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Whenever I teach adults and children the confirmation material from Luther’s Small 

Catechism, I am always quick to point out that Luther’s Catechism as Dr. Luther wrote it in 

1529 is to be found only in the first 35 pages of the little Blue Catechism Book. The actual 

Catechism as written by Dr. Martin Luther ends with the question and answer section on 

page 35 in the 1943 edition by Concordia Publishing House and page 42 of the newer 

edition of the Catechism with the copyright date of 1991 for the Explanation Section of the 

Small Catechism.  So therefore the ending of the Catechism actually ends with the 

Christian questions with their Answers drawn up by Dr. Martin Luther for those who 

intend to go to the Sacrament of Holy Communion soon. As will be illustrated by this brief 

article there are some egregious doctrinal errors in both books in the explanation sections 

and one in the Small Catechism itself. 

I came across these errors by comparing the 1943 edition with the 1991 edition. Let us first 

look at the section within the Catechism proper by comparing the Third commandment 

from the two editions. 

In the 1943 edition the Third Commandment is correctly written as follows; 
“Remember the Sabbath Day, to keep it Holy. (Thou shalt sanctify the holy day)” 

 

In the 1991 edition the third Commandment reads as follows; 
“Remember the Sabbath Day by keeping it holy.”  

Now perhaps these changes seem rather innocuous to some but by changing one little word 

the entire meaning is changed. I have underlined the word that has been changed.  

Now the Sabbath Day is holy already by virtue of the fact that it was the day that the Lord 

rested from all His labors of Creation. However in addition to that it is the Word of God that 
makes the Sabbath day Holy. 

The problem arises in the 1991 edition where, because of the way it is worded it would 
make our doing something that makes the day holy.  

In the 1943 edition it is clear that the Sabbath day is already holy in and of itself. It’s 
holiness is because of because of the Word of God as is made clear by Luther’s explanation; 
“We should fear and love God that we may not despise preaching and His Word, but 
hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.” 

Even though the explanation of both editions is almost the same I hope the reader might 
understand the theological discrepancy as a result of using the word BY in the 1991 
edition. Our actions do not make the Sabbath day Holy. The Word of God makes the 

Sabbath Day Holy in and of itself! 
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Now On to the next comparison that is becomes a terrible example of false doctrine. On 
page 86 in the 1943 edition we find the explanation of the Three uses of the Law. Most will 

remember from catechism classes that the three uses are as a curb, mirror and a guide. It 
is to the third use that I would draw you attention. 

In the 1943 edition we find this statement; 

“Thirdly the Law teaches us Christians which works we must do to lead a God-
pleasing life. (A rule) 

Now in the 1991 Edition we find this explanation with an added sentence; 
“Third, the law teaches us Christians what we should do and not do to lead a God-
pleasing life.(a guide) The power to live according to the law comes from the 

Gospel.” 

In this 1991 edition, the addition of this one sentence has the tendency to make the 
assumption to the average reader that one can live their lives keeping the law through the 
power of the gospel. When I teach my classes to both Adults and Children, I always ask the 

question, “How’s that working out for you?” And the answer is obvious; it is not working 
out at all. I believe that this is an insidious error which brings into pure doctrine an 
unhealthy dose of Reformed Theology. In a recent bible class in which I asked my members 

to respond to this added sentence, one of the young ladies stated that that is was very 
confusing because it made it sound as though a Christian could by the power of the Gospel 

keep the law and that if she didn’t keep the law, either she didn’t have the Gospel or she 
was not a Christian because she knew she didn’t keep the law. 

Lutheran Biblical theology recognizes we are as Christians always 100% saint and sinner. 
We will never be able to live according to the law! In fact the Law of God makes our sinful 
condition worse not better. 

