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Introduction
ToThe Small Catechism

The notion that it is important to get back
to the basics is nothing new for Christians.
That is why centuries ago they invented the
idea of the catechism. A catechism is a
guide for people in need of instruction—
novices and veterans, the young and the old
alike—in the fundamentals of Christian
faith. In the earliest centuries, Christians
used these manuals to prepare new believ-

ers for Baptism. As time passed, books of “
this kind were also prepared for the instruc-

tion of baptized believers, too. A catechism is a
Among Lutherans, the best known of these g u"def or peop le
summaries of the Christian faith is the in need Of

Small Catechism by Martin Luther. Al- instruction . .. in
though primarily a guide to Christian es- the fundam

sentials for ordinary Christians, the Small CJ;l . dta entfﬂf
Catechism also reflects the beliefs of the Of Tis lanf aun.
man who was at the center of a revolution

in the history of the church. Like its au- ”

thor, the Small Catechism is ecumenical. It

teaches the breadth and depth of the faith
held by Christians in a variety of churches
around the world. The Small Catechism is
also interested in spreading the gospel.
Learning his faith from the Bible and in
personal experience, Luther came to believe
that God created and claimed the whole hu-
man race and the planet Earth for the sake
of pure love. This trust in God and God’s
good work with us is at the core of the



Christian faith for the Christians who are
called Lutherans.

As the events of the Protestant revolu-
tion in 16th-century Europe shook the
Western Christian church to its founda-
tions, Luther was quickly convinced of the
need for a new catechism. He asked trusted
colleagues to take on
this project, and they
agreed, but then they
dawdled with the work.
Meanwhile, Luther him-
self preached several
sermons on basic Chris-
tian teachings and
wrote a number of pam-
phlets and booklets on
the same topics. He
quickly turned to the
writing of a catechism
after returning from of-
ficial visits to inspect
the churches of his Ger-
man province in the fall
of 1528. During the
course of this tour he
was appalled by the ig-
norance of both the peo-
ple and the pastors.

With characteristic energy and fire, he
quickly prepared not one but two quite dif-
ferent catechisms simultaneously. The long
er of the two, the German Catechism or
Large Catechism (1529), was written pri-
marily for pastors and teachers. It is a sort
of teacher’s guide to the Christian faith.
The shorter of the two works became the
Small Catechism also published in 1529.

As it came from Luther’s hand, the
Small Catechism was written to be used in
homes and churches by everyone. It was
Luther’s hope that pastors would make it
the foundation of preaching and worship on
a regular basis. He also hoped that all
Christians would use it as a basis for in-
struction, discussion, and worship in their




own homes. It was with this in mind that
Luther arranged to have the Small Cate-
chism printed on posters to be placed in
households and churches where all could
see and read it. Only later did the Small
Catechism appear as a booklet. In time, this
cherished work became one of the officially
adopted confessions or statements of faith
of the Lutheran churches of the world.

As a Lutheran statement of faith, it has
been used in a variety of ways. The best
known is the preparation of young people
for confirmation, sometimes called Affirma-
tion of Baptism in which people make pub-
lic profession of their faith. It would, howev-
er, greatly sadden Luther to think that this
association with confirmation has led many
to think that the Small Catechism is not for
adults but just for young people, or that its
primary place is in the schoolrooms of the
church. Luther wrote the Small Catechism
for all the people of the church and meant it
to be used in kitchens by mothers and fa-
thers as much as in classrooms and pulpits
by pastors. Luther often said that no one
outgrows the need to study the Catechism.
In his preface to the Large Catechism Lu-
ther wrote of himself, “I do as a child who is
being taught the Catechism. Every morn-
ing, and whenever else [ have time, I read
and recite word for word the Lord’s Prayer,
the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the
Psalms, etc. I must still read and study the
Catechism daily, yet I cannot master it as I
wish, but must remain a child and pupil of
the Catechism, and I do it gladly.” (BC
359.7,8)

The parts of the Small Catechism are very
simple in organization and in content. Like
the teachers of the ancient church who pre-
ceded him, Luther put the Apostles’ Creed
and the Lord’s Prayer at the center of his
Catechism. He then added the Ten Com-
mandments at the beginning and material
on Baptism and the Lord's Supper at the

6

I must still read
and study the
Catechism daily,
yet I cannot
master it as I
wish but must
remain a child
and a pupil of the
Catechism.
—Martin Luther
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end. He rounded out the whole with some
suggestions for prayer and devotion. Finally,
he added to the Catechism some instruc-
tions about Christian life for various people
in different circumstances, the Table of Du-
ties. In many instances, this devotional ma-
terial and the Table of Duties are not gener-
ally printed with the Small Catechism.

