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About This Series 
“You Lutherans are just like the Roman Catholics.” 
“What? Why do you say that?” 
“Your pastors wear robes, baptize babies, and even think they can 

forgive sins.” 
“Well, that’s true. . . .” 
“But when your pastors say in the worship service, ‘I forgive you 

all your sins,’ that’s blasphemy! Only God can forgive sins.” 
As Lutherans interact with other Christians, they often find them-

selves struggling to explain their beliefs and practices. Although many 
Lutherans have learned the “what” of the doctrines of the church, they do 
not always have a full scriptural foundation to share the “why.” When 
confronted with different doctrines, they cannot clearly state their faith, 
much less understand the differences. 

Because of insecurities about explaining particular doctrines or 
practices, some Lutherans may avoid opportunities to share what they 
have learned from Christ and His Word. The Lutheran Difference Bible 
study series will identify how Lutherans differ from other Christians and 
show from the Bible why Lutherans differ. These studies will prepare 
Lutherans to share their faith and help non-Lutherans understand the Lu-
theran difference. 
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Student Introduction 
“When I urge you to go to confession,  

I am simply urging you to be a Christian.”  

This quote from Martin Luther’s Large Catechism is not merely a 
phrase exhorting pious practice. Nor is it an exaggeration. Confession 
and Christianity are indeed so intimately entwined that they could be 
used almost synonymously. For Lutherans, the practice of confession and 
Absolution as revealed in Scripture stands at the heart of Christian faith 
and life. Christian confession is not simply a historic practice of the 
church or a pious ritual; it is a profound summary of the whole Christian 
faith. 

In confession and Absolution the two great emphases of Christiani-
ty—man as sinner and God, in Christ, as man’s Savior—are brought 
sharply and unmistakably into focus. In confession we humbly and sor-
rowfully admit all that we are: sinners in need of divine mercy. In Abso-
lution, we receive that which God so earnestly desires to give: forgive-
ness, consolation, and the firm assurance that the death and resurrection 
of His only Son have overcome our sin. 

Given the central place of confession and Absolution in Christiani-
ty, it is not surprising that these practices also stood at the heart of the 
Reformation. As a young monk plagued by the knowledge of his own 
sinfulness, Martin Luther went to private confession. But Luther found 
that confession, as practiced by the church of his day, proved as burden-
some to the conscience as did the sin for which he sought forgiveness! 
As a result, Luther turned to God’s Word for help. And in God’s Word 
he found the glorious and consoling truth: that forgiveness is a free, un-
conditional gift, won by Jesus Christ on the cross and freely bestowed in 
His name.  

Luther and his fellow Reformers unceasingly proclaimed this good 
news of forgiveness from the pulpit, in private confession, and even in 
the home. This good news of Absolution—forgiveness for the sake of 
and in the name of Christ—remains central to the faith and life of the 
Lutheran church because when a person is urged to confess his sin and to 
be absolved, he is simply urged to be a Christian. 

© 2009 Concordia Publishing House. Scripture: NIV®

SAMPLE



 6

An Overview of Christian 
Denominations 

The following outline of Christian history will help you understand 
where the different denominations come from and how they are related to 
one another. Use this outline in connection with the “Comparisons” sec-
tions found throughout the study. Statements of belief for the different 
churches were drawn from their official confessional writings. 

The Great Schism 
Eastern Orthodox: On July 16, 1054, Cardinal Humbert entered the 

Cathedral of the Holy Wisdom in Constantinople just before the 
worship service. He stepped to the altar and left a letter condemning 
Michael Cerularius, patriarch of Constantinople. Cerularius re-
sponded by condemning the letter and its authors. In that moment, 
Christian churches of the east and west were severed from one 
another. Their disagreements centered on what bread could be used 
in the Lord’s Supper and the addition of the filioque statement to 
the Nicene Creed. 

The Reformation 
Lutheran: On June 15, 1520, Pope Leo X wrote a letter condemning Dr. 

