What Lutherans Believe About

VOCATION

Let Your work be shown to Your servants,

and Your glorious power to their children.

Let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us,

And establish the work of our hands upon us;

yes, establish the work of our hands!

Psalm 90:16,17

The letters of this booklet were written by the Rev. Timothy Beck, pastor of Mount Zion Lutheran Church, Richmond, California; minor revisions were made by the Rev. Stewart Crown, pastor of Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church, Palo Alto, California.
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Letter #1

Living by the Promise of the Cross

God the Father has forgiven all sinners through Jesus Christ His Son. You received forgiveness through baptism into Christ. Through faith in the promise you have eternal life.  So, how do I live in the here and now?  How do I apply justification by faith to shopping for groceries, to a difficult employer, and to getting old?

The answer is found in the Law and Gospel. Vocation is simply how Law and Gospel relate to life in Christ, and how Law and Gospel apply to the two kingdoms, the left hand of the world and the right hand of Heaven, in which all Christians live.  Vocation lives in these two kingdoms in view of Christ. Vocation is also a gift that Christ has given every Christian for two wonderful reasons: in order to bear a cross, and in order to serve your neighbor.

What are some common misconceptions touching on vocation? Are the following statements true or false?

· The reason for worship is that God wants an offering of praise.

· God is happiest with me when I serve Him in a church position.

· Some Christians are better Christians than others are.

· Serving God comes before serving my neighbor.

· Life should be easier, especially for a Christian who serves God.

· Vocation is just about what I do. God views my work just like He views the non-Christian’s work.

I hope you voted false for all the above.  If not, this series will show why the above statements cannot be true.  (Hint #1, remember the Theology of the Cross?) (Hint #2, Christian vocation does not grow out of the Law. Christian vocation is born from the Gospel and returns to serve in the world in the only way that God recognizes a work as good.) Our heavenly Father does indeed want you to have a life full of good works…in view of faith.

For by grace are you saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not of works, lest any man should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God has before ordained that we should walk in them. (Ephesians 2:8-10)

May you discover the liberty and purposefulness in the vocation God has given you, no matter what your circumstances might be in this life.

Letter #2

Living under the Promise of the Cross

When the Son of God was sacrificed for our sin, God the Father declared sinners righteous. Now the Father counts Christ’s righteousness as our own. Faith trusts that His declaration is true. Thus faith brings us to Heaven.  Yet our lives are still on earth surrounded by many foes!  Through the power of the Law the devil continually accuses us. And we sin deserving punishment under the Law, including the threat of death. Yet faith believes we are accepted by the Father on Christ’s behalf; we are seated with Christ in heavenly places (Ephesians 1:3, 2:6; Colossians 3:1-5).  We have confidence that He who called us is able to keep us until that Great Day.

Until then, we are in a life and death struggle on earth. By means of the accusing Law, our foes aim to tear us from Heaven.  At the same time our re-created lives, born from above by the washing of regeneration, desire to worship God by serving our neighbor; while hidden with Christ in Heaven, in vocation in this life we endure the battle between God and the devil. Our battleground between Heaven and earth is our vocation.  Praise God that Jesus Christ has the victory, because in vocation Heaven returns to earth.

How can Heaven reign in us while we are in this life?  In other words, how can any works be considered good before God?  Remember, there are two kinds of righteousness, each with very different results (See Romans 1:16-3:23, 7:5ff.).  The righteous, perfect and good Law is the standard God accepts.  Yet our best efforts to obey fail.  Even our intention to please God by fulfilling the Law is tainted with the expectation that God owes us something. Only arrogance imagines God’s favor can be earned by works.

Thus the law does this to sinners:

1) It rules the world, requiring perfection and continual obedience not only outwardly, but also in the heart.

2) It compels us to act incessantly, never letting us rest.

3) It demands good works of all kinds, leaving us no freedom to offer anything to God.

4) The Law measures us visibly, by those who observe us and say, ‘hypocrite!’

5) The Law is the cause of our death, punishing us for our sin and heaping guilt upon us.  Likewise, our disobedience to the Law brings suffering into the world.

6) Although God created offices such as parent, judge, soldier so that we do not destroy ourselves, the Law cannot give us vocation (that is a calling that pleases God). It is only in view of Heaven that a vocation is given, sustained and made fruitful.

