
The Catechism of the Lutheran Faith 
 

The Ten Commandments 
Session I – Opening and Background 

 
Sources 
 
Exodus 20:2–17 and Deuteronomy 5:6–21 
The Book of Concord 
 
Opening Prayer 
 

In the name of the Father and + of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
I thank you, my heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ, Your dear Son, that You have graciously 
kept me this day; and I pray that You would forgive me all my sins where I have done wrong, and 
graciously keep me this night.  For into Your hands, I commend myself, my body and soul, and all 
things.  Let Your holy angel be with me, that the evil foe may have no power over me.  Amen. 

 
Conversation 
 

What come to mind when you think of the 10 commandments specifically and 
the word commandment in general? 

 
Why are the commandments something that modern Christians should be 

concerned about? 
 
How might they also be important for society in general? 

 
I. Why is this important to us? 
 
Martin Luther believed that all Christians should possess basic understandings of 
their faith and the Scriptures so that they are not dependent on a Priest or the 
Hierarchical church for understanding faith and daily living. 
 
Shortly after Luther posted the 95 Theses and begun the Reformation, he traveled 
around his parish and was astonished at the ignorance of the faithful. While 
surprising to Luther – this was by design.   
 
The Medieval Roman Catholic Church taught and believed that the average person 
was too weak and too frail in faith to understand the complexities of the Christian 



Religion and that too much knowledge would only confuse them and lead them to 
heresy.  Therefore, one need not (and should not) be educated in the faith – but rely 
solely on the practices and teachings of the church, as mediated by the priest, for the 
sufficient knowledge (and behavior) which would serve their own salvation. 
 
Hence – most people were ignorant of Christian teaching, theology, and practice.  
While they might be able to say that they believe in God and in Jesus – they had no 
reason behind those beliefs nor did they know – beyond what the church taught, as 
to how they had been called by God to actually live out those beliefs.  There is a 
difference between knowing the first commandment – “I am the Lord your God you 
shall have no other God’s before me” and understanding what that means in daily 
life. 
 
Luther took it upon himself to remedy this among those in his parish and soundly 
thrash those who he believed had not been giving these things the attention they are 
due.  Luther believed that the basics of the Catechism (10 Commandments, Lord’s 
Prayer, Apostles Creed, Baptism, Communion, Daily Prayers, etc.) are, “Short 
Summary and, Epitome of the Entire Holy Scriptures, and that They May Always 
Teach the Same.”  In learning the catechism, the people also learn the Scriptures 
(also withheld from the masses since they would not be able to understand nor 
apply it in life without the guidance of the Church.)  For Luther, understanding the 
Catechism meant understanding the Scriptures and understanding life itself, 
 

For it needs must be that whoever knows the Ten Commandments perfectly 
must know all the Scriptures, so that, in all affairs and cases, he can advise, 
help, comfort, judge, and decide both spiritual and temporal matters, and is 
qualified to sit in judgment upon all doctrines, estates, spirits, laws, and 
whatever else is in the world. And what, indeed, is the entire Psalter but 
thoughts and exercises upon the First Commandment? 

 
 
Luther believed that there is a two-fold understanding of the Scriptures and the 
Catechism.  To understand what this means for us – we need to explore what these 
meant to those who first heard and practiced them. 
 
For Luther – this was not just a matter of knowledge for knowledge’s sake – the 
knowledge of the Scriptures and the Catechism (as physical elements that can be 
referenced and not just thoughts or meditations) has real-world and spiritual 
benefit to the believer: 
 



 Besides, it is an exceedingly effectual help against the devil, the world, 
and the flesh and all evil thoughts to be occupied with the Word of God, 
and to speak of it, and meditate upon it, so that the First Psalm declares 
those blessed who meditate upon the Law of God day and night. 
Undoubtedly, you will not start a stronger incense or other fumigation 
against the devil than by being engaged upon God’s commandments 
and words, and speaking, singing, or thinking of them. For this is 
indeed the true holy water and holy sign from which he flees, and by 
which he may be driven away. (Preface to the Large Catechism) 

 
II. Understanding the 10 Commandments in Context 
 
Commands, Statues, Ordinances, Judgement are the most commonly used terms in 
the Old Testament in reference to God “law” and teaching. 
 
1. Statutes “Choq” an ordinance (enactment or decree), a limit, or something 
prescribed (a task, portion, limit/boundary).  Another word that could be used to 
define choq is a requirement. 
 
(see psalm 19:8 “The statutes of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart: the 
commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes.”) 
 
Statute in Scripture carry with them the meanings of "mandates," "precepts," 
"rules," deriving from a root that means "engraved" or "permanent."    
 
2. Ordinance “Chuqqah”  a statute, ordinance, limit, enactment, or something 
prescribed 
 
When the Passover is instituted as a result of the 10th Plague – God, though Moses 
tells the people “This day shall be a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate 
it as a festival to the Lord; throughout your generations you shall observe it as a 
perpetual ordinance.”  
 
3. Judgement “Mishpat”  Mishpat is the Hebrew word meaning the process of 
deciding, a decision in law, justice, ordinance, the legal right or privilege due.  In 
modern terms, our understanding would be that the judgments being referred to 
tell us how to handle a situation according to Yahweh. 
 
4. Commandment: “Mitsvah”  mitsvah means: a commandment of men or God, or a 
commandment out of a code of wisdom.  This definition wasn’t much help so we 



took it back to the root word, tsavah (H6680).  Tsavah means “to lay a charge 
upon”, “to command”, “to charge”, “to give orders”, or “to appoint”.  This brings 
more clarity to what a commandment would be.  It’s an order to do something, or a 
“charge” given to us to watch over and keep. 
 
