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Preface

With wholehearted gratitude to “my faithful Savior” I am privileged to be
able to present this work on the Heidelberg Catechism. The “little catechism”
first published in Germany and dated January 19, 1563, has been a part of my
life since I was young—just as it has been for many other believers for more
than four centuries. But this “little” song of comfort became a big part of my
life in 1963, when I introduced a seminary course on the Heidelberg in its four-
hundredth-anniversary year. That experience changed my life. I had done some
studying abroad in the Netherlands and in Switzerland prior to that year, but
ever since then my life has been devoted in large part to studying the
Heidelberg in its setting, becoming familiar with its history, and learning about
its beautiful intricacies—all with respect to teaching it as a major confession of
the church and as a beautiful testimony of our deliverance into the full life of
gratitude granted by God through our Savior, Jesus Christ, and by the life-
changing work of the Holy Spirit.

Many experiences in my life before and after that year helped to bring shape
to this commentary. So I hope it is helpful to mention some of them here. Other
such experiences are mentioned at times throughout these two volumes.

After graduating from Calvin Theological Seminary in Grand Rapids,
Michigan, in 1947, I was privileged to pursue further study at Westminster
Theological Seminary in Philadelphia under Professors Cornelius Van Til and
John Murray, just two of the many thinkers I have leaned upon in the compila-
tion of this commentary. Then from 1948-1951 I had the opportunity to study
systematic theology at the Free University of Amsterdam under Professor G. C.
Berkouwer. During that time I also attended courses taught by Professors
Herman Dooyeweerd and D. H. Theodoor Vollenhoven. In 1952 I was ordained
as a minister in the Christian Reformed Church (CRC), and in 1956 I was
appointed by the CRC synod as professor of systematic theology at Calvin
Theological Seminary, where I taught until my retirement in 1988.

Five years after introducing the seminary course on the catechism in 1963, I
had the privilege of spending a sabbatical year with my family in Heidelberg,
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Germany. We lived in an ancient house on the hill above the city, near the cas-
tle where Frederick III, the elector who first published the catechism, had lived.
Every morning when I went to my study, I could look out across the rooftops of
the city of Heidelberg, and especially on the university and on the great Church
of the Holy Spirit, where so much of the history of this catechism took place. As
I walked the streets of the old city and used the library of the Ruprecht-Karls-
Universität, the places and events and people of the catechism became very real
to me. Throughout that wonderful year my family and I visited the cities,
libraries, castles, and churches related to the catechism and the people who
wrote it. I was able to hold rare first editions of the catechism in my hands and
to read the books and manuscripts once read by Zacharias Ursinus and Caspar
Olevianus. Much of the research represented in this commentary was done at
the sites we visited that year. From then on, I used every sabbatical available to
me (1976, 1981, 1985) for catechism research and writing, and I have devoted
all of the years of my retirement to this work.

Besides the opportunities supplied by sabbatical studies, I gained insight
into the Heidelberg Catechism by working with treasured colleagues on several
translation and study committees. From 1968 through 1975 a team of us
(Richard R. Wevers, Clarence Boersma, Edward J. Masselink, Stanley M.
Wiersma, and myself) met weekly to produce a new English translation of the
catechism. These linguists, theologians, poets, and friends were a major influ-
ence in my understanding of a document I thought I already knew. With minor
changes, Synod 1975 of the CRC adopted the translation we worked on. A later
review committee (Richard R. Wevers, Douglas R. Fauble, Donald Sinnema,
Carl D. Tuyl, James Vanden Bosch, and myself) met from 1986 through 1988
to suggest changes regarding gender language and related translation issues in
the Apostles’, Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds. The English version of the cat-
echism used in this commentary is the result of the work of these committees,
and I thank all of my colleagues for their contributions to my knowledge and
understanding of the catechism.

