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Book Review:
Law & Gospel “Bad News- Good
News”

by John Moldstad, Jr.

Leroy A. Dobberstein, Law and Gospel “Bad News -
Good News.” Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing
House, 1996. 181 pp.

Order from our Bethany College Bookstore at
1-800-944-1722. Price: $8.99

Dr. Martin Luther once observed: “Whoever is adept
at the art of dividing law and gospel, let him be set above
and call him a doctor of Holy Scripture.” Far from pad-
ding the prestige of his own doctorate, the great reformer
was drawing attention to the perennial - no, daily ! -
struggle of all Christians to exercise great care in separat-
ing the two vital doctrines of Scripture on treating sin and
grace. How difficult atask! Pastorsand teachers of God’s
Word feel the weight. But it must be done. One doctrine
is a letter that kills, the other is a word that gives life, joy,
comfort, and assurance. Who can live up to the chal-
lenge? AsPaul says, “Our competence comes from God.”
(2 Cor. 3:5) No wonder Luther in his 1532 sermon on
law and gospel goes on to say: “The Holy Spirit must be
the Master and Teacher here.” ,

Professor L. Dobberstein of Wisconsin Lutheran Semi-
nary admirably sifts through the precise points of distinc-
tion to be noted in these two prominent teachings in the
Word of God. He nicely sums up their respective pur-
poses in his recent publication. He writes: “The law es-
pecially must be preached to the comfortable in order to
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afflict them. The gospel also must be preached in order
to comfort those afflicted by the law.” (p. 33)

Dobberstein’s book is part of the new WELS People’s
Bible Teachings series, a Northwestern Publishing House
series designed especially for lay readership. Asa comple-
ment to the popular People’s Bible commentary series,
the 25-volume People’s Bible Teachings series is intended
as a presentation of all of the main doctrines of the Bible.
Each book in the series also has a compamon B1ble study
prepared by the same author.

Not only will Law and Gospel be of great benefit to
the laity, it also will serve pastors well. It provides con-
crete illustrations of ways in which the law/gospel herme-
neutic often has been violated. By careful exegesis the
gravity of even a subtle departure in the necessary law/
gospel distinction is exposed. A good example of this
comes in the author’s discussion of the law. He says “it
should come as no surprise that in the history of the church
Satan has waged some of his most subtle attacks against
the gospel by deceiving people concerning Scripture’s
teaching of the law.” (p. 74) In chapter nine he takes up
the discussion of the more subtle form of antinomianism
- the one dealt with in Article VI of the Formula of Con-
cord. He describes the problem:

The other form of antinomianism does not go
quite so far. It recognizes the need for the
preaching of the law to unbelievers and
unrepentant sinners. It admits that such
persons need to hear the demands of God’s
law and feel God’s wrath against sin and that
they need to be told that they are lawbreakers
and are going to hell because of their sins.
But it denies that the law should be preached
any longer to Christians. It contends that
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Christians do not need the law to guide them
in their lives of good works (p. 101).

The author then tackles the key verse which has been
abused by this brand of antinomianism:

Those who deny the Christian’s need for the
law usually quote I Timothy 1:9: “We also
know that the law is made not for the righteous
but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly
and sinful, the unholy and irreligious.” But
take a closer look at the passage. In this
opening chapter of his first epistle to Timothy,
Paul is not discussing whether the Christian
needs the law in his life of sanctification.
Paul’s concern is justification... When Paul
says that the law is not for the righteous, he
does not say that the justified are to live
without the law. He does insist that the law
cannot burden with its curses and wrath those
who have been redeemed through the perfect
obedience and blood of Christ (pp. 101,102).

~ In his book Prof. Dobberstein clarifies the real reason
Lutherans have been so adamant about observing the
proper distinction between the law and the gospel. He
says, “The Lutheran concern in teaching God’s Word faith-
fully - law and gospel, justification and sanctification - is
that Christians are not turned back to doubt and fear.” (p.
136) Yes, any suggestion that even a fraction of the
sinner’s forgiveness and eternal salvation depends upon
his/her fulfillment of law is a threat to the substitutionary
righteousness won by Christ at the cross. It wipes out
salvation -offered to the individual as a free gift appre-
hended by faith through the means of grace. If the righ-
teousness of Christ is not allowed to stand as the sole
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source of one’s total forgiveness and salvation, man fool-
ishly looks to himself for the cause of his redemption.
But sinner that he is, dead and at enmity with God by
nature, man can have no certainty of his success by hang-
ing his hopes on the law. In fact, “everyone who exalts
himself will be humbled.” (Luke 18:14) On the other
hand, since Christ, the eternal God, has overcome sin and
hell for us, any soul that looks to him cannot fail to have
full assurance of everlasting life. This is pure gospel!
Such a one will not be condemned, for “he has crossed
over from death to life.” (John 5:24)

In his final chapter, where he discusses the importance
of the Lutheran Confessions, the author lists another prime
consideration: “Iflaw and gospel are confused, every other
doctrine of the Bible will become flawed. With careful
distinction of law and gospel at the heart of the church’s
teaching, all other doctrines of Scripture take on new
meaning and importance.” (p. 163)

One may find a couple of things about which to raise
questions. The first is rather superficial: Why does the
author use two different sequences in enumerating the
three uses of the law without giving any explanation (mir-
ror, curb, guide - p. 42; and curb, mirror, guide - p. 109).
It is true that both listings have been found, the former
reflecting the fact that the mirror usage is the chief func-
tion of the law. But to avoid confusion, the latter order
contained in the Formula of Concord seems a wise choice.
In our own Explanation to Luther’s Catechism the
Formula’s order was adopted by the ELS.

