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by permission. All rights reserved.

Catechism quotes in italics are excerpts from Luther’s Small Catechism with Explanation © 2017 
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sections noted at the beginning of each chapter. Page numbers, where given, are from Luther’s Small 
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edited by Robert Kolb and Timothy Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000). The Large Catechism is 
noted as LC, and the Augsburg Confession is noted as AC.

Hymn verses and prayers are quoted from the following sources: The Lutheran Hymnal (St. 
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House, 2006); Excerpts from Lutheran Service Book Agenda (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
2006) and LSB Pastoral Care Companion (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2007). Used with 
permission. All rights reserved. These are noted, respectively, as TLH, LSB, LSB Agenda, LSB Pastoral 
Care Companion.
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“�I am also a doctor and a preacher, just as learned and experienced as 
all of them who are so high and mighty. Nevertheless, each morning 
and whenever else I have time, I do as a child who is being taught the 
catechism and I read and recite word for word the Lord’s Prayer, the 
Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Psalms etc. I must still read and 
study the catechism — and I also do so gladly.”

– Martin Luther ( LC, Preface, 380)

“�Praise be to God — it has come to pass that man and woman, young 
and old, know the catechism; they know how to believe, to live, to 
pray, to suffer, and to die. Consciences are well instructed about how 
to be Christians and how to recognize Christ.”

– Martin Luther (“Warning to His Dear German People” 1531, AE 47:52–53)

“�Studying and praying the catechism takes place on the battlefield be-
tween God and anti-god; there is no neutrality here.”

– Albrecht Peters, Commentary on Luther’s Catechisms: Ten Commandments, 31.
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NIntroduction

     	 early five hundred years ago, in 1529, Martin Luther prepared his Small 
Catechism as a “pattern of the sound words” (see 2 TIM. 1:13) to guide Christians in the 
life of faith and love which are in Christ Jesus. Throughout the last five centuries, 
Lutherans have turned to this little handbook to guide them into the riches of Holy 
Scripture and help them understand what it means to live as a child of God through 
faith in Jesus Christ. The catechism orients all of life by the First Commandment and 
frames the story of our individual lives in the story of the Triune God, who is our 
Creator, Redeemer and Comforter. It shapes our view of the world and our purpose 
within it as those who live toward the resurrection of the body in the promise of 
Baptism. It teaches us how to call upon our Father in faith and how to serve our 
neighbor in love. It tutors us in repentance and faith. It prepares us to eat and drink 
Jesus’ body and blood, trusting His testament for the forgiveness of our sins. It draws 
the believer outside of the self with its preoccupations so that we live in Christ by faith 
and in the neighbor by love. Recognizing that the totality of our creaturely life is a 
gift from God which we have received apart from the conditions of personal merit or 
worth, the Catechism shows us that it is our duty to thank, praise, serve and obey the 
God who is the donor of all that we have.

The Small Catechism is a “life book,” to use the words of the German Lutheran 
bishop Ludwig Ihmels. It is a book about our life with God — a life created by 
the Father, redeemed by the Son and hallowed by the Spirit. This book that you 
now have in your hands is a companion to the Small Catechism. It seeks to let the 
Small Catechism speak about our life, the life of our Creator and His crucified 
Son in our dying world. We will use the Six Chief Parts of Christian Doctrine 
to engage questions about the beginning and ending of life, about marriage and 
family as places where God gives and guards life, and about our responsibility to 
show mercy in all stages of life. Drawn from God’s Word, the catechism provides 
a reliable and coherent framework for responding to issues of life and death, 
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vocation and mercy, from the perspective of God’s Law and Gospel. The Small 
Catechism will not let us forget that “God is the author of my life”(see Oswald 
Bayer, “God as the Author of My Life-History,” Lutheran Quarterly (Winter 1988): 
437–56) to use the language of Oswald Bayer. From its pages, we learn how to 
receive all of life — including suffering and death — from the hands of a faithful 
Creator, trusting in His promises and living lives of love directed to the well-being 
of our fellow human beings. 

Preface to the Second Edition
I am grateful to Deaconess Dr. Tiffany Manor, director of LCMS Life Ministry for 
the encouragement to revise my 2006 book, Small Catechism on Human Life. The 
earlier edition enjoyed a positive reception not only in North America but also 
among Lutherans in our partner churches in Europe, Asia, Africa, Central and 
South America. The driving reason for this new edition was the appearance of a 
revised edition of the Synod’s Explanation to Luther’s Small Catechism in 2017. 
This new edition will make it easier to use the 2017 explanation as page numbers, 
questions, and other references have been modified to reflect the Catechism 
currently in use in The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod. 

Overall, the substance of the second edition of A Small Catechism on Human 
Life remains the same, although changes in bioethics, public policy, and popular 
opinion have shifted significantly over the last several years. The second edition 
provides an opportunity to address some of these changes with more precision. 
The bibliography at the end of the book has been significantly expanded to reflect 
newer literature that was not available in 2006.

It is fitting that this second edition of A Small Catechism on Human Life be 
dedicated to the memory of Mrs. Maggie Karner (1963–2015). The original 
concept for a book that would integrate life issues with Luther’s Small Catechism 
came from Maggie. It was at her invitation and with her encouragement and 
support that the first edition of this book came into being. Her tireless efforts even 
in the final months of her struggle with a lethal tumor that would bring her death, 
will long be remembered with thanksgiving.