Shortly after retiring in 1988, I was further encouraged by colleagues and by
Harvey A. Smit, Robert De Moor, and other staff members at CRC Publications
to compile this commentary. Its main purpose would be to supply a compre-
hensive guide for students, teachers, and preachers based on the most current
available resources and the most helpful historical scholarship to aid in cate-
chism instruction today using the new English translation adopted by Synod
1988. With few other English resources on the Heidelberg widely available, it
seemed a good idea to pursue this work. Calvin Theological Seminary gener-
ously granted financial support toward the publication of this work, and CRC
Publications undertook the editorial, design, and production costs necessary to

12



see it to completion. A major role in producing this work was undertaken by
Paul Faber, who edited the manuscript. He revised, edited, smoothed rough
sentences and paragraphs, and with his enthusiasm encouraged me many times.
I am deeply grateful to him for his professional expertise and constant support.

For all of the opportunities, encouragements, and gifts supplied to me
throughout the years by Calvin Theological Seminary, by CRC Publications,
and by the Christian Reformed Church, I am profoundly grateful. Serving the
seminary and the church has been a privilege and a blessing through my pro-
fessional life. For daily conversations for more than thirty years in the coffee
room, the faculty room, and the classroom, I am thankful to my seminary col-
leagues. My many students in the seminary were likewise a constant source of
instruction and delight for me, and I am grateful for their questions, insights,
and shared enthusiasm in the catechism. I am gratified that so many of them
continue to study and preach from the catechism.

Being able to share my faith and learning with my own family has been a
particular joy for me. As a catechism teacher at Neland Avenue CRC in Grand
Rapids, I had the special blessing of teaching the Heidelberg to several of my
children and one of my daughters-in-law. I am also especially thankful for the
support and help of my wife, Leona, who has worked as my partner for many
years on this project.

Most of all, and together with all of these believers who have grown to
appreciate the Heidelberg Catechism, I thank “my faithful Savior” for the work
and opportunities and blessings he has given me to be involved in such a proj-
ect for the sake of his kingdom. May it serve our Lord and King’s purposes as
he sees fit to nourish and build up his body of believers, “the one holy catholic
church, the communion of saints,” in the years ahead. Soli Deo gloria!

—Fred H. Klooster, 2001
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1. Sonntag

Frage 1
Was ist dein einiger Trost
im Leben und im Sterben?

Daß ich mit Leib und Seele,
beides, im Leben und im Sterben, Röm. 14:8
nicht mein, 1 Kor. 6:19
sondern meines getreuen Heilands
Jesu Christi
eigen bin, 1 Kor. 3:23

der mit seinem teuren Blut 1 Petr. 1:18-19
für alle meine Sünden vollkömmlich bezahlt 1 Joh. 1:7; 2:2
und mich aus aller Gewalt des Teufels
erlöst hat 1 Joh. 3:8
und also bewahrt Joh. 6:39

daß ohne den Willen meines Vaters im Himmel Matth. 10:29-31
kein Haar von meinem Haupt kann fallen Luk. 21:18
ja auch mir alles
zu meiner Seligkeit dienen muß. Röm. 8:28

Darum er mich auch durch seinen Heiligen Geist 2 Kor. 1:21-22
des ewigen Lebens versichert Eph. 1:13-14
und ihm forthin ze leben Röm. 8:15-16
von Herzen willig und bereit macht. Röm. 8:14

18 C H A P T E R  1



Frage 2
Wieviel Stücke sind dir nötig zu wissen,
daß du in diesem Trost
selig leben und sterben mögest?

Drei Stücke: Luk. 24:46-47; 1 Kor. 6:11
Tit. 3:3-7

erstlich,
wie groß meine Sünde und Elend sei; Joh. 9:41; 15:22

zum andern
wie ich von allen meinen Sünden und Elend
erlöst werde; Joh. 17:3
und zum dritten,
wie ich Gott für solche Erlösung
soll dankbar sein. Eph. 5:8-11; 1 Petr. 2:9-12

Rom. 6:11-14

L O R D ’ S  D A Y  1  •  Q & A ’ S  1 - 2 19



LORD’S DAY 1

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

A. That I am not my own,1

but belong—
body and soul,
in life and in death—

2

to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.3

He has fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood,4

and has set me free from the tyranny of the devil.5

He also watches over me in such a way6

that not a hair can fall from my head
without the will of my Father in heaven:7

in fact, all things must work together for my salvation.8

Because I belong to him,
Christ, by his Holy Spirit,
assures me of eternal life9

and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready
from now on to live for him.10

11 1 Cor. 6:19-20
12 Rom. 14:7-9
13 1 Cor. 3:23; Titus 2:14
14 1 Pet. 1:18-19; 1 John 1:7-9; 2:2
15 John 8:34-36; Heb. 2:14-15; 1 John 3:1-11
16 John 6:39-40; 10:27-30; 2 Thess. 3:3; 1 Pet. 1:5
17 Matt. 10:29-31; Luke 21:16-18
18 Rom. 8:28
19 Rom. 8:15-16; 2 Cor. 1:21-22; 5:5; Eph. 1:13-14
10 Rom. 8:1-17
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12 Q. What must you know
to live and die in the joy of this comfort?

