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As you heard earlier, during these six weeks of Lent we’re going to be 
focusing on the six parts of Luther’s Small Catechism, both in the Sunday 
sermons as well the Wednesday night worship messages offered by lay 
people. We’re doing this because 2017 is the 500th anniversary of the 
Protestant Reformation which was ignited when Luther nailed his 95 theses 
to the Castle Church door in Wittenberg, Germany. And unless you currently 
are or once were a Lutheran confirmation student, you probably haven’t 
spent much time learning about Luther’s Small Catechism, or perhaps 
you’ve forgotten everything except maybe Luther’s famous line, “What does 
this mean?” 

So, first of all, I want you to actually crack open the Small Catechism. We’re 
lucky because it’s printed in our “new-ish” Evangelical Lutheran Worship 
hymnals—the red hymnals. So turn in the back to page 1160 where you’ll 
find the Small Catechism of Martin Luther. 

Now it’s important to remember why Luther wrote the Small Catechism in 
1529. Our hymnals don’t include Luther’s introduction to the Small 
Catechism that he wrote after visiting several congregations surrounding 
Wittenberg, but this is what it says (I’ll read to you the preface to the Small 
Catechism from the Book of Concord): 

“Grace, mercy, and peace in Jesus Christ, our Lord, from Martin Luther to all 
faithful, godly pastors and preachers: 

The deplorable, miserable conditions which I recently observed when 
visiting the parishes have constrained and pressed me to put this catechism 
of Christian doctrine into this brief, plain, and simple form. How pitiable, so 
help me God, were the things I saw: the common people, especially in the 
villages, know practically nothing of Christian doctrine, and many of the 
pastors are almost entirely incompetent and unable to teach. Yet all the 
people are supposed to be Christians, have been baptized, and receive the 

Holy Sacrament even though they do not know the Lord's Prayer, the Creed, 
or the Ten Commandments and live like poor animals of the barnyard and 
pigpen. What these people have mastered, however, is the fine art of 
tearing all Christian liberty to shreds.” 

Thank you, Martin Luther. Well clearly, Luther was serious—he was appalled 
that common Christians didn’t know the basics of the Christian faith—the 
ten commandments, the Apostle’s Creed, or the Lord’s Prayer. And so he 
wrote the Small Catechism for households and for parents to teach their 
children these basics, and because he was also fed up with pastors for not 
teaching them well to their congregations, he wrote the Large Catechism for 
clergy. The Small Catechism and Large Catechism have very different tones 
because they were written for different audiences, and one isn’t just a 
summary or expansion of the other. But because we want to teach or have a 
refresher about the Small Catechism here, today we’re going to look at 
Luther’s explanation of the Ten Commandments in the Small Catechism. 

You’ll notice that after Luther lists each of the Ten Commandments, he 
writes “what is this?” or “What does this mean?” Most of us who studied 
the Small Catechism in confirmation class learned it as “what does this 
mean?” Luther desired to make real meaning out of the commandments for 
people’s lives. What Luther wanted people to understand most was that if 
we desire to love God, this is how we do it—we honor God and we honor 
one another and the creation God made. To explain each commandment, 
Luther says “We are to fear and love God”—and fear here means awe and 
amazement—we are to admire and respect God by doing these things. 

First, we are to focus on our relationship with God through the first three 
commandments: 1) You shall have no other gods. 2) You shall not make 
wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God. 3) Remember the Sabbath 
day and keep it holy. 

Luther says in the explanation of the first commandment we are to fear, 
love, and trust God above all things. All things. In the Large Catechism 
Luther describes God: “That to which your heart clings and entrusts itself is, 
I say, really your God.” Luther is so right. We might say we are Christian, we 
might confess that we believe in God. But the things that we tend to cling to 
or put our trust in most—money, status, even good things like family—can 
easily become our God. And yet, things like money, status, even family, can 



often let us down or leave us wanting. God never lets us down. God never 
leaves us wanting because God is there, as Luther explains in the second 
commandment, in every time of need to call on, pray to, praise and give 
thanks. 