The Gospel is God’s “other” righteousness (Romans 3:24 ff).  Like the Law, the Gospel is indeed pure, holy, and good.  Unlike the Law, however, this righteousness of the Gospel can be ours. Christ Himself gives us His righteousness in exchange for our sin. What does Christ’s imputed righteousness do?

1) His righteousness brings us to Heaven, making us the Father’s children.

2) We are freed from the obligation of fulfilling the Law.  The Law cannot claim that it must be our righteousness.

3) The Gospel is always and only a gift, and never a demand. Faith receives the Gospel and never earns the righteousness of Christ.

4) Faith is invisible on earth, and cannot be judged by men.

5) Faith is always being born from above.  Even as our righteousness does not depend upon us, faith is a gift that Christ creates, sustains, and completes. With faith in His imputed righteousness, we also receive the Holy Spirit, so that we are born from above and re​created in God’s image.

6) Therefore we are given a true vocation because we live by faith in Heaven.  Our earthly works are seen in view of Christ’s righteousness. They are acceptable to God (not as works under the Law, but as life in the Spirit [Romans 8]).

7) Thus, in vocation Heaven comes to earth.  Christ works through His Body the Church.  All who are justified by faith receive the Holy Spirit, and therefore love. This love spills out as a thanksgiving to God expressed by serving one’s neighbor on earth.

8) Because sin still dwells in our members on earth, vocation is a call to bear a cross in our flesh (Matthew 16:24ff.), that is, continually living in contrition and repentance, confessing our sins and clinging to absolution.  With that God is well pleased.

In this way the Father looks at the humblest tasks done for others, and despite the corruption that clings to our dying flesh, says: “Well done, my good and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of your Master.”  Vocation is a gift of the Gospel.

Letter #3

Vocation as A Gift of the Gospel and

A Response of Praise

Vocation is a gift from God.  It provides a calling from God through which we give thanks for the cross of Christ.  Vocation has two dimensions, for while it is a gift springing from Christ’s righteousness for His own, it is also a response because it expresses our thanksgiving for Christ’s redemption. In vocation Heaven comes to earth because Christ works through His Body, the Church. In vocation the Church works on earth to do the Father’s heavenly will. This happens in two ways: A) all who are justified by faith receive the Holy Spirit, and therefore love. This love spills out as thanksgiving to God expressed by serving one’s neighbor on earth. And B) because sin still dwells in our members on earth, vocation is a call to bear a cross in our flesh.
 That is, continually living in contrition and repentance, confessing our sins and clinging to absolution.

A) All who are justified by faith receive the Holy Spirit, and therefore love. This love spills out as a thanksgiving to God expressed by serving one’s neighbor on earth. (i.e., I Peter 1:2, 5-7, 22; 2:9-19; Ephesians 3:17; 4:1-6:9)

Thanksgiving does not cloister itself in a monastery, cutting off the world to do “spiritual things.” Thanksgiving does not avoid the world because it presents temptation. Thanksgiving is not content to sing “I love you Lord” while ignoring one’s neighbor (James 1:27).  Thanksgiving to God expresses itself by helping one’s neighbor (Matthew 25:31-46); “Is this not the fast that I have chosen... to deal thy bread to the hungry?” (see Isaiah 58:1-8).  God’s love in Christians expresses itself through obeying the Ten Commandments (Romans 8; Ephesians 2:8-10; Galatians 4:3-6, 14-16). We respect authorities, aid those in bodily need, encourage faithful marriages, speak well of others and protect those around us. In other words, Christian vocation looks like a decent life, indistinguishable from a life of a moral non-​Christian. Vocation need not climb mountains, although it will wash piles of laundry. Vocation is done in what seems ordinary, not extraordinary. Vocation is fulfilled by helping, serving, and caring.

God created the offices of family, political order, and congregation to provide for needs on earth. Those are occupied by Christian and non-Christian alike. Through offices He preserves His creation. A Christian carries out his vocation in whatever office he serves, acting as a “mask of God,” a human face that carries out the Father’s good will. (The difference between a Christian and non-Christian in office is that the Father accepts the works of the Christian as good, because of Christ; the non-Christian remains under the Law. Thus only the Christian has a sacred vocation, although both have offices and are masks of God.)

