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The 2013 convention of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod approved by acclamation 

Resolution 3-14a
1
 To Encourage Daily Family Devotions. In the first Resolved, it commends 

Concordia Publishing House for publishing a wide variety of devotional resources in various 

formants. 

 

However, it is the second and third Resolved that draw our attention.  The second Resolved 

‘exhorts and encourages LCMS congregations and their members in the daily use of God’s Word 

and prayer.’ 

  

The third Resolved states ‘That in visiting the homes of their members, pastors be encouraged to 

inquire into the devotional life of the home, and to teach and encourage the families in their 

daily prayers’. 

  

It is interesting to note, that the 2010 convention passed by a very large margin a very similar 

resolution, Resolution 2-04
2
, To Encourage Daily Devotions for Individuals and Families.  The 

2010 Resolution is virtually identical, except that it only contains two Resolveds, one 

commending Concordia Publishing House and the other encouraging individuals and families to 

practice daily devotions and to study God’s Word. 

  

Suffice it to say, Resolutions commending Concordia Publishing House and encouraging 

members to engage in the practice of daily devotions are pretty much the ‘baseball, apple pie 

and Chevrolet’ resolutions that come before most conventions of both District and Synod.  And 

to no one’s surprise they always pass, either by acclamation or by huge margins.  Because in 

reality, who is against Concordia Publishing House or daily devotions? 

  

But notice the similarities between the Resolutions: each one commends Concordia Publishing 

House for its work; and each one encourages people to begin the practice of daily devotions in 

their own lives. 

  

Obviously Concordia Publishing House is doing its job in producing a wide variety of 

devotional resources in various formats; they take up several pages both in the General Resource 

Catalog and on the website; but why then is there this disconnect between the publishing house 

doing its job, but the people in the pews not doing theirs? 
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And that is the premise of this paper.  No matter how many devotionals are produced, no matter 

how many print and electronic formats they come in, no matter how many convention 

resolutions are passed, the average parishioner does not engage in the practice of daily devotions; 

or, if they do, that practice is going to be minimal at best. 

  

Clearly, the passing of a convention resolution, no matter how much support it may attain, is not 

the answer to encouraging people in the pews to engage in a regular practice of prayer and daily 

devotions, either as individuals or as families. 

  

So what is? 

  

The 2013 Resolution gets at a part of the answer; the third resolved again states:That in visiting 

the homes of their members, pastors be encouraged to inquire into the devotional life of the 

home, and to teach and encourage the families in their daily prayers. 

  

Pastors should be encouraged to discuss their parishioner’s devotional practices with them, but 

what are you to do once you have inquired?  A simple response of ‘That’s nice’ to an answer 

including Portals of Prayer and maybe the Lutheran Hour Ministries devotional at Advent and 

Lent; or perhaps a suggestion that the family consider one of these should the answer be a 

reluctant ‘Well Pastor, we don’t really do anything’ may sound nice, but it does not accomplish 

much of anything. 

  

The reality is that there needs to be an admission, both on the part of the Pastor and on the part of 

the parishioner that not doing any form of a daily devotion, whether it is simply reading Portals 

of Prayer or if it is an in-depth devotion using Treasury of Daily Prayer, is wrong.  It is sin.  And 

it needs to be dealt with, not just with a simple visit to the home, but in the sermon from the 

pulpit on Sunday morning just as one would deal with the sin of theft, adultery, murder, 

spreading false accusations and coveting. 

  

Because not engaging in any form or level of daily devotions is in violation of the Third 

Commandment. 

  

Consider that in the Synodical Question and Answer section of the Small Catechism, question 

#40, What does God require of us in the Third Commandment?, one of the answers is that We 

should gladly hear it, learn it, and meditate on it.
3
 

  

Now most often when we consider someone who is not hearing, learning and meditating upon 

the Word of God in relation to the Third Commandment, we only consider it in terms of the 

regular worship service, and the willingness of one to allow themselves to be preached to and 

admonished, but not listening seriously and carefully.
4
 

  

However, keeping the Third Commandment does not stop at the doors of the regular worship 

service and the sermon.  
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Consider that in St. Luke 2:19, Mary the mother of our Lord, ponders in her heart all the 

occurrences of the first Christmas night.  In St. Luke 10:39, Mary the sister of Martha is 

commended for forsaking her task of serving as hostess to instead sit at the feet of Jesus and hear 

His words.  In Acts 17:11, the Bereans are commended for their searching of the Scriptures to 

see if what St. Paul was teaching was actually true.  In 2 Timothy 1:5, Lois and Eunice are 

commended by St. Paul for teaching the faith to young Timothy. 

