

as theologian.  
ii
 

Theology is not the sum total of intellectual acquisitions but a habitude, a sufficiency or skill to 

perform certain functions. For since theology, subjectively considered, is what should be in 

those who are to administer the office of teachers in the church, we may therefore seek and 

recognize in the Biblical description of a teacher also a description of a true theologian. 

 

iii
Pieper, with reference to Walther, continues. “Walther refers to Heb 5:12-14, II Cor. 3:5 and II 

Tim. 3:17. With regard to II Cor. 3:5 he remarks,¨In this passage the Apostle¸ after he has 

exclaimed in 2:16 with regard to his teaching office who is sufficient for these things? Writes as 

follows: Not that we are sufficient ourselves to think anything as of ourselves; but our 

sufficiency is of God. So that which in Heb 5:14 is
c a l l e d a s k i l l ( h a b i t u s ) i s h e r e c a l l e d s u f f i c i e n c y .N o w s u f f i c i e n c y

 implies not only a certain competence and skill by the observance of certain 

rules to produce a certain effect, but also at the same time a disposition of the soul, thus a 

habitude. Hence Walther also declares that in Luther’s sentence ‘oratio, meditatio, tentatio 

faciunt Theologum’ the only correct theological methodology is given. 
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The theologian’s earnest, humble prayer is for the understanding which only the Holy Spirit can 

give. Walther’s explains, ‘Although the grammatical sense of Scripture is clear, yet the Holy 

Ghost must open up for us the living and salutary understanding of Scripture and the beginning 

of all theology is to despair of all one’s own wisdom, unconditionally to subject one’s own 

opinion to the Word of God, and to be willing to derive all knowledge in spiritual things from the 

Word of God.’ Walther cautions that this prayer needs to be especially heeded when intellectual 

gifts are in great abundance. ‘Competent knowledge and rich gifts are a grand endowment. But 

it should never be forgotten, the greater the knowledge and gifts, the greater the danger that 

one becomes self-confident, also in theology!’ 

The Meditatio, as you can well imagine, is the continuous study of the Word of God.  Walther 

here quotes Luther: ‘ To occupy one’s self with God’s Word in every way, not in the heart alone, 

but also externally work on and apply the oral speech and the lettered words in the Book’ as 

‘one rubs aromatic herbs that they may give forth their own precious scent,’ adds Walther. 

The Tentatio, Pieper continues, ‘is established, for instance, by II Cor. 1:3ff. When Luther says: 

‘As soon as the Word of God blooms forth through you, the devil will visit you, and make a real 

doctor of you, and by his affliction will teach you to seek and love God’s Word’.  Pieper, quoting 

Walther, adds, that is indeed ‘a strange promotion to the doctorate’. Pieper continues, but God 

observes this method: ‘hence no student of theology should grieve if God sends him all manner 

of temptation. He is intent on holding fast to this methodology, although he is well aware that 

many smile over it as insufficient for our times.’ 

You and I, with Luther, Walther and Pieper could quote other illustrious fathers of the church in a similar 

vein.  It is absolutely essential that we continually breathe the rarified air of the Word of God.  

Despairing of all theological self-help, we depend entirely on the spiritual illumination God, by His Spirit, 

provides in and through the Word.  That is to be our habitus, to rely on God alone for our theological 

knowledge.  However, as Luther noted and Walther commented, there is also to be a practical side, 

sharing the Truth God reveals to us by His Spirit through the Word with others.  

Dr Herman Sasse, wrote a paper in 1942 called “The Lutheran Doctrine of the Office of the 

Ministry”. Sasse, quoting Luther’s words, “Justification is the article by which the church stands 

for falls,” makes this observation.”The Doctrine of the Holy Ministry is most closely connected 

with the doctrine of justification.” To substantiate his point he refers to Article Five of the 

Augsburg Confession. 
iv
 

Article V Of the Ministry  

“That we may obtain this faith, the Ministry of Teaching the Gospel and administering the 

Sacraments was instituted. For through the Word and Sacraments, as through instruments, the 

Holy Ghost is given, who works faith; where and when it pleases God, in them that hear the 
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Gospel, to wit, that God, not for our own merits, but for Christ's sake, justifies those who believe 

that they are received into grace for Christ's sake.” 

