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Dear Reader!

You have before you one of the greatest resources for Christian faith and living ever 
produced by The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod. The text of Martin Luther’s Large 
Catechism, written by Luther prior to his Small Catechism after following a comprehen-
sive visitation of the parishes and pastors of Electoral Saxony, is a literary and theologi-
cal treasure for all matters of the apostolic faith. This volume puts the Large Catechism 
front and center, for full view, a section of our precious Book of Concord that often 
seems tucked away, unread, rarely receiving the attention it deserves.

Luther’s Large Catechism: With Annotations and Contemporary Applications pro-
vides thoughtful introductions to the various sections of the catechism (which follows 
the topical order of the Small Catechism), as well as detailed commentary not unlike 
The Lutheran Study Bible. Do you ever wonder what a specific text in Luther’s cate-
chism means? It’s all here. As in The Lutheran Study Bible, you will also find many 
(some eighty!) wonderful, brief excursive essays on all matters of Christian teaching, 
informed by the pulsating and blessed Gospel of the free forgiveness of Christ’s sub-
stitutionary death on the cross and the delivery of its benefits of forgiveness, life, and 
salvation in the Church’s means of grace. The essays are prompted by Luther’s ever 
creative, orthodox, and fertile text, and, at the same time, they deal with the most con-
temporary and pressing issues in the life of the church today. These essays, along with 
the annotated text, will provide endless opportunity for personal study and enrichment, 
growth and deep understanding of Christ and His Word of life.

Thank you, Concordia Publishing House! Thank you, Chairman Larry Rast and all 
the members of the Commission on Theology and Church Relations! Thank you, Joel 
Lehenbauer and Rick Serina. Thank you, Larry Vogel and John Pless for serving as 
general editors! Thank you, in memoriam Paul T. McCain, whom the Lord used to 
advance this project at Concordia Publishing House. Paul’s unending love for God’s 
Word and Luther’s pure teaching caused him to spend much of his life getting the trea-
sured texts of the Lutheran faith into the hands of readers around the globe. Finally, 
thank you to all the contributors, men and women from diverse places and races, schol-
ars, pastors, teachers, and practitioners of the biblical, Lutheran faith. If we had but this 
volume alone, in addition to our precious inerrant Scriptures and the Book of Concord, 
we’d have reason to fall on our faces before God and sing a grateful Te Deum.

Luther writes in the preface of the Large Catechism:

Therefore, I again beg all Christians—especially pastors and preach-
ers—not to think of themselves as doctors too soon and imagine that 
they know everything. (For imagination, like unshrunk cloth, will fall 



xvi

Luther’s Large Catechism

far short of the measure.) Instead, they should daily exercise themselves 
well in these studies and constantly use them. Furthermore, they should 
guard with all care and diligence against the poisonous infection of con-
tentment and vain imagination, but steadily keep on reading, teaching, 
learning, pondering, and meditating on the catechism. And they should 
not stop until they have tested and are sure that they have taught the 
devil to death, and have become more learned than God Himself and 
all His saints.

If they show such diligence, then I will promise them—and they shall 
also see—what fruit they will receive, and what excellent people God 
will make of them. So in due time they themselves will admit that the 
longer and the more they study the catechism, the less they know of it 
and the more they will find to learn. Only then, as hungry and thirsty 
men, will they truly relish what now they cannot stand because of great 
abundance and contentment. To this end may God grant His grace! 
Amen. [Longer Preface 19–20]

Epiphany 3, 2022 
Matthew C. Harrison 

Assistant Pastor, Village Lutheran Church, Ladue, Missouri 
President, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod
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General Introduction

John T. Pless and Larry M. Vogel

In his 2013 President’s Report, President Matthew C. Harrison urged the LCMS 
convention to strengthen its catechesis, especially for adults. 2013 Convention 
Resolution 3-13A addressed catechesis broadly, resolving that the CTCR, in concur-
rence with the Office of the President, revise the “synodical catechism”—An Explanation 
of the Small Catechism. The same resolution also asked that a “catechetical compendium 
for adults” be prepared “which would be more comprehensive and apologetic in scope.”1 
Luther’s Small Catechism with Explanation was published in 2017.

Even as field testing was underway for the Small Catechism with explanation, the 
2016 LCMS Convention adopted Resolution 5-12 on the use of Luther’s catechisms. 
In addition to addressing the Small Catechism and its explanation, the resolution 
returned to the idea of a more comprehensive catechetical resource for adults. It gave 
the CTCR, in concurrence with the Synod’s president and seminaries, the task to 
“explore the creation of an annotated and expanded edition of the Large Catechism.”2

Consistent with these resolutions of the LCMS, we are overjoyed to introduce 
Luther’s Large Catechism: With Annotations and Contemporary Applications. This 
book is intended to fulfill the Synod’s request for a “catechetical compendium for 
adults” that seeks to be both “comprehensive and apologetic.” As we make our way 
through the twenty-first century, it is important for Christians to be well-grounded in 
their beliefs. Our Lord Jesus requires nothing less of us when He commissions His 
followers to “make disciples” of the nations, and then summarizes how to do that by 
saying “baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded” (Matthew 28:19–20). Baptize 
and teach—that is what it is to make disciples. That is the whole purpose of catechesis: 
teaching the baptized what the life of faith in Christ is all about. That was Luther’s 
goal. That must be our goal today.

Luther’s Large Catechism itself, together with the annotations and essays that 
follow, seeks to teach the baptized. This is not a book primarily for pastors, though we 
hope it will be a helpful resource for all called church workers, including pastors. This 
is for the whole church—for the ordinary layperson who wants to grow deeper in faith 

1 2013 Convention Proceedings of the 65th Regular Convention of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod (St. Louis: LCMS, 2013), 123.

2 2016 Convention Proceedings of the 66th Regular Convention of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod (St. Louis: LCMS, 2016), 161.
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and understanding and be able to give “a reason for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15). 
It is the goal of this book both to edify or build up readers with a deeper understanding 
of God’s Word and to equip them with knowledge so they can respond to challenges to 
the confession of the Lord’s truth in our culture.