I should say something else about the second commandment because I 
remember learning it as a kid and thinking it was horrifically sinful if 
someone said, “oh my God” or perhaps OMG as they would today. But I 
think Luther’s explanation that we shouldn’t curse, swear, practice magic, 
lie, or deceive using God’s name helps us understand that not making 
wrongful use God’s name means not using God for personal gain that is 
contrary to God’s nature. But saying “Oh my God” or OMG, might actually 
carry with it a prayer: “God you are really needed in this situation.” Think 
about the last time you thought or said it. Perhaps you can truly make it a 
prayer when you say it again—OMG, we really need you God. 

Luther’s explanation of the third commandment helps us keep our priorities 
straight: keep God’s word holy and gladly hear and learn it. If we are going 
to learn to fear, love, and trust God above all things, we can’t do that 
without week after week drinking in the nourishment of God’s Word 
through hearing and preaching. I guess that also gives me a bit of job 
security! 

Now if the first three commandments are about our relationship with God, 
the last seven commandments are about our relationship with one another: 
4) Honor your mother and your father. 5) You shall not murder. 6) You shall 
not commit adultery. 7) You shall not steal. 8) You shall not bear false 
witness against your neighbor. 9) You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. 
10) You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, 
or donkey, or anything else that belongs to your neighbor. 

Luther used certain words over and over in the explanations of these 
commandments that lift up how it should look for Christians to treat others: 
to honor, serve, obey, love, respect, help, support, lead pure and decent 
lives, improve, protect, come to their defense, speak well of them, interpret 
everything in the best possible light, help people keep what is theirs. 

And he says in these explanations what not to do, too: We are to fear and 
love God so that we do not anger or despise our parents or others in 
authority, do not endanger or harm the lives of our neighbors, neither take 

our neighbor’s money or property, nor acquire them by using shoddy 
merchandise or crooked deals, do not tell lies about our neighbors, betray or 
slander them, or destroy their reputations, do not try to trick our neighbors 
out of their inheritance or property or try to get it for ourselves by claiming 
to have a legal right to it, do not entice, force, or steal away from our 
neighbors anything that is theirs. 

I guess to sum up Luther’s words is “don’t be a jerk to anyone,” even the 
people you don’t like or have done something wrong to you, because all of 
them are your neighbors. 

I have to give a little shout out to my favorite of Luther’s explanations of 
“what does this mean.” It’s for the fifth commandment, “you shall not 
murder.” We all tend to think we do pretty good with this commandment 
except for the occasional spider or mosquito. But what Luther is getting at 
here is that obeying the fifth commandment doesn’t mean only not killing, 
but “We are to fear and love God so that we neither endanger nor harm the 
lives of our neighbors, but instead help and support them in all of life’s 
needs.” If you are not helping your neighbors—anyone you are in contact 
with—and supporting them in their life’s needs, you are breaking the fifth 
commandment. You are murdering. 

You know, the Ten Commandments aren’t restrictive demands from God, 
they are the skeleton God graciously gives us on which to hang our whole 
lives. If you remember a couple weeks ago when our confirmation youth 
reported on our visit to a Jewish synagogue for the Faith Urban Plunge, they 
said were SO glad they didn’t have the follow the 613 commandments of 
the Hebrew Bible. But as Penny Magelssen, my confirmation co-teacher who 
is offering the message at this Wednesday night’s service says, the 
commandments, these ten especially, are the key for our lives. (And on 
Wednesday she’s even going to give you a cool key to help you remember 
the commandments). 

I hope Luther’s explanations help you love the commandments and see in 
them the most powerful guidance for your lives. Because if we really are to 
fear, love, and trust God above all things, this is the road map to do it, right 
here. May God bless and strengthen you in your life, now and always, to live 
out these commands. Amen. 
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