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This month, we move the fourth “confession” in the Book of Confessions, which is part 1 of the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  The first was the Nicene Creed; the second was the Apostles’ Creed; and the third was the Scot’s Confession.

The Heidelberg Catechism is another of the Reformation documents; it was produced as a teaching document in the fallout after Martin Luther’s “95 Theses” ignited the Protestant Reformation in 1517.  In various areas across Europe, different understandings of the faith – particularly related to the mystery of what happens in communion – were driving wedges between believers. 


In Switzerland, Frederick the Elector was a powerful man who did not want the controversy to create tension within his community. He contracted with Zacharias Ursinus and Kaspar Olevianus to write a catechism that would be acceptable to all. Ursinus was a theology professor, Olevianus was a preacher. Together, they produced what we have as the Heidelberg Catechism.

The Catechism is written in question/answer form, to be memorized by those who were seeking to become members of the church. There are 129 questions and answers – it would take quite some time to memorize them all! In fact, the questions are divided into 52 “Lord’s Day” segments: for each Sunday, the student would have memorized several new questions and answers.

Three sections form the structure of the Catechism: “Part 1: Of Man’s Misery”; “Part 2: Of Man’s Redemption”; and, “Part 3: Thankfulness.” Thus, the movement in this document is from God’s sovereignty to the consequence of man’s sinful behavior, to how God acts to redeem man, and finally, to thankfulness for God’s grace and salvation. 

For our purposes, the first two questions and answers from Lord’s Day #1 are the most widely known:

Q. 1. What is your only comfort, in life and in death?

A. That I belong—body and soul, in life and in death—not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well that without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation. Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.

Q. 2. How many things must you know that you may live and die in the blessedness of this comfort?

A. Three. First, the greatness of my sin and wretchedness. Second, how I am freed from all my sins and their wretched consequences. Third, what gratitude I owe to God for such redemption.
These two questions and answers contain a very concise summation of the gospel. It begins with words that can only be understood as good news: “What is your only comfort…?” Why is that good news? It is good news because there is comfort – as Paul points out in Romans, “The wages of sin is death.” We have no right to comfort, we have not earned salvation, we do not have any claim to holiness. That we have any comfort at all is good news – so what is it?

“That I belong – body and soul, in life and in death – not to myself but to my faithful Savior (we have a Savior!),  Jesus Christ (he is the one who is our savior), who at the cost of his own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the devil (how he saved me).” Taking each question and answer phrase by phrase is a great discipline for a devotional time.


Another part of the Heidelberg Catechism deserving attention is the discussion of the Lord’s Supper. Different understandings of what happened in the Lord’s Supper caused great division – sometimes violent division – among believers and was one of the reasons why Frederick the Elector retained Ursinus and Olevianus to put together a catechism that – Frederick hoped – would resolve the issue. 

The three most prevalent positions at the time were: “transubstantiation,” the Roman Catholic view, where it was believed that the bread changed into the actual body of Christ and that the wine/juice changed into the actual blood of Jesus; “consubstantiation,” the Lutheran view, where Christ was with (over, above, around, throughout) the bread and cup, but that the substances did not change; and “symbolic,” the Reformed position that the Lord’s Supper was a sign and confirmation of Christ’s one-time sacrifice for all. Calvin would later refine the Reformed position to talk about the “mystery” of the Lord’s Supper being more than mere symbolism; that, by the power of the Holy Spirit, we are brought into the “efficacious presence of the living, risen, Jesus Christ.” 

Q. 79. Then why does Christ call the bread his body, and the cup his blood, or the New Covenant in his blood, and why does the apostle Paul call the Supper “a means of sharing” in the body and blood of Christ?

A. Christ does not speak in this way except for a strong reason. He wishes to teach us by it that as bread and wine sustain this temporal life so his crucified body and shed blood are the true food and drink of our souls for eternal life. Even more, he wishes to assure us by this visible sign and pledge that we come to share in his true body and blood through the working of the Holy Spirit as surely as we receive with our mouth these holy tokens in remembrance of him, and that all his sufferings and his death are our own as certainly as if we had ourselves suffered and rendered satisfaction in our own persons.
These confessional documents are wonderful resources for learning about, strengthening, and informing our faith. They do not take the place of Scripture and must always be read with an eye towards being clarified and corrected by Scripture. They are, however, helpful in understanding what the testimony of the Church is and has been. Then, it is our responsibility to make sure that the Church’s  testimony continues to be passed along faithfully.

Next Month: Second Helvetic Confession