Luther’s Large Catechism: With Annotations and Contemporary Applications 
opens with introductory essays about catechetics and the Large Catechism in particu-
lar, including a look at how the Large Catechism is used in Africa, Asia, Europe, North 
America, and South America. Following this introduction, the book is arranged accord-
ing to the Six Chief Parts of Christian doctrine: the Ten Commandments, the Apostles’ 
Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, Holy Baptism, the Sacrament of the Altar, and Confession. 
After an introduction, the text of Luther’s Large Catechism for that chief part is pre-
sented with annotations. The annotations provide Scripture references, background 
information, and explanations of how Luther’s words continue to apply to us today. 
Following the presentation of Luther’s text, an Appendix offers brief essays that unfold 
contemporary points of conversation, application, and apologetics. The essays will 
help readers apply Luther’s words from five hundred years ago to the present as we 
seek to live as faithful Christians. At various points in the margin of Luther’s text, this 
symbol • will appear, indicating that there is an essay that provides further consider-
ation or application of a point Luther is making. The icon will repeat in the annotation 
associated with that point on that same page to identify the essay (or essays) in ques-
tion. Finally, for those who want to dig even deeper, each chief part and essay con-
cludes with suggestions “For Further Reading and Study.”

Luther’s Large Catechism was published in 1529. Some may ask why so many dif-
ferent authors have given so much time and attention to a document that is nearly five 
hundred years old. On the one hand, we do so because it is one of the writings that 
Lutherans use to confess and explain our beliefs. The Large Catechism deserves our 
equal attention together with all the other writings in the Book of Concord: the three 
great ecumenical creeds, the Augsburg Confession, the Apology of the Augsburg 
Confession, the Smalcald Articles with the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the 
Pope, the Small Catechism, and the Formula of Concord (both its Epitome and Solid 
Declaration). In one sense, all these writings stand on the same level and are all deserving 
of close attention as authoritative interpretations of the Bible; that is, they speak back to 
God what He has said to us in His Word.3 As a result, every Lutheran pastor in our 

3 The Greek word for confess (homologeo) literally means “to say the same thing.” The Lutheran 
church is a confessional church. That means that Christian doctrine, drawn from the Word of 
God, can be expressed in clear statements of the faith. We recognize the Book of Concord as a 
confession of the church because it is in agreement with Holy Scripture. Among other things, 
that means we do not hold to the Confessions simply as historical heirlooms, but as true exposi-
tions of the Scriptures, having abiding validity in the church today.
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fellowship is conscience-bound by his solemn promise to know these writings (including 
the Large Catechism) and to preach and teach according to every one of them.4

On the other hand, however, in the day-to-day life of the Lutheran church the writ-
ings of the Book of Concord are not all on the same level. The Apostles’ and Nicene 
Creeds are, for most of us, so ingrained that we know them by heart and, more import-
ant, take them to heart. Our voices unite to confess them before God and one another 
in the services of God’s house, in devotions at home, and in our personal life of prayer.

The words of the Small Catechism are second only to the creeds in the daily lives 
of countless Lutherans. Through the catechization of children and adults these words 
also have been committed to the mind and heart. That was as Luther intended when he 
published his Small Catechism. In his Preface, Luther laid out three steps for learning 
the basics of Christian faith and life. First, he wanted people to learn by heart the words 
of each chief part—the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, Baptism, 
Confession, and the Lord’s Supper—and, second, to learn what the words mean. That 
is all the Small Catechism does as it goes point by point through each of the chief parts, 
giving the words and a brief explanation. But Luther’s Preface then suggested a third 
step: “In the third place, after you have taught them this short catechism, then take up 
the Large Catechism and give them also a richer and fuller knowledge.”5

Our goal is to invite readers to explore the Large Catechism in a way that builds on 
the creeds and Small Catechism to “give them also a richer and fuller knowledge.”

It is good to remember that Luther didn’t invent “the catechism.” For centuries 
Christians had used catechisms to teach the basic Christian beliefs. Neither was Luther 
the first Christian teacher to focus his catechism on the three key texts of the Creed, the 
Lord’s Prayer, and the Commandments. But Luther did make one highly significant 
innovation. Charles Arand comments on this in his Introduction to the Apostles’ Creed, 
noting that Luther changed the order from Creed—Lord’s Prayer—Ten Commandments 
to Ten Commandments—Creed—Lord’s Prayer, before then adding brief teachings on 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper together with Confession.6 Let Luther explain his rea-
soning for this important ordering:

It was not unintended in God’s particular ordering of things that a 
lowly Christian person who might be unable to read the Bible should 

4 When our pastors are ordained, they are asked to make this promise: “Do you promise that you 
will perform the duties of your office in accordance with these Confessions and that all your 
preaching and teaching and your administration of the Sacraments will be in conformity with 
Holy Scripture and with these Confessions?” (Lutheran Service Book: Agenda [St. Louis: 
Concordia, 2006], 166).

5 SC Preface 17 (LSCE17, Appendix, “Luther’s Preface”).
6 See pp. 297–300.
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nevertheless be obligated to learn and know the Ten Commandments, the 
Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer. Indeed, the total content of Scripture and 
preaching and everything a Christian needs to know is quite fully and 
adequately comprehended in these three items. They summarize every-
thing with such brevity and clarity that no one can complain or make any 
excuse that the things necessary for his salvation are too complicated or 
difficult for him to remember.

Then Luther explains how these three parts work together:

Three things a person must know in order to be saved. First, he must 
know what to do and what to leave undone. Second, when he realizes 
that he cannot measure up to what he should do or leave undone, he 
needs to know where to go to find the strength he requires. Third, he 
must know how to seek and obtain that strength. It is just like a sick 
person who first has to determine the nature of his sickness, then find 
out what to do or to leave undone. After that he has to know where to get 
the medicine which will help him do or leave undone what is right for a 
healthy person. Then he has to desire to search for this medicine and to 
obtain it or have it brought to him.7

A Word About “For Further reAding And Study”
We asked the author of each essay to suggest a few titles for further reading and 

study. In addition, we (the editors) added one or more titles to the list that may be of 
interest to readers. The lists are, of course, by no means exhaustive.

The annotations throughout the volume and the “For Further Reading and Study” 
lists include many reports of the CTCR. All of the CTCR reports are available online 
at www.lcms.org/ctcr. This link takes readers to the CTCR home page at the LCMS 
website. Scroll down and click on “Browse CTCR Documents” to access the entire 
library of reports and other CTCR documents, which are organized topically.

A Word About trAnSlAtionS

The English Standard Version of the Bible has been used for all Scripture quota-
tions in this book, unless otherwise noted. An index of Scripture references is provided 
for your convenience.

