Basic Theology (last update 2012)
The following is my interpretation of Lutheran theology.  Because I’m human it is neither complete or perfect………..please understand it’s still a work in progress, and never settled.  Nothing here on the Trinity for example.  Nevertheless, here I stand.
Part 1:  Basics of the Christian Faith.
Purpose of the church
The purpose of the church is to bring the healing of God to the world, and our relationships with one another through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  This healing is the awareness that we are a broken and imperfect people, yet still welcomed, love and accepted.  This is the promise given to us in our baptism.  (John 1:5,  Matthew 9:12) 
Basic Core Doctrine:  Justification by Grace

through faith in Jesus Christ

Justification refers to the excuses we make for why we live the way we live. We live in a world where we have to justify ourselves constantly by how well we look, perform and achieve.  We also are highly pressured to imply that the real problems of the world are somewhere else.
We believe differently!  We believe that we welcomed, given value, and are justified not on the basis of what we have or have not done, but on the basis of what God has done for us, through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  This frees us to own our own part in the world’s evil and work for change.  The foundation of our life in Christ is sheer Grace. (Augsburg Confession, Formula of Concord, see article III, Ephesians 2:8, Romans 5:1). 
What did Jesus do for us?  (Soteriology: the work of Christ)
The common phrases of course are that Jesus “died for our sins’, or Jesus “took the punishment meant for me”, etc.

The Lutheran position, as I understand it, is called a “happy exchange”.  In short on the cross, Jesus became what we are, and gave to us what He is.  He takes our sin and evil upon himself and gives to us His goodness.

My preference is that the primary work of Jesus is to represent God’s way of vulnerable love.  On the cross, Jesus represents who we are to God, and who God is to us.  God and man meet in the most intimate and personal way possible.  The truth hurts, but it also heals. This is the “Way, the Truth, and the Life”.  It is forgiveness, love, incarnation, right relationship, resurrection etc.

Basic Principal of Christian living
The basic principal of Christian living is doing for others what Jesus did for us.  We give the goodness we have received from God to our neighbor, in exchange for taking on our neighbor’s troubles and sins.  As Luther says, “This is true love and the genuine rule of a Christian life.”  (see “On the Freedom of a Christian”, Luther’s Works , edited by Timothy Lull, p. 623,  Philippeans 2:  5-11) 
Goal of the Christian Life

The goal of the Christian life is to be able to speak with a refreshing candor and honesty with one another, because we no longer have to believe that the basis of our lives or society is our virtue.  This candor and honesty allows us to address the real human needs and difficulties that exist in our lives and communities.  It is in this Spirit that we engage in prayer, study of the Scriptures, and mutual support and caring of one another.  
Freedom in Christ

Imagine a teacher giving all the students an A at the beginning of a class and saying that this A is a gift and cannot be earned.  This kind of freedom would probably be rejected by everyone as impractical, dangerous, and irresponsible!  Sure enough, some would abuse the gift and simply run off, glad they no longer had to study.  Others would become bitter and resentful that A’s didn’t come from their good study habits.  Others would simply be suspicious.  “What’s the catch?” they might say.  It’s important to be honest about this negative reaction to the freedom we have in Christ, because it represents our  unbelief and sin (see below).  In general we are opposed to Grace or abuse it.  We see it as impractical, dangerous, and irresponsible.  
 But God gives the free gift, gives the A, and keeps on giving until we live in response to the gift, rather than living in order to earn the gift.  This is what we mean by Christian freedom:  To freely love because He first loved us.  (1 John 4:19)

Sin
Sin is not wrong action.  Sin is a broken relationship to God.  Sin is a fear of, and a refusal to trust in God’s goodness, and a deep desire to place trust in our own goodness, our own efforts.    Under sin, God’s love and our love of one another is no longer given as a gift in exchange for our imperfections and sins, but something given in exchange for putting  on a good act and a good performance.  The foundation of our lives under sin becomes ourselves and how well we are doing, rather than a foundation based on Christ and what He has done for us.  
Sins

Sin breeds sins.  Broken relationships breed broken actions.  No longer believing that we are loved as a gift, we start “putting on a good show” in order to hide our weaknesses and imperfections and avoid shame (see Genesis, Chapter 3).  Under sin then, any action, from the best to the worst of human behavior can be sinful because it is a false front.  Walls go up between us and between us and God because we are afraid to confess who we really are.
Christian Morality, Virtue, Values, Principals etc.