The other question is a little more substantial. On pages
80 and 81 we find these similar contentions: “As we read
through our New Testament Scriptures, we do not find
any commandments that are not contained in the natural
law.” Again: “Nor are there any laws in the New Testa-
ment that are not rooted in the natural law.” Although
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this reviewer certainly agrees that no “ceremonial laws”
are incumbent upon New Testament Christians, are there
not New Testament “evangelical” injunctions - Mandata
Dei, if you will - which (strictly speaking) are made ap-
plicable only in the New Testament era? Examples here
might include the command to baptize (Matt. 28:19), to
administer the Lord’s Supper (Luke 22:19), to gather for
worship (Hebrews 10:25), and the command to have the
public ministry (Rom. 10:15). Then too one wonders if
certain precepts on the role of women in the church ( 1
Cor. 14 and I Tim. 2) find classification in this category.

Congregations will be greatly edified in using Law and
Gospel for a Bible class series. Good discussions can
ensue on topics such as the following, as they are addressed
by the author:

® Roman Catholic and the Reformed handling of Law
and Gospel

® lcgalism - what it is, and how it shows up also in
Lutheran churches at times

@importance of fhe Sacraments

® discussion of liberation theology

® éntinomianism in various garbs

; usexof Christian liberty (adiaphora)

@® moralizing

® the proper understanding of good works

® the value of Luther’s catechisms
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We highly recommend purchasing a copy of Law and
Gospel “Bad News - Good News.” It will serve as a fine
addition to church libraries. By taking one of its twelve
chapters (plus the conclusion) each month, Sunday school
teachers’ meetings also may enhance their bibical discus-
sions. There is no more important topic for life in the
church than sharpening the focus on what constitutes bad
news and good news in the Word of God!
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Book Review:
God’s Providence “He Cares for
You”

by John Moldstad, Jr.

Mark J. Lenz. God’s Providence “He Cares for You.”
Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 1997.
146 pp.

Order from our Bethany College Bookstore at
1-800-944-1722. Price: $8.99

Another offering from the NPH People’s Bible Teach-
ings series is one by Prof. Lenz of Martin Luther College
concerning the protecting and preserving hand of God.
Drawing heavily on incidents in Scripture exhibiting the
providence of our gracious heavenly Father, the book
makes pertinent application to today’s Christian carrying
on his life in a busy, stressful world. “The Isaelites did
not lack anything for 40 years! The Lord still provides
for his people today, although not usually in such a dra-
matic way. Being able to buy bread from a supermarket
and having water instantly available by turning on a fau-
cet doesn’t seem as dramatic as manna from heaven and
water from a rock, but the Lord is providing just the same.”
(pp. 14, 15)

In many theological circles today the providence of
God is discussed without much reference to the doctrine
of justification. This is not the case here. The author is
well aware that the goodness of God in securing and sus-
taining his children with the necessities of life has its di-
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rect tie to what the Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ, has
already done in procuring full salvation for souls once
lost.  Oh, the unbeliever, too, experiences God’s provi-
dence (p. 49), but the believer sees the sustenance of life
in this world as an indication or outcropping of God’s
deepest mercy. Reflecting the truths brought out in John
10 and Romans 8, Prof. Lenz remarks: “He is not just a
shepherd, not even just a good shepherd, but a shepherd
who laid down his life for the sheep. If he took care of
your greatest need, paying the price of your redemption,
will he not also take care of all your daily, earthly needs
as well?” (p. 22)

Questions arise when discussing the providence of
God. “If there is a God, why is there so much evil in the
world?” (p. 63) “Does everything have to happen the
way it does, or could things happen otherwise?” (p. 78)
“Does God really prolong a person’s life as a reward for
obedience to parents? What about godly children who
die young? Does God really change his mind about the
length of a person’s life?” (p. 96) These and other ques-
tions are treated in God's Providence with Scripture pas-
sages right at hand. Prof. Lenz also devotes an entire
chapter to common aberrations concerning the providence
of God: Stoicism, determinism, fatalism, Epicureanism
and Deism.

God’s Providence - as may be expected by the topic -
is quite devotional. It is easy reading, and a number of
Christian homes will find it (especially the early chap-
ters) appropriate for time at “the family altar.” Homes in
the parish - as well as the parsonage! - will see God's
Providence as an excellent tool to direct attention to our
merciful, loving God and his concern for us both spiritu-
ally and physically.