Numerically, if in no other way, Dr. Sasse is correct. “The Doctrine of the Holy Ministry is most closely 

connected with the Doctrine of Justification” as naturally as Article Four, Justification, is followed by 

Article Five, Of the Ministry.   

The order of the Articles in the Augsburg Confession is surely not arbitrary.  As you remember with me, 

The Augsburg Confession, Article I, begins, properly, with God.  Article III articulates what the Scriptures 

teach us about Jesus, the Son of God.  Right between those two articles, appropriately, Article II treats of 

Original Sin.   

The absolute necessity of God’s plan of salvation cannot be intellectually or thankfully perceived without 

a thorough understanding of total depravity. There was no way in the world, or the next world, that sin-

corrupted human beings, on their own, could ever stand righteous before a Holy God.  That is why, in 

Article III, we needed to see, in stark contrast with our sinfulness, the sinless perfection of God’s Son.  So 

that, in Article IV, of Justification, God, for the sake of His Son’s perfect innocence, could objectively 

declare the world righteous.  And this, then, naturally is followed by Article V, Of the Ministry, as God, by 

his Spirit, through the preaching of the Word and the Sacraments, by faith, subjectively justifies the 

individual. 

Justification is habitus practicus, as we also note from the resounding sound of the opening words of the 

Augsburg Confession: “Our churches, with common consent, do teach.”  This compendium of Christian 

teaching was not only a document to justify the rightful, legal authority of the confessors to be a church, 

they were a confessing church, committed to teaching the Truth.  They were not risking their lives their 

property and honor merely to belong to a Society for the Preservation of Antiquities. Here is their 

explanation. “ Therefore, in obedience to Your Imperial Majesty's wishes, we offer, in this matter of 
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religion, the Confession of our preachers and of ourselves, showing what manner of doctrine from the 

Holy Scriptures and the pure Word of God has been up to this time set forth in our lands, dukedoms, 

dominions, and cities, and 
t a u g h t

 in our churches.”
v
 

This is what our fathers practiced.  Justification was a Habitus Practicus for them; it was what they 

believed; it was what they taught.  And certainly, could there be any question, it is also the habitus 

practicus our Heavenly Father desires. 

II. THE HABITUS PRACTICUS OUR HEAVENLY FATHER DESIRES 

We’ve all heard it, “You are what you eat”.  Oh, I hope not!  While I’ve been writing this paper, my wife’s 

back in Wisconsin, helping our oldest daughters get ready for the confirmations of our first two 

grandchildren.  And, while the cat’s away, it’s also been said, the mice will play.  Oh, how I hope my wife, 

just looking at me, will not be able to tell lately I’ve been eating too much red meat, too much popcorn, 

just dripping with butter and calorie-laden, cholesterol- raising ice cream.  Will she be able to tell I am 

what I ate? 

Is the saying true, theologically? We are what we eat?  For those of us who began our public ministry 

before 1993, in the days before C h r i s t i a n W o r s h i p
, how often didn’t we pray this Collect for the Word?

Blessed Lord, who has caused all Holy Scripture to be written for our learning, grant that we may 

in such wise hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that by the patience and 

comfort of Thy holy Word we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting 

life which Thou hast given us in our Savior Jesus Christ, who liveth and reigneth with Thee and 

the Holy Ghost, ever one God, world without end. Amen. 

Theologically, too, we are what we eat.  C h r i s t i a n W o r s h i p
, rather than using the digestive track for 

descriptive purposes, translates, “take them to heart”. God would agree.  Isn’t that what God had in 

mind in instructing Ezekiel to eat the scroll? 

Ezekiel 2:8–3:3 (NIV) 
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8 
But you, son of man, listen to what I say to you. Do not rebel like that rebellious house; 

open your mouth and eat what I give you.”   
9 

Then I looked, and I saw a hand stretched out to me. In it was a scroll, 
10 

which he 

unrolled before me. On both sides of it were written words of lament and mourning and 

woe.  

3 And he said to me, “Son of man, eat what is before you, eat this scroll; then go and 

speak to the house of Israel.” 
2 

So I opened my mouth, and he gave me the scroll to eat.  
3 

Then he said to me, “Son of man, eat this scroll I am giving you and fill your stomach 

with it.” So I ate it, and it tasted as sweet as honey in my mouth.  