Obviously no community can exist without a moral and ethical compass.  There can be no healthy relationships if people are stealing, committing adultery, coveting others possessions, or ruining each others good name.
However, it also must be said, that this good thing (strong morals and values) tends to be the greatest obstacle to Christ-centered relationships (see moralism).  This is because values and morals are usually judged by what we can see, ignoring the real issue which is our motivation and condition of the heart.  Furthermore, we almost always emphasize the morals and values that make us look good, and down play those morals and values that would work to our disadvantage.  Biblically speaking, from my reading, the sinners that Jesus had the most compassion for we have the least compassion for, and the sinners Jesus was most critical of we see as a minor problem.  We regularly strain the gnat and swallow the camel when it comes to our morality and values.
So while it is true that the Christian life is a moral life, these morals and values must be expressed in the context of the deepest compassion and humility possible.  Our goodness is not the answer, God’s goodness is.  Christians witness most of all, to a Grace-centered relationship to God and others.  (see Matthew 5:21-48 for how Jesus deals with the issue of morality and values, Matthew 23:28, Luke 18:9-14, note the specific temptation of Satan that leads to the fall in Genesis, Chapter 3:5).
Salvation

Since we are made right by what Christ has done for us, we are “saved”.  A saved person, in other words doesn’t have to hide this or that aspect of their life from others, God, or themselves.    Hence our term for salvation is simul ustes et peccator (simultaneously a saint and a sinner).  You’re all there!  You are a whole person!  Freed from the bondage of having to be “right” you can be in right relationship.  (Romans 5:1, Matthew 16:18).
Results of salvation
Salvation literally means to “open wide”, so the result of salvation is the ability to “open up” to God, and others, to tell it like it is.  This openness also means that we can listen attentively to others.  Rather than blaming other people for the difficulties and problems of the world, a saved person understands that they are a part of the problem too.  This allows them to be a part of the solution.  Salvation opens us up to people of all races and creeds as our brothers and sisters.  (Ephesians 2:14) (see the parable of the Good Samaritan).
Heaven 

Consistent with our emphasis, heaven is a relationship to God, others and oneself grounded in the goodness that is Jesus Christ.  Heaven is misunderstood as a geographical term, as if heaven is “up there”, or “someplace else”.  Heaven, eternal life, eternity, all imply a quality of relationship that we get “glimpses” of in this life, and will have fully as we complete our task of handing our lives over to God.  When we encounter heaven, we stand “opened up” to the eternal love of God, even with all our imperfections.  Heaven is not just about the next life.  (see John 17:3)
Hell

Hell is also a relational term….hell is a “graceless” relationship.  In other words, you judge yourself and others solely on the basis of how well you perform or achieve, or behave.  Christ and what He has done for you and the benefits of salvation are absent.  Hellish living consists of a life that is basically about keeping up appearances, and insisting that in order to be “normal” that others need to be like you.  Hell is constant judgment, scorekeeping, comparing, and closed mindedness.  The people who end up in hell WANT to be there.  They reject Grace and seek a place where they can continue to look good on their own scorecard.  (see Matthew 23: 25-28)
Faith

Faith is a response of trust to receiving the gift of Grace.  We begin a journey of growth, change and becoming, willing to reach out beyond what we already know.  The opposite of faith is either certainty, or cynicism. (Hebrews 8:8-12, See 2 Corinthians 5:7) 
Hope
Hope happens when we are gifted with the faith (trust in God’s sheer mercy) to honestly face and deal with problems rather than continually trying to avoid them.  Hope is beginning to talk about what everybody knows, but won’t admit.  Christian hope is not optimism.  Optimism insists that it’s always getting better, and refuses to entertain life’s negative realities.  Hope is quite different.  Jesus didn’t bring hope by walking around the cross.  He brought hope by taking up the cross.     
Love