The Large Catechism is readily available both as a separate volume and, since 
1580, in its “home” as one of the writings that make up the Book of Concord. The 
English translation used for the Large Catechism text in this volume, as well as for 
almost all of the quotations from the Book of Concord throughout the essays, is from 

7 Personal Prayer Book (1522), AE 43:13–14.
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Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions: A Reader’s Edition of the Book of Concord 
(Concordia, 2006). The most recent academic translation into English is The Book of 
Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Fortress Press, 2000), 
edited by Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert. When referenced in this volume, it will 
be designated with the abbreviation K-W. In the presentation of the Large Catechism, 
text contained in braces (for example: “Some neglect the catechism because of great 
and high art ‹giving their mind, as they imagine, to much “higher” matters›” [Longer 
Pref 1]) indicates words that have been added from a later edition of the Large 
Catechism, such as the German text from 1580 or the Latin text from 1584.

Concordia Publishing House offers two editions of Luther’s Large Catechism as a 
single volume. One is F. Samuel Janzow’s translation Luther’s Large Catechism: A 
Contemporary Translation (1988), which includes more than 250 questions. The other 
is Luther’s Large Catechism with Study Questions (2010), which uses the same text 
you will find in this volume but with the addition of study questions by Paul T. McCain. 
Other editions include Luther’s Large Catechism: Anniversary Translation by 
Friedemann Hebart (Lutheran Publishing House, 1983) and Luther’s Large Catechism 
translated by John Nicholas Lenker (Augsburg, 1935, 1967). A valuable feature of 
Lenker’s translation is the appendix of additional writings of Luther included after 
each of the chief parts.

AcknoWledgmentS

We owe an enormous debt of gratitude to the many people who faithfully devoted 
time, prayerful attention, scholarship, and hard work to make this volume possible. The 
number of individuals—scholars, pastors, and laypeople from around the world—is too 
great for us to name them all here. You will find the name of the author or the annotator 
indicated at the start of each catechism section and each essay. In addition to these 
authors, however, we cannot neglect to thank Sandra Geis from the CTCR office, who 
devoted countless hours to organizing, formatting, and proofreading documents, as well 
as giving careful attention to myriad administrative details. We must also express our 
gratitude, in memoriam, for the Rev. Dr. Herbert C. Mueller Jr., who was a champion of 
this project while still serving as first vice president of the LCMS, and then contributed 
an essay on the resurrection of the body shortly before his death in 2020. This volume 
presents a level of collaboration that beautifully illustrates Scripture’s assurance that 
there are “varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:4).

We pray that these pages may be for you a treasure trove of sound words as you, like 
Timothy, “follow the pattern of sound words that you have heard” (2 Timothy 1:13).

John T. Pless and Larry M. Vogel 
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What Is Catechism?

Gerhard H. Bode

When Martin Luther first published his Large Catechism (Deudsch Catechismus)1 
in April 1529, he was producing a handbook intended for pastors and preachers. He 
applied the name “catechism” to the work not chiefly because it was a book, but 
because of what the book contained, namely, instruction in the basic teachings of the 
Christian faith and life. That the word “catechism” should be used to designate this 
kind of teaching was nothing new.

The word “catechism” is derived from the Latin verb catechizare, meaning “to 
catechize” or “to instruct.” The Latin verb is related to the Greek word katechein, 
which refers to oral instruction. Forms of the latter verb are found in the New Testament 
(for example, Luke 1:4; Acts 18:25; Romans 2:8; 1 Corinthians 14:19; and Galatians 
6:6). In the early church, the word “catechism” meant either the process of teaching 
and learning the Christian faith or the doctrinal content of that instruction. While com-
municating the faith often came in the form of oral instruction—for example, in rudi-
mentary lessons or in preaching—it was also written down in texts. The first-century 
writing Didache, also called Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, was much like an early 
catechism.2 It was a handbook offering instruction in the Christian life and worship, as 
well as admonitions—warnings and encouragements. Teaching in North Africa, 
Augustine (354–430) used the Latin noun catechismus to designate a manual of ele-
mentary instruction in the Christian faith and life.3 Such manuals were used to train up 
youth and adults prior to Baptism.

The early church viewed baptismal catechesis as a process involving first the 
hearing of the message of God’s Word, then believing it, and then enlightened prayer 
and action. This understanding reflected Paul’s words in Romans 10:13–15: “For 
‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’ How then will they call on 
Him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in Him of whom 
they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? And 
how are they to preach unless they are sent?”

Early Christians believed that the Holy Spirit is involved in these three stages of 

1 Readers who know German may think that Deudsch is a misspelling of Deutsch. Rather, the 
word as spelled here is simply an earlier version of the modern German spelling.

2 Online at https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0714.htm.
3 De fide et operibus 12.19. See Augustine, On Faith and Works, ACW 48 (New York: Newman 

Press, 1988).
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hearing, believing, and praying. The Book of Acts recounts the first Christian mission 
and the working of the Spirit in this way. Right hearing of the Word of God affects the 
mind and the heart and is seen in the faith of the hearer and in their words (confession) 
and actions; they call to God in faithful prayer, hope in Him, love Him, and act accord-
ing to His will.

The threefold emphasis on catechesis through hearing, believing, and praying is a 
recurrent theme in Augustine’s teaching, and he followed this approach in his baptis-
mal catechesis. Faith is right knowledge but also a proper attitude in right worship, 
expressed in faith, hope, and love. He exposited the Apostles’ Creed to teach the object 
of faith, the triune God. He explained the Lord’s Prayer to teach about the object of 
hope, a God whose promises are anchored in Christ and in God’s love for us in Him. 
Finally, Augustine exposited the Gospel to teach the object of love, God Himself, and 
of one another in Him.4 Teaching the Christian faith, then, is for Augustine about 
getting the message of God’s Word right, but it is also about the right worship of God 
in faith, hope, and love. Hearing God’s Word and believing it moves a Christian to call 
upon God in faith, hope, and love. This process does not end in Baptism but is contin-
ued throughout the Christian life. There is a continual repetition of Scripture reading, 
confession of the Creed, prayer, and singing of hymns—all of which are part of the 
formation of faith, but all of which also lead to the formation of Christian doctrine and 
the confession of the Christian faith in the world. Hearing, believing, and praying are 
part of the formation of a Christian informed and formed by the catechism.

When infant Baptism became common practice, the understanding of catechism 
changed to involve not only the baptismal rite, with its tradition of the Creed and the 
Lord’s Prayer, as well as the exorcism, but also the pledge by parents and sponsors 
to train up the child in the Christian faith. Responsibility of teaching the faith after 
Baptism was also added to the church’s understanding of catechism and might 
employ the question-and-answer method of instruction.

