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Introduction 
The Story of Luther’s Catechisms 

In 1517 Martin Luther posted his Ninety-five Theses on the door of the Castle Church in 
Wittenberg. By 1528 the Evangelical churches in Saxony and other parts of Germany had 
achieved some sort of external stability. But because of lazy and uneducated clergy and careless 
and uninformed people, the conditions of the congregations were pitiful. After a visit to the 
congregations in the fall of 1528, during which the spiritual ignorance and need of the churches 
became painfully clear, Luther determined to correct this situation by the preparation of two 
catechisms, the Large Catechism and the Small Catechism. 

Luther’s concern about the careless manner in which the pastors taught their congregations 
was expressed in rather strong language in his preface to the Large Catechism. 

For sadly we see that many pastors and preachers are very negligent in this matter and slight 
both their office and this teaching. Some . . . because of great and high art . . . others . . . 
from sheer laziness and care for their bellies. . . . 
Oh, they are completely shameful gluttons and servants of their own bellies. They are more fit to be 
swineherds and dog tenders than caretakers of souls and pastors. (Concordia, p. 377) 

Although both catechisms were published in 1529, they are not identical, nor is the Small 
Catechism a condensation of the Large Catechism. The Small Catechism was designed for 
individual use by pastors and laypersons alike or for use in homes for the instruction of children, 
while the Large Catechism was intended to assist pastors in their task of teaching the chief parts 
of Christian doctrine. For that reason the Large Catechism is longer, more theological, and more 
polemical. The content is basically a revision of Luther’s own series of sermons on the chief 
parts of the Christian faith. 

Using This Guide 
Each of these study guides on the Lutheran Confessions has thirteen sessions that are 

divided into four easy-to-use sections. 
Focus—Section 1 focuses the participant’s attention on the key concept that will be 

discovered in the session. 
Inform—Section 2 explores a portion of the Confessions and questions that help the 

participant study the text. 
Connect—Section 3 helps the participant apply the doctrine to his or her life. 
Vision—Section 4 provides the participant with practical suggestions for taking the theme 

of the lesson out of the classroom and into the world. 
May God bless the study of His truth, as we celebrate His grace to us through Jesus, our 

Lord. By the power of the Holy Spirit, may we focus again on the rich heritage that is ours as the 
people of God in Christ. 
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Session 1 

The Lord Alone Is God 
The First Commandment and Close of the Commandments 

Law/Gospel Focus 
God commands us to “fear, love, and trust” Him in all life’s circumstances. Because of our 

sinful, self-centered nature, we create our own gods and put our faith in our idols. Yet God in 
Christ forgives us. By the Spirit’s power God brings us to cling to Christ for every blessing. 

Opening Worship 
Read responsively the following litany based on Psalm 46. 

Leader: God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 

Participants: Therefore we will not fear though the earth gives way, though the mountains 
be moved into the heart of the sea, 

Leader: Though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains quake with its swelling. 

Participants: There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation 
of the Most High. 

Leader: God is in the midst of her, she shall not be moved; God will help her when morning 
dawns. 

Participants: The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress. 

God Is . . . 
Who is God? Who or what is my god? Many people today are asking these questions. Their 

answers, however, vary as men and women explore different religious traditions and forge their 
own blend of beliefs and practices. 

In the catechisms, Luther answers, on the basis of the Holy Scriptures, the fundamental 
question, “Who is my God?” 

1. In what ways is the renewed interest in religion and spirituality a positive factor in 
today’s society? In what ways is it a negative? 

 
 
 
2. What evidence of a “blended spirituality” do you see in American religions today? 
 
 
 

SAMPLE



Reproducible by purchaser only. © 2006 Concordia Publishing House. Scripture: ESV® 
  

6

3. In what ways do people look at “religion” as a do-it-yourself project? 
 
 
 
 

No Other Gods 

The Small Catechism 
The First Commandment 

You shall have no other gods. 
What does this mean? We should fear, love, and trust in God above all things. 

The Close of the Commandments 
What does God say about all these commandments? He says: “I the LORD your God am a 
jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth 
generation of those who hate Me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who 
love Me and keep My commandments.” (Exodus 20:5–6) 
What does this mean? God threatens to punish all who sin against these commandments. 
Therefore, we should fear His wrath and not act contrary to these commandments. But He 
promises grace and every blessing to all who keep these commandments. Therefore, we 
should also love and trust in Him and gladly do what He commands. 

The Large Catechism 
The First Commandment 

You shall have Me alone as your God. What is the meaning of this, and how is it to be 
understood? What does it mean to have a god? Or, what is God? 
Answer: A god means that from which we are to expect all good and in which we are to 
take refuge in all distress. So, to have a God is nothing other than trusting and believing 
Him with the heart. 
. . . The confidence and faith of the heart alone make both God and an idol. If your faith 
and trust is right, then your god is also true. On the other hand, if your trust is false and 
wrong, then you do not have the true God. For these two belong together, faith and God 
(Hebrews 11:6). Now, I say that whatever you set your heart on and put your trust in is 
truly your god. 
The purpose of this commandment is to require true faith and trust of the heart, which 
settles upon the only true God and clings to Him alone. It is like saying, “See to it that you 
let Me alone be your God, and never seek another.” (LC I 1–4) 
So you can easily understand what and how much this commandment requires. A person’s 
entire heart and all his confidence must be placed in God alone and in no one else. (LC I 
13) 
For [idolatry] happens not merely by erecting an image and worshiping it, but rather it 
happens in the heart. For the heart stands gaping at something else. It seeks help and 
consolation from creatures, saints, or devils. It neither cares for God, nor looks to Him for 
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anything better than to believe that He is willing to help. The heart does not believe that 
whatever good it experiences comes from God (James 1:17). (LC I 21) 

The Close of the Commandments 
Therefore, let everyone seriously take this passage to heart, lest it be regarded as though a 
man had spoken it. For you it is a question of eternal blessing, happiness, and salvation, or 
of eternal wrath, misery, and woe. What more would you have or desire than God so 
kindly promising to be yours with every blessing and to protect and help you in all need? 
But unfortunately, here is the failure: the world believes none of this, nor regards it as 
God’s Word. (LC I 41–42) 

Discussing the Texts 
4. Describe, as completely as possible, what God commands by the following words: 
Fear: 
 
 
Love: 
 
 
Trust: 
 
 
5. Underline the words in the sections from the Small and Large Catechisms that point to 

God’s absolute claim on His creatures. 
 
 
 
 
6. What, according to Luther, does it mean to “have a god”? What does his definition reveal 

about our human condition? 
 
 
 
 
7. List the idols that human beings make in our world today. In what ways do we “worship” 

these gods? 
 
 
 
 
8. True faith and confidence, Luther notes, “clings” to God alone. Give examples of what it 

means to cling to God in life. 
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9. In what ways does the First Commandment address our inmost thoughts, attitudes, and 
concerns in life? 

 
 
 
 
10. Tell how the First Commandment incorporates all other commandments. 
 
 
 
 
11. Relate Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection for us to the meaning of the Close of the 

Commandments. 
 
 
 
 

This Merciful God 
The Ten Commandments confront us with God’s will and our failures. We have no power 

to place God first in our lives. We have no strength or inclination to cling to God and never seek 
another Lord. Yet God in His mercy redeems us from slavery to our idols through Jesus Christ. 
Baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection, we are freed from the guilt of our idolatry and 
disobedience. 

The Large Catechism 
The First Commandment 

Let the following point be made to the simple; then they may well note and remember the 
meaning of this commandment: We are to trust in God alone and look to Him and expect 
from Him nothing but good, as from one who gives us body, life, food, drink, nourishment, 
health, protection, peace, and all necessaries of both temporal and eternal things. He also 
preserves us from misfortune. And if any evil befall us, He delivers and rescues us. . . . 
Let everyone, then, see to it that he values this commandment great and high above all 
things. Do not regard it as a joke! Ask and examine your heart diligently (2 Corinthians 
13:5), and you will find out whether it clings to God alone or not. If you have a heart that 
can expect of Him nothing but what is good—especially in need and distress—and a heart 
that also renounces and forsakes everything that is not God, then you have the only true 
God. (LC I 24, 28) 

The Close of the Commandments 
But as terrible as these threatenings are, so much more powerful is the consolation in the 
promise. For those who cling to God alone should be sure that He will show them mercy. 
In other words, He will show them pure goodness and blessing, not only for themselves, 
but also to their children and their children’s children, even to the thousandth generation 
and beyond that. This ought certainly to move and impel us to risk our hearts in all 
confidence with God (Hebrews 4:16; 10:19–23), if we wish all temporal and eternal good. 
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For the supreme Majesty makes such outstanding offers and presents such heartfelt 
encouragements and such rich promises. (LC I 39–40) 

12. Describe what it means to “cling,” as a redeemed child of God, to Christ alone for every 
good. 

 
 
 
 
13. Tell how God demonstrated His grace to be “more powerful” than the threats and curses 

of the Law? 
 
 
 
 
14. In the Gospel, how does God make “such outstanding offers” and present “such heartfelt 

encouragements and such rich promises” in your life? 
 
 
 
 
15. Look at Luther’s list of blessings from God. What are you most thankful for today? 
 
 
 
 
16. In your words, complete the sentences below. 
To love God through Christ means 
 
 
To trust God through Christ means 
 
 

Fear, Love, and Trust 

Personal Reflection 
• Select a chapter from the Gospels or New Testament Letters. Read the text carefully for 

God’s Law and Gospel. On a sheet of paper, write the threats and curses of the Law. Then 
write the Gospel promise that solves our human need and gives comfort to God’s people in 
Christ. 

• Watch the nightly news or a news-magazine program for evidence of false gods and idolatry 
in our world. Reflect on how the Gospel offers forgiveness for human sinfulness and strength 
to serve God in genuine “fear, love, and trust.” 

• Reflect on how God has blessed you through the lives of others who love God and live 
according to His commandments. 
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Family Connection 
• Have each family member bring to the table or family room an object or picture of something 

important in their lives. Ask God’s blessing and guidance on your stewardship of His gifts. 
• Buy a houseplant or plant a tree in your yard as a symbol of God’s goodness to your family. 

As possible, encourage each person to help to care for it. Thank God for His blessings of 
creation and life. 

• Ask family members to look around your home for evidence that you love God. 

Closing Worship 
Sing or read aloud these stanzas from “Holy, Holy, Holy” (LW 168). 

Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty! 
Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee. 
Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty! 
God in three Persons, blessed Trinity! 

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty! 
All Thy works shall praise Thy name in earth and sky and sea. 
Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty! 
God in three Persons, blessed Trinity! 

For Next Week 
Read the Second and Third Commandments with explanations. 
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