In vocation God gave every Christian a calling. You serve others whatever your station in life. You might be a student, a child, a father a wife, a laborer, a soldier, a pastor, and/or a carpenter. In these you do the works of God. You study, obey, provide an income, give helpful companionship, dig ditches, feed cattle, file reports, fight wars, preach sermons, or saw lumber. By serving others you serve God. You are God’s instrument to support His creation in even the simplest things. (See Matthew 5:16, 44; Luke 6:35; 2:14-17; Acts 6:lff; 9:36; Galatians 6:l0; Matthew 23:14).

Even if in our eyes some offices are more important than others, God does not esteem one office holder higher than another because of his appointed work. Though some offices bear greater visible responsibility and authority, whatever an office might be, it remains God’s instrument for service.  To value it otherwise places one under the Law.  Our works are never accepted because of what we do, only because of what Christ did. Even “high” officeholders, such as governors or pastors, do not win extra points from God because of their offices. A water boy’s service faithfully done is just as beloved as Dr. Martin Luther’s work (I Corinthians 7:20 ff.).  Do not be misled, believing that God is happiest with you when you lead the congregation’s choir.  God does not need your praise. However, your neighbor needs your help.  How easily we are turned aside from our proper calling.

Faith is concerned with Heaven living out on earth. Faith looks to Christ and always receives.  When faith receives forgiveness from the Father, it also receives the presence of Christ. Therefore, we love. Vocation is faith active through love. Christ’s love looks to earth in order to serve. Christ’s love in us asks how we can serve not in Heaven, but on earth. Thus we serve our neighbor by whatever calling we might have. Great freedom we have knowing that we do not have to go here or there doing extraordinary things to serve God. Vocation is God’s gift. Vocation is also our response of thanksgiving expressed as love toward the neighbor whom God has placed in our lives.

Letter #4

Vocation as Bearing a Cross

All who are justified by faith receive the Holy Spirit, and therefore love. This love spills forth as a thanksgiving to God expressed by serving one’s neighbor on earth.  In that way vocation is God’s gift and our response of thanksgiving. Yet we are not always thankful, responsive, or giving; and not everyone wants our service or love.

Here we discover: B) vocation means bearing a cross.

God has enemies.  God’s expression of love on earth, especially through Christians in their vocations, has enemies. Consider Luther’s explanation to the Third Petition of the Lord’s Prayer:

Thy will he done on earth as it is in heaven.  What does this mean?  God’s will is done when He breaks and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the devil, the world, and our sinful nature, which do not want us to hallow God’s name or let His kingdom come.

The devil, the world, and our sinful nature fight against the love of God in Christ Jesus. Therefore they fight against God’s will being done in our vocations. “... we have prayed for what is most essential — for the Gospel, for faith, and for the Holy Spirit, that He may govern us who have been redeemed from the power of the devil — we must also pray that God’s will may be done. If we try to hold fast these treasures, we must suffer an astonishing amount of attacks and assaults from all who venture to hinder and thwart the fulfillment of the first two petitions” (Large Catechism, 428:61).

A Christian’s vocation is not easy. First of all, the devil opposes you. He tempts you in every direction.  He says, “Don’t work so hard for your neighbor!”  Then he says, “You’re not working hard enough.  God isn’t pleased with you.”  The world says, “Get yours,” rewarding the cheat and the selfish. Offensive neighbors, loveless officials and discontent family provide a cross to wear.  When our love is betrayed we fall into depression and despair, being sorely tempted to forsake our calling, to abandon our vocation. This shows that the worst enemy is our own sinfulness.

Vocation is a battlefield between the old Adam and the new man. We do not love perfectly.  All our works are tainted with self serving desires. We discover over and over that we are sinners.  Through our struggles in vocation we give into temptation: we refuse to do good because it’s costly; we believe that our works somehow merit God’s approval; we work for the sake of God’s approval.  And when the Law reveals how foolish we are to abandon Christ’s righteousness for our own, we feel God’s wrath.  Our sin places us under the Law. Yet, this is how the old man is crucified. He must feel the Law’s condemnation. He must die daily.  In that way vocation becomes a cross to crucify the old man.  The Law points to our sinfulness in order to turn us again toward Christ and faith (Galatians 3:24; Romans 10:4). We repent; the Father forgives. In view of faith, God accepts us and our works. We respond toward Christ’s righteousness by thankful expressions of love on earth.