During the Middle Ages, teaching the catechism came to include preparation for 
the sacrament of penance, and the young were taught contrition, confession of sins, 
and how to make satisfaction to God. For this reason, the Ten Commandments were 
added to the catechetical texts. As a way of teaching how to make satisfaction, many 
medieval catechism teachers included the Hail Mary in their instruction. Other cate-
chisms listed the seven deadly sins, the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, the seven 
works of mercy, the eight beatitudes, etc. The form of catechism comprised the oral 
teaching of the faith, the parts of the catechism in written texts, preaching on cat-
echetical themes, and the means to evaluate the knowledge of priests and other ser-
vants of the church.

4 Augustine, Handbook on Hope, Faith, and Love (Floyd, VA: SMK Books, 2012).
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The Reformation introduced a new understanding of the component parts of the 
catechism and the way they interrelated to instruct and form people in the Christian 
faith. In his catechisms, Luther retained the traditional teaching of the Creed and the 
Lord’s Prayer, as well as of the Ten Commandments. His view of the Law/Gospel 
dynamic was reflected in the structure of the catechism’s teaching. In his Personal 
Prayer Book (1522), Luther described the impact of God’s Word in the Decalog, Creed, 
and Lord’s Prayer as a salutary message for those suffering from the sickness of sin:

Three things a person must know in order to be saved. First, he must 
know what to do and what to leave undone. Second, when he realizes 
that he cannot measure up to what he should do or leave undone, he 
needs to know where to find the strength he requires. Third, he must 
know how to seek and obtain that strength. It is just like a sick person 
who first has to determine the nature of his sickness, then find out what 
to do or leave undone. After that he has to know where to get the medi-
cine which will help him do or leave undone what is right for a healthy 
person. Third, he has to desire to search for this medicine and to obtain 
or have it brought to him.

Thus the commandments teach man to recognize his sickness. . . . The 
Creed will teach and show him where to find the medicine—grace—
which will help him to become devout and keep the commandments. 
The Creed points them to God and his mercy, given and made plain to 
him in Christ. Finally, the Lord’s Prayer teaches all this, namely, through 
the fulfillment of God’s commandments everything will be given him. In 
these three are the essentials of the entire Bible.5

Later, Luther expanded his teaching of catechism to include treatments of Baptism, 
Confession, and the Lord’s Supper, which worked together with the first three parts to 
show how God, by means of His Word and Sacraments, works in daily life to bestow 
His love, forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation. Luther maintained that the Holy Spirit 
is at work in “such reading, repetition, and meditation” of the catechism, and “He 
bestows ever new and more light and devoutness.”6

Luther understood that the catechism shares the same object and claim as the 
Scriptures, as expressed in John 20:31: “These are written so that you may believe that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His 
name.” Luther described the catechism as “a short and brief summary of all the Holy 
Scriptures.”7 The Epitome of the Formula of Concord later called Luther’s Small and 

5 AE 43:13–14.
6 LC Longer Preface 9.
7 LC Longer Preface 18.
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Large Catechisms “ ‘the layman’s Bible [Laien Bibel ]’ because everything necessary 
for a Christian to know is included in them, which is handled more extensively in the 
Holy Scriptures.”8 Already in 1528, in his first series of catechetical sermons of that 
year, Luther called the catechism the “children’s sermon or Bible for the laypeople,”9 
understanding it as the instrument for bringing the biblical message to the laity.

Since the Middle Ages, parish clergy traditionally had served as teachers of the 
catechism to the laity. During the Reformation, teaching the catechism in various 
forms emerged as one of the primary tasks of Lutheran pastors. Indeed, both of Luther’s 
catechisms were intended for use by pastors. That Luther aimed his Small Catechism 
at parish clergy is evident from the title page: “Handbook: The Small Catechism for 
Ordinary Pastors and Preachers.”10 The Large Catechism, homiletical and devotional in 
nature, offered a more extensive exposition of the teaching for pastors and preachers. 
In both catechisms, Luther highlighted the basic teachings of the Scriptures and fur-
nished explanations of them. The purpose of the catechism is clear: that all people, 
young and old, should learn what the catechism teaches, “for in these three parts [Ten 
Commandments, Creed, and Lord’s Prayer], everything that we have in the Scriptures 
is included in short, plain, and simple terms.”11 Luther recommended that once the 
catechism lessons had been learned, people also should be taught psalms or hymns to 
“supplement and strengthen them,” suggesting that in this way a pastor will “lead the 
young into the Scriptures . . . and make progress in them daily.”12 The catechism intro-
duces people to the central teachings of the Christian faith and teaches them how to put 
this faith into practice in their daily lives.

The catechism remains one of the most important ways of training up people of all 
ages in what it means to be a baptized child of God. While serving as a means of cul-
tivating the Christian faith in congregations, homes, and schools, the catechism pres-
ents the teaching of the Scriptures in a simple way, shaping our understanding of who 
God is and who we are before God. The goal is always communicating the faith—the 
teaching of God’s Word—but also forming the way of life in accord with that Word. In 
this way, the catechism is passed down from generation to generation, informing and 
shaping believers as people of God—believers in Jesus—for a life of faithfulness 
before Him.

 8 FC Summary Content, Rule, and Norm 5.
 9 WA 30/1:27.
10 This was not to exclude the use of the Small Catechism in the home, as the headings to the chief 

parts indicate (“As the head of the family should teach . . .”).
11 LC Short Preface 18.
12 LC Short Preface 25.
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Martin Luther’s  
Approach to the Bible

Erik H. Herrmann

Martin Luther’s devotion to the Scriptures emerged during his life as a monk and 
flourished in his work as a reformer until the end of his days. As a monk, Luther’s piety 
was shaped by many of the traditional practices of monastic culture going back to the 
time of the earliest church fathers. Although there were harmful things about monastic 
life and “monkishness” that needed to be rejected, such as the compulsory vows and the 
self-righteousness,1 there were also beautiful things that Luther valued and wanted to 
pass on to all Christians. Much of what he loved had to do with his love for the Scriptures.

The central activity of monks and nuns was the routine reading and praying of the 
Bible, particularly the Psalter (the Book of Psalms), which was prayed weekly in its 
entirety. Through such daily and weekly rhythms, Luther came to know all of the 
psalms by heart, a treasure he would carry with him throughout his life. It is thus not 
surprising that his first set of lectures as a university professor was based on the Book 
of Psalms. In these lectures he would wrestle with what he found to be the central 
themes of the whole Bible—righteousness, forgiveness, faith, and repentance. Like 
others before him, he considered the whole of Scripture’s subject matter to be present 
and comprehended in the Psalms, especially the topic of faith: “What, indeed, is the 
entire Book of Psalms but thoughts and exercises upon the First Commandment?”2

Also like many in the monastic tradition, Luther could liken reading the Bible to a 
kind of holy eating—biting into a nut, sampling nectar, or tasting the honey from a 
honeycomb. The language of “tasting” indicates the spiritual nourishment that the 
Scriptures give—“taste and see that the Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8), and His Word is 
“sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb” (Psalm 19:10). Yet it also 
means that the interpretation of Scripture is not simple, quick, or easy; it requires 
“chewing” (ruminatio)! It is not enough merely to read the text (lectio); one needs 
prayer (oratio) and repetitive, fastidious study (meditatio). Monastic culture valued the 
careful attention to the Bible’s grammar (its way of speaking, its modus loquendi) and 
its personal, spiritual relevance (that is, not simply what the text means, but what it 
means “for me”).