John T. Pless
Concordia Theological Seminary
Fort Wayne, Ind.
Advent 2022
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Questions for Study and Discussion

1.	� Read the Preface to Luther’s Small Catechism (pp. 363–67). Why did Martin 
Luther prepare the Small Catechism in 1529? While the world of 16th-century 
Germany is vastly different from the world we know, what are some of the ways 
Luther’s diagnoses of church life still apply to us today?

2.	� How does the catechism serve to orient the Christian life to both faith and love? 
(See 2 TIM. 1:13.)

3.	� In the Bible, God speaks two distinct words to us. His word of Law exposes and 
condemns our sin. His word of Gospel proclaims the forgiveness of sins and 
peace with God through faith in Jesus. How do the structure and sequence of 
the Six Chief Parts of the Catechism reflect the right distinction between the 
Law and the Gospel? (See ROM. 3:19–31.)

4.	� What are some issues that challenge the sanctity of life in our day? While these 
issues might not be explicitly named in the catechism, how does the catechism 
provide us with “a reliable and coherent framework” for responding to these 
challenges?
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One
“�For no one of those who are alive today knows where he was during 
the first two years, when he lived either in the womb, or when, after 
being brought into the light of day, he sucked his mother’s milk. He 
knows nothing about the days, the nights, the times, the rulers. Yet 
he lived at that time, and he was a body joined to a soul — a body 
adapted to all natural functions. Therefore this is most certain proof 
that God wants to preserve man in a wonderful manner altogether 
unknown to him.” 

– Martin Luther (“Genesis Lectures,” AE 8:316–17)
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The Creation
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Who is the Giver of life?
Luther’s Small Catechism References: 
The Creed — First Article
The Lord’s Prayer — Introduction First Commandment
An Explanation of the Small Catechism, Questions 113–17, 243–49

        here is but one God. He is without beginning and without end. He has life 
within Himself in that communion of persons which is the Holy Trinity. John puts 
it like this: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through 
him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. In him was life, and 
the life was the light of men” (JOHN 1:1–4). God is the source of all life, and it is His 
very nature to bestow life. Luther put it succinctly: “These are the three persons and 
one God, who has given himself to us wholly and completely, with all that he is and 
has. The Father gives himself to us, with heaven and earth and all the creatures, in 
order that they may serve us and benefit us. But this gift has become obscured and 
useless through Adam’s fall. Therefore the Son himself subsequently gave himself and 
bestowed all his works, sufferings, wisdom and righteousness, and reconciled us to 
the Father, in order that restored to life and righteousness, we might also know and 
have the Father and all his gifts.”  God is both Giver and Gift. There is no life apart 
from this God and His undeserved giving.

This brings us to one of the pet mythologies of our day: autonomy. Autonomy 
is taken from two Greek words meaning “self ” and “law.” To be autonomous is to 
be a law unto oneself. It is to be self-contained. The Lutheran theologian Werner 
Elert rightly observed that autonomy is nothing more than an unfulfilled illusion.
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It is yet another attempt to be your own god. The fact that you have a belly 
button proves Elert’s point. You were not self-created. Your body was formed in 
the body of another. In other words, the life you have came to you from outside 
of yourself; it came as gift apart from your willing it. At the other end of life there 
is also the boundary of death. To paraphrase the words of Genesis, from dust 
you were taken and to dust you shall return. It is in between the boundaries of 
birth and death that we live; we may not transcend these boundaries, try as we 
might. Human life does not come into existence by its own willfulness, nor can 
it extend itself eternally. Autonomy comes crashing down on these two realities: 
birth and death. Many contemporary ethical issues like abortion, homosexuality 
and euthanasia are often argued for on the basis of autonomy, something that does 
not exist.

The First Commandment unmasks the lie of autonomy. God doesn’t argue 
for His own existence. He simply asserts it: “You shall have no other gods.” Of 
course, God’s very existence gets in the way of our quest for autonomy. This was 
recognized by the unbelieving philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, who argued that even 
if the biblical God did exist, we would have to pretend that He did not exist in 
order to be free in the way we think we want to be free. The problem is that we are 
not free. We are bound to the earth, as we were taken from dust and will return to 
dust. Try as we might, we cannot escape being creatures. And that is a good thing!
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Questions for Study and Discussion

1.	 What is the connection between God and life according to John 1:1–4?

2.	� “God is the source of all life, and it is His very nature to bestow life.” Review 
Luther’s explanation to each of the three articles of the Apostles’ Creed. How 
does each person of the Trinity — Father, Son and Holy Spirit — bestow life?

3.	 What is autonomy? Give examples of how this attitude shows itself today.

4.	 How do both birth and death prove that autonomy is an “unfulfilled illusion”?

5.	� The late theologian Gerhard Forde wrote, “If one starts from the premise and 
defense of freedom of the will one will end in bondage.”  How does the First 
Commandment show us that we are not free?

IMAGE P. 8: The Creation; woodcut from the first illustrated  
edition of the Large Catechism, 1530, Wittenburg. Pritzlaff  
Memorial Library Rare Book Collection; Concordia Seminary 
Library, St. Louis, Mo.
	� Gen. 1:26a — “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our 

image, after our likeness …’” As God gave life to the first man 
and woman, so now He gives life to all through His Son.
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