This struggle in vocation continues throughout our earthly life. If the sinner/saint were to abandon vocation, then one would abandon the Gospel for Law and the devil’s accusation would stand. Only under the cross can vocation be carried out.  And vocation will always provide whatever cross is necessary for the death of the sinner.  So we are called to continually repent looking to Christ for forgiveness.  We live in vocation by faith. Faith cries out to God for mercy, grace, and the righteousness which is in Christ alone.  In that God is pleased, even with works. As for ourselves, we look neither to works nor failures.  We look to the source of vocation: Christ’s cross.

Vocation provides the testing of faith under a cross. Troubles happen simply by remaining in our calling to family, political order (how we live together in society) and Church.  The sinner dies under this cross. At the same time, faith expressing itself in love does not try to escape the needs of the world. Real love bears a cross.

Father always provides a cross in vocation. Although faith is heavenly and free, our feet are soiled on earth. Vocation means bearing a cross in flesh. Yet by that killing of the old man, faith is strengthened because it must look to Christ for health and salvation. Thus vocation is God’s gift, and becomes our response of thanksgiving.

Letter #5

Vocation Expressed, Part 1
Vocation is a gift from God, a calling which springs from Christ’s righteousness for His own, and is carried out by the work of the Holy Spirit in love. Vocation is a calling from God through which we give thanks for the cross of Christ by serving our neighbor on earth. Through many vocations the members of the Body of Christ work, accomplishing the Father’s will on earth. Because sin dwells in our lives on earth, vocation is also a call to bear a cross in our flesh.  That is, continually living in contrition and repentance, confessing our sins and clinging to absolution.

Vocation is expressed in two ways:

1) In daily contrition/repentance and absolution. For this reason the Baptized gather frequently to confess their sins, receive absolution, hear the Gospel proclaimed, and receive the Lord’s Supper.  Christians privately confess their sins to one another and to God (James 5:16); and they ask an offended brother’s forgiveness (Matthew 5:23-24). Christians use private confession with their pastor for sins that trouble them (John 20:22,23; II Corinthians 2:10). The priesthood assembles to hear God’s Word publicly and to receive the Sacraments.  The Church practices her vocation in receiving from her Lord and giving thanks in liturgies confessing the Christian faith.  This vocation is carried into the world by humble lives (Matthew 5:3-12, 16).

2) Vocation is service to neighbor done through the power of the Holy Spirit in Christian love. This service is done in the three God-ordained structures: the family, civil order, and the Church. In these three stations lies all Christian vocation.  Here consider your station in life.  Where has the Lord placed you so that you might serve your neighbor?

Perhaps your station is lowly in the world’s eyes.  If your labor is underpaid by an ungrateful boss and you cannot escape from the travails of your work, do not despair. Even if you were a slave, God would use you.  To the world a slave is nothing, but in God’s eyes the Christian who serves fulfills a sacred vocation, pleasing Him (I Corinthians 7:20-24).  God does not despise humble things; Christ was born in a manger.  Callings of “little worth” are often used by Christ for amazing things to shame the world.  You are “a mask of God” no matter where you live.

Perhaps God gave you a place esteemed by men. You rule and govern. You, too, may be humble and kind even if tempted to exalt yourself. Cling to Christ’s cross, and be content to serve where you are placed as magistrate, mother, janitor, student, or son. You are even Christ’s “mask” when hospitalized. You call others to do the good.  Therefore, do not abandon your call, which is your sacred vocation. And do not go where God has not called you.  Do not be like the monks, who deserted a world that needed their help to do “holy things” God never sought.  Do not think what God has given you is too little, so you must climb up to higher, more spiritual things. For example, women, do not seek the pastoral office. Mothers, do not avoid changing diapers for something you fancy as a nobler task. Mary’s service unto her Lord in His infancy was both needful and holy. Bearing your neighbor’s burden is what God desires, much more than fasting and acts of religious sacrifice (Isaiah 58:1-8).  The sacrifice of praise is best expressed by caring for your neighbor.