1 See AC XXVII.
2 LC Longer Preface 18.
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The monastic tradition often thought that interpreting the Scriptures meant dis-
cerning some deeper spiritual meaning that lay hidden under the literal sense of the text 
(such as allegory). But Luther quickly found that the real difficulty lay not in finding 
hidden messages but in believing what was, in fact, plainly stated in the Scriptures. The 
Gospel was not hidden but found in clear passages that, when read according to their 
intention and context, assured the reader that the “righteousness of God” was the gift 
of Christ to the one who has faith (see Romans 3:22; 1 Corinthians 1:30), “the righ-
teous shall live by faith” (Habakkuk 2:4; Romans 1:16–17). Truly to believe such 
words—the “sweetest words” for Luther3—was the real spiritual meaning (and miracle 
of the Spirit’s work)! And because such words so often ran counter to intuition or expe-
rience, this was also the real test of faith, the ongoing trial of the Christian life (tentatio): 
“For where God’s Word is preached, accepted, or believed and produces fruit, there the 
holy cross cannot be missing.”4

Luther’s approach to the Bible was also shaped by the context of the University of 
Wittenberg and his obligations as a professor of theology. Traditionally, late medieval 
theological lectures were dominated by commentary on dogmatic textbooks and phi-
losophy, but Luther immediately turned the focus back to the Bible, beginning with 
lectures on the Psalms (1513–15), then Romans (1515–16), followed by Galatians 
(1516–17), and then Hebrews (1517–18). This means that his work as a reformer began 
well before he posted the Ninety-Five Theses in 1517. Yet for Luther the Scriptures not 
only belonged in the cloister and the classroom but also in churches, schools, and 
homes. Thus the centerpiece of Luther’s reforming work would be his translation of 
the Bible into the language of the common people.

Luther’s reforming work with the Scriptures was furthered by his association with 
the Renaissance humanists of northern Europe. These pious intellectuals and educators 
called for a return to the textual sources of the Christian religion (their slogan was Ad 
fontes!—“Back to the sources!”). They hoped for a renewal of theology and Christian 
piety by using the best scholarly tools to study Scripture, especially rhetoric, history, 
and the biblical languages of Greek and Hebrew.5 Luther’s eager adoption of such tools 
was animated by his firm conviction that it was through the grammar and rhetorical 
expression of the sacred authors that the Holy Spirit enlightened hearts and awakened 
faith: “The languages are the sheath in which this sword of the Spirit is contained; they 
are the casket in which this jewel is enshrined; they are the vessel in which this wine is 

3 See, e.g., Sermons on John 6–8 (1530–32), AE 23:248.
4 LC III 65.
5 For more on the Renaissance humanists and the Reformation, see Lewis W. Spitz, The 

Renaissance and Reformation Movements, rev. ed. (St. Louis: Concordia, 1987); Robert Rosin, 
“Luther on Education,” in The Pastoral Luther: Essays on Martin Luther’s Practical Theology, 
ed. Timothy J. Wengert (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 117–30.
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held.”6 Thus the Scriptures convey to us the very presence of God: “[The Spirit] is 
nowhere more present and more active than in the holy letters themselves, which He 
has written.”7

It is no surprise, then, that one of the most important things that Luther can say 
about the Scriptures is that they are the Word of God. They are not just the most 
ancient, authoritative texts of the Christian faith; they are more than a historical refer-
ence point for the church’s origin story. They are the viva vox, the “living voice” of 
God. They not only record what God said in the past, but they continue to be His 
present speech, God speaking and His address for today: “God’s Word is not like some 
other silly babbling, like the story about Dietrich of Berne, for example. But as St. Paul 
says in Romans 1:16, it is ‘the power of God.’ ”8

In this way Luther tends to distinguish himself from several other reformational 
approaches to the Bible then (and now). On the one hand, some theologians and 
reformers (those Luther would dub “enthusiasts” or “Schwärmer”) argued that one 
should seek after God or expect to find Him apart from His Word, preferring instead a 
direct experience or revelation from the Holy Spirit. While Luther did not deny God’s 
freedom to reveal Himself to us in any manner, he insisted that God promised to be 
present and active in His Word and not elsewhere. That promise, then, should not be 
despised but should give assurance and inspire in us trust and gratitude. “Although the 
work is done and the forgiveness of sins is secured by the cross, it cannot come to us 
in any other way than through the Word. . . . How do they know about it? Or how can 
they receive and make the forgiveness their own, unless they lay hold of and believe the 
Scriptures and the Gospel?”9

Other reformers shared Luther’s high view of Scripture but regarded the Bible as an 
exhaustively prescriptive text, pertinent for every aspect of private and public life. This 
approach could be observed especially among those who effected reforms in Switzerland 
and in southern Germany in the cities along the Rhine River (Ulrich Zwingli, Martin 
Bucer, Heinrich Bullinger, and, later, John Calvin). According to this perspective, all 
Christian teaching and practice must find explicit authorization from the Scriptures. 
(Today this may find expression as seeking after “biblical principles” for everything from 
dieting to finances and parenting.) What is commanded is required; what is not 

6 To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany (1524), AE 45:360.
7 Vindication of All the Articles of Luther (1520), WA 7:97.2–3 (AE 71). Cf. WA 12:413.32–34: 

“God is everywhere, but He is really to be found in the Holy Scriptures, in His Word, more than 
anywhere else.”

8 LC Longer Preface 11.
9 LC V 31.
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commanded is forbidden.10 Thus not only were various biblical commands treated with 
renewed obligation (such as the prohibition against images or forbidding work on the 
Sabbath), but debates ensued on matters over which the Scriptures were silent or appeared 
to have no explicit command (such as singing uninspired hymns or baptizing infants). 
Suspicion of all human tradition even extended into the political sphere with attempts to 
form a biblically determined society in places such as Zürich, Geneva, and Strassburg.

