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Preface and introduction

Genesis and Characterization  
of This Work

When Albrecht Peters was torn out of the circle of students, colleagues, and 
friends too early and unexpectedly on October 26, 1987, he had been per-
mitted some years in which he could reap at least part of the benefits of a 
rich and fruitful career in research and teaching. The volumes of the Hand-
buch systematischer Theologie that were published by him in rapid succes-
sion—all of them the center of the author’s life, treating the theme of man 
before God—show in an exemplary manner how Peters wanted to make 
Reformation theology meaningful and alive for our times.1 on his sixtieth 
birthday, a selection of his essays was published to express gratitude to the 
friend, colleague, and teacher. The preface of the volume reads, in part: “Of 
his many essays, we here present a representative selection. The numerous 
works on Luther’s catechisms were left out in view of the planned historical 
commentary on the catechetical writings of the reformer that are part of the 
Confession of Evangelical Lutheran Christendom.”2

Already then, the plans to publish this commentary had been ongoing 
for some time because the manuscript had been finished in the mid-1970s. 
Peters had taken on the writing of such a commentary in the context of a 
larger project that was intended to be a historical-theological commentary 
on the Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church. Only two parts of 
this project were completed: Despite his dwindling strength, my teacher, 
Wilhelm Maurer, was able to present the two-volume historical commen-
tary on the Confessio Augustana.3 And beginning in the mid-1960s, Peters 
had been working on his commentary on Luther’s catechisms. Especially in 

1 albrecht Peters, Der Mensch, Handbuch systematischer Theologie 8 (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 
1979); Gesetz und Evangelium, Handbuch systematischer Theologie 2 (Gütersloh: Güterslo-
her, 1981); Rechtfertigung, Handbuch systematischer Theologie 12 (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 
1984).

2 From p. 5f. of the preface by Reinhard Slenczka and Rudolf Keller for Albrecht Peters, Rech-
enschaft des Glaubens: Aufsätze zum 60. Gerburtstag des Autors, ed. Reinhard Slenczka and 
Rudolf Keller (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1984).

3 Cf. Wilhem Maurer, Historischer Kommentar zur Confessio Augustana, 2 vols. (Gütersloh: 
Gütersloher, 1976–78).
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the time of major social upheaval between 1968 and 1972, when the theo-
logical faculty, the university, and the city of Heidelberg were rocked by se-
vere and long-lasting unrest, this work had a special meaning for Peters. 
Returning from the turbulent, tumultuous vicinity of the university to his 
work on the commentary meant that he could breathe easier, concentrate 
on what is essential, and experience the possibility of calm and calming dis-
tance. The dramatic events did not stir in him “apocalyptic” fears for the 
existence of the German university, but he did believe that he was witness-
ing a profound turning point in its history. He often confided to a small, 
trusted circle that in his work on the commentary he felt somewhat like a 
Boethius at the threshold to the Middle Ages, marked by the decay of the 
Western Roman Empire. And in his commentary, Peters wanted to preserve 
and pass on what he had experienced as a source of spiritual strength in 
those years. Yet he did not consider the material that was growing larger and 
larger under his hand in his study rooms at Pfaffengrund and Peterstal to 
be a result of “lonesome scholarly work.” He knew himself to be supported 
and borne by his “brothers and sisters”—by the fraternities of Ansverus and 
St. Michael, as well as by St. Peter’s Church (the Protestant university chapel 
in Heidelberg), whose services were shaped by him not just in those years 
but permanently. All his writings, including his commentary, were shaped 
by the insight that all theology has a spiritual goal, that it time and again in 
exhortation and comfort has to return to its center: “We come out of God’s 
hand and go toward Him.”

Because Peters was convinced that the catechism concentrates on “what 
is necessary for life and death”4 and because he, therefore, believed he could 
pass on spiritual treasures in the interpretation of the catechisms, beginning 
in the mid-1970s, he repeatedly presented on various aspects of his work 
on the catechism. He thus published a relatively large number of essays, in-
directly anticipating his great work. These essays by themselves would be 
well worth publishing as a collection.5 However, they can by no means re-
place the commentary itself. Peters always wanted to publish it, though he 

4 Albrecht Peters, “Vermittler des Christusglaubens: Luthers Katechismen nach 450 Jahren,” 
Luther 51 (1980): 34.

5 Cf. Albrecht Peters, “Die Theologie der Katechismen Luthers anhand der Zuordung ihrer 
Haupstücke,” Luther Jahrbuch 43 (1979): 7–35; “Die Vaterunser-Auslegung in Luthers Kat-
echismen,” Lutherische Theologie und Kirche 3 (1979): 69–87; 4 (1979): 101–15; 3 (1980): 
66–82; “Die Bedeutung der Katechismen Luthers innerhalb der Bekenntnisschriften: Eine 
Thesenreihe,” Luther 50 (1979): 19–22; “Vermittler des Christusglaubens: Luthers Katechis-
men nach 450 Jahren,” Luther 51 (1980): 26–44; “Die Bedeutung der Katechismen Luthers 
innerhalb der Bekenntnisschriften,” pages 46–89 in Luther und die Bekenntnisschriften, 
Veröffentlichungen der Lutherakademie Ratzeburg 2 (Erlangen: Martin-Luther Verlag, 1981); 
“Die theologische Konzeption des Kleine Katechismus,” Katechismus und Öffentlichkeit, 
Themenheft der Pastoraltheologie 73 (1984); “Taufe und Glaube beim Luther der Katechis-
men,” Homiletisch-liturgisches Korrespondenzblatt, NS 2 (1984/85): 379–400.
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doubted he would ever find a publisher for the large manuscript, which is 
why he planned a revised and abridged version. Yet he never got back to 
this project, certainly not only because the collaboration on the Handbuch 
systematischer Theologie constrained his efforts but also because he knew 
that the condensed abridgment would have taken away from the work the 
very approach that characterized it. This approach yields a catechism in-
terpretation that not only fearlessly understands Luther’s work against the 
backdrop of the teachings of the early and medieval churches but also one 
that examines exegetically, in the true spirit of the Reformation, the extent 
that Luther’s conviction of the catechism being “a brief digest and summary 
of the entire Holy Scriptures”6 was indeed validated by him. The result was a 
commentary that was not only historical but also theological, integrating the 
various theological disciplines. What it was lacking, though—and Peters was 
conscious of this and would have liked to undertake the necessary studies at 
the Herzog August Bibliothek at Wolfenbüttel—was the history of the recep-
tion and interpretation of the catechism from the sixteenth century to our 
own time. Yet what would the dimensions of the work then have become?