Martin Luther for his 95 Theses. Luther’s theses had challenged the 
sale of indulgences, a fund raising effort to pay for the building of 
St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. The letter charged Luther with here-
sy and threatened to excommunicate him if he did not retract his 
writings within 60 days. Luther replied by publicly burning the let-
ter. Leo excommunicated him on January 3, and condemned all 
who agreed with Luther or supported his cause. 

Reformed: In 1522 the preaching of Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich, Switzer-
land convinced people to break their traditional Lenten fast. Also, 
Zwingli preached that priests should be allowed to marry. When lo-
cal friars challenged these departures from medieval church prac-
tice, the Zurich Council supported Zwingli and agreed that the Bi-
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ble should guide Christian doctrine and practice. Churches of this 
Reformed tradition include Presbyterians and Episcopalians. 

Anabaptist: In January 1525 Conrad Grebel, a follower of Ulrich Zwin-
gli, rebaptized Georg Blaurock. Blaurock began rebaptizing others 
and founded the Swiss Brethren. Their insistence on adult, believ-
ers’ Baptism distinguished them from other churches of the Refor-
mation. Anabaptists attracted social extremists who advocated vi-
olence in the cause of Christ, complete pacifism, or communal liv-
ing. Mennonites, Brethren, and Amish churches descend from this 
movement. 

The Counter Reformation 
Roman Catholic: When people call the medieval church “Roman Catho-

lic,” they make a common historical mistake. Roman Catholicism 
emerged after the Reformation. As early as 1518 Luther and other 
reformers had appealed to the Pope and requested a council to settle 
the issue of indulgences. Their requests were hindered or denied for 
a variety of theological and political reasons. Finally on December 
13, 1545, 34 leaders from the churches who opposed the Reforma-
tion gathered at the invitation of Pope Paul III. They began the 
Council of Trent (1545–1563), which established the doctrine and 
practice of Roman Catholicism. 

Post-Reformation Movements 
Baptist: In 1608 or 1609 John Smyth, a former pastor of the Church of 

England, baptized himself by pouring water over his head. He 
formed a congregation of English Separatists in Holland, who op-
posed the rule of bishops and infant baptism. This marked the start 
of the English Baptist churches, which remain divided doctrinally 
over the theology of John Calvin (Particular Baptists) and Jacob 
Arminius (General Baptists). In the 1800s the Restoration Move-
ment of Alexander Campbell, a former Presbyterian minister, 
adopted many Baptist teachings. These churches include the Dis-
ciples of Christ (Christian Churches) and the Churches of Christ. 

Wesleyan: In 1729 John and Charles Wesley gathered with three other 
men to study the Scripture, receive communion, and discipline one 
another according to the “method” laid down in the Bible. Later, 
John Wesley’s preaching caused religious revivals in England and 
America. Methodists, Wesleyans, Nazarenes, and Pentecostals form 
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the Wesleyan family of churches. 
Liberal: In 1799 Friedrich Schleiermacher published Addresses on 

Religion in an attempt to make Christianity appealing to people 
influenced by rationalism. He argued that religion is not a body of 
doctrines, provable truths, or a system of ethics but belongs to the 
realm of feelings. His ideas did not form a new denomination but 
deeply influenced Christian thinking. Denominations most tho-
roughly affected by liberalism are the United Church of Christ, 
Disciples of Christ, and Unitarianism. 
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Lutheran Facts 
Lutheran churches first described themselves as “evangelische” or 

evangelical churches. Opponents of these churches called them “Luthe-
ran” after Dr. Martin Luther, the 16th century German church reformer.  

Lutherans are not disciples of Dr. Martin Luther but disciples of Je-
sus Christ. They proudly accept the name Lutheran because they agree 
with Dr. Luther’s teaching from the Bible, as summarized in Luther’s 
Small Catechism. 

All who worship the holy Trinity and trust in Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of sins are regarded by Lutherans as fellow Christians, de-
spite denominational differences.  

Although all Christian churches use the Holy Scripture, Lutherans 
emphasize that the Scripture is the final and only certain judge of doc-
trine and practice (sola scriptura)—not human traditions, reason, or 
churchly authority. 