Where do you help your neighbor?  What relationships do you have in the three created orders of family, civil society, and the Church?  Are you a father? Then love your wife as Christ loves the Church and teach your children the things of God. Are you a mother, brother, daughter, grandparent, cousin, friend?  Bring the solitary into a family, and love those in your care.

Are you an employer? Then pay fair wages and hold your workers accountable for their work. Perhaps you are an employee, a secretary, a carpenter, a pastor, an accountant, or even retired.  You are doing God’s work where you are.  You are providing what people need in Christ’s name.

Your vocations are God’s mask through which He does the good in two ways:

1) He cares for the creation (review Luther’s Small Catechism, the First Article of the Creed); and

2) He uses you to share God’s Word in order that there might be faith on earth (See the Second Article of the Creed and I Peter 2:5).

Letter #6

Vocation Expressed, Part 2

Vocation is a calling from God through which we give thanks for the cross of Christ by serving our neighbor on earth. This calling is expressed in two ways:

1) Vocation expresses itself in daily contrition/repentance and absolution; and

2) Vocation expresses itself in service to neighbor done through the power of the Holy Spirit.

How do you serve your neighbor? To answer this question, simply ask what relationships you have in the three created orders of family, civil-society, and the Church.

In Letter #5 we touched on the family and the civil realm. In those vocations you help sustain the creation (First Article of the Creed) and have opportunity to declare God’s Word (Second Article of the Creed). Your vocation is holy (if it is not an immoral occupation) because it is done in the name of Christ, no matter how lowly it appears to be.

In this letter we visit vocation in the Church.

First of all, what does the reason you come to the Divine Service tell you about your vocation in the Church?  You come to receive.  As holy priest, declared so through Baptism, you come to hear God’s Word and receive His Sacraments so that you have forgiveness of sins, life and salvation.  Since you are redeemed, and therefore a son who inherits all the blessings of the Father, you come to practice your churchly vocation in this way: confess your sin and receive absolution.  Receive your inheritance in Christ. You come not in your own strength, merits, worthiness, or even in an anxious desire to please God. You come to receive His strength, merits, and worthiness.  You come to receive Him. He is present to give you life and salvation.  This means “going to church” is not about what you do for God. “Going to church” is not about your efforts to glorify Him or to do “spiritual” things.  Worship is about God coming to you in grace and peace.  He blesses you. And when He does (for He certainly will), you respond with thanksgiving and praise.  Vocation is a response, not a work; it is giving thanks, not proving yourself as worthy to be heard.

Your thanks expresses itself chiefly by service to others in family and civil society. Your thanksgiving also has a place in the Church.  One way that service is expressed (besides the many others already listed) is declaring His praises (I Peter 2:9-10).

You declare His praises to other Christians (Colossians 3:16, 17), and you declare His praises to those who you meet in your vocation (I Peter 3:15).  Not only do you care for your neighbor’s physical needs, you also care for his spiritual needs. Out of love to the Father, in gratitude that He has called you into His eternal kingdom through the death of His Son, you tell others what Christ has done for you. Therefore you bring them to hear the Word in the public service, knowing the Holy Spirit works through the Word. That, too, is your vocation.

The saying “everyone is a minister” confuses God’s order of vocation. Not all are called to the vocation of the Public Ministry (Ephesians 4:11; James 3:1). Not all are called to Public Ministry although all may declare Christ’s praises. The Ministry is one of many vocations that serve others. The Public Ministry is unique in that it supplies Word and Sacrament in Christ’s stead. Yet it is not a lord over other vocations, it is a means to enable and empower others. You receive benefits from that office. The Word goes forth and it bears fruit in you and in your expressions of love for Christ.

The uniqueness of the preaching office does not mean other vocations are of less value to God. You should not abandon your calling to seek the preaching office (unless you are called by God through the Church).  Every priest of God gives a “sacrifice of praise,” that is, declares the deeds of Christ. The priesthood is called to receive the Ministry’s benefits; that is, the publicly preached Word, the administration of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and private confessions/absolution. Through these gifts the Holy Spirit works in you so that you fulfill your vocation, confessing Christ.  The royal priesthood shares what it received in the Divine Service.  In your vocations you confess Christ and express priestly love for neighbor. You do this with family, at work, and in the mutual admonition of the saints.  In this way Christ extends His holy Body, the Church. (And you serve the Body in other ways, including “First Article” needs such as cleaning, grounds keeping, and making coffee; you financially support the work of the congregation. Those, too, are acts of praise and thanksgiving in Christ.)