Luther’s assessment was more focused: “We do not condemn the doctrines of men 
just because they are the doctrines of men, for we would gladly put up with them. But 
we condemn them because they are contrary to the gospel and the Scriptures.”11 This 
subtle but significant difference underscores what lay at the center of Luther’s approach 
to the Bible. The chief purpose of Scripture was to disclose to us the heart of God 
revealed in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. “Was Christum treibet,” Luther famously wrote; 
that is, “Whatever urges on toward Christ,” this is the central theme and work of the 
Scriptures.12 Yet the evangelical intention of the Bible is diminished when its doctrine 
concerning godly conduct is treated in the same manner and with the same sense of 
urgency and weight as the biblical promise that “in Christ God was reconciling the 
world to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19).

Luther recognized that such homogenization of biblical doctrine was a fundamen-
tal confusion, a failure to distinguish between the two ways and words of God that run 
through the Scriptures: God’s command and promise, the Law and the Gospel. God’s 
Law is indeed the most salutary doctrine of life, telling us what to do and how we 
should live, yet it “makes no Christian. For God’s wrath and displeasure abide upon us 
still, because we cannot keep what God demands of us.”13 On the contrary, as the Law 
shines its bright light on what is righteous and holy, it exposes our deep moral and 
spiritual failings, our invincible obsession with ourselves, our misplaced faith, and our 
misdirected love. Even so, through this word of Law, God works for our good by 
tearing down our idols and destroying our self-satisfaction to make way for a very 
different word, one that raises us up and gives us life. This word, the Gospel, is unlike 
the Law in every way, for it does not deal with what we have done or left undone, but 
with God and “the deepest abyss of His fatherly heart and His pure, inexpressible love. 
He has created us for this very reason, that He might redeem and sanctify us. In addition 

10 For example: “The Church of Christ makes no laws or commandments without God’s Word. 
Hence all human traditions, which are called ecclesiastical commandments, are binding upon us 
only insofar as they are based on and commanded by God’s Word” (“The Ten Theses of Berne 
(1528),” in Reformed Confessions of the Sixteenth Century, ed. Arthur C. Cochrane [Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1966], 49).

11 Avoiding the Doctrines of Men (1522), AE 35:153.
12 See Preface to James and Jude (1522, 1546), AE 35:396.
13 LC II 68.
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to giving and imparting to us everything in heaven and upon earth, He has even given 
to us His Son and the Holy Spirit, who brings us to Himself.”14

For Luther, this distinction of Law and Gospel unlocks the mystery of God’s deal-
ings with His people throughout the story of Scripture. In every encounter—whether 
in the call of Abraham, Jacob’s midnight wrestling with God, Moses’ dying vision on 
Mount Nebo of the Promised Land, Gideon’s clash with the Midianites, Jonah’s days 
in the abyss of the great fish, Job accosted by the Deity in the whirlwind, Gabriel’s 
visitation to Zechariah the priest that stopped his voice and to the Virgin Mary which 
inspired her song—in all these things, God is made known as He who uproots and 
destroys, builds and plants, wounds in order to heal, kills in order to make alive. And 
so Christ is the crescendo and cornerstone of this mystery, whose dying destroys death 
and whose resurrection begins a new creation.

This distinction of Law and Gospel is thus not only the key to interpreting the 
Scriptures, but it is how the Scriptures interpret us.15 Luther structured the first three 
parts of the catechism to reflect this very thing: first, the teaching of the Law in the Ten 
Commandments, then the Gospel in the Creed, followed by the response of faith in the 
Lord’s Prayer. As with the Book of Psalms, Luther understood the catechism as a 
summary of the entire Bible: “For in these three parts, everything that we have in the 
Scriptures is included in short, plain, and simple terms.”16 As such, Luther exhorted all 
Christians to remain students of the catechism and the Scriptures, to “hold it sacred and 
gladly hear and learn it.”17

By the end of his life, Luther had lectured on nearly every book of the Bible for 
more than thirty years, preached more than 7,000 sermons (2,300 of which we still 
have), and prayed the entire Psalter weekly. Yet he never believed that he could exhaust 
the meaning or interpretation of the Bible. In his final written words, scribbled on a 
scrap of paper two days before he died, Luther reflected on a lifetime of reading the 
Scriptures and remarked that unless one had “ruled over the churches with the prophets 
for a hundred years,” one could hardly say that they have “tasted the Holy Scriptures 
sufficiently.” Instead, one can only marvel and with gratitude “bow before it” and 
“adore its every trace.”18

14 LC II 64.
15 LC I 101: “The Word is so effective that whenever it is seriously contemplated, heard, and used, 

it is bound never to be without fruit. It always awakens new understanding, pleasure, and devout-
ness and produces a pure heart and pure thoughts. For these words are not lazy or dead, but are 
creative, living words.”

16 LC Short Preface 18.
17 LSCE17, Third Commandment. See LC Longer Preface 7–11 and LSCE17, Question 50.
18 Table Talk no. 5677 (1546), AE 54:476.
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The Large Catechism as a Handbook 
for Prayer and Meditation

John T. Pless

Wilhelm Löhe (1808–72) observed that out of all the catechisms in Christendom, 
Luther’s Small Catechism alone could be prayed. Can this assertion be broadened to 
include also the Large Catechism? While texts of the Small Catechism can easily be 
transformed into petitions of supplication and thanksgiving, this is not the case with 
the Large Catechism. Luther’s poetic prose in the Small Catechism lends itself to 
prayer. In the Large Catechism, Luther’s exposition of the chief parts is much more 
didactic as he narrates the doctrinal content of these central Christian texts with a 
polemical edge that is lacking in the Small Catechism. Nonetheless, the Large 
Catechism still functions as a tool for prayer and meditation as Christians grow in the 
grace and knowledge of Christ Jesus.

Martin Luther’s catechisms both the small and the large were born in the pulpit. 
Heinrich Bornkamm (1901–77) describes the birth: “The Large Catechism is one of 
Luther’s greatest artistic achievements. From this initial work a second sprang forth, 
The Small Catechism. While the mastery of the larger work lies in the wealth and live-
liness of its articulating the faith, the beauty of the smaller work lies in the precision 
with which it made matters of faith luminous and memorable. Without the preparatory 
condensation of the catechetical sermons into The Large Catechism, there would have 
been no crystallization of the entire substance into The Small Catechism.”1 Not only 
were the catechisms derived from preaching, they would serve the hearers in providing 
an interpretative framework to understand the sermon and meditate on the commands 
and promises of God.