It turns out, this definition makes a lot of sense because in Genesis 26:5 ( because 
Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, 
and my laws.”) and Deuteronomy 11:1 (You shall love the Lord your God, therefore, 
and keep his charge, his decrees, his ordinances, and his commandments always.) 
we are told about Yahweh’s “charges” 
 
“a charge” to keep, guard, observe, give heed to, to keep within bounds, to observe, 
celebrate, or keep.  The “charges/commandments” refer to are God’s covenants, 
orders, or guidelines, law or instruction.  We are given guidelines to live by and we 
are to observe, keep, and guard them for our own protection and life! 
 
5. Law: “torah” or “towrah”  In the Hebrew, towrah means a special law or codes of 
law, directions/instruction both human and divine (body of prophetic teaching, 
body of legal directives, body of priestly direction/instruction), custom or manner, 
and even the Deuteronomic or Mosaic law.   
 
III. Covenant 
 
All the above find their meaning to the people of God within the context of 
Covenant – which is the most sacred form of relationship found in life – hence 
marriage is a “Covenant of Fidelity.” Covenant has – in the biblical sense – It 
presupposes two or more parties who come together to make a contract, agreeing 
on promises, stipulations, privileges, and responsibilities.  A covenant defies the 
parameters of the relationship – the boundaries and the limitations and the results 
(or consequences) of violating the terms of the convenant 
 
In the Bible there are several covenants – specifically: 
 

1. The Genesis Covenant:  The initial promise of God, who is creator, to 
creation. This is an example of a mutual covenant between God and creation 
– both have responsibilities 

 
2. Noahic:  From Genesis 9, this is a covenant God establishes with Noah after 

the flood in which he resets and renews the blessings of creation, 
reaffirming God’s image in humanity and the work of dominion. This 



covenant promises the preservation of humanity and provides for the 
restraint of human evil and violence. This is an example of a covenant of 
“Divine Responsibility” where God bears the totality of the promise 

 
3. Abrahamic: See Genesis 12 and 15. This is the most central to the biblical 

story. In it, God promises Abraham a land, descendants, and blessing. This 
blessing promised to Abraham would extend through him to all the peoples 
of the earth. Understanding the Abrahamic Covenant is paramount to 
understanding theological concepts like a Promised Land, election, the 
people of God, inheritance and so on. It provides context for understanding 
practices like circumcision, conflicts with surrounding nations and divisions 
between Jews and Gentiles.  Example of what type of Covenant? 
___________________________ 

 
4. Mosaic: See Exodus 19 and 24. This is the covenant God establishes with 

the people of Israel at Mt. Sinai after he led them out of Egyptian slavery. 
With it, God supplies the Law that is meant to govern and shape the people 
of Israel in the Promised Land. This Law was not a means of salvation but 
would distinguish the people from the surrounding nations as a special 
kingdom of priests (Exodus 19:1-7). This covenant was conditional and 
defined blessings and curses based on obedience or disobedience (see 
Deuteronomy 28-29). Understanding the Mosaic Covenant is foundational 
to understanding the cycles of blessing and curse in the Old Testament, the 
exiles of Israel and Judah, the disputes between Jesus and the Pharisees and 
Paul’s pastoral teachings about law and grace.  Example of what type of 
Covenant? ___________________________ 

 
 
5. Davidic: See 2 Samuel 7. This is the covenant where God promises a 

descendant of David to reign on the throne over the people of God. It is a 
continuation of the earlier covenants in that it promises a Davidic king as 
the figure through whom God would secure the promises of land, 
descendants, and blessing. This covenant becomes the basis for hope of a 
Messiah and makes sense of the Gospels’ concern to show Jesus was the 
rightful King of the Jews. Example of what type of Covenant? 
___________________________ 

 
 
and 
 



6. The New Covenant: See Jeremiah 31:31-34 and Luke 22:14-23. This is 
language first used in Jeremiah’s promise of rescue and renewal of the 
exiled people of God in Babylon. It promises a coming day when God would 
make a new covenant unlike the one which Israel had broken. This coming 
day would bring forgiveness of sin, internal renewal of the heart, and 
intimate knowledge of God. On the night of Jesus’s Last Supper, Jesus takes 
the cup and declares that his death would be the inauguration of this new 
covenant. Example of what type of Covenant? 
___________________________ 

 
The 10 commandments are an example of a covenant of mutual responsibility.  
God is to be the God of the people and the people are to exemplify what a God 
centered community looks like, specifically, a community entering the promise land. 
 
Extending into our time - the 10 Commandments ARE NOT salvific.  We do not 
attain salvation though our ability to keep the commandments.  They are how we 
show the world what a God centered community looks like and to attract others to 
become a part of our community. 
 
The idea of “guiding lines” vs “guidelines”  
 
Closing Prayer 
 

O Heavenly Father, dear God, I am a poor unworthy sinner. I do not deserve to raise my eyes or 
hands toward thee or to pray. But because you have commanded us all to pray and have promised 
to hear us and through thy dear Son Jesus Christ have taught us both how and what to pray, I 
come to you in obedience to your word, trusting in your gracious promise.  
 
I pray in the name of my Lord Jesus Christ together with all thy saints and Christians on earth as 
he has taught us: Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy Kingdom come; thy 
will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our 
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  And lead us not into temptation but 
deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory. Forever and ever. 
Amen 

Next Week – Commandment #1 
 

“I am the Lord your God; you shall have no other gods before me” 
Read Luther’s explanation to the First Commandment in the Large Catechism (you 

can find it online here: https://bookofconcord.org/large-catechism/part-i/) 


