
 
Introduction 
 
Read this recent MLive article that recently ranked the University of Michigan the top public 
university in our nation.  How do our city’s dynamics shape how we should approach biblical 
education at Redeemer? 
 

 
Historical Background to the Saxon Visitation & the Catechisms (1528-29)1 
 
In the early sixteenth century, several factors posed grave challenges to the state of education in 
Germany.  As the economy and trade prospered during the Age of Discovery, many young people 
who were not on a path toward the traditional learned disciplines of theology, law, or medicine 
viewed education as a waste of time in a world of trade and industry.  What is more, some early 
misunderstandings from the Reformation itself harmed the state of education.  Once the 
Reformation critiqued the teachings of the church, some questioned the point of attending any of 
the church-sponsored monastic or cathedral schools.  Once Luther taught the priesthood of all 
believers in his 1520 manifesto To the Christian Nobility, some thought that formal education was no 
longer necessary for entrance into the priesthood.  Once the so-called radical reformers like Karlstadt 
and Müntzer taught that the Holy Spirit would speak directly to someone’s heart, some thought the 
Holy Spirit would directly teach them apart from the written Word, and not surprisingly universities 
saw a sharp decline in attendance.  Since some of these opponents of education were using Luther in 
support, Luther needed to speak out. 
 
In 1524, Luther penned To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany That They Establish and Maintain 
Christian Schools.  He did not outline a comprehensive system of education, which would be achieved 
by his associate Philip Melanchthon – who was fittingly named in Latin Praeceptor Germaniae, 
“Germany’s teacher.”  Instead, Luther responded to the anti-education arguments and offers 
practical advice to the German authorities.  He urges that education is necessary not only for spiritual 
training but also for useful citizenship.  Here the Renaissance movement of humanism influenced 
Luther with its renewed interest in literature, history, and the liberal arts.  However, Luther takes it a 
step further.  He wanted local libraries to be founded and argued for thorough Christian training.  

 
1 Content taken from “Introduction” in Luther’s Works, Vol. 45: The Christian in Society II, ed. Jaroslav Jan 
Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 341-346; Vol. 40: Church 
and Ministry II, 265-267. 
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The Reformation set a goal of universal public education, which was far beyond what had been 
previously proposed. The Reformers realized that the Reformation depended on the state of 
education.  If people were to read Luther’s German Bible, they needed to know how to read first.   
 
As the Reformation progressed, there was a desire to evaluate the progress made so far.  Historically 
there was a tension between the bishops (who were supposed to be responsible for doctrine) and 
the princes (who were supposed to be responsible for administration), and sometimes they 
competed with each other.  As the church hierarchal system was critiqued and overthrown, it proved 
difficult to find many pastors who were able and willing to see how Reformation doctrine influenced 
local church life and practice.  Since the church was historically supported by the state through 
compulsory taxes and tithes, the laity were not ready to financially support the work themselves.  
Other lay people interpreted the Reformation as a liberation from church institutions.  No one really 
knew how the local church should operate. 
 
To help rectify all these problems, Luther urged the Elector of Saxony in October 1525 to consider the 
plight of the local churches, who then asked Luther to develop a plan.  In November Luther 
proposed a grass-roots visitation of the churches in Saxony to see what the situation was truly like.  
A team of four people – two for financial matters, two for religious matters – would visit the 
churches.  In February 1527 the visitation began.  Luther’s associate Philip Melanchthon wrote the 
Instructions for the Visitors of Parish Pastors in Electoral Saxony, although Luther endorsed it and 
made later revisions to it. 
 
The Saxon Visitation uncovered a deplorable condition of local churches.  In some places, people had 
their hearts in the right place but lacked understanding; in other places, people were blissfully 
ignorant and indifferent.  Some in the countryside were closer to paganism than Christianity.  In 
some places, there were no church services or education taking place.  Some pastors could not 
repeat the Ten Commandments, Creed, or the Lord’s Prayer, knew little to nothing of the Bible, and 
instead made their living through brewing beer.  The former era of forced celibacy led to wild 
wedlock.  Since there was a shortage of pastors, the incompetent ones could not simply be removed 
at once.  Luther began to work on his two catechism to make the best of a bad situation.  Luther’s 
Large Catechism was published on April 23, 1529 and his Small Catechism was published on May 16, 
1529.  The former was intended to address the lack of education among pastors and teachers; the 
latter was intended for the head of the household to use in the home.  The contents are roughly the 
same but the level of instruction is different.  Luther himself practiced what he preached and used 
the catechism in his own home with Kate and his children.  Along with the Bondage of the Will and his 
New Testament translation, Luther considered his catechisms his best writings that should be kept 
for posterity’s sake.  Both catechisms are included in the Book of Concord of 1580 and are part of the 
historical confessional documents of the Lutheran Church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Discussion of Luther’s Writings on Education 
 