Jesus said, “Greater love has no one that this, that they lay down their life for their friend”.  While we may interpret this in a spectacular way as physically dying for someone, in a deeper sense it refers to the very down to earth reality of simply learning to listen.  How does one lay down their life?  You lay down your thoughts, your opinions, your emotions, the way you see something in order to really listen and take seriously what someone else might have to say.  Love then, is a form of welcome and acceptance, and a willingness to understand someone else’s point of view.  This takes a lot of what?  Patience!  Love is first and foremost patient.  (see  John 15: 12-17, 1 Corinthians 13:4)  
Believing

Nothing is more confusing and misunderstood than this whole idea of believing.  “If you believe, you shall be saved” regularly seems to turn believing into a requirement or a work that we can choose or not choose to do.  As if somehow believing is a matter of our choice.  We need to work at avoiding this.  We cannot believe in “believing in God”.    
The third article of Luther’s Small Catachism states it clearly, “I believe that I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord, or come to him…but the Holy Spirit calls me through the Gospel”.  No one is all that good at believing or trusting in God by their own effort and good intentions.  It’s a good thing then, that God cares for us enough to accept us by His Grace, call us and empower us, in a way that is His work and not ours.  The appropriate response to God that the believer has is more like “I can’t believe it!”, “I can’t believe that God could be this merciful!”  That shock, that wonder, that inability to take it all in, is the essence of believing.
Conversion

Conversion is the life-long journey of growing in faith and trust in God’s goodness as revealed in Christ Jesus.  We are wary of conversion as a once and for all event.
The Word of God

The Word of God is Jesus Christ, and his presence, whose goodness is your foundation.     “We preach Christ and Him crucified”.   Jesus takes our sin upon him self and gives to us His goodness. 
The Bible

The Bible can be described as a window that opens us up to God and His Word (Jesus Christ).   Therefore the Bible never points to itself as an authority, but always to a living God.  The Bible is not primarily God’s word’s but is meant to reveal God’s Word (the sheer Grace of God given in Jesus Christ), and to open us up to right relationship to one another and God as we read and study it.   Martin Luther described the Bible as the cradle of Christ, built with human hands, and so reflecting human imperfection, yet perfectly holding the love of God.  Our tradition disagrees with those who claim that in order for God’s Word to be “true” that it has to be perfect or inerrant according to empirical philosophy.
Interpreting the Bible (Law and Gospel)
As stated above, the Bible reveals God’s Word (Jesus) to us.  This Word comes to us in two ways as we read the text.  The first form, we call Law.  These are laws, rules, principals, commandments, etc. that make demands on us.  When we read the Bible we will inevitably find ourselves interpreting it in a legal fashion.  Thus, we will try to be good by doing what we “have to”, are “supposed to”, “should do”, “must do”, “ought to do”, etc.  This is life under the Law.  The result is a self-centered life, a life moving back and forth between pride (I’m a great follower, I’m doing well), and despair (I don’t measure up, I’m doing badly).  So the Word of God first comes to us as God’s Law, revealing our sin, the desire to trust in our own goodness rather than God’s.

The Law does its work, by driving us to our knees.  Finally, coming to the end of trying to trust in our own “good works” and effort, we finally recognize the work of Jesus Christ.  This is the Gospel.  He offers us his goodness in exchange for our pride and despair that the Law reveals.  He tells us that we measure up, are good enough, and are made acceptable not by our goodness, but by His Grace and Mercy.  We are set free from the hell of always having to put on a good act.  We are free to be the mixed bag we really are.  Christ is the end of the Law.
The finite bears the infinite

This is the belief that God reveals himself most clearly in the limited, human, weak, and finite.  This is central to our understanding of the sacraments (Baptism and communion) and our understanding of Scripture as well.  Water, ordinary bread and Mogen David wine are hardly extra-ordinary!  Yet they are good enough to reveal God’s presence.  We’re pretty ordinary folks, we are not perfect, but God can still be revealed through our imperfections.  Common and ordinary things like eating together, working together also can bear God’s presence and power.  (see 2 Corinthians 12:9).
Sacraments

Lutherans hold to two sacraments, Baptism and Communion.  Both communicate the reality of the Word given in Jesus Christ.  Baptism is the visible sign of God’s acceptance of us as sheer gift.  Communion is the Word expressed in community.  We are His body in the world, broken but forgiven.
Theology of the cross

Popular religion associates health, wealth, and good fortune as a sign of God’s blessing.  The theology of the cross sharply challenges this belief.  Jesus faithfulness did not bring him either success or good fortune.  The cross then represents the deep solidarity that God has with his suffering people.  Thus, God’s power of grace is revealed most deeply not in success stories, but in people who daily struggle with sin, conflict, and unanswerable questions.  Jesus said, “In the world you will have trouble, but do not be afraid, for I have overcome the world”.  God is not primarily understood as above you, but with you in the difficulties of daily living.  (1 Corinthians 1:22-31).  
Priesthood of all believers.

Ministers are not closer to God than anyone else, morally superior, people with fewer problems, or people who live on a spiritual level that is “higher” than lay people.  Being a pastor is not a “higher calling” than being a farmer a teacher or a laborer, it is a “different” calling.  Lay people have the same access to God as church leaders and clergy.  A pastor has an office of leadership, and that implies a certain respect, but that doesn’t imply the expectation of being put on a pedestal.  Lay people should not be considered a “lower class” in the church.  As Christians we are all called to be ministers.
________________________________________________________________________

Part II:
All religious traditions have notable strengths and weaknesses.  I do not mean to suggest that my understandings of the Christian faith or the Lutheran church are in any way perfect.  However there are ways of believing that I consider particularly unhelpful (misleading) and two will be mentioned here.  
Unhelpful belief #1:  A theology of glory
(Note:  Some of the following is direct quote from The Cross in our Context:  Jesus and the Suffering World), by Douglas John Hall.  p. 17.)   There is a tendency in people who believe in something deeply, to think that they have arrived, and have the final answer.  People who hold to a theology of glory believe that what they know is absolutely right, the “facts”, and will triumph over all other understandings.  The goal of faith here is to win, to conquer, to dominate, to “take over the world” so to speak.  People who hold to a theology of glory claim to be God’s “true believers”.  To what they believe, unquestioning loyalty and obedience is demanded.  Those who do not share these “true” beliefs and values or question the “truthfulness” of these teachings instantly become an enemy.  There is little room in a theology of glory for debate or difference of opinion.  How could there be debate, in Christ all problems are solved, all ignorance is ended, all doubt is gone, or so they claim!  If anyone has any of these things (problems, ignorance, or doubt), it means that they are lacking in faith.  The theology of glory is difficult to overcome because people caught up in it become so certain about God and their beliefs about God that they lose the ability to see their own arrogance.  (Jesus discusses the problems of the theology of glory in Matthew, Chapter 23; read the whole chapter.  See also the Last Judgement in Matthew 25).
The only way out of a theology of glory and the destructive religious fever it fosters, is for people of faith to permit doubt and self-criticism to play a vital role in what it means to be a believer.  (See Romans 12:3, 1 Corinthians 2:1-5).

Unhelpful belief #2:  Moralism
Moralism, as the name implies holds that the Christian faith is primarily about right and wrong.  No one would argue that this way of life is the centerpiece of our civil life and order.  There can be no society at all without it.  But the problem is that moralist makes the centerpiece of civil life the centerpiece of the Christian life and so misses the spiritual issues almost completely.   The moralist has no sense of how our understanding of right and wrong is just as messed up as anything else that is ours.   Furthermore, if you make the Christian life, doing “right”, and sin “doing wrong” then you only need Jesus when you “do something wrong”.  The goal of the Christ-centered life becomes trying to not be Christ –centered at all!  Morals, behaviors, and the rules become more important than the real people to which they apply.
The moralist sees life as trying to follow a script.  The goal is a good act, a good performance that will bring a better life.  The problem is that in order to be the “good people”, you have to locate the real problem in the “bad people”.  Moralism then inevitably leads to self-righteousness, built on an “us and them” view of the world.  (See Romans 7:21-25)