For Luther, meditation was not a turning inward but an exercise in listening to the 
external Word of God. In his Genesis lectures, he states: “Let him who wants to con-
template in the right way reflect on his Baptism; let him read his Bible, hear sermons, 
honor father and mother, and come to the aid of a brother in distress. But let him not 
shut himself up in a nook . . . and there entertain himself with his devotions and thus 
suppose that he is sitting in God’s bosom and has fellowship with God without Christ, 
without the Word, without the sacraments.”2 Meditation is never without the Word of 

1 Heinrich Bornkamm, Luther in Mid-Career: 1521–1530 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 
601.

2 Lectures on Genesis (1535–45), AE 3:275.



20

Luther’s Large Catechism

God. The Large Catechism is a tutor and guide for such meditation and the prayer that 
flows from it.

In his Longer Preface to the Large Catechism, Luther reminds his readers that 
when it comes to this meditation, he must remain like a child who is being taught the 
catechism: “Every morning—and whenever I have time—I read and say, word for 
word, the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, the Psalms, and such. I 
must still read and study them daily. Yet I cannot master the catechism as I wish.”3 In 
the same preface, Luther extols “the profit and fruit God’s Word produces,”4 and how 
the continual meditation on this Word is necessary so that we may be nourished in the 
faith and equipped to withstand satanic assault: “We not only need all this every day 
just as we need our daily bread, but we must also daily use it against the daily and 
unending attacks and lurking of the devil, the master of a thousand arts.”5 Our pro-
found neediness and God’s command should prompt us to meditate on God’s Word:

He solemnly commands us in Deuteronomy 6:6–8 that we should always 
meditate on His precepts, sitting, walking, standing, lying down, and 
rising. . . . Clearly He did not solemnly require and command this without 
a purpose. For He knows our danger and need, as well as the constant 
and furious assaults and temptations of devils. He wants to warn, equip, 
and preserve us against them, as with a good armor against the fiery darts 
and with good medicine against their evil infection and temptation.6

Oswald Bayer has observed that for Luther theology is not simply “faith seeking 
understanding” but “faith enduring attack.” In the Large Catechism, the reformer 
clearly recognizes that meditation on the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and the 
Lord’s Prayer are a necessity if faith is to be maintained against the assaults that we 
encounter each day from our sinful flesh, the world, and the devil.

Meditation on the First Commandment is foundational, for it anchors us in trust in 
God above all things. Those who do not fear, love, and trust in the living God meditate 
on Mammon and derive their security from its false promises: “Such a person has a god 
by the name of ‘Mammon’ (i.e., money and possessions), on which he sets all his 
heart.”7 Meditation on the First Commandment overlaps with meditation on the First 
Article as our hearts are set on God who alone is the Creator and Donor of all good 
things. Meditation on the First Commandment draws us out of carnal security and 

3 LC Longer Preface 7.
4 LC Longer Preface 12.
5 LC Longer Preface 13.
6 LC Longer Preface 14.
7 LC I 6.
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opens our eyes to all the blessings, both temporal and eternal, that the triune God has 
bestowed on us.

Luther understands the Third Commandment as speaking directly to such medita-
tion. The Sabbath Day does not make the Word of God holy. Rather, it is the other way 
around: the day is made holy by the Word of God. Regardless of the day on the calen-
dar, this commandment means “we should daily be engaged with God’s Word and 
carry it in our hearts and upon our lips. . . . We must especially teach the use of the Ten 
Commandments, the Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer, and so direct our whole life and 
being according to God’s Word.”8

The Large Catechism teaches meditation on God’s Word following the pattern of 
Psalm 1. We are not to grow dull or become self-satisfied with what we think we know:

Likewise, those fussy spirits are to be rebuked who, after they have heard 
a sermon or two, find hearing more sermons to be tedious and dull. They 
think that they know all that well enough and need no more instruction. 
For that is exactly the sin that was previously counted among mortal sins 
and is called akadia (i.e., apathy or satisfaction). This is a malignant, dan-
gerous plague with which the devil bewitches and deceives the hearts of 
many so that he may surprise us and secretly take God’s Word from us.9

Luther’s exposition of the three articles of the Creed may best be understood as a 
meditation on the Giver and the gifts:

Here we see that God gives Himself to us completely. He gives all that 
He has and is able to do in order to aid and direct us in keeping the Ten 
Commandments. The Father gives all creatures. The Son gives His entire 
work. And the Holy Spirit bestows all His gifts. . . . For as long as we live 
here, we shall daily have enough to do to preach and learn this.10

The Lord’s Prayer is the voice of faith speaking to God on the basis of His 
command and promise. In contrast, Luther scorns the “babbling and bawling in the 
churches” uttered out of hypocrisy and false belief.11 God’s promises—such as 
Psalm 50:15: “Call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you”—“ought to 
encourage and kindle our hearts to pray with pleasure and delight.”12 Luther’s treat-
ment of the Lord’s Prayer urges readers to meditate on the deep treasures that God 

 8 LC I 89.
 9 LC I 99.
10 LC II 69–70.
11 LC III 6–7.
12 LC III 20.
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invites His children to pray for in each petition. “Each is so great that it ought to drive 
us to keep praying the Lord’s Prayer all our lives.”13

Luther’s treatment of Baptism reveals that it is not a sacrament of initiation seen only 
in the rearview mirror. It is no mere “outward thing,” but God’s work.14 We meditate on 
what we value, and so we meditate on Baptism: “Here you see again how highly and 
preciously we should value Baptism, because in it we receive such an unspeakable trea-
sure.”15 The Christian life is a daily return to Baptism, occupying us for a lifetime.16

In Part 5, Luther urges his readers to make both a salutary and frequent use of the 
Sacrament of the Altar, inviting attention to the words Jesus used to institute this 
Supper of His body and blood. “Everyone who desires to be a Christian and go to this 
Sacrament should know them.”17

In summary, the Large Catechism unfolds and unpacks the chief parts of 
Christian doctrine that we may read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them. In this 
life, we are never finished with them; we are indeed to continue to grow into these 
texts as they strengthen us in faith and as they are weaponry for the war against the 
devil, who seeks to extinguish trust in our triune God. The Large Catechism is a 
practical application of Luther’s three rules: oratio (prayer), meditatio (meditation), 
and tentatio (spiritual attack).
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The Large Catechism in Africa

Moses Keya Okoyo

In a multiethnic and multireligious society such as Africa, where Christianity has 
been experiencing phenomenal growth, there is great need for strong catechetical prac-
tice for both pastors and preachers as well as for ordinary Christians. Christianity in 
Africa has three main categories of churches, namely, mainline1 or missionary churches, 
African Independent Churches or African Instituted Churches (AIC), and New 
Emerging Religious Movements (NERMS). The mainline churches were born out of 
the missionary efforts of mission organizations and denominations, mainly from 
Europe and North America, between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. The AIC 
were a result of schisms from mainline churches in the 1960s and 1970s. NERMS 
began to appear in the decade after the rise of the AIC, between 1980 and 1990. The 
majority of Christian groups in Africa today are representative of either African 
Instituted Churches or New Emerging Religious Movements.