about the edition
There was no question for Mrs. Gisela Peters, the friends, and the colleagues 
of Albrecht Peters that what he sometimes jokingly expected—namely, that 
“the commentary had to be published posthumously”—now had to be un-
dertaken indeed. The purpose was not to carry out the revision of the manu-
script that Peters had not even begun; rather, the commentary was to be 
published as the author himself left it. Readers and users will appreciate that 
we decided to publish the work in five volumes according to the catechism 
itself: Prefaces and Decalogue; Creed; Lord’s Prayer; Baptism and Lord’s 
Supper; Confession with Prayers7 and Table of Duties, Marriage Booklet, 
and Baptismal Booklet. For the sake of its readers, a more transparent out-
line was put in place in only a few instances.

To be sure, Peters always considered important the conversation with 
those who, like him, worked to understand and pass on the Reformation 
heritage, especially where he thought he needed to contradict respectfully, 
but he did not want to consult exhaustively the literature on the topics given 
by the catechism. There are in particular no references to publications that 

6 Cf. BSLK, 552.30–32.
7 The comments on Luther’s prayers are not by Peters but were prepared by D. Frieder Schulz, 

whom Peters early on had identified as the greatest expert in the field. Cf. Albrecht Peters, 
“Gebetserwachen in neuer Gestalt: Überlieferung—Erfahrung—Gestaltung,” in Freude am 
Gottesdienst: Festschrift für Frieder Schulz, ed. Heinrich Riehm (Heidelberg, 1988), 428–56, 
esp. 429. The contribution by Frieder Schulz, “Die Hausgebete Luthers,” Pastoraltheologie 72 
(1983): 478–90.
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came out after the manuscript was concluded in the mid-1970s. Therefore, 
there were no corrections or additions made in this area. All information 
was thus taken over the way it was found in the manuscript. It was want-
ing in only two areas: the notes to the section on the prefaces could not be 
found, despite all attempts to do so. They were supplied, as well as possible, 
based on older publications by Peters and our own efforts. Furthermore, the 
combined bibliography to the Fourth Commandment was missing. Here, 
too, a replacement was attempted.

tips for the user
In order not to disrupt the reading of the text, all references to the cate-
chisms and other writings by Luther and to the Confessions were put into 
the footnotes. Page and line numbers, unless otherwise noted, always refer 
to the fourth and subsequent editions of the Bekenntnisschriften der evan-
gelisch-lutherischen Kirche (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1959f.). 
References to writings of Luther are always given with a short title to which 
page information is related. References to the Church fathers were partly 
retained, partly replaced by newer editions. Sources and secondary works 
are listed in the bibliography. Other references, such as those for documents 
in the Book of Concord and Migne’s Greek and Latin series, are included in 
a table of abbreviations. Any remaining references that are not found in the 
bibliography or on the abbreviations table correspond to those of Siegfried 
Schwertner, Theologische Realenzyklopädie: Abkürzungsverzeichnis (Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 1976).

To me it remains to give much thanks. I begin where Albrecht Peters 
would have begun had he been able to finish the commentary himself: I 
thank Gisela Peters, who, as with Luther’s translation of Genesis, also in the 
work on this commentary was her husband’s “helper” and “around him.” She 
also supported this edition wherever she could. I further have to thank Mr. 
Jürgen Kaiser, who, with great energy and above and beyond what could be 
expected, brought the footnotes into one format and who hopefully will take 
over this work also for the following volumes. The Vereinigte Evangelisch-
Lutherische Kirche thankfully made the publication of the work possible 
by a significant publication subsidy. I conclude by remembering the author 
himself, the colleague to whom I owe stimulating conversation, many an 
instruction, and much advice and help. Requiem aeternam dona ei, Domine, 
et lux perpetua luceat ei.

Heidelberg, September 1990
G. Seebaß
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the Prefaces1

origin, meaning, and usage  
of the Word “Catechism”2

The term “catechism” probably did not originate as a Latinization of the Late 
Greek κατηχισμόϚ; rather, it seems to have been derived from the Latin verb 
catechizare, which later Greek usage borrowed. As a product of ecclesiastical 
Latin in north africa, both tertullian and augustine3 use it for oral instruc-
tion, for the doctrinal presentation in prebaptismal instruction. Therefore, 
even Leidradus (eighth century) still says: catechizare est instruere (“to cat-
echize means to instruct”).4

When infant baptism became the general practice, the word “catechism” 
meant “the liturgical acts preparing for the rite of Baptism”5 in which the 
sponsors acted as the child’s proxies, that is, for the handing over of the 
Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, as well as the renunciation of Satan and the 
child’s dedication to the triune God. Alongside this “catechism” appeared 
the exorcism, which became more and more elaborate. As the child grew, 
the sponsors, as catechistae,6 were supposed to introduce to the growing 
child that faith and prayer which they had spoken over that child in Bap-
tism. Thus catechismus can take on the meaning of sponsorship or of being 
godparents.7 Different than the exorcism, the catechetical parts of the bap-
tismal liturgy receive their structure from the alternate speaking of ques-
tion and answer. Toward the end of the Middle Ages, this style is taken up 

1 The original footnotes by Albrecht Peters for the subsections 1–6 of this chapter are lost. As far 
as possible, they have been reconstructed by the editor.

2 See Hans-Werner Surkau, “Katechismus II,” RGG 3:1179–86; Albrecht, “Vorbemerkungen zu 
beiden Katechismen,” 448–65; Luthers Katechismen, 24–41. See also κατηχέω in BDAG and the 
unabridged Liddell and scott.

3 tertullian, Adv. Marc. 4.29; Augustine, De fide et op. 6.13.
4 Leidradus, De sacr. baptismi, c.1 (PL 99.856B).
5 Surkau, “Katechismus II,” RGG 3:1180.
6 “Brief an Nikolaus v. Amsdorf vom 5.5.1529,” WABr 5:61.11 (see also AE 49:218–19); cf. “Brief 

an Konrad Cordatus vom 3.1.1530,” WABr 5:216.5.
7 Cf. von Zezschwitz, Katechetik, 2.1:36ff., referencing sources.
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in the instruction for penance and finds its way into the instruction of the 
young. The penitential books prefer the form of a dialogical conversation. 
Using primarily the example set by the Bohemian Brethren, the reformers 
renew the early Church’s catechumenate and enlarge it into post-baptismal 
instruction.