A. Three things:
first, how great my sin and misery are;1

second, how I am set free from all my sins and misery;
2

third, how I am to thank God for such deliverance.
3

1 Rom. 3:9-10; 1 John 1:10
2 John 17:3; Acts 4:12; 10:43
3 Matt. 5:16; Rom. 6:13; Eph. 5:8-10; 2 Tim. 2:15; 1 Pet. 2:9-10

L O R D ’ S  D A Y  1  •  Q & A ’ S  1 - 2 21



Comfort (Trost): 
The Theme of the Heidelberg Catechism

L O R D ’ S D AY 1
( Q & A’ S 1 - 2 )

A Song of Comfort (Q&A 1)

Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to
Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been com-
pleted, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from the

LORD’s hand double for all her sins” (Isa. 40:1-2). In the Heidelberg Catechism
we have a masterful picture of the only comfort. The first question and answer
of this catechism is a comfort song echoing the heart of the gospel of Jesus
Christ.

The opening question is asked in the second person: “What is your only
comfort in life and in death?” 1 And the answer comes in the first-person singu-
lar: my only comfort is “that I am not my own, but belong . . . to my faithful
Savior Jesus Christ. . . .” This answer, which goes on for three stanzas, is a song
of praise and adoration, of joy and jubilation. To the beginner the entire answer
may seem complex, but it is really a simple song. It’s a simple yet royal song
elaborating on the theme “I am not my own, but belong . . . to my faithful Savior
Jesus Christ.” This song is also the theme of the entire catechism. The “Amen”
of the final question and answer (Q&A 129) echoes the joy and confidence
rooted in the comfort of this first question and answer.

Many popular songs repeat their lyrics over and over. Not this song. Its
words are carefully chosen, and each one is significant. The question asks about
comfort: your comfort, your only comfort, a comfort in life and in death. And
the answer states, in significant detail, “I am not my own, but belong—body
and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.” Especially
significant here is that I belong “body and soul, in life and in death” to Jesus
Christ. The rest of the answer spells out this relationship in three stanzas, each

22 C H A P T E R  1
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consisting of two parts. Because this stanza structure is not preserved in the
current English translation, I will diagram it here (note the structure in the
German text of Q&A 1):

1a He has fully paid
for all my sins
with his precious blood,

1b and has set me free
from the tyranny of the devil.

2a He also watches over me in such a way
that not a hair can fall from my head
without the will of my Father in heaven:

2b in fact, all things must work together
for my salvation.

3a Because I belong to him,
Christ, by his Holy Spirit,
assures me of eternal life

3b and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready
from now on to live for him.

The first stanza above indicates why I belong to Jesus Christ: “He has fully
paid for all my sins with his precious blood” (1a), and he “has set me free from
the tyranny of the devil” (1b). The second stanza expresses the full security of
this comfort: “He also watches over me in such a way that not a hair can fall
from my head without the will of my Father in heaven” (2a); his watching over
me is so complete and effective that “all things must work together for my sal-
vation” (2b). The third stanza rings with assurance and thanks: “Because I
belong to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit, assures me of eternal life” (3a), and he
“makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him”
(3b).