Lutherans confess the three ecumenical creeds (Apostles’, Nicene, 
and Athanasian) as correct summaries of biblical teaching.  

Lutherans form the largest family of Protestants, numbering more 
than 60 million worldwide. 

Today, Lutheran churches are growing fastest in Ethiopia, Tanza-
nia, and Papua New Guinea. 

Among Protestant denominations, Lutherans tend to have greater 
unity. For example, there are 14 Lutheran denominations in North Amer-
ica. In contrast, other denominational families (Reformed, Anabaptist, 
Baptist, etc.) have at least twice that number. 

 
To prepare for “Repent!,” read Matthew 3:1–12.  
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Repent! 
With a convulsive motion, 

He tore away the ministerial band  

from before his breast. It was revealed! 
--Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter 

Hawthorne’s desperate character, Rev. Dimmesdale, spends his life 
hiding his sin of adultery. He abandons his love, Hester, to a life of 
shame while he pretends he has done nothing wrong. As a result Dim-
mesdale dies young, revealing his sin only moments before his death. 

“I’m sorry. I was wrong.” We rarely enjoy speaking these words. 
Nobody likes to admit being wrong or doing wrong. Even when we 
know it’s true, admitting blame and saying “I’m sorry” can humble us 
and make us feel uncomfortable. In fact, for some, confession means 
weakness. Saying “I’m sorry” means playing the sap. 

1. What excuses do you sometimes give for not admitting a wrong 
and saying you are sorry? 

 
 
 
 

Living Repentance 
2. John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus’ ministry of forgive-

ness. Read Matthew 3:1–12. How would you describe the ministry of 
John? What was his central message? 

 
 
 
 
3. Read Matthew 4:17 and Luke 13:5. What does Jesus say about 

repentance? What motivation for repentance do you find in these passag-
es? 
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4. Both John the Baptist and Jesus speak with a sense of urgency. 
Read Romans 3:10–20. Why, according to Paul, is repentance such a 
pressing need? 

 
 
 
 
5. In light of the above, read Proverbs 28:13 and 1 John 1:8–9. 

What do these passages say about the motivation for confessing one’s 
sin? 

 
 
 
 
6. Compare Psalm 51:3–5 and Psalm 19:12. What type of sin or 

sins does the psalmist confess and ask for forgiveness? 
 
 
 
 
7. Compare Psalm 32:5, James 5:16, and Acts 19:18. To whom are 

sins confessed in each instance? 
 
 
 
 

Welcome Relief 
Though confessing one’s sins can be an uncomfortable experience, 

God does not intend it to be a burdensome task. Quite the opposite! 
8. Rather than being a burden, how might confession provide you 

with welcome relief? 
 
 
 
 
9. The Divine Service provides the opportunity for corporate and 

public confession of sin. Why might this be beneficial, especially in the 
context of worship? 
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Facing the Mirror 
 Just as a morning look in the mirror reveals our outward flaws, a 
look into God’s Word reveals our flaws in thought, word, and deed. We 
may hate to say, “I was wrong.” But God’s law shows just how wrong, 
how sinful, we are. The good news, however, is that God responds to our 
confession, “I was wrong” by declaring clearly and surely, “You are for-
given.” 

In his famous ninety-five theses Martin Luther wrote, “When our 
Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent,’ He willed the entire life of 
believers to be one of repentance” (Lutheran Cyclopedia, p. 764).  

10. Read Matthew 6:11–12. How do these verses demonstrate that 
confession or repentance is part of daily Christian life? How might you 
make repentance and confession part of your life each day? 

 
 
 
 
11. How can you daily express your thanks to God for hearing your 

confession and forgiving your sin? 
 
 
 
 

Comparisons 
Penance: A Sacrament for the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics. 

When someone repents, they must feel sorrow for sin, confess, and 
perform certain works to amend their lives (“make satisfaction” for 
Roman Catholics). The penitential system developed from the early 
Christian practice of counseling people after confession and Abso-
lution. For example, if a man stole a sheep, the pastor would coun-
sel him to return the sheep. 