Out of this development grows the usage of the word “catechism” that 
Luther, above all, made normative. (1) “Catechism” means, principally and 
basically, the instruction in the foundational elements of the Christian faith. 
Luther highlights this in his first public use of the word, which is in the pref-
ace to the 1526 Deutsche Messe (“German Mass”): “Catechism . . . means the 
instruction in which the heathen who want to be Christians are taught and 
guided in what they should believe, do, refrain from, and know according 
to the Christian faith. This is why the candidates who had been admitted 
for such instruction and learned the Creed before their Baptism used to be 
called catechumenos.”8 The reformer takes up this definition in his prefaces 
to the catechisms: “ ‘Catechism,’ that is, instruction for children. It contains 
what every Christian should know.”9 (2) This instruction, as a back-and-
forth of question and answer, takes place as an addendum to the practice of 
penance, as well as in the development of the school. Enabled by a kind of 
popular etymology, one embedded this specific form of interrogation into 
the meaning of the word itself.10 From this late medieval approach, the re-
formers developed special catechism services. Accordingly, “catechism” also 
can denote those services as they are actually carried out.11 (3) The focus 
of the reformer here is obviously on the content that is to be learned and 
witnessed. This is why the word already in Luther’s preface to the Ger-
man Mass has the meaning “subject matter for elementary instruction.”12 
It circumscribes the “sum of certain fixated and clearly delineated doctrinal 
articles.”13 “This instruction or teaching I cannot put better or more plainly 
than has been done from the beginning of Christendom and retained till 
now, namely, these three parts: the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and the 
Lord’s Prayer. These three parts plainly and briefly contain almost every-
thing a Christian needs to know.”14 However, Luther adds to these three cen-
tral parts Baptism and the Lord’s Supper for the weekly lessons for Monday 

 8 WA 19:76.2 (see also AE 53:51–90).
 9 BSLK, 553.36.
10 Cf. “Sendschreiben an die zu Frankfurt a.M., 1533,” WA 30.3:567.19–21. Cf. Melanchthon, 

Cat. puerilis (Reu, Quellen, 1.2.2:17.30–46); CR 25:690; Andreas Althamer, Kat. Vorrede (MGP 
22.20) .

11 Cf. “Vorreden zu den 3. Predigtreihen über den Dekalog, 1528,” WA 30.1:2.2, 27.26–28, 57.6f. 
(see also AE 51:137–41), as well as BSLK, 554.9.

12 This quotation could not be located.
13 Von Zezschwitz, Katechetik, 2.1:31.
14 “Vorrede zur Dt. Messe, 1526,” WA 19:76.7 (see also AE 53:51–90).
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and Tuesday,15 as the catechisms of that period make normative. This third 
usage—“catechism” as another word for the central doctrinal content of the 
Christian faith—is intended in Luther above all others. (4) With the codifi-
cation of what necessarily needs to be known in a book, we arrive finally at 
the meaning most common today: “catechism” as referring to the contents 
of a book or as an abbreviation for the book itself. Already in the 1525 letters 
to Hausmann,16 in which the project of a catechism is touched upon for the 
first time, Luther uses the term as another word for such a book. Almost by 
necessity this meaning then arises from the titles of the two works by Luther: 
from the April 1529 Deutsch Catechismus (“German” or Large Catechism) 
and from the May 1529 summary of the catechism charts in the Enchiridion 
that has the title Der kleine Katechismus fur die gemeine Pfarrherr und Pre-
diger (“The Small Catechism for Common Pastors and Preachers”). Luther 
himself introduces this term in his preface to the Enchiridion: “After you [the 
pastor is addressed here] have taught the people a short catechism like this 
one, then take up the Large Catechism and impart to them additionally a 
richer and fuller understanding.”17

This fourfold meaning is always to be kept in mind for the term “cat-
echism,” with the last three—catechism service, catechism parts, catechism 
book—resting on the first and basic one, the elementary instruction in the 
Christian faith. “ ‘Catechism’ is thus instruction in the Christian religion, 
elementary instruction in Christianity; first conceived of as an activity, then 
a delimited subject matter, then to denote a book’s content, and finally a 
book itself.”18

the intentions of Luther’s Catechisms
In his September 14, 1528, sermon, Luther calls the catechism “a children’s 
sermon or layman’s bible.”19 The preface to the Large Catechism speaks of an 
“instruction for children” that covers “what every Christian should know.”20 
The Formula of Concord picks this up. It considers both the Small and Large 
Catechism “a Bible of the laity, in which everything is summarized that is 
treated in detail in Holy Scripture and that is necessary for a Christian to 
know for salvation.”21

15 See “Vorrede zur Dt. Messe, 1526,” WA 19:79.17ff. (see also AE 53:51–90). Cf. Albrecht, 
“Vorbemerkungen zu beiden Katechismen,” 440.