In 1518 Martin Luther wrote the Heidelberg Disputation and in the very first thesis he says 

this: The law of God, that most salutary doctrine of life, cannot advance man on his way to 
righteousness, but rather hinders him.  He uses as a proof text from the bible Romans 3:19-

20 which reads;  
“Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are under the 
Law, so that every mouth may be closed and all the world may become accountable 

to God;  20 because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; 
for through the Law comes the knowledge of sin.” 
 

It has always been rather interesting to me that whoever wrote the added sentence in the 
1991 edition under the section of the three uses of the law, introduces the power of the 

Gospel into an explanation of the uses of the Law! Why was it deemed appropriate to add 
this sentence concerning the Gospel in an explanation concerning the Law? I would give a 
lot to find out the answer to that question.  

 
I believe that this added sentence does incredible harm in that it gives the reader the false 

impression that the power of the gospel enables a person to obey the law in a manner that 
would be pleasing to God. Therefore God would see that you are really trying to stay on His 
good side! 
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This erroneous teaching is the topic of a book, the title of which is; “The Goal of the 
Gospel, God’s Purpose In Saving You.” This is a book written by Pastor Robert Nordlie.   

In this book Pastor Nordlie came to the conclusion that God’s purpose in saving you is so 
that you would be empowered by the Gospel to obey God’s law. 

 
I quote from an article written by Pastor Jack Casione concerning the findings of the 
Praesdium under the Dispute resolution process concerning Pastor Nordlie’s book .  

 
“On page 95 Nordlie writes "In Chapters 1 to 4 we have seen that God has saved us so that 
we are enabled to obey his will,...." He is wrong. The goal of the Gospel is not good works or 
obedience but salvation through faith in Christ.  
 

It is very telling that the Praesidium had this to say about the apparent confusion of the 
Law and the Gospel that exists not only in this book but also in our own Synod. 
"Unfortunately, the problems in Pastor Nordlie’s preaching and teaching are not unique to 
Pastor Nordlie. They are apparent elsewhere in the Synod at large as a result of the inroads 
of a Reformed-like articulation of the relationship of Justification and the Christian life. The 
Praesidium urges the entire Synod to a renewed study of the proper understanding and 
articulation of the doctrines of Justification and Sanctification and the proper distinction 
between Law and Gospel." 
 
It has been said of Lutherans that all they ever do is eat, meet and retreat. Therefore one 
can imagine that there was no serious follow-up in studying the proper understanding and 

articulation of the doctrines of Justification and Sanctification within the Synod. 
 

However lo and behold the proof of their statement concerning the confusion which exists 
concerning these two teachings is right under their noses in the 1991 explanation to the 
Catechism on the Third use of the law, proving that their observation that this co-mingling 

of law and gospel is indeed rampant throughout our Synod. 
 
Furthermore to prove this point from a biblical perspective the Apostle Paul writes in the 

Epistle to the Romans; 
16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone 

who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness of God is 
revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.” 

 
The purpose of the Gospel then is to save us, not to empower us to live according to the 
law. 

I remember a man asking me in a Bible Class I was teaching on the distinction between the 
Law and Gospel; he asked, “aren’t we supposed to try and obey the law? I answered his 

question by stating, “Let me know how that works out for you!” 

Any time a Christian believes that their purpose in being a Christian is to try and obey the 

law they have completely lost the Gospel. The entire book of Galatians deals with this 
question as the Apostle Paul write to them in Chapter 3: 
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1 You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus Christ was 
publicly portrayed as crucified?  2 This is the only thing I want to find out from you: did you 
receive the Spirit by the works of the Law, or by hearing with faith?  3 Are you so foolish? 

Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh.” 
 
Quite simply stated the Goal of the Gospel is your Salvation. Period, end of discussion. 
 

Again St. Paul writes a description of the Christians life in Romans 7. Hear his words of the 
constant battle of how it is that God deals with each and every one of us by using His Law 
and His Gospel. 