Daily repentance: Lutherans teach that repentance is not an occasional 
action but should be part of daily Christian life and prayer. Worship 
usually begins with confession and Absolution. Lutherans expect 
people to repent before receiving the Lord’s Supper. 

Crisis repentance: For many Protestants, repentance is something done 
once or only occasionally, when one experiences a spiritual crisis. 

© 2009 Concordia Publishing House. Scripture: NIV®

SAMPLE



 13

During the religious revivals of the 1800s, many introduced the 
practice of an “altar call” by which people are encouraged to com-
mit or recommit their lives to Christ. 

Point to Remember 
“Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses as 

we forgive those who trespass against us.” Matthew 6:11–12 
 

To prepare for “Absolution ,” read  John 20:19–23. 
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Leader Guide 
Leaders, please note the different abilities of your class members. 

Some will easily find the many passages listed in this study. Others will 
struggle to find even the “easy” passages. To help everyone participate, 
team up members of the class. For example, if a question asks you to 
look up several passages, assign one passage to one group, the second to 
another, etc. Divide up the work! Let participants present the different 
answers they discover. 

Each topic is divided into 4 easy-to-use sections. 
Focus: key concepts that will be discovered.  
Inform: guides the participants into Scripture to uncover truth concern-

ing a doctrine. 
Connect: enables participants to apply that which is learned in Scripture 

to their lives and provide them an opportunity to formulate and arti-
culate a defense of a key doctrine. 

Vision: provided participants with practical suggestions for extending the 
theme of the lesson out of the classroom and into the world. 
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Repent! 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, par-

ticipants will describe repentance and confession according to Scripture 
and the Lutheran Confessions; recognize their need for frequent confes-
sion and Absolution; and rejoice that God not only hears our confession 
of sin, but graciously promises to forgive us through Christ. 

Opening Worship  
Hymn 234 in Lutheran Worship (TLH 318) highlights the theme of 

repentance and confession, while prayerfully asking, for the sake of Je-
sus, that God be merciful to the sinner. Likewise, the prayer of confes-
sion under rubric 2 of the Service of Corporate Confession and Absolu-
tion (LW, p. 308) is well suited for opening worship. 

Alternatively, the invocation, confession, and Absolution that opens 
Divine Service II (LW, p. 158) may provide a familiar beginning to this 
session and those following. 

Focus 
1. Read aloud or ask a participant to read aloud the opening para-

graphs. Spend time discussing why the admission of guilt or wrongdoing 
is difficult and so often avoided. Answers may include feelings of pride, 
fear, or shame. Such feelings not only discourage us from admitting our 
faults to others; they can at times prevent us from honestly confessing 
our sin before God. 

Have a participant read aloud Genesis 2:25 and Genesis 2:8–11. 
Briefly discuss the significant fact found here: that feelings of pride, fear, 
and shame not only prevent us from confessing our sins; they are them-
selves a result of sin and the sinfulness we have inherited from our first 
parents. 
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Living Repentance (Inform) 
2. John’s central message can be summarized with the imperative 

“Repent!” As he prepared the way for the Lord, John preached repen-
tance (v. 3), baptized for repentance (v. 11), and exhorted his audience to 
produce fruit in keeping with repentance (v. 8). Anticipating Jesus’ dec-
laration that the Son of Man did “not come to call the righteous, but sin-
ners,” John’s ministry impressed upon people that they were indeed sin-
ners and in need of repentance. Those who did not reject John’s message 
willingly, repented and confess their sins (v. 6). 

3. Jesus begins His ministry with the theme previously proclaimed 
by John.  Jesus urges His hearers to “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
is near.” Even more pointedly, Jesus declares that those who do not re-
pent will perish. Without mincing words Jesus declares that repentance is 
a matter of life or death, a matter of heaven or hell! Or, put another way, 
repentance is a matter of Law and Gospel. Those who ignore the Law’s 
call to repent will suffer the full penalty of the Law’s condemnation. 
Those hearing the call to repent, however, find refuge from its accusation 
and condemnation in the Gospel’s promise of forgiveness. 