Instructions for the Visitors of Parish Pastors in Electoral Saxony (1528) 

 
The Office of Superintendent 

This pastor (Pfarrherr) shall be superintendent of all the other priests who have their parish or 
benefice2 in the region, whether they live in monasteries or foundations of nobles or of others. He 
shall make sure that in these parishes there is correct Christian teaching, that the Word of God and 
the holy gospel are truly and purely proclaimed, and that the holy sacraments according to the 
institution of Christ are provided to the blessing of the people. The preachers are to exemplify a 
good life so that the people take no offense but better their own lives. They are not to teach or 
preach anything that is contrary to the Word of God or that contributes to rebellion against the 
government. 

If one or more of the pastors or preachers is guilty of error in this or that respect, the 
superintendent shall call to himself those concerned and have them abstain from it, but also 
carefully instruct them wherein they are guilty and have erred either in commission or omission, 
either in doctrine or in life. 

But if such a one will not then leave off or desist, especially if it leads to false teaching and 
sedition, then the superintendent shall report this immediately to the proper official who will then 
bring it to the knowledge of our gracious lord, the Elector. His Electoral grace will then be able in 
good time to give this proper attention. 

We have also considered it wise to ordain that in the future when a pastor or preacher either by 
death or otherwise leaves his benefice and some one is accepted in his place by the patron, such a 
one shall be presented to the superintendent before he is given the benefice or received as a 
preacher. The superintendent shall question and examine him as to his life and teaching and 
whether he will satisfactorily serve the people, so that by God’s help we may carefully prevent any 
ignorant or incompetent person from being accepted and unlearned folk being misled. For time and 
again and especially in recent years experience has shown how much good or evil may be expected 
from competent or incompetent preachers. So there is good reason to keep this point under sharp 
surveillance in order by God’s grace to guard against and prevent further irregularity and trouble, so 
that the name of God and his Word be not blasphemed among us. Of this St. Paul has faithfully 
warned us in many passages. 

Schools 
 

The preachers are to exhort the people to send their children to school so that persons are 
educated for competent service both in church and state. For some suppose it is sufficient if the 
preacher can read German, but this is a dangerous delusion. For whoever would teach another must 
have long practice and special ability which are achieved only after long study from youth on. As St. 
Paul says in 1 Tim. 3[:2]: A bishop must be capable to instruct and to teach others. Thereby he shows 
that preachers must be better qualified than laymen. He praises Timothy in 1 Tim. 4[:6] because he 
has been instructed from his youth, nourished on the words of the faith and of good doctrine. For it 
is not an insignificant art to teach others clearly and correctly, and it is not within the power of such 
folk as have no learning. 

Able people of this kind are needed not only in the churches but God also desires them in secular 
government. 

 
2 A benefice is a permeant church position in which one would be supported through property and income. 



Because it is God’s will, then, parents should send their children to school, and prepare them for 
the Lord God so that he may use them for the service of others. 

Hitherto one has run off to school for the stomach’s sake, and for the most part learned how to 
secure a prebend3 where he has concerned himself with income from holding sinful masses. Why do 
we not do God the honor of learning on account of his commandment? For undoubtedly he would 
also provide food for the stomach.  For he speaks in Matt. 6[:33] thus: “Seek first the kingdom of 
God, and all these things shall be yours as well.” 

In the law of Moses God provided the Levites with the tithe. The gospel does not command us to 
give tithes to the priests, but does command us to provide for their needs. So Christ himself 
commanded in Matt. 10[:10] and in Luke 10[:7]: Every day laborer is worthy of his hire and of his 
food. 

Therefore even if the world despises the commandment of God and does not give the priests 
their due, God will still not forget those priests who teach the truth, and will provide for them as he 
has promised. … 

At present many faults exist in the schools. We have set up the following syllabus of study so 
that the youth may be rightly instructed.  (LW 40:313-315). 

 
 
In the section on the role of the superintendent, Luther was concerned about how pastors in local 
congregations would teach and live.  Pick a side of the debate to defend:  
 

1. A pastor who is guilty of false teaching causes more harm to the church. 
2. A pastor who is guilty of ungodly living causes more harm to the church. 

 
 
In the section on schools, Luther critiques those people who go to school simply to provide for their 
physical and financial needs, instead of honoring God and serving others.  Consider why people pick 
careers today.  Is this a greater temptation now or in Luther’s time?  Why? 
 
 
Preface to the Large Catechism (1530) 
Note: This larger preface followed the shorter one from 1529. 
 

Many regard the Catechism as a simple, silly teaching which they can absorb and master at one 
reading. After reading it once they toss the book into a corner as if they are ashamed to read it 
again. 