In this magnificent first question and answer the Heidelberg Catechism sings
the song of the Reformation. The Reformation did not succeed publicly in
Heidelberg until 1545, almost three decades after Martin Luther posted his
“Ninety-Five Theses.” When the Mass was about to be celebrated near the end
of that year, the worshipers in Heidelberg’s great Church of the Holy Spirit
spontaneously began singing the Reformation hymn “Es ist das Heil uns kom-
men her” (“Salvation hath come down to us”). This song was an echo of
Romans 3:28: “We maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observ-
ing the law.” A translation of this song, originally written by Paul Speratus,
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chaplain to the Duke of Prussia, provides a clue to the joy with which those
worshipers sang:

Salvation hath come down to us
Of freest grace and love,

Works cannot stand before God’s law,
A broken reed they prove;

Faith looks to Jesus Christ alone,
He must for all our sins atone,

He is our one Redeemer. 2

The singing of that song in Heidelberg on December 20, 1545, changed the
life of the city. By the time another decade had passed, the spirit of the
Reformation was dominant there, and eventually that spirit led to the publica-
tion of the Heidelberg Catechism in 1563. In this new song believers acknowl-
edged that the comfort of belonging to their loving Savior leads to a life of
thanks for his great redemption: “Because I belong to him, Christ, by his Holy
Spirit, assures me of eternal life and makes me wholeheartedly willing and
ready from now on to live for him” (A 1). That emphasis takes shape in one of
the most striking features of the Heidelberg Catechism—the entire third part,
from Q&A’s 86-129, is devoted to the Christian life of thanks. What a chal-
lenge that thanks-filled perspective presents! Christ’s complete deliverance is
our only comfort.

It is difficult today for Protestants to imagine all that was involved in singing
that comfort song in Reformation times. Before the Reformation, worshipers
entered the great churches under the menacing gaze of sculptures of the last
judgment. That design was intended to strike fear in all who entered, thus pro-
moting the sacramental system of the Roman Catholic Church. The require-
ment of meritorious works created a life-and-death fear in sincere people. Even
a recent pope spoke of the fear with which he faced the final judgment. Comfort
and the assurance of salvation are foreign to those who seek salvation, even in
part, through their own good deeds.

The Reformers rediscovered the comfort of Christ’s gospel, which led to
songs of joy and praise. In contrast to the sculptures of medieval churches and
cathedrals, the “entrance” into the Heidelberg Catechism carries the message of
comfort, comfort “in life and in death.” This catechism dares to face the last
judgment with comfort, asking, “How does Christ’s return ‘to judge the living
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and the dead’ comfort you?” (Q 52). By the Spirit’s power, every Christian
learns to sing the comfort-song of the gospel with faith’s confidence and joy.

Comfort: The Catechism’s Theme
The first question and answer is not just the first of many; it introduces the cat-
echism’s main theme. The term “comfort,” either as a noun or a verb, occurs in
Q&A’s 1, 2, 52, 53, 57, and 58 of the catechism. Answer 53 directly relates the
work of the Holy Spirit to comfort: “He has been given to me personally, so
that, by true faith, he makes me share in Christ and all his blessings, comforts
me, and remains with me forever.” Thus answer 53 expands on the last stanza of
answer 1.

Use of the term “comfort” in questions 52, 57, and 58 is noteworthy because
these questions deal with the last judgment. “How does Christ’s return ‘to judge
the living and the dead’ comfort you?” (Q 52). “How does ‘the resurrection of
the body’ comfort you?” (Q 57). “How does the article concerning ‘life ever-
lasting’ comfort you?” (Q 58). The catechism is serious when it asks, “What
must you know to live and die in the joy of this comfort?” (Q 2). Each of the six
Q&A’s that include the word “comfort” is an elaboration of the song of Q&A 1.

Although the document uses the term “comfort” only in these six Q&A’s,
comfort is the underlying theme of every question and answer in the catechism.
Zacharias Ursinus, who is probably the catechism’s primary author, states that
“the question of comfort is placed, and treated first, because it embodies the
design and substance of the Catechism.” 3

One of the unique features of the Heidelberg Catechism is its central, unify-
ing theme. Most catechisms of the Reformation period included discussion of
four standard elements—the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, the
Lord’s Prayer, and the sacraments. The Heidelberg Catechism unites these
standard catechetical components in an organic way. They do not just follow
one another as beads on a string, as in Luther’s catechisms. In the Heidelberg
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Catechism all elements are woven together into a beautiful, harmonious tapes-
try. The central theme, comfort, is developed in a three-part design: through a
discussion of our misery, deliverance, and gratitude. The summary of the law is
included in the part on misery. The Apostles’ Creed and the sacraments are
placed in the part on deliverance. The Ten Commandments and the Lord’s
Prayer are in the part on gratitude. The authors of the Heidelberg Catechism
have creatively woven traditional materials together into this grand design so
that all features blend into the central theme of comfort. This demands that an
expositor highlight the catechism’s thematic unity within its diverse parts.