16 WABr 3:582.
17 BSLK, 504.35.
18 Albrecht, “Vorbemerkungen zu beiden Katechismen,” 454.
19 “Vorrede zur 2. Predigtreihe,” WA 30.1:27.16.
20 BSLK, 553.37.
21 Ep Preface (BSLK, 769.7–10). Cf. WATR 5:581.30.
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The catechism sets as a goal for itself to summarize what is essential and 
vital, what is elementary and fundamental of the Christian faith in simple 
language. For this purpose, Luther looked into a fourfold direction. (1) The 
catechism, as “a brief summary and digest” of the Bible,22 strives to compre-
hend its central content. It desires to summarize and lay out in simple terms 
the statements of the biblical witness of the revelation of God the Father 
through Jesus Christ, the Son, in the Holy Spirit that are decisive for salva-
tion. (2) The catechism enunciates the spiritual core of Scripture not as an 
insight gained by a spiritually gifted individual, but by means of those texts 
that have prevailed in Christendom and, at the same time, within the con-
text of the history of interpretation of these decisive texts. In this way, the 
catechism summarizes in a highly conscious manner the artisan and town 
privileges of Christendom.23 This is how the reformer circumspectly makes 
his confession a part of the witness of the Western Church. Together with 
the fathers and brethren he listens to the biblical message. This is why a theo-
logically relevant interpretation of the catechism will necessarily keep an eye 
on the history of the tradition up to Luther. “Nowhere are we dealing with a 
catechism statement by itself; always there is also its history.”24 (3) The cat-
echism looks at the concrete daily life of the simple members of the Church. 
it takes our calling and estate into consideration and understands both as 
the place in life God gave us in the coordinate system of natural/creaturely, 
societal/social, as well as historical/cultural, relations. In our daily life, we 
Christians should exercise and prove faith in love. The catechism desires to 
instruct for this purpose, not only as a doctrinal, confessional book but also 
as a book of prayer and comfort.25 (4) The catechism moves Scripture, the 
confession of the Church, and our daily life into the light of the Last Day. 
Unlike the humanist educational tradition that found its way into the Lu-
theran Church from Erasmus via Melanchthon, but also unlike the confes-
sionalist hardening, Luther does not offer a miniature dogmatics textbook 
nor even a “popular abstract of the entire doctrine of faith and morals.”26 
Rather, he consciously focused on what was necessary for life and death, on 
the iron ration, as it were. This is why we do well always to keep the begin-
ning of Luther’s 1522 Invocavit Sermons in mind: “The summons of death 
comes to us all, and no one can die for another. Every one must fight his own 
battle with death by himself, alone. . . . Therefore, every one for himself must 
know and be armed with the chief things that concern a Christian.”27

22 BSLK, 552.32.
23 BSLK, 554.6, 504.9.
24 Origin of quotation unknown.
25 BSLK, 546.15–31.
26 Origin of quotation unknown.
27 WA 10.3:1.7 (see also AE 51:70–75).
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In this fourfold direction the catechism is basic: As a true “lay bible,” 
it desires to offer what is foundational in the Christian faith. It desires to 
make the center of Scripture, expressed in the core parts of the churchly 
tradition, fruitful for daily life. By doing so, it desires to hammer into us 
what is decisive in life and death for our salvation. In this, the catechetical 
struggle of Christianity, as it reaches an apex in Luther’s Small Catechism, 
remains able to offer directive aid to us today. What is basic is presented 
in an equally simple yet profound way. It can be recognized and uttered as 
what is exemplary only in the spiritual discipline of the praying mind. In the 
twentieth century it is no less important than in the sixteenth to find what 
is decisive for our salvation. Today, as well as then, this does not happen by 
“security and boredom”28 but only by humble kneeling and through the dis-
ciplined thinking of faith. Time and again it remains impressive how little is 
truly decisive for salvation and, at the same time, how infinitely much this 
“little” is.

origin and structure of the Prefaces
The prefaces to the catechism articulate what is decisive for salvation in a 
precise way and concretize what is true for all people and all times for the 
situation of the Saxon peasant-citizens of the sixteenth century. The three 
“holy orders and true religious institutions”29—the pastoral office, marriage 
and house, and secular authority—within the one corpus Christianum serve 
the catechism, as God Himself does not disdain teaching it constantly.30 the 
reformer prefaces the Small Catechism with a letter to “all faithful and up-
right pastors and preachers.”31 Luther added this preface in May 1529 when 
he had the catechism charts assembled into a handy enchiridion. The pref-
ace can be structured as follows:

a. after the greeting,32 which is patterned after the beginning of the 
New Testament Letters, especially the greetings at the beginning 
of the Pastoral Letters, the reformer outlines the precarious situ-
ation that was uncovered by the first major church visitation.33 
About a quarter of the pastors had to be removed from office. 
This need forced Luther finally to put his long-entertained plan 
for a catechism into practice and, alongside the Large Catechism 
(which might serve as a sermon outline), to place into the clergy’s 

28 BSLK, 547.11
29 “Vom Abendmahl Christi, 1528,” WA 26:504.30 (see also AE 37:151–372).
30 BSLK, 552.3–10.
31 BSLK, 501.4; entire preface BSLK, 501–7.
32 BSLK, 501.4–7.
33 BSLK, 501.8–502.27.



167

the third Commandment1

The Wording of the Commandment  
and the arrangement of the interpretation

Luther consistently translates the commandment as: “You shall sanctify the 
feast day.”2 With one class of medieval mnemonic texts, he follows Exod. 
20:8; the accent lies on the sanctifying, not on the resting. Other texts, with 
Exod. 20:9f., emphasize more the rest and the religious observance.3 using 
Feiertag (“feast day”), Luther wishes to express the meaning of the Hebrew 
šabbat.4 That Luther does not want to place emphasis on the command to 
rest but on the sanctification of the day is something that he first unfolds 
step by step5 so he can express it unambiguously in the Large Catechism.6 in 
his earlier interpretations, he looked instead to the inner Sabbath rest of the 
soul.7 Only little by little does the hearing of the Word of God move to the 
center and finally eliminate all other aspects,8 so that the interpretation in the 

1 For texts on the Third Commandment, see pp. 183–84.
2 BSLK, 508.12, 555.18, 580.11. “Eine kurze Erklärung, 1518,” WA 1:250.12; “Von den guten 

Werken, 1520,” WA 6:229.20 (see also AE 44:15–114); “Eine kurze Form, 1520,” WA 7:205.28.
3 Cf. the proofs offered by Meyer, Historischer Kommentar, 89, 207; Weidenhiller, Untersuchungen, 

46, 67, 71, 183f., 191f.; on Augustine, cf. Rentschka, Dekalogkatechese, 128.
4 BSLK, 580.12f. “Pred. über Gen. 2 vom 19.4.1523,” WA 14:116.14: “ ‘Sabbath,’ ‘religious ob-

servance’ (feir), ‘rest,’ that is the cessation of and desisting from all [human] work and waiting 
upon the work of God [quia quiescendum et desistendum ab omnibus operibus, et gewarten dei 
operibus].” “Pred. über Gen. 2, 1527,” WA 24:61.14: “Sabbath, the Hebrew word, means rest or 
religious observance (Feier), so that one might be still and rest of all words and works and cling 
to God’s Word alone.”