14 For we know that the Law is spiritual, but I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin. 
15 For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to do, 
but I am doing the very thing I hate. 16 But if I do the very thing I do not want to do, I agree 
with the Law, confessing that the Law is good.  17 So now, no longer am I the one doing it, 

but sin which dwells in me. 18 For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in 
my flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not. 19 For the good that 
I want, I do not do, but I practice the very evil that I do not want. 20 But if I am doing the very 

thing I do not want, I am no longer the one doing it, but sin which dwells in me. 21 I find 
then the principle that evil is present in me, the one who wants to do good. 22 For I joyfully 
concur with the law of God in the inner man, 23 but I see a different law in the members of 

my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin 
which is in my members. 24 Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the body of 
this death? 25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, on the one hand I 
myself with my mind am serving the law of God, but on the other, with my flesh the law of 

sin. (NASB) 
 
This then is the life of every Christian. It is a constant battle between the new creation, 
created in Christ Jesus, and the old Adam, which is our sinful nature which is always with 

us. And the answer to the question that man asked me in my Bible class,” Aren’t we 
supposed to try and keep the law,”  would have been better phrased, do we as Christians 
have the desire to keep the law of God? To which the answer is a resounding – YES!  

The new man and the old man will fight each other to our last breath. But as St. Paul says, 
“Thanks be to God, through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

 
The new man serves the law of God, even delights in the law of God as David states in 
several places in the Psalms: 

Psalm 40:8 -- I delight to do Your will, O my God; Your Law is within my heart.” 
Psalm 112:1 -- Praise the Lord! How blessed is the man who fears the Lord, Who 
greatly delights in His commandments. 
Psalm 119:16 -- I shall delight in Your statutes; I shall not forget Your word. 
 

Luther once stated, in describing the difference between the old Adam and the New 
Creation; (I paraphrase) inside of every Christian there exists a believer and an unbeliever! 
 

The believer (the new creation) loves the law and everything about God, and the old nature 
hates God and everything that has to do with God! 
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Now let us turn to yet another section of the explanations (which I remind you are not part 
of Luther’s Small Catechism) which also has some egregious errors which need to be dealt 

with. 

These deal with the Office of the Keys and the process of Excommunication and 

subsequently and tangentially the Sacrament of the Altar (The Lord’s Supper.)  

It might be helpful to the reader to first view the by-laws in the constitution of Risen Christ 
Lutheran Church which were approved by the Rocky Mountain District somewhere shortly 
after we submitted it for review and approval in June of 2006.  In part it reads as follows: 

4. Communicant members conducting themselves in an unchristian manner so as to be 
open, public or known, thereby bringing shame upon the Church of Christ shall be 

admonished according to Matthew 18:15-18. If they remain impenitent after proper 
admonition they shall be excommunicated.  

5. The procedure for excommunication shall be as follows: the Pastor shall present to the 
voters assembly all of the steps taken by the Church to bring the erring member(s) to 
repent of their sin(s). If the voting membership upon receipt of the Pastor’s report has no 

further suggestions as to methods not yet tried to win back the erring member, the Pastor 
shall then pronounce the ban of excommunication. The ban shall be admitted into the 

minutes of the Congregation and published in the newsletter and/or the Church bulletin. 
6. Excommunication terminates membership in this Congregation, and all property rights 
and other claims upon the property of the Congregation as such are forfeited. 

Excommunication more importantly terminates membership in the Holy catholic and 
Apostolic Church.  
7. If members who are delinquent or self exclusionary, upon invitation, deliberately absent 

themselves from the meeting(s) at which their case is to be discussed, they shall be 
regarded as having excluded themselves from the membership of the Congregation and 

subject to termination of membership from the Church. Such members will be, also, 
subject to excommunication at the Pastors’ discretion (see: Article V, section C, part 4). 
When termination from membership has taken place, all property rights and other claims 

upon the property of the Congregation as such are forfeited. 