 

All of these examples occur outside of the general worship service setting in the home, in the 

regular routine of daily life. 

 

In his Large Catechism, Martin Luther, speaking on the Third Commandment, writes that in 

keeping the Sabbath Day, we ought to be occupied with holy things, meaning that we ought to 

daily be engaged with God’s Word, carrying it upon our hearts and on our lips.
5
 

 

Luther writes: For whenever God’s Word is taught, preached, heard, read or meditated upon, 

then the person, day and work are sanctified...all our life must be guided by God’s Word, if it is 

to be God-pleasing or holy. Where this is done, this commandment is in force and being 

fulfilled.
6
 

 

The result of clinging to God’s Word, and maintaining the practice of daily devotions, is that you 

will be prepared for the daily attacks of the devil.  For God’s people are living in the devil’s 

kingdom, and where the heart is idle and the Word does not make a sound, the devil breaks in 

and does damage.
7
  

 

For that is the benefit of a daily devotional life: when one is tempted by the devil, when one 

encounters those who truly do despise the Word of God, when one engages a friend or neighbor 

who is in need of hearing the promises of God, and especially when it comes to bringing children 

up in the Christian faith, a regular devotional life is going to keep one firmly rooted in the Word 

and in the promises one made in their baptism, so that one might have the confidence to speak 

the Word with sincerity and truth. 

 

And Luther is steadfast in the need for this; in writing about prayer, Luther says it is not optional; 

and is in fact a sin if you do not pray; writing: You should know that praying is earnestly 

enjoined with the threat of God’s supreme displeasure and punishment if it is neglected.  It is 

enjoined just as well as the command that you should have no other gods and should not 

blaspheme and abuse God’s name but should confess and preach, laud and praise it.  He who 

does not do this should know that he is no Christian and does not belong in the kingdom of God.
8
 

 

 

So this now begs the question: what happened to the practice of daily devotions?  Why are they 

so scarce in the homes and lives of so many people, who are otherwise faithful in attending and 
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hearing the Word of God on Sunday morning?  If the benefits are so clear, why do people choose 

to sleep in a little longer, or stay up a little later, or just maintain the business of daily life 

without so much as a second thought regarding devotions, either individually or as a family? 

 

The typical responses one can expect to hear are that the devotions produced are out of touch 

with the lives of so many people; another response would be that life today is so much busier 

than it was a mere two generations ago; and of course there is the standard response used for 

most everything, that we are living in the last days and there is a continued disdain for the Word 

of God in our midst, even among those in the pews on Sunday morning. 

 

While each of these may contain a portion of truth in them, let us first consider what Scripture 

says before we bash the modern day culture. 

 

Deuteronomy 6:6-9 is clear that the teaching of the Word to children begins in the home: And 

these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to 

your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, 

and when you lie down and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand and they 

shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and 

on your gates.
9
 

 

But what happens to Israel? 

 

They are given the command here in Deuteronomy and yet they forget the Words of the Lord.  

Judges 2:10 recounts: And all that generation also were gathered to their fathers. And there 

arose another generation after them who did not know the Lord or the work that He had done for 

Israel.  

 

The people in the pews on a typical Sunday morning, much like the generation that arose after 

the death of Joshua and the elders of Israel, have largely forgotten the commands that have been 

given to them. 

 

Consider for a moment, who are the members of your congregation who are most likely to attend 

a midweek service for Advent and Lent?  Who are most likely to be in Sunday morning Bible 

class?  Who are most likely to comment regarding something that they read in Portals of Prayer 

or heard on The Lutheran Hour?  For most of us, the answer is going to be those of the World 

War II generation, not the Baby Boomers, not Generation X and not Generation Y. 

 

I find it interesting that in visiting these older members, you can almost always see their copy of 

Portals of Prayer in plain sight, next to a favorite chair; whereas in the homes of younger people, 

this is hardly the case.  I realize that this is hardly a scientific study, but I believe it is worth 

noting for our discussion. 
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What is scientific, is that in a Synod hovering around 2 million members, the distribution of 

Portals of Prayer, the most popular of the devotionals offered by Concordia Publishing House, 

has a circulation of a mere 900,000.
10

 

 

What seems to be the issue?  What has changed from one generation to the next? 