4. The opening chapters of Paul’s letter to the church at Rome build 
one of Scripture’s most damning arguments. Paul’s discussion of man’s 
sinfulness culminates in chapter three, where he concludes on the basis 
of many Old Testament passages that, without exception, all people are 
sinful. “There is no one righteous” (v. 10), “all have turned away” (v. 
12), “there is no one who does good” (v. 12). He further explains that we 
are in no position to change our sinful status. Attempts to “do good” or to 
follow the law are of no avail. On the contrary, Paul explains that   
“through the Law we become conscious of sin” (v. 20). Why is repen-
tance such a pressing need? When we see that we have broken God’s 
Law and we cannot make amends, repentance and God’s mercy are our 
only refuge. 

5. Though Scripture often emphasizes human sinfulness and de-
mands repentance, it also assures us that those who confess their sin find 
mercy. The words of the apostle John, which find familiar expression in 
the church’s liturgy, are especially comforting: “If we confess our sin, 
He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness.”  

6. The Psalms make clear that people not only commit actual sins, 
but they are also burdened with the guilt of original sin. David confesses 
in Psalm 51 that, being sinful from conception, his sin is always before 
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him. He also acknowledges in Psalm 19 that man’s sinfulness is so great 
that many faults must remain hidden and indiscernible. That is, they re-
main hidden to those whose faults they are; God is of course aware of all 
of our transgressions.  

7. Just as Scripture notes different forms and forums for the confes-
sion of sin, Luther’s Small Catechism distinguishes between confession 
made before God and before one’s pastor. In Psalm 32 David sings, “I 
will confess my transgressions to the LORD.” The apostle James exhorts, 
“confess your sins to each other” (5:16). And Luke records that many in 
the city of Ephesus confessed their sin openly and publicly before the 
church. God has not limited our opportunities for confession to particular 
times, places, or people. 

Welcome Relief (Connect) 
8. Some feel that confession provides relief because it allows us to 

“get things off our chest.” While this reason is understandable, we must 
also recognize that unless someone else bears our sin, we are not rid of it! 
The Gospel proclaims that our sin has in fact been placed on someone 
else: Christ, who conquered sin on the cross. Knowing that Christ has 
borne our sins emboldens us to confess our faults. Confession provides 
welcome relief because with it comes Absolution—complete forgiveness. 
See the Large Catechism Art. 6.30. 

9. As we come to worship we enter the house of the almighty God. 
As we call on His name we also realize that we are, on the basis of our 
own merits, entirely unworthy to stand in His presence.  In fact the only 
thing we bring to God in worship is our sin. With such a realization 
comes the desire to confess our sin and hear God’s reassuring word of 
Absolution. We desire to hear that He Himself does wants for us as His 
forgiven children to worship in His presence.  If the Divine Service in-
cludes the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, we will also take seriously 
St. Paul’s admonition to examine ourselves before communing (1 Corin-
thians 11:28). Part of this examination will include recognizing and re-
penting of our sin. 

Facing the Mirror (Vision) 
10. Though few will go to church or seek their pastor daily for con-

fession and Absolution, cultivate the habit of confession before God as 
part of your private devotion and prayer. One simple way of doing this 
includes reflecting on the Ten Commandments and their catechetical ex-
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planations. Likewise, recitation of the Lord’s Prayer includes asking that 
God “forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.” 

11. Our thanksgiving for forgiveness takes place as we remember 
the forgiveness Jesus won for us on the cross. In our Baptism, God 
washed away all guilt and punishment due for our transgressions. As for-
giveness in the name of the Triune God covers all sin, we also daily re-
member our Baptism and daily live our lives in the righteousness and 
purity God has granted. For this reason Luther’s Small Catechism encou-
rages Christians to make the sign of the holy cross and say, “In the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” at morning and even-
ing prayer (pp. 30—31, CPH, 1991). These words and sign remind us of 
our Baptism—the forgiveness and new life God gave us there. For this 
we offer our humble thanks and praise to God. 
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