Most if not all mainline churches use a catechism, or at least have material for 
instruction of new converts and members for their edification and encouragement in 
Christian life. Mainline churches include Lutheran, Roman Catholic, Seventh-day 
Adventist, and Pentecostal churches, among others. Some among the AIC have contin-
ued to use Christian teachings, a tradition they brought with them when they seceded 
from their respective mainline churches. Generally NERMS do not practice Christian 
catechetical instruction.

Luther’s Small Catechism has been used in the Lutheran churches for instructing 
new members and in confirmation classes. The Large Catechism came later, thanks to 
the Lutheran Heritage Foundation, which has been translating Lutheran teaching and 
devotional materials into various African languages.

The Lutheran churches in Africa, like other mainline churches, face challenges 
from other denominations regarding catechism teaching, but especially from the AIC 
and NERMS. The AIC seek to reform and renew mainline Christianity or to offer an 
alternative to the mainline churches brought by missionaries. Characteristic of the AIC 
is a desire for local leadership, freedom from colonialism, and promotion of African 

1 In this essay, the term “mainline” is used to refer to long-standing denominations such as Roman 
Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist, Anglican, Presbyterian, and others. It is not used in the North 
American context where it refers exclusively to theologically liberal Protestant denominations 
in contrast with Roman Catholics, Evangelicals, and other more theologically conservative 
church bodies.
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culture, which they claim has been eroded by mainline or missionary churches. An 
AIC may have orthodox Christian teaching that they bring from their respective mother 
church, but they may reflect also syncretistic tendencies because of traditional prac-
tices they want to observe alongside Christianity. This mixture of Christianity and 
African culture might affect both true Christian life and teaching. On the other hand, 
mainline churches may be tempted to incorporate African traditional practices into 
their worship life in response.

The case of NERMS is even more interesting when we talk about catechism teach-
ing. NERMS have no need for formal membership, requiring a person to belong to a 
church. What is important for NERMS is individual adherence to a particular Christian 
group or organization.2 Therefore, NERMS do not have catechetical instruction for 
their members. They present not only a pastoral challenge for the church but also a 
missiological problem and a challenge for churches that emphasize doctrinal, catechet-
ical teaching for their members. Many people like the easy way. NERMS are attracting 
many people since it is very easy for one to belong. Nevertheless, to respond to this 
problem it is better to emphasize teaching the catechism rather than to relax it.

Revival movements also present a pastoral challenge to the church. The first revival 
in Africa was the famous East African Revival in the 1930s.3 A revival happened in the 
Lutheran Church in Kenya in 1984. Similar things happened in other churches in 
Kenya, including the Roman Catholic Church and the Seventh-day Adventists. The 
Lutheran churches of Tanzania and Ethiopia have also experienced revivals in the form 
of charismatic movements.

God gives gifts to His Church. On the one hand, revival movements have often 
resulted in increased conversions and the revitalization of church life as believers 
employ genuine spiritual gifts. On the other hand, a revival movement may create con-
fusion or disorder. This was the case in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Kenya. In 
response, pastors and preachers renewed their teaching of Luther’s catechism and 
sound worship practices, and a healthy church life was restored.

The Large Catechism will continue to offer hope to Africa and the socioeconomic 
problems it faces. We cannot talk about the church in Africa and catechism teaching 
without talking about such problems. These include war, famine, starvation, disease, 
poverty, and corruption. Philanthropic aid will offer material help. And, of course, the 
church is called to participate in genuine works of mercy that address human suffering. 
But the most important need is that people should see God even in their suffering and 

2 Aylward Shorter and Joseph N. Njiru, New Religious Movements in Africa (Nairobi: Paulines 
Publications, 2001), 19.

3 On the East African Revival, see Kevin Ward and Emma Wild-Wood, eds., The East African 
Revival: History and Legacies (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).
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neediness. This does not mean quick-fix solutions as some churches proclaim, promis-
ing prosperity and wellness. Rather, the church is called to teach the truth of God’s 
Word and to invite people to trust in His promises. All this requires faithful study of the 
Bible and Christian teaching. The Word of God and salvation is for all people in all 
contexts. Reading the Bible and the catechisms will bring genuine hope and encour-
agement to the church in Africa.

While God wants His church to grow, some denominations may be overly aggres-
sive and manipulative by using whatever means to lure people into their church. Jesus 
commanded the Church to teach and baptize (Matthew 28:19–20). In response to this, 
we would faithfully teach the catechism. The most effective way to prevent sheep 
stealing or defection is to ground our members in the teaching of God’s Word. For this 
the Large Catechism is an excellent tool to use. By reading it Christians will be encour-
aged in their call to lead a godly life and to serve God in His Church, the place where 
Jesus our Lord is present to give us His means of grace.

It is feared that African traditional religion could remain a challenge for the church 
in Africa. A renowned African writer on religion, John Mbiti, said that Africans are 
“notoriously religious.”4 They see religion in every aspect of life. African Traditional 
Religion (ATR) is not practiced by the word of proclamation so that one becomes an 
adherent of ATR by an act of conversion. It has neither scriptures nor catechism; it 
neither claims to be revealed as other religions, nor is it missionary or proselytizing. 
ATR is an assumed aspect of life and part of the worldview inherited by most Africans. 
To an ordinary African Christian there is nothing wrong with seeking help from tradi-
tional religious practices. For many Africans it is not easy to do away with ATR since 
it seems to serve a positive purpose and is a part of habitual behavior.5

ATR is a problem for many professing Christians in Africa. This is perhaps the 
most important reason the church in Africa should emphasize the teaching of the cate-
chisms. Luther’s catechisms flow directly from Scripture. It is only God, even His 
Word, that can change people’s worldview. The catechism will provide an answer to 
the need for commitment to God and salvation in Jesus and touches every part of life. 
The Bible is the only authority regarding what is true. The Bible unites all people and 
challenges all cultures. In the Longer Preface of the Large Catechism, Luther encour-
ages every Christian to read the catechism, which is a “short summary and epitome of 
the entire Holy Scriptures.”6

The catechism has been an important tool for evangelism and for encouraging 

4 John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (London: Heinemann, 1969), 1.
5 Laurenti Magesa, African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 1997), 6.
6 LC introductory paragraph to the Longer Preface.


