The Barmen Declaration

We move into the 20th Century in our look at the Confessions in the Book of Confessions: the Barmen Declaration was written and delivered during the rise of Nazi power in Germany in the 1930’s. It is a good example of what we mean when we say, “we are a confessional church.” This declaration is not intended to say everything about faith; rather, it is designed to speak specifically into a moment in time regarding some very specific issues.

Germany was in the midst of a severe economic depression and mass unemployment after World War I. Adolph Hitler rose to power through a variety of increasingly dictatorial means: arrest without trial; searching private dwellings at random; seizing property; tapping phones, censoring publications, and forbidding unapproved meetings. As Hitler’s Nazi Party consolidated power, they used willing church leaders to help support their cause – these church leaders were known as “German Christians.” The merging of Christianity, nationalism, and military strength were rallying cries for the frustrations, struggles, and disappointments of the depressed people. It quickly developed into a drive for a racially pure nation and the conviction that Hitler was God’s chosen leader for the German people.

Despite the potential danger of gathering in an unapproved meeting, opponents of the German Christian movement joined together under the banner of the German Evangelical Church. Among these leaders were recognized names like Martin Neimoller, Hans Asmussen, and Karl Barth. They were joined in their objection to the church’s capitulation to the Nazi party.

In May, 1934, there were 139 delegates to a meeting called for the purpose of making a declaration standing firm against Christian accommodation. They produced a document we now have as the “Barmen Declaration.” It has six propositions. Each proposition cites its Scriptural source, explains its significance in the current circumstances, and then rejects the false doctrine of the German Christians. After its approval by the delegates, those congregations that adopted it became known as the “Confessing Church.”

The six propositions are:

1. Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we have to hear and which we have to trust and obey in life and in death.

2. As Jesus Christ is God’s assurance of the forgiveness of all our sins, so in the same way and with the same seriousness is he also God’s mighty claim upon our whole life. Through him befalls us a joyful deliverance from the godless fetters of this world for a free, grateful service to his creatures. 

3. The Christian Church is the congregation of the brethren in which Jesus Christ acts presently as the Lord in Word and Sacrament through the Holy Spirit. As the church of pardoned sinners, it has to testify in the midst of a sinful world, with its faith as with its obedience, with its message as with its order, that it is solely his property, and that it lives and wants to live solely from his comfort and from his direction in the expectation of his appearance.

4. The various offices in the church do not establish a dominion of some over the others; on the contrary, they are for the exercise of the ministry entrusted to and enjoined upon the whole congregation.

5. Scripture tells us that, in the as yet unredeemed world in which the church also exists, the State has by divine appointment the task of providing for justice and peace. [It fulfills this task] by means of the threat and exercise of force, according to the measure of human judgment and human ability. The church acknowledges the benefit of this divine appointment in gratitude and reverence before him. It calls to mind the Kingdom of God, God’s commandment and righteousness, and thereby the responsibility both of rulers and of the ruled. It trusts and obeys the power of the Word by which God upholds all things.

6. The church’s commission, upon which its freedom is founded, consists in delivering the message of the free grace of God to all people in Christ’s stead, and therefore in the ministry of his own Word and work through sermon and Sacrament.

The Barmen Declaration is particularly important to us because it is a statement of witness spoken into a specific context. It both declares and rejects. The notion that faith “rejects” is something difficult for Christians today. The erroneous assumption is that “it is all good.” The lack of clarity has resulted in many Christians feeling paralyzed when trying to share their faith – they are afraid to state things positively because they do not want to offend someone else who disagrees.

San Diego Presbytery used the Barmen Declaration as a model when it approved a document entitled “Essential Tenets and Reformed Distinctives.” In short, this document was San Diego Presbytery’s effort to affirmatively state what “we believe” while also rejecting positions inconsistent with what Scripture reveals about God. 

Barmen also stands as an encouragement for Christians to stand up for their faith. Remember to whom you belong. The writers and adopters made this confession despite the threat posed to their lives by opposing the Nazi government. It is a reminder that Jesus said, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand.” (John 10:27-29) We belong to Jesus Christ.