5 The transition is found in “Eine kurze Form, 1520,” WA 7:212.26–213.3.
6 BSLK, 584.17–20.
7 “Eine kurze Erklärung, 1518,” WA 1:250.13: “The best feast [Feir] is that the soul with all deeds 

on this day wait for Him who fills those who are hungry and free of good things (Lk. 1:53), for 
‘Feier’ means to be free.” Cf. “Eine kurze Erklärung, 1518,” WA 1:254.24–28; “Instructio, 1518,” 
WA 258.14–16, 263.10–14; “Decem praecepta, 1518,” WA 440.23–32; “Von den guten Werken, 
1520,” WA 6:243.6–13 (see also AE 44:15–114); “Scholia in Gen., 1519–21,” WA 9:331.10–17.

8 This concentration is characteristic of “Katechismuspredigt zum 3. Gebot vom 1.12.1528” 
(WA 30.1:64.10–65.15 [see also AE 51:141–45]), which only hints at the physical rest (WA 
30.1:64.10f. [see also AE 51:141–45]) before dedicating itself wholly to the tension between 
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Small Catechism reads: “We should fear and love God, so that we do not de-
spise the sermon and His Word but hold it sacred, gladly hear and learn it.”9

Peculiar is the phrase “the sermon and His Word.” It forms a certain 
parallel to the strange “and” of the Second Article10 and means to say: the 
sermon, and that is, His Word in it. This is why the positive statement refers 
to the Word: the Word of God is not to be despised in the sermon but held 
sacred. The parallel section of the Large Catechism11 equally concentrates 
on the Word of God. It interprets the despising as unwillingness to hear 
and learn,12 and it places those who go to the sermon “only out of habit,”13 
who hear the Word without seriousness and care and do not learn anything 
from it, next to those who do not come to the Divine Service at all, be it out 
of greed or carelessness. Both groups desecrate the Word. The more precise 
use of “despising” confirms in a negative manner that Luther is paraphrasing 
the positive phrase “keep it holy” with the phrase “gladly hear and learn it”:14 
we sanctify the feast day in that we deal with God’s Word and practice it,15 
overcome the mortal sin of ἀκηδία (acedia),16 hear the Word with open ears, 
and lay hold of it with ready hearts.

Luther’s analysis of the commandment of the feast day in the Large Cat-
echism states more precisely what he set forth in the Sept. 15, 1528, sermon,17 
and it adds the warning against acedia and the function of the Word in the 
battle between God and Satan from the May 19 sermon.18 The December 1 
sermon adds the struggle against bad habits.19

Luther structures the interpretation according to the three key words: 
feast day,20 sanctifying,21 practice.22 In the practical execution, however, 
his thoughts circle around the tension between physical rest and spiritual 

despising and hallowing God’s Word. See also the prayer in “Eine einfältige Weise zu beten, 
1535,” WA 36:366.16–367.14 (see also AE 51:257–87).

 9 BSLK, 508.14.
10 BSLK, 511.28.
11 BSLK, 584.17–586.33.
12 BSLK, 584.35.
13 BSLK, 584.45.
14 BSLK, 585.12: “how you have heard, learned, and honored His Word.”
15 Cf. BSLK, 582.29, 582.37.
16 BSLK, 585.30–41, with nn. 5–6.
17 BSLK, 580.13–584.16, follows primarily “Kat.-Pred. zum 2. u. 3. Gebot vom 15.9.1528,” WA 

30.1:31.37–33.10.
18 BSLK, 585.30–586.33, freely takes up “Kat.-Pred. zum 3. praeceptum vom 19.5.1528,” WA 

30.1:5.25–37.
19 BSLK, 584.41–585.29, hints at “Kat.-Pred. zum 3. Gebot vom 1.12.1528,” WA 30.1:65.19–66.5 

(see also AE 51:141–45).
20 BSLK, 580.13–582.20.
21 BSLK, 582.21–584.16.
22 BSLK, 584.17–586.33.
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submission under God’s Word. This is why a progression of insights is hard 
to grasp.

Section I on “feast day” clarifies (a) the meaning of the word as a rendi-
tion of the Hebrew šabbat.23 Then it (b) points out that the legalistic Old 
Testament commandment, as well as its Jewish narrowing on the physical 
rest, is abrogated for us Christians24 and juxtaposes it (c) with God’s gift 
of the Christian feast day that is to be observed not only for the sake of the 
needs of the body but also first and foremost for the sake of God’s Word 
in true freedom.25 Finally, the “simple meaning” of the commandment is 
summarized.26

Section II on the verb “to hallow” is the central section and first para-
phrases again (a) the meaning of the word as dealing with God’s Word and 
practicing it.27 (b) For true Christians this dealing is to take place constantly. 
For the sake of the youth and the common crowd, however, certain days and 
hours have to be set aside for the Word,28 since (c) only God’s Word sancti-
fies our whole life.29

Section III puts forward in more precise terms, in view of the interpre-
tation in the Small Catechism, the “certain holy practice.”30 (a) Here, too, 
Luther first explains the key word.31 (b) Then he interprets under God’s zeal-
ous holy watch the gross abuse of despising the sermon out of greed or care-
lessness and the more subtle abuse of fruitlessly hearing out of mere habit, 
and he adds the warning against the mortal sin of ἀκηδία.32 (c) Clinging to 
the life-giving Word of God in the battle against Satan forms the positive 
conclusion.33

The Commandment of the Feast Day  
in the old and new testaments34

A different rationale is given for the Sabbath commandment in the two 
versions of the Decalogue (Exod. 20:8–11; Deut. 5:12–15). Each version is 

23 BSLK, 580.13–16.
24 BSLK, 580.16–581.5.
25 BSLK, 581.5–582.10.
26 BSLK, 582.10–20.
27 BSLK, 582.21–41.
28 BSLK, 582.42–583.25.
29 BSLK, 583.26–584.6.
30 Cf. “Kat.-Pred. vom 1.12.1528,” WA 30.1:64.15 (see also AE 51:141–45); “Kat.-Pred. vom 

15.9.1528,” WA 30.1:33.3f.
31 BSLK, 584.17–30.
32 BSLK, 584.31–585.45.
33 BSLK, 585.46–586.33.
34 For literature on this, see p. 184.
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structured in a threefold manner: commandment—prescriptions for exe-
cution—motive. The commandment is, as is the one concerning honoring 
parents, already formulated positively. Perhaps it originally read negatively: 
You shall not work on the Sabbath day.35 Perhaps the verbs “remember” and 
“observe” suggest that it had its place of origin in priestly tradition and that 
it was formulated positively from the beginning.36