  

Practical home economists tell us we should never go shopping on an empty stomach.  It’s far too 

tempting to buy expensive, non-essential items, enticed by their gastronomical appeal to our growling 

stomachs.  Pastoral theology professors may tell young, impressionable seminary students it’s not a 

good idea either to visit a hospital or nursing home on an empty stomach, risking an already queasy 

stomach’s eruption. 

Is that all God is doing here with his instructions for Ezekiel?  Is this PT 101, eat before you meet-

anyone?  Hardly!  The Lord wants his words, his every word, to sink down deep inside us.   In other 

words, C h r i s t i a n W o r s h i p
 had it right.  We are to take God’s Words to heart.  And then what? How about 

these words of Jesus? “For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks,” (Mathew 12:34). Or, 

again, Jesus is speaking in Matthew 15:18, “But the things that come out of the mouth come from the 

heart.” 

Here Jesus was demonstrating how a habitus is practicus.  You well remember the context. The 

Pharisees, the Martha Stewarts of their day, were criticizing the table manners of Christ’s disciples. They 

were eating before washing their hands.   
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While hygienically that may not be a good idea, it was not bad from a moral perspective. Just like a dirty-

faced boy can show you love with all his heart, hugging you, getting you all dirty, too, it’s the condition 

of the heart which makes someone religiously clean or unclean.    

Ethnographers speak about a person’s “heart language”, their native tongue.  Our real native tongue, 

the “heart language” of natural man is vulgar and profane. Again, Jesus in Matthew 15:19 gives us an 

example. 
“
For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false 

testimony, slander.” First the heart, then the language of the heart is heard. 

 It was same observation God made both before and after the flood. “The Lord saw how great man’s 

wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only 

evil all the time,” (Genesis 6:5), and in Genesis 8:21:
 “
The Lord smelled the pleasing aroma and said in his 

heart: “Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is 

evil from childhood. And never again will I destroy all living creatures, as I have done.” 

Is it any wonder then that our natural “heart language” does not naturally win friends and influence 

people?  From deep within our mouths pours forth the destruction, deadly lava flow and volcanic ash of 

a depraved and sinful heart.  Only from outside our universe, but also from within it, could we be 

rescued from this “body of death”.  Therefore with Paul we exalt, “Thanks be to God-through Jesus 

Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:25). 

That prayer of thanksgiving is the new “heart language” of the believer.  It is to be from the overflow of 

this heart that our mouths speak.  It will always be a challenge for the child of God, the preacher or the 

peasant, to speak this new “heart language”, the language of love, God’s love for us, his declaration of 

our innocence before him.  Thus justification is to become for us a habitus practicus, a God-produced 

habit of speaking from our new heart, proclaiming God’s saving love. 
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It surely ought to be instructive that Paul, whom God inspired to speak the most about justification, 

spoke no less about the practical application of justification in the proclaimer’s life. We could well say 

pastoral theology has its God-inspired origin with Paul. And God designed pastoral theology to be a 

habitus practicus. 

So let’s spend a few minutes practicing this habitus.  With the familiar words of II Timothy 2:14-26 and II 

Timothy 3:14-17 before us, in a small group near you, discuss how Paul is here demonstrating a habitus 

practicus. Ask yourself, discuss with each other, what is the habitus here?  Where is the practicus? How 

do we see the relationship with Justification?  A W o r k m a n A p p r o v e d b y G o d
 

14 
Keep reminding them of these things. Warn them before God against quarreling about words; 

it is of no value, and only ruins those who listen. 
15 

Do your best to present yourself to God as 

one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the 

word of truth. 
16 

Avoid godless chatter, because those who indulge in it will become more and 

more ungodly. 
17 

Their teaching will spread like gangrene. Among them are Hymenaeus and 

Philetus, 
18 

who have wandered away from the truth. They say that the resurrection has already 

taken place, and they destroy the faith of some. 
19 

Nevertheless, God’s solid foundation stands 

firm, sealed with this inscription: “The Lord knows those who are his,” and, “Everyone who 

confesses the name of the Lord must turn away from wickedness.” 
20 

In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some 

are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. 
21 

If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will 

be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any 

good work.  
22 

Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with 

those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart. 
23 

Don’t have anything to do with foolish and 

stupid arguments, because you know they produce quarrels. 
24 

And the Lord’s servant must not 

quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. 
25 

Those who oppose 

him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a 

knowledge of the truth, 
26 

and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of 

the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will.  