Although the Heidelberg Catechism is unique, and thus original, in its theme
and structure, its content is not entirely original. Its authors made extensive use
of other catechisms from the Reformation era. A careful study of earlier cate-
chisms reveals that the Heidelberg authors gleaned a surprising number of
ideas, phrases, and specific words from earlier sources. 4

Even the emphasis on comfort was not without parallels, although making it
the catechism’s theme was unique. There’s a hint of comfort in the Zurich cat-
echisms of Leo Jud, which date from 1534 to 1538. In Q&A 73 of his Shorter
Catechism Jud described the Christian religion as a joy. Comfort was more
prominent, however, in the catechisms of the Polish Reformer John à Lasco.
The earliest one was used in manuscript form in East Friesland in 1546 and
published in London in 1551; it mentions comfort in connection with the
Lord’s Prayer, explaining the address “Father” as a “very special comfort in
life and death” (Q&A 125), words that remind us immediately of Q&A 1 of the
Heidelberg Catechism. Another question in à Lasco’s catechism relates com-
fort to the confession that God is almighty (Q 127).

Another à Lasco catechism was published for the refugee church in London
in 1553. This Shorter London Catechism refers to comfort in connection with
the last four lines of the Apostles’Creed and may have influenced questions 57
and 58 of the Heidelberg Catechism. The comfort one derives from the sacra-
ment of the Lord’s Supper is also mentioned in Q&A 34 of the Shorter London
Catechism.

Even more interesting is the Emden Catechism of 1554, which was based on
three earlier catechisms of à Lasco. Its question 24 asks, “Where shall this poor,
condemned man, made fearful by the law, seek comfort?” The answer: “Not in
himself, or in any other work in heaven or earth, but through faith in the only
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mediator and Saviour Jesus Christ . . . who has revealed to us the doctrine of the
Holy Gospel, by which God urges and impels us by that law as by a school-
master.”

Some of the London refugees from à Lasco’s church were driven out of
England by the persecution of Queen Mary I, who came to be known as
“Bloody Mary.” After first fleeing to Denmark, northern Germany, and
Frankfurt, those refugees eventually found safe haven at Frankenthal in the
Palatinate, the German province where Heidelberg is located, in the spring of
1562. They brought their catechisms with them, and the Heidelberg Catechism
reflects their influence.

Two catechisms attributed to Ursinus were also composed before the publi-
cation of the Heidelberg Catechism. Both contain the idea of comfort. The
Large Catechism of 1561 begins with this question: “What firm comfort do you
have in life and in death?” That question resembles the first one in the
Heidelberg, but its answer is entirely different:

That I was created by God
in his image
for eternal life;

and
after I willfully lost this in Adam,

God, out of infinite and free mercy,
took me into his covenant of grace

that he might give me by faith,
righteousness and eternal life

because of the obedience
and death of his Son
who was sent in the flesh.

And that he sealed his covenant in my heart
by his Spirit,

who renews me in the image of God
and cries out in me, “Abba,” Father,

by his Word
and the visible signs of this covenant. 5
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The Small Catechism of 1562 was clearly a preparatory draft for the
Heidelberg Catechism. Ursinus probably had the major hand in its composi-
tion, but it was undoubtedly also influenced by the Palatinate team that Elector
Frederick III appointed to produce the Heidelberg Catechism. 6 The first ques-
tion of this Small Catechism asks, “What comfort sustains your heart in death
as well as in life?” The answer: “That God has truly forgiven all my sins
because of Christ and has given me eternal life in which I may glorify him for-
ever.”