The origin of Sabbath is shrouded in darkness;37 apparently it already 
was observed by the nomadic ancestors of Israel.38 There might have been 
at one point a connection to the Babylonian-Assyrian days related to the 
moon phases. However, they remained tied to the lunar orbit and were 
characterized as days of taboo and repentance.39 The emergence from the 
constraints of the lunar orbit and the positive filling with Yahweh’s salvific 
zeal set the Sabbath apart from these possible protodevelopmental stages. 
Even more unlikely seems the hypothesis according to which the Sabbath 
built on a regular cycle of market days, since there is no evidence for this 
among Israel’s neighbors, and trading on the Sabbath is prohibited accord-
ing to Amos 8:5.40

Regardless of evidence of historical roots, the Sabbath day’s peculiarity 
cannot be grasped apart from Israel’s relation to Yahweh. “If we correctly 
understand the Sabbath year, the year of a sacred fallow proclaimed every 
seven years, as an act of confession by which Yahweh’s original property 
right to the ground was made visible, then one could analogously consider 
the Sabbath day to be a day that was kept free from all human economiza-
tion and returned to Yahweh as a kind of normal day.”41 in this context, the 
“absolute system of seven days [might come] from the general importance 
of the number seven in the priestly Torah that also determines the festal 
calendar.”42 Two things remain remarkable in this order: (1) The rhythm of 
seven days is disconnected from the world of the stars and revolves through 
the times as something rational. (2) The Sabbath is free from daily care and 

35 Cf. Exod. 34:26; Amos 8:5.
36 Thus von Reventlow, Gebot und Predigt im Dekalog, 54ff., 63.
37 For an alternate reading, see John W. Kleinig, Leviticus, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: 

Concordia, 2001). See also the publisher’s introduction, pp. 10–11.
38 On the so-called Kenite hypothesis, see Stamm, “Dreißig Jahre Dekalogforschung,” 292f.
39 See the literature given by Kutsch, “Erwägungen zur Geschichte der Passafeier,” 25ff., and Edu-

ard Lohse, σάββατον, TWNT 7:2f.
40 The remarks by Jenni, Die theologische Begründung des Sabbatgebotes, 12f., suggesting this are 

generally rejected; cf. Lohse, σάββατον, TWNT 7:3 n. 10, and Ernst Kutsch, “Sabbat,” RGG 
5:1259.

41 Von rad, Theologie des Alten Testaments, 1:25 n. 2; cf. Ernst Kutsch, “Erlaßjahr,” RGG 2:568–
69; Wildberger, “Israel und sein Land.”

42 Von Reventlow, Gebot und Predigt im Dekalog, 55.
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labor, as well as from ritual sacrifice and cultic observance. It is a space free 
for God.

This rather negative disconnectedness of the day from everything else 
is filled with Yahweh’s salvific acts in the theological motive clauses.43 the 
motivation has a dual direction. The priestly tradition grounds the Sabbath 
as an eternal covenant order on the Creator’s rest after the creation of the 
world.44 As a kind of “gift of consecration,” the Sabbath for Israel becomes 
a sign of participating in God’s covenant.45 The Decalogue version in Exod. 
20:11 adopts this view from priestly wisdom: “For in six days Yahweh made 
the heaven and the earth, the sea, and everything in them, but on the seventh 
day He rested; this is why Yahweh blessed and sanctified the seventh day.”

The Deuteronomist tradition bases the Sabbath on the central salvific 
event of the exodus from Egypt and hereby simultaneously underlines the 
social and humanitarian dimension of the commandment of rest (Deut. 
5:14f.).46 While the chain of prescriptions for the execution of the com-
mandment47 lists all the living beings belonging to the house (except for 
the mother of the house) and places them under the commandment, the 
Deuteronomistic preacher emphatically focuses this participation in the 
Sabbath’s blessings to the stranger in the gate and to the slave, “so that your 
male and female slaves might be able to rest like you. And remember that 
you were a slave in the land of Egypt and that Yahweh, your God, led you 
out of there with a strong hand and an outstretched arm. This is why Yahweh 
commanded you to keep the day of rest” (Deut. 5:14f.).48

Both versions unfold the one center of this divine institution. God sin-
gles out this day from all other days. He takes hold of it and sequesters it 
for Himself and blesses it. He places His covenant people into the bless-
ing of this day.49 The Deuteronomistic preachers look more closely at the 

43 This is a characteristic of Israel’s law. Cf. Gemser, “Importance of the Motive Clause in Old 
Testament Law.”

44 Cf. Jenni, Die theologische Begründung des Sabbatgebotes, 19–29; von Reventlow, Gebot und 
Predigt im Dekalog, 58f.; Westermann, Genesis, 236ff.

45 Friedrich Nötscher, “Sabbat,” LTK 9:189.
46 Cf. Jenni, Die theologische Begründung des Sabbatgebotes, 15–19; von Reventlow, Gebot und 

Predigt im Dekalog, 57f.
47 Perhaps here, in analogy to the last double commandment, a chainlike catalog was adopted 

from priestly tradition.
48 Cf. Exod. 23:12.
49 Westermann, in Verlorener Sonntag? (ed. F. Karrenberg and Kv. Bismarck, Kirche im Volk 22 

[Stuttgart: Kreuz, 1959]), 20f.: “God had sanctified the Sabbath day before a human ear heard 
the commandment to sanctify it. At the same time, He also blessed it as a source of life for the 
people.” Westermann, Genesis, 237: “The holy day that is set apart as a day of rest receives in 
the blessing the prospering, enlivening force that enriches and fills the existence. This means 
what is blessed is not really the seventh day as an entity by itself. What is blessed, rather, is 
the day in its significance for the community or here in relation to creation: the day in its 
significance for the world and humanity. The force of blessing, that is, the force of prosperity 
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horizontal dimension of interhuman relations. Because the Lord has deliv-
ered those who were enslaved and has brought to rest those who were going 
astray, this is why they are to give the outlaws and strangers a share in the joy 
before His face. The servants and the cattle are set free from the yoke of labor 
and returned to their Lord and Creator. The priests committed to the cult 
look primarily at the eternal workings of God, whereby the all-embracing 
vertical dimension of the Sabbath comes to the fore. The seventh day, set 
apart, filled to the brim with the joy and blessing of God the Creator, stands 
as a divine sign of blessing above the entire history of the world and of man-
kind and proclaims the covenantal faithfulness of the Creator.50 israel is ac-
cepted in this covenant and has received the Sabbath as an earthly analogy 
to the eternal rest of Yahweh. It is the sacrament-like “sign of guarantee”51 
for the eternal duration of this covenant. At the same time, however, the 
people with their obedience enter into this space of blessing; the Sabbath 
observance becomes the pledge of salvation.52 Desecration of the Sabbath 
separates the individual from the community of salvation and results in the 
death penalty;53 it drives the people into disaster by provoking God’s judg-
ment of wrath.54