One will immediately notice that there is no vote taken by the Voter’s assembly as to 

whether an unrepentant member is to be excommunicated. We recognize that the Office of 
the Keys, that is the peculiar power of the Church to retain the sins of the impenitent as 

long as they do not repent is not something that the congregation exercises through a vote, 
but is rather the power exercised by the called and ordained Pastor, after all efforts have 
been exhausted to win the erring member back through Confession and Absolution. 

It should be kept in mind that the goal of this process is always to restore a public, 
manifest sinner to the Kingdom of Heaven. One should also note that excommunication 

does not just remove an individual from the benefits of the local congregation but removes 
them from the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church which means they are condemned 

to eternal damnation if they do not repent.  

It is extremely unfortunate that both editions of the Synodical explanations of this process 

are completely erroneous. In both the 1943 edition and the 1991 edition it states that the 
called ministers of Christ, must carry out the resolution of the congregation, that is he 



6 
 

must exclude the excommunicated person, (1991) sinner, (1943) from the rights and 
privileges of a Christian.  

The above quotes from both editions of the Synodical explanations in the Book of the 

Catechism are quite clear that the decision to excommunicate comes from some sort of 
resolution of the Congregation. This implies some sort of consensual agreement on the part 
of the local congregation. What this translates to in every congregation I have ever seen is a 

vote of the congregation. Even C.F. W. Walther in his book on Pastoral Theology states that 
this vote must be unanimous!  

Is it not interesting to the thinking person that the local congregation never calls a Voter’s 
Assembly to vote on the called and ordained minister of Christ to forgive sins?  

It is very clear from our Confessions, particularly that sectioned entitled, “The Power and 
the Primacy of the Pope, that the Office of the Keys is to be exercised by those who have 

been rightly called by the church; 
“Certainly, the common jurisdiction of excommunicating those guilty of clear crimes belongs to 

all pastors” 
 Concordia : The Lutheran Confessions. Edited by Paul Timothy McCain. St. Louis, MO : 
Concordia Publishing House, 2005, S. 304 

 
Furthermore in the Actual Catechism it is written concerning the Office of the Keys and 
Confession, which by the way was added later to the catechism, but is nonetheless Biblical 

and true;  
What is the Office of the Keys? 

 It is the peculiar church power which Christ gives to His Church on earth to forgive 
the sins of penitent sinners, but to retain the sins of the impenitent as long as they do not 
repent. 

Where is this written? 
 Thus writes the holy Evangelist John Chapter 20th:  
22 And when He had said this, He breathed on them and *said to them, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit.  23 “If you forgive the sins of any, their sins 1have been forgiven them; if you retain the 
sins of any, they have been retained.” 
What do you believe according to these words? 
 I believe that, when the called ministers of Christ deal with us by His Divine 
Command, especially when they exclude manifest and impenitent sinners from the 

Christian congregation, and, again, when the absolve those who repent of their sins and are 
willing to amend, this is as valid and certain, in heaven also, as if Christ, our dear Lord, 
dealt with us Himself. 

 
From the above it is evident that Pastors who are called and ordained by the Church have 

been given this unique and particular power by Christ Himself to forgive and retain sins 
and this is not a power which is given to a Voter’s Assembly. This in no way diminishes the 
truth that the office of the keys has been given to the Church as is clear in the above quote 

from the Catechism, as it is called a “peculiar Church Power.” One should not confuse the 
Church with the local congregation in this setting. This is the Church of Jesus Christ which 

he founded through the Gospel. 
 
In point of fact the Voter’s Assembly of a Lutheran Congregation should never vote on 

doctrine. The true and biblical doctrines of the Church have already been established by 
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the Holy Scriptures. They are contained in the Book of Concord as the clear explanations of 
the teachings of Jesus Christ, the Apostles and the Prophets. 

 
There may in fact be more erroneous statements of the Synod to be found in the 

explanations contained within the Catechism book but I simply have not had the time to 
further explore them all. 