The Apostles’ Creed, which is at the
heart of the Small Catechism, does not
come to us directly from the apostles, but it
is very ancient. (The word creed is from the
Latin phrase credo, meaning “I believe.”)
Something like the Apostles’ Creed was
used very early in the church, perhaps as
early as A.D. 200, when new Christians were
baptized. Somewhat later it took its present
form in the regions we know as Spain and
France. After A.p. 800, it was widely used
everywhere in the western church. Although
not literally from the Scriptures, it reflects
the biblical faith in simple but profound
words; therefore, it was natural for Luther
to put it to use in the Small Catechism.
Luther’s explanation of the Apostles’ Creed,
in three simple parts rather than in the
cumbersome 12 sections most teachers be-
fore him had used, is a brief but powerful
summary and explanation of the evangelical
faith.

Unlike the Apostles’ Creed, the Lord's
Prayer is taken directly from the New Testa-
ment where it is recorded in two slightly
different versions (Matthew 6:9-13 and
Luke 11:2-4). The doxology or concluding
phrase, “For the kingdom, the power, and
the glory are yours, now and forever,” does
not appear in the New Testament and was
not in common use in Luther’s day. There-
fore, it was not included in his Catechism.
But because this doxology has been used by
many Christians for centuries, it is often
added to the text of the Small Catechism
without comment.

Luther put the Ten Commandments at
the beginning of his Catechism because he
understood the Ten Commandments to con-




tain the demands and promises of the
whole Bible. As he said in his preface to the
Large Catechism, “Anyone who knows the
Ten Commandments perfectly knows the
entire Scripture.” Like other teachers of the
day, Luther slightly changed the text of the
Commandments as they appear in Exodus
20:1-17 and Deuteronomy 5:6-21. If you
read these passages in the Bible carefully,
you will notice that Luther omitted the pro-
hibition of graven images (Exodus 20:4-5)
and divided the prohibition of coveting (Ex-
odus 20:17) into two commandments. Lu-
ther also added a brief conclusion to the
Ten Commandments (from Exodus 20:5-6).
These changes explain why Lutherans and
Christians of the Reformed traditions some-
times confuse each other when they refer to
the Ten Commandments.

When Luther added material on Bap-
tism and the Lord’s Supper to his Cate-
chism, he did not turn

to the theological tradi- T -
tion of the church, but ﬂ .““W)K

to the New Testament. al’ 3 8

Large portions of his T N’T
comments on these two P e~ e . .“"
sacraments are direct o ("\’( \_/

quotations from the

New Testament. They ; = / M

explain in a plain and
plain in a plain i“( A T

direct way these events

about which Christians =3

have as often said too r ﬁ \.‘fn; e -2

much as too little. Y e nir— ——-\ .J, e
A P

The Small Cate-

chism also has a section -— st
called The Office of the 7-."—» Fe a :
Keys. The name comes  wers s m— e —
from the incident when , | pr—

Jesus said to his follow- 4‘ e

__—_.-_ A —
er Peter, “I will give you - . :
the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and
whatever you bind on earth will be bound
in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth



will be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 16:19).
This was Jesus’ direction to the disciples
and, therefore, all people of the church to
speak his authoritative and effective prom-
ise of the forgiveness of sins to one another.

Using the Small Catechism can be very
helpful in the life of faith. One good way to
think of the Small Catechism is to think of
it as a guide to the Bible. If you learn the
Catechism by heart, for example, you will
have committed to memory important parts
of the Bible. These verses and Luther’s ex-
planations can help you interpret and un-
derstand other parts of the Bible that are
not as easy to remember or understand.
Used this way, the Small Catechism is both
a miniature Bible and a guide to reading
and studying the whole of the Scriptures.

Bold as it may sound, the Small Cate-
chism can help you map and find your way
through your own personal experience. Lu-
ther was not exaggerating nor was he being
naive or simple-minded when he suggested
that the Ten Commandments are a summa-
ry of all that we can believe and must do.
He intended the Catechism to be a compan-
ion in daily life and chose passages from
the Bible that are strong and spacious
enough to take in all of the complexities of
our daily lives.

You certainly will not find in the Small
Catechism answers to all of your questions
or solutions to all of your problems, but if
you keep it in mind and close at hand you
will find that it can be an able and faithful
guide to the basics of Christian faith, a
faith made for real life.

Luther wrote this little book for every-
one, young and old alike. Read it. Study it.
Mull it over. Poke at it with questions. Talk
about it with other Christians. Commit it to
memory. Use it in prayer and worship.
Make it your own and you will find it a re-
warding companion for life.
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1 THE TEN COMMANDMENTS

Ten Words Llfe

Every day life and death are at war with
each other over planet Earth and the hu-
man race. If you find that thought odd,
think of what confronts you when you
watch the news or read the newspapers.
Life and death contend over us endlessly.

Every day we experience the abundance
of life in the human community: walls come
tumbling down, families endure and thrive,
human nobility astounds us, beauty bursts
open. Yet, distrust haunts us and death
hunts us. Huge armies are poised to march
on command; people of the same families
and communities perpetrate acts of ghastly
violence against each other; twisted imagi-
nations endlessly refine the human capacity
for vicious cruelty; ugliness triumphs. Every
newscast and every edition of every newspa-
per reports the latest conflicts of one sort or
another between life and death.