Letter #7

Dangers in Vocation

Vocation is a gift from God and our response of praise. Your confession in vocation is important. God invites you to give thanks for all He has done. What hinders this good work (a work considered good when it is done in view of Christ’s justification)? It is your flesh that resists this good work. Therefore we live in daily repentance for failing in our priestly calling.  We receive forgiveness and are strengthened in the new man to declare our Lord’s marvelous deeds.

Because our flesh is ever fighting against the new creation, it wants to turn a sacrifice of thanksgiving into a sacrifice of merit.  Our sinful desires naturally turn from living our vocation in view of Christ’s justification to living under the Law.

The royal priesthood is especially tempted to fall under Law in three ways.  Three tools of the devil are:

1) Moralism, the attempt to please God by obeying the Law;

2) Mysticism, the attempt to experience God through “our own preparations, thoughts, and works without the external word of the Gospel” (Augsburg Confession, V.4); and

3) Speculation, or intellectualism, the pursuit of God by reason (defining God by our intellects rather accepting the declarations of His Word).

In the struggle against sin, and in what appears to be a defeatist life of daily contrition and repentance (which is no defeat, but victory in Christ!), we are tempted to imagine our vocation expressed in the Church should be done by these three means:

1)  strengthening of the will,

2)  strenuous training of the soul, and

3)  by the deepening of understanding.

We imagine that by moral efforts with stern self-control we fulfill God’s will and earn His acceptance.  We imagine our will is not so corrupt that it cannot rise above itself either by anxious introspection or firm self-confidence. In churchly vocation, moralism presents itself not as confession/absolution, or a responsive praise, but as an emphasis on what I must do to please Christ.

Moralism says: if you develop more loving relationships, then the Holy Spirit will touch your congregation;
 if you are gentle, you will win; if you crave to know God, you will grow, etc. So man is in control and not God. Can the ungodly desires of the old Adam be conquered by the old Adam’s will? Moralism gives God His due, rather than receiving what God gives through the cross of Christ.  Is your priestly confession that you have a sacrifice of good works which pleases the Father, or is your sacrifice of praise the confession that you who have sinned are forgiven for Christ’s sake?  If the latter, then your life in vocation, although imperfect, God accepts because of Christ’s justification. And, Christ strengthens you through the Holy Spirit (Romans 7).

Secondly, mysticism presents itself as a ladder by which we climb up to a vision of God. By striving in the inmost self through contemplation, we can experience the Divinity directly. The mystic might use the Word and Sacraments, but they are only helps to the end, never the only means to God. The mystic is tempted to abandon service to others by navel-gazing as worship. Mystics reject the Christ who descends for our own ascension to God.  Do not forget that God came down to us in the Incarnate Christ.  Do not exchange the absolution received through the Word and Sacraments for the strivings of emotional sensation and intuition.

Thirdly, speculation and intellectualism tempt us to abandon faith in the Word for “wisdom.”  That approach would define God by our own reason. We would press upwards by profound thoughts and personal insights (Romans 1:22; I Corinthians 1:1 8ff). We would say things like, “When Christ said, `This is my blood’ He reasonably meant, ‘This is not my blood.’” The intellectual believes only what is understood. Thus we would bring our own efforts into the Temple of God. We would fall under the Law again and again and again (Romans 10:4-9).

What is the answer to these fleshy corruptions of vocation?  Repent.  Repent and believe the Gospel. Look to Christ’s cross to define your life in every venue and activity. In your station in life, look to Christ’s cross, to His justification and to His gifts of Word and Sacraments.  Live in daily contrition, receiving absolution. Respond in thanksgiving by serving others, declaring Christ’s praise.  And with that God is well pleased.  That is the vocation that God has given you.

� Vocation as bearing a cross is explained in Letter #4.


�	See Adolf Koberle, The Quest for Holiness, pg. 2ff., Evansville, Indiana: Ballast Press, 1999.


�	See Harold Senkbeil, Sanctification, Milwaukee: NorthWestern Publishing House, 1997.
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