 

Over two years ago, while attending the worship conference Sing His Praise, His Love Declare 

at Concordia University, Seward; I heard for the first time LCMS President Matthew Harrison 

say that there needs to be a drastic improvement in the quality of preaching in the Synod.  He has 

since made that statement, and various explanations of it, in various public forums. 

 

In his 2011 June/July article in The Lutheran Witness, and in a related interview on Issues, Etc. 

about the article; Harrison is clear as to where that improvement needs to come from; he says: 

‘Preaching is not talking about something, preaching is not fundamentally education, it’s not 

fundamentally about learning the word of God, although all of that will occur.  Preaching is a 

man standing in the office, the office of the ministry which is given by the Lord Himself through a 

congregation. And he is presented there to speak the word, the saving word of Law and Gospel 

to the people who are set in front of him.  He is to speak it as though it were God Himself, yes 

God Himself, God’s own lips speaking a word directly topeople right in front of him.’
11

   

 

In his article in The Lutheran Witness, Harrison writes: our preaching must kill the old man, 

damn him thoroughly to hell and raise him up again with Christ and His free forgiveness.
12

 

 

The need for improvement is clear: there is an absence of the clear preaching of Law and Gospel 

in most Lutheran sermons.  Consider Thesis VI in CFW Walther’s Law and Gospel: You are not 

rightly distinguishing Law and Gospel in the Word of God if you do not preach the Law in its full 

sternness and the Gospel in its full sweetness.  Similarly, do not mingle Gospel elements with the 

Law, or Law elements with the Gospel.
13

 

 

The roots of this absence of the preaching of the Law in particular can be traced back via the 

history of Gospel reductionism to the mid 1960’s.  In addition to everything else that we know 

was going on in the Church and society at the time, a philosophy developed called Gospel 

Reductionism in which there was the absence of Law in the sermon on the basis that the Law had 

no place in the life of the Christian.  The sermon became based on feel good constructions which 

were more therapeutic than anything else.
14
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What resulted were sermons based on the latest trend, lacking specific Biblical content, leaning 

more toward social issues, as opposed to a life specified by the Ten Commandments in the 

baptized community.
15

 

 

Consider these words of Walther, written almost a century earlier: ‘A preacher must proclaim the 

Law in such a way that nothing in it is pleasant for us lost and condemned sinners.  Any sweet 

ingredient injected into the Law is poison.  It renders this heavenly medicine inactive.  It 

neutralizes its effectiveness’.
16

 

 

For our purposes, this meant that the preaching of the Law as it related to daily devotions and 

teaching the faith in the home were lost.  People may have still done these things out of rote, but 

the vast majority simply let them fall away.  

 

But a philosophical idea on intentionally preaching the Gospel to the detriment of the Law is not 

the only reason for this lack of faithful preaching.  Consider Stanley Hauerwas, who says the 

issues with modern day preaching are to be blamed on the postmodern culture in which we live, 

where Christians do not have enemies. 

 

Hauerwas states: I should not be surprised that a soulless church produces a soulless ministry 

devoid of passion. The ministry seems captured in our time by people who are desperately afraid 

they might actually be caught with a conviction at some point in their ministry that might curtail 

future ambition.  They, therefore, see their task to ‘manage’ their congregations by specializing 

in the politics of agreement by always being agreeable.  The preaching such a ministry produces 

is designed to reinforce our presumed agreements, since a ‘good church’ is one without conflict.  

You cannot preach about abortion, suicide, or war because those are such controversial 

subjects-better to concentrate on ‘insights’ since they do little work for the actual shaping of our 

lives and occasion no conflict.
17

  

 

While Hauerwas is speaking toward the preaching of the Law regarding larger and controversial 

topics; can we not also draw the line one step further to say that one does not want to suggest or 

propose that one’s devotional life may be lacking, for fear of what else they may find, or for fear 

that not everyone in the room will think you are so wonderful anymore? 

  

To be sure, speaking the Law regarding any issue will step on toes and bring about an occasional 

coarse word, and may even result in the pastor not getting an invite out to lunch after church. 

 

But for those who neglected the practice of daily devotions due to an absence of the preaching of 

the Law, they are the prime example of Romans 3:20 at work: through the Law comes knowledge 

of sin.  When the Law is not preached, there can be no knowledge of sin. 
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What can one hope to be the result of preaching the Law, specifically as it relates to the practice 

of daily devotions? 

 

Consider the words of Article VII of the Formula of Concord: Christians who believe faithfully 

have been truly converted to God and have been justified are indeed freed and liberated from the 

curse of the law, they should daily practice the law of the Lord…..the law cannot burden those 

whom Christ has reconciled with God with its curse and cannot torment the reborn with its 

coercion because they delight in the law of the Lord according to their inward persons.
18

 

Hear what the Psalmist writes: Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, 

nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; but his delight is in the law of the 

Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night.
19

 

 

The believer in the pews, having heard the word of the Law preached, are now in a position 

which Walther speaks to perfectly: ‘People may despise it, yet they do so only with their mouths, 

because the things you say when preaching the Law are the same things that their own 

conscience preaches to them every day.’
20

 

 

Believers know that devotions are a good thing; that doing them regularly would be beneficial, 

but they also see no danger in not doing them either.  That is where the preaching of the Law to 

them must come to convict and to exhort them. 

 

 

So when you preach the Law as it relates to the practice of daily devotions, first and foremost, 

one can hope that there will be repentance.  Consider the situation in 2 Kings 22.  King Josiah, 

who is by all accounts a faithful king and who is committed to refurbishing and rejuvenating the 

temple of the Lord; is presented the Book of the Law of Moses by Hilkiah, the high priest, when 

it is found by accident. 

 

The Book of the Law is then read in the presence of King Josiah and he tears his clothes.  He 

hears all that the Lord told Moses, he sees how far Judah has fallen from that standard that was 

set, he sees the idols that surround him and the people on all sides, and he tears his clothes in 

shame for the sins of the people. 

 

What follows in chapter 23 is the destruction of anything and everything that is related to idol 

worship.  And in 23:22 we read that no such Passover had been kept since the days of the judges 

who judged Israel, or during all the days of the kings of Israel or of the kings of Judah.  And in 

verse 25, speaking of Josiah: Before him there was no king like him, who turned to the Lord with 

all his heart and with all his soul and with all his might, according to all the Law of Moses, nor 

did any like him arise after him. 

 

What if by the preaching of the Law, calling people to return to the practice of daily devotions, 

there arose such a passion and zeal for the Word thatConcordia Publishing House would not be 
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able to print off enough copies of Portals of Prayer, or be able to keep Treasury of Daily Prayer 

in stock for there would be such a great demand?   

 

And what if as a result of being in the Word at home, that now Bible studies were filled like no 

Bible studies have ever been filled before? 

 

And what if, when children so experience the Word in the home on such a regular basis, that they 

did not follow the pathway out of the church that so many of their predecessors have taken? 

 

What if it was said of this generation of clergy and lay people that the Word has never been so 

read, marked, learned and inwardly digested, for it had never been so treasured? 

 

 

Well, I can tell you what would happen; and it is the second, and perhaps the most important 

result of a renewed preaching of the Law. 

 

For those who preach the Law ferociously and the Gospel most sweetly, as Walther describes in 

Thesis VI, will find the result being that God’s people are comforted.  The Gospel would be 

heard as it has never been heard before.  For Christ Jesus upon the cross has atoned for all the 

sins of man, including the sin of neglecting the practice of devotions and for the sin of poor 

preaching.  And to those who have been convicted of their sins and repented, there is no sweeter 

word to hear then the words that your sins are forgiven, that you are right with God once more, 

not by your own works, but by the work of Christ accomplished on your behalf. 

 

 

After Resolution 3-14a passed, President Matthew Harrison responded: ‘Just do it.’  Now he may 

have said that in reference to the new series from Concordia Publishing House, called You Can 

Do It, which includes books on 5 Simple Things You Can Do to Read the Bible Prayerfully, or 

Have a Faithful Prayer Life, or Understand the Bible Better. 

 

However, I would like to think that he said this, not as a shameless shill trying to sell a product, 

but as an exhortation to those assembled, and to those who will be making note of the convention 

in future years to come, that we do not need future convention resolutions to tell us that we 

should do daily devotions, but that we need only the faithful preaching of both Law and Gospel, 

fostering in each of us a desire to be in the Word on a daily basis. 
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