Our generation seems especially at-
tuned to this conflict, perhaps because
none has known so well as ours that hu-
mans are capable of destroying the earth
and life itself. The most urgent questions
may be these: What will it be for the human
race, life or death? What will it be for me,
life or death?

Christians entrust and commit them-
selves to life. They gamble everything they
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are and have on the risky notion that peo-
ple are finally meant not to die, but to live.
Christians are not, however, naive or un-
realistic about the commitment. They do
not think that their faith excuses them
from participation in the conflict of life and
death. They do not delude themselves into
thinking their faith will shield them from
the doubts, worries, questions, anxieties,
and terrors created by the warfare between
life and death. Not in spite of all this, but in
the middle of it, Christians confess that
God’s word of life will have the last word
over death; and they stake their lives on
that conviction. They do this in the belief
that the world has a creator who endowed
creation with purpose and meaning, declar-
ing to be on the side of life.

There is no better guide to Christian
convictions on the matter of life and death
than the Ten Commandments, which are
anything but a bundle of crabby “Thou
shalt nots.” For Christians, who share them
with the Jews to whom they were first giv-
en, these treasured sentences are ten words
of life.

12



The First Commandment is astonishingly
personal. It is an introduction spoken di-
rectly by an “I” to “you.” It leaves no room
for a polite look over the shoulder to see if
there is somebody else a little easier to talk
to in the vicinity.

Without waiting to be asked, the speak-
er of these words announces himself as
“Lord” and “God” and addresses these
words to you directly, without an intermedi-
ary. The ancient words Lord and God have
been used so often, and sometimes so care-
lessly, that they can slip easily by us. But
listen to them for a moment. The word Lord
is a title the ancient people of Israel gave to
the divine being whom they knew to be
God. It is a proper name given to a specific
divine being, the creator of heaven and
earth, whom the people of Israel confessed
to be the living and active God, present
among them.

Simply to say that there is such a be-
ing, that there is such a God, was then,
and is today, a bold statement. Even more
surprising is the intention of God to speak
directly to you and to lay claim to your at-
tention, your hearing, your capacity to lis-
ten to and trust this announcement: “I am
the Lord your God.”

The First Commandment is God’s self-
introduction and a declaration of God’s in-
tent to claim you for the side of life. In the
First Commandment God promises that you
are not meant to die, but to live fully, abun-
dantly, richly, fruitfully, creatively, freely.
The First Commandment is an oath. It is a
promise that God will sustain you in life
and that death will not finally have you. It
is God’s promise to you to take care of you
and the human community.

What does this mean for you to whom
are these words spoken? Martin Luther was
frank in his explanation. You will, first of
all, fear this God. You will stand in awe of
such a being, for only God has power to cre-
ate life, to make new, and to create the faith
in you that God demands. Because God has

THE FIRST COMMANDMENT

I am the Lord your God.
You shall have no other
gods.
What does this mean for
us?

We are to fear, love, and

trust God above anything
else.

13



created and given you all this—life and
faith—the First Commandment invites you
to respond to God in love. No other “I” will
ever lay claim to you in so powerful a way,
and no other response but love will finally
respond to the graciousness of God.

Finally, the First Commandment means
that as a result of God’s decision to be God
for you, you will want to respond to God by
growing in your knowledge of God and
God’s ways and to trust in God to care for
you and for the world. This does not mean
that you are invited to exercise yourself in
mindless religious fervor. It means that
right where you are, in the middle of the
conflict between life and death in which we
all find ourselves, you have been given the
faith necessary to entrust yourself to God
for life.

00 What does it mean to_fear God?

0O How do you feel when you know that
someone has accepted you as you are?

O Bible verses for study:

Exod. 20:1-7 Rom. 8:28-39 Eph. 1:3-4
Isa. 42:5-9  Psalm 118 John 10:27-30

The Second and Third Commandments
are about acoustics—speaking and hearing.
The Second Commandment requires that
we speak honestly and respectfully of God
so that we can hear what God actually says
about God’s decision for us. When we do
that, something else happens: We find our-
selves able to speak to God and we discover
that God listens to us.

To enter into a conversation like this
with God is to pray. Such speaking and lis-
tening to God can take place silently or
aloud, in the car or in church, in carefully
worked out language or in hastily uttered
phrases or without conscious words at all.
Because the opportunity to listen to God
and speak to God in the confidence of being
heard is a part of the Christian faith, the
language of prayer turns in one way or an-
other to praise and thanksgiving.
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THE SECOND
COMMANDMENT

You shall not take the
name of the Lord your
God in vain.

What does this mean for
us?

We are to fear and love
God so that we do not use
his name superstitiously,
or use it to curse, swear, lie
or deceive, but to call on
him in prayer, praise, and
thanksgiving.