Indeed, even among the nobility there are some louts and skinflints who declare that we can do 
without pastors and preachers from now on because they have everything in books and can learn it 
all by ourselves. So they blithely let parishes fall into decay, and brazenly allow both pastors and 
preachers to suffer distress and hunger. This is what one can expect of crazy Germans. We Germans 
have such disgraceful people among us and must put up with them. 

As for myself, let me say that I, too, am a doctor and a preacher—yes, and as learned and 
experienced as any of those who act so high and mighty. Yet I do as a child who is being taught the 
Catechism. Every morning, and whenever else I have time, I read and recite word for word the Lord’s 
Prayer, the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Psalms, etc. 

 
3 A prebend is a portion of the revenues of a cathedral or university church given to someone as his stipend. 



I must still read and study the Catechism daily, yet I cannot master it as I wish, but must remain 
a child and pupil of the Catechism, and I do it gladly. These dainty, fastidious fellows would like 
quickly, with one reading, to become doctors above all doctors, to know all there is to be known. 
Well, this, too, is a sure sign that they despise both their office and the people’s souls, yes, even God 
and his Word. They need not fear a fall, for they have already fallen all too horribly. What they need 
is to become children and begin learning their ABC’s, which they think they have outgrown long ago. 

Therefore, I beg these lazy-bellies and presumptuous saints, for God’s sake, to get it into their 
heads that they are not really and truly such learned and great doctors as they think. I implore them 
not to imagine that they have learned these parts of the Catechism perfectly, or at least sufficiently, 
even though they think they know them ever so well. Even if their knowledge of Catechism were 
perfect (though that is impossible in this life), yet it is highly profitable and fruitful daily to read it 
and make it the subject of meditation and conversation. In such reading, conversation, and 
meditation the Holy Spirit is present and bestows ever new and greater light and fervor, so that day 
by day we relish and appreciate the Catechism more greatly. This is according to Christ’s promise in 
Matt. 18:20, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” 

Nothing is so effectual against the devil, the world, the flesh, and all evil thoughts as to occupy 
oneself with the Word of God, talk about it, and meditate on it. Psalm 1 calls those blessed who 
“meditate on God’s law day and night.” You will never offer up any incense or other savor more 
potent against the devil than to occupy yourself with God’s commandments and words and to 
speak, sing, and meditate on them. This, indeed, is the true holy water, the sign which routs the 
devil and puts him to flight.7 

For this reason alone you should eagerly read, recite, ponder, and practice the Catechism, even if 
the only blessing and benefit you obtain from it is to rout the devil and evil thoughts. For he cannot 
bear to hear God’s Word. God’s Word is not like some empty tale, such as the one about Dietrich of 
Bern,8 but as St. Paul says in Rom. 1:16, it is “the power of God,” indeed, the power of God which 
burns the devil and gives us immeasurable strength, comfort, and help.4 

 
 
Consider how we use the catechism after confirmation.  Give some examples or justification for how 
it is true today that adults “toss the book into a corner as if they are ashamed to read it again.” 
 
 
 
Redeemer’s Bible 101 course is designed not only to introduce the basics of Christianity to people 
with little to no church background but also to provide a review of catechism truths at an adult level.  
If Luther would conduct a visitation of Redeemer, would he say the same thing about people who 
feel they have outgrown the ABCs of the Bible?  Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
7 i.e., the Word of God really does what holy water was formerly believed to accomplish. 
8 Luther frequently cited the legend of Dietrich of Bern as an example of lies and fables. 
4 Theodore G. Tappert, ed., The Book of Concord the Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church. 
(Philadelphia: Mühlenberg Press, 1959), 359–360. 
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Applying Luther’s Writings on Education Today 
 
Discuss any or all of these in small groups: 
 

1. In order to ensure competent pastors, our synod requires a spiritual recommendation from a 
prospective student’s local pastor upon entrance to our college, four years of study at the 
college level, and four years of study at the seminary level – including one year of practical 
training as a vicar under the supervision of an experienced pastor.  Once graduates are 
assigned into ministry, each district has various circuit pastors and a district president to 
supervise doctrine and practice.  Consider how we have decided to do this compared to 
other church bodies.  What are the strengths we can appreciate and what are the 
weaknesses to address? 

 
2. What are the pros and cons to sending young people to our Lutheran elementary and high 

schools as opposed to public schools? 
 

3. In the Instructions, Luther uses 1 Timothy 3:2 to show how a pastor needs to be competent to 
teach others.  What areas of ministry require special pastoral competence?  What areas of 
ministry don’t require special pastoral competence?  How can pastors and lay people work 
together so that a church is most efficient with all the gifts it has? 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
In light of our educated ministry setting, how can we better utilize the Bible and the catechisms to 
further Christian education in our church? 
 