 

14 
But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because 

you know those from whom you learned it, 
15 

and how from infancy you have known the Holy 

Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 
16 

All 

Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in 

righteousness, 
17 

so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.  
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III. IT’S THE HABIT WE ARE TO PRACTICE. 

Finally, justification is to be the habitus practicus in our ministerial lives. It supplies the motive; it is the 

mission and the message of our ministries.  As Paul by inspiration of the Holy Spirit wrote, “For Christ’s 

love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. 
15 

And he died 

for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was 

raised again,” (2 Corinthians 5:14–15). 

Paul was not in it for the money. He, apparently, had little of that, working, often with his own hands, to 

support himself.  Paul was not in it, either, for the easy life it offered, reference his list of afflictions in II 

Corinthians 11.  Rather, he counted everything a loss for the excellence of what he had in Christ Jesus.  

Who could read Paul’s inspired words in Romans 8 and not be convinced what motivated Paul to live his 

life for the one who had died for him.  Justification, God’s declaration of independence, his 

announcement of our alien righteousness, possessed Paul totally. It was the motive behind everything 

he did, everything he endured. 

Justification also defined Paul’s one mission in life.  It was God’s saving purpose.  It explained the tears 

Paul wept for his countrymen, tears just like the Master’s shed over rejecting Israel.  It explained the 

elation Paul felt, the rejoicing he did when converts like the Philippians, through their faith in Christ, 

made Paul’s heart sing for joy.  It was others embracing this mission, becoming partners with Paul in 

proclaiming the saving message; it was this mission which bonded him to others like his “son” Timothy. 

 

Before his conversion, others looking at the life of Paul, might have held him in high regard, a Pharisee 

of the Pharisees.  His former friends and confederates thought he had thrown it all away when he would 

boast in nothing except the cross of his Lord Jesus Christ. They made him suffer for his confession.  

However, it was his unwavering confidence, born of faith in Jesus Christ, that sustained Paul through 

everything.  It was his motive, his mission; it was his message to proclaim God’s justification of the 
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sinner.  For Paul, Justification was habitus practicus, it was what made him live and breathe. It was who 

Paul was. 

 

Is it any different for you and me?  Is there really anything else that can bring us joy in serving God?  I 

remember an adult information class. Among the participants were a young male member and his non-

member fiancée.  I was turning off the lights, thinking everyone had gone home, when I heard soft 

whimpering in the entry way.  The young man was trying to comfort his soon-to-be wife.  She had heard 

the Biblical defense of infant baptism, perhaps for the first time that night.  But since she had not known 

Christ as a child, nor been baptized as an infant, she was fearful she had missed out on this blessings, 

coming up short in what God expected of her, leaving her outside the family of God.  How good it was to 

be able to share with her that baptism is not something we worthily take, as little here as elsewhere do 

we prepare ourselves for God’s grace. Rather it is what God graciously, all along the line, gives to us the 

unworthy, declaring us to be worthy, justified, forgiven, before him. 

 

This realization, first of all, is personal, subjective, by faith confident of God’s application to us of his 

declaration of objective justification. There is no other Biblical theme which, despite our innate 

limitations as well as our daily failings, can bring us comfort, making us confident of God’s love for us.  

And this inner peace, God uses to motivate us, giving us our mission in life, our piece of his world-wide 

mission to save the world. Justification, in its entirety, gives us our message.  The same message, the 

one message, God has for the world, Justification. 

 

Justification is to be for us habitus practicus.  If Moses or Paul, or you or me were dissected, if that in 

virtual reality could be done while still preserving us alive, if others could see what makes us tick, here it 

is.  Justification, pure and simple, is the reason.  Here’s how Paul expressed it.” I have been crucified 
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with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son 

of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” (Galatians 2:20) 

 

In contrast to his former life, a persecutor of the church, here was Paul’s new way of life, his habitus. 

Through faith in the Son of God, Paul had everything, the promise of life now and that which is to come.  

That was his motivation, to share it was his mission, the proclamation of it his message.  It was 

everything to him, his habitus. And as he lived it, shared it, Justification, could be seen to be his Habitus 

Practicus.  And so, God helping us, may it be for us!  SHOW, SHARE JESUS. EVERYDAY EVERYWAY! 
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