The Sabbath is permeated by God’s holy zealous force of blessing. On 
the one hand, it petrifies in the minutiae of postexilic Judaism’s prescrip-
tions.55 On the other hand, it penetrates the noneschatological horizon of 
the priestly code and of Deuteronomy and, in the salvific gift of rest, grows 
beyond this earthly world. Third Isaiah promises the eschatological inclu-
sion of all people in the worship of God (Isa. 66:23),56 and the Epistle to 
the Hebrews witnesses in its interpretation of Psalm 95 that the wandering 
people of God still wait for the Sabbath rest of the Creator (Hebrews 3f.).57

Jesus broke through the Jewish legalism attached to the Sabbath. He 
showed Himself to be the Lord by anticipating the promised salvation with-
out, however, abrogating the order of the feast externally.58 The Jewish-

and success, will emanate from this day.” See also Westermann, Der Segen in der Bibel und im 
Handeln der Kirche, 58–61.

50 see Quervain, Die Heiligung, 353–56; Barth, Kirchliche Dogmatik, 3.4:55–57, 60; Westermann, 
Genesis, 236ff.

51 Keller, “Das Wort OTH als ‘Offenbarungszeichen Gottes,’ ” 145.
52 Isa. 56:4–7; 58:13f.; cf. Exod. 31:12–17; Ezek. 20:12.
53 Exod. 31:14f.; 35:2; Num. 15:32–36.
54 Neh. 13:17f.; Jer. 17:19–27.
55 Cf. the compilation by Lohse, σάββατον, TWNT 7:5–18.
56 Zechariah expected all people to gather for the Festival of Booths in the end times (Zech. 

14:16).
57 Cf. von Rad, “Es ist noch Ruhe vorhanden dem Volke Gottes.”
58 see Lohse, σάββατον, TWNT 7:21–29; Lohse, “Jesu Worte über den Sabbat”; Rordorf, Der 

Sonntag, 55–79.
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Christian congregation submitted itself under the traditional orders of the 
Sabbath and of the temple prayer until the destruction of the temple59 while 
bearing witness to its eschatological freedom.60 The apostle to the Gentiles 
did not want his congregations to be burdened by the Jewish ceremonial 
law;61 Christ is the end of the Law (Rom. 10:4).

By means of the resurrection of Jesus and the appearances of the Risen 
One, God Himself has set apart the first day of the week. Early Christendom 
observes it as the Lord’s Day (Rev. 1:10; Barnabas 15:9) by celebrating the 
Lord’s Supper with the One who is risen and exalted to the right hand of the 
Father.62 By God’s eschatological intervention, both Jewish and pagan obser-
vances of the feast are abrogated. “But the Christ event makes possible the 
Easter memorial and thereby the cult that makes present the eschatological 
salvific event in the observance of Sunday.”63 The Christian Sunday does 
not simply succeed the Jewish Sabbath. “During the first three centuries, it 
is nowhere understood as the Christian Sabbath, its observance is nowhere 
grounded on the Third (Fourth) Commandment of the Decalogue.”64 rath-
er, the early Church struggles against “sabbathizing.”65

Sunday rest as a civil ordinance is first put in place in AD 312 by Con-
stantine: “All judges, the population of the cities, and the entire business life 
is to rest on the venerable day of the sun. The peasants, however, shall be 
free and unhindered as they work their fields.”66 The emperor applies the 
Roman order for religious observances to Sunday; he might also have been 
influenced by the sun worship of the Mithras cult, which was popular espe-
cially among soldiers.67 The Christian Church begins to ground the Sunday 
rest on the Sabbath commandment. In the transition to the Middle Ages, the 
Church increasingly adopts the Jewish prescriptions. A Christian Sunday 
casuistry emerges68 under the motto: “Let him be cursed who does anything 
on the holy Lord’s day except the things that foster the soul and the care of 
the animals.”69

59 Cf. Matt. 24:20; Acts 2:46f.; 3:1; 5:12.
60 Cf. Matt. 17:26f.; 12:1–11.
61 Col. 2:16f.; Gal. 4:10; cf. Bornkamm, “Die Häresie des Kolosserbriefes.”
62 Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2; Didache 14:1; cf. Rordorf, Der Sonntag, 173–288, esp. 218, 270.
63 Heinz-Dietrich Wendland, “Feste und Feiern III,” RGG 2:918.
64 Erich Hertzsch, “Sonntag,” RGG 6:140.
65 E.g., Gregory of Nyssa, De castigatione (PG 46:309); the Synod of Laodicea, c. 29; John Chry-

sostom, Adv. Iul. 1:1; 8:8; Gregory the Great, Epist. 13:1.
66 Codex Iustinianus XII, de feriis 2 (Corpus Iuris Civilis, 2:127).
67 see the literature in rordorf, Der Sonntag, 160ff.
68 see for this huber, Geist und Buchstabe der Sonntagsruhe; Pettirsch, “Das Verbot der opera 

servilia”; Thomas, “Der Sonntag im frühen Mittelalter.”
69 TU 20:4b, 5 (ed. C. Schmidt); the author of this discourse on Sunday rest is unknown. Exodus 

12:16 (lxx) and Luke 13:15 stand in the background.
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Characteristics of Luther’s interpretation

1. Reception of the Tension Between an External 
Casuistry of sunday and the inner sabbath 
of the soul
Luther receives from the Church’s tradition primarily, on the one hand, 

the Sunday casuistry. In “Decem Praecepta” (“Preaching of the Ten Com-
mandments”), he examines the works permitted on Sunday even to the ex-
tent of the shooting festival and the military exercises of the town of Wit-
tenberg.70 On the other hand, there stands, without any real connection, the 
mystical Sabbath rest of the inner man, which is to endure throughout the 
entire life of the Christian. Here, too, Luther connects with a tradition that 
was shaped primarily by Origen and Augustine. Thus Origen writes against 
Celsus: “The perfect One (Christ), who always walks in the words and works 
and thoughts of God’s Logos, the natural Lord, lives constantly on the day of 
the Lord and observes Sunday constantly.”71 And Augustine tirelessly offers 
variations of the insight: “Within, in the heart, there is our Sabbath!”72 Only 
the good conscience can desire it rightly and in a God-pleasing manner.73 
This explanation of the otium spirituale (“spiritual leisure” or “tranquility”) 
is handed down in the medieval interpretations74 and is received by Luther.75 
Going beyond Augustine, the reformer interprets this spiritual Sabbath as 

70 WA 1:440.35–442.29. Cf. Geffcken, Bildercatechismus, 63–68.
71 origen, C. Celsum 8:22 (GCS Origen 2:239.13ff.); similar words in Rordorf, Der Sonntag, 

102ff.
72 augustine, C. Faustum 19:9f.; Enarr. in Ps. 91:2; Serm. 8:6; 270:5; In Joan. 20:2; De Gen. ad Litt. 

4:16.
73 augustine, Serm. 8:4 (CCSL 41:85): “The rest of the heart, the tranquility of the mind that a 

good conscience makes.” Cf. Serm. 9:3f.
74 This reference to the Sabbath rest of our hearts, which Augustine highlighted against the at-

tacks of the Manichaeans (Rentschka, Dekalogkatechese, 65), emerged from Augustine’s cat-
echeses into the occidental tradition. a reference to the otium spirituale (“spiritual leisure”) is 
also found, e.g., in Isidore of Seville (Quaest. in Exod. 29:7 [PL 83:302B]), in Peter Lombard 
(Sent. III, dist. 37:2), in Albert the Great (Compendium theol. 5:59ff.), as well as in Bonaven-
ture (Collationes de decem praeceptis 5:6ff.) and in Thomas Aquinas (Duo praecepta §§ 1221f., 
1234ff.). The eschatological dimension of this spiritual Sabbath is underlined by Alcuin (De 
decem verbis legis [PL 100:568C/D]): “Therefore the Sabbath is sanctified when we are prom-
ised eternal rest after the good works of this life. Therefore whatever we do, if we do it because 
of the rest of the coming age, then we truly observe the Sabbath day.”

75 “Decem praecepta, 1518,” WA 1:440.21: “Mysteries. The bodily rest signifies the spiritual rest, 
that it may cease from desires and evil thoughts, that it may be capable of God’s Word, which 
requires an empty soul.” Cf. p. 167 n. 7 above. “Scholia in Gen., 1519–21,” WA 9:331.12: “All 
these were done so that the Sabbath might be commended to us, that is, the rest of the soul, 
so that we may bear upward and downward whatever happens to us, hanging solely on God, 
trusting neither in our powers nor plans. Furthermore, the entire life of men and all of Chris-
tianity is nothing but a Sabbath.”
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the unconditional giving up of one’s own will to the divine superwill,76 thus 
Luther uncovers also in this commandment the center of justifying faith. 
At first, however, he does not manage to construe an unconstrained way of 
connecting it with the commandment of physical rest.

In “Von den guten Werken” (“Sermon on Good Works”); in the Feb. 
27, 1523, Decalogue sermon; and in the Exodus sermons,77 the spiritual ob-
servance of the Sabbath day continues to be the high point and the goal of 
the commandment: “The spiritual observance that God chiefly has in mind 
here consists not only in that we cease to do work and handiwork but also 
that we let God alone work in us and not do anything of our own by any of 
our abilities.”78 This spiritual Sabbath corresponds to the salvific activity of 
God in us by Law and Gospel, by His alien and His proper work.79 it is noth-
ing other than the dying of the old man and the rising of the new man, truly 
a “bitter feast day”80 and simultaneously a highly comforting one.

The idea of this observance and the one who effects it is Jesus Christ.81 
On the Saturday before Easter, He “lay the entire feast day free from all His 
works”82 and thereby fulfilled this commandment for us.83 Following His 
observance of rest, He is raised from the dead, lives, and now rules in God 
over all creatures. He wants to take us into this His eschatological Sabbath 
and calls out to us:

“You shall hallow the Sabbath day, 
That I may work in you.”84

Whoever now wishes to observe the true spiritual Sabbath must complete-
ly die with Christ. No one will consider him right unless he be quite dead. 
But we begin to keep the right Sabbath here when our old Adam ceases 

76 “Dtn.-Vorl., 1523/24,” WA 14:605.4 (see also AE 9:1–311): “The killing of the old man means 
that he rests and that God works all things in us.” Cf. Melanchthon, 1523 Scholia (MGP 
20:78.13): “However, only the Sabbath is blessed and set apart by God, namely, when we do 
not work but God [works] in us.”

77 WA 6:243.5–249.6 (see also AE 44:15–114); WA 11:38f.; WA 16:477–85.
78 “Von den guten Werken, 1520,” WA 6:244.3 (see also AE 44:15–114). Cf. “Pred. zum 3. Gebot 

vom 27.2.1523,” WA 11:39.13ff.; “Pred. über Gen. 2 vom 19.4.1523,” WA 14:116.14ff.; “Pred. 
über Gen. 2, 1527,” WA 24:61.14; and also Melanchthon, Loci from 1521, in Studienausgabe 
2.1:47.28–48.4.

79 In “Von den guten Werken” (WA 6:248.5–15 [see also AE 44:15–114]), Luther points to Isa. 
28:21.

80 “Von den guten Werken,” WA 6:248.26 (see also AE 44:15–114).
81 Cf. “Von den guten Werken,” WA 6:244.17, 248.32 (see also AE 44:15–114).
82 “Von den guten Werken,” WA 6:248.33 (see also AE 44:15–114).
83 Cf. “Pred. über Ex. 20 vom 22.10.1525,” WA 16:480.27–31; “Pred. zum 3. Gebot vom 27.2.1523,” 

WA 11:39.14–19; “Pred. über Gen. 2 vom 19.4.1523,” WA 14:118.8.
84 Hymn, “Mensch willst du leben seliglich,” WA 35:429.11 (see also AE 53:280–81). Hymn, 

“Dies sind die heiligen zehn Gebot,” WA 35:427.3 (see also LSB 581; AE 53:277–79): “Du sollst 
von deim Tun lassen ab / daß Gott sein Werk in dir hab.”