Even earlier, in his inaugural speech of 1558 when he began his teaching
career at the Elizabeth Gymnasium in his native Breslau, Silesia (now part of
Poland), Ursinus referred to the “sweetest comfort.” He urged his audience to
use a catechism by Philipp Melanchthon in order to understand the Christian
faith. In that context he said, “Let us rather, with all submission and thankful-
ness, embrace this sweetest comfort by which we are assured that our labors
please God.” In connection with trials that Christians face, Ursinus also
referred to comfort in contrast to grief and unworthiness: “This comfort that,
for the differences and inequalities of gifts and degrees, we shall not be cast off
and suffered to perish, . . . must be opposed to the grief conceived upon our own
unworthiness.” 7

The comfort of Christ’s gospel was rediscovered by the Reformers of the
sixteenth century. Luther, Melanchthon, and John Calvin frequently spoke of
the believer’s comfort. The Belgic Confession of 1561 mentions the comfort
God provides for those he rescues from the misery of sin. Many other illustra-
tions could be given to show that the authors of the Heidelberg Catechism were
influenced by such sources as well as by several other catechisms. The
Heidelberg authors shared this rich recovery of the gospel message, but they
surpassed all of their predecessors when they made comfort the theme of the
entire catechism.
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Comfort: A Biblical Theme?
The Heidelberg Catechism may not be viewed as a document on the same level
as Scripture; it is not a second source for the life of faith. And it certainly may
not be seen as something above Scripture. The authors of the catechism
claimed only to echo the Bible. Elector Frederick III, ruler of the Palatinate
from 1559 to 1576 and spiritual father of the Heidelberg Catechism, was con-
vinced that the entire catechism “word for word, is drawn, not from human but
from divine sources, [as] the [Scripture] references that stand in the margin will
show.” In his defense of the catechism before Emperor Maximilian II at the
Diet of Augsburg in 1566, Frederick declared that “if any one of whatever age,
station or class he may be, even the humblest, can teach me something better
from the Holy Scriptures, I will thank him from the bottom of my heart and be
readily obedient to the divine truth.” 8

We must examine, therefore, whether the catechism’s theme is an authentic
echo of the Word of God. It is always dangerous to select a central theme, for
the gospel is as “wide and long and high and deep” as the “love of Christ,” a
“love that surpasses knowledge” (Eph. 3:18). Is comfort a legitimate summary
of the biblical message? Is it specific enough and adequately comprehensive?

There were undoubtedly other themes the authors could have used to set forth
the riches of God’s Word for catechetical instruction. The covenant is certainly
a central biblical doctrine, and it could serve as the theme of a good catechism.
Ursinus himself used the theme of the covenant in his Large Catechism, as the
quotation above indicates. Yet we can be grateful that Ursinus’s Large
Catechism was replaced by the Heidelberg Catechism. Ursinus’s view of the
covenant was inadequate; he limited the covenant to the elect and therefore the
historical dimensions of the biblical covenant doctrine were suppressed.
Nevertheless the covenant is a possible theme for a catechism.

Other biblical themes for a catechism could be suggested, such as creation-
fall-redemption. This basic trilogy is also part of the Heidelberg Catechism, as
Q&A’s 6, 7, and 19 indicate. Of course, the catechism could also have been
composed without a central theme—as most catechisms were. Whatever other
possibilities were considered, our task is to examine whether comfort is an
authentic biblical theme that adequately summarizes the biblical message.

The Heidelberg Catechism does not cite any biblical passages to warrant its
theme of comfort. As already noted, the term “comfort” occurs in six of the
questions and answers, and biblical support is provided mainly for the cate-
chism’s answers. Only once does “comfort” appear in an answer (A 53), and
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there the first edition listed only Acts 9 as biblical support. Since the German
Bible had not yet been versified in 1563, the first German edition of the
Heidelberg Catechism listed only chapter numbers in its biblical references.
Acts 9:31 (as cited in the current translation) was probably intended. That verse
refers to “a time of peace” enjoyed by the early church, a time when the church
was “strengthened” and “encouraged [comforted] by the Holy Spirit.” This pas-
sage is relevant, but does it give adequate warrant to comfort as a theme that
summarizes the biblical message?

Our questions as well as our answers must conform to the norm of God’s
Word. Since the catechism includes no specific biblical support for its comfort
theme beyond the reference to Acts 9 in answer 53, it is imperative that we face
this question head-on.

The first biblical reference to “comfort” occurs in Genesis 5:29, where
Lamech names his newborn son Noah, saying, “He will comfort us in the labor
and painful toil of our hands caused by the ground the LORD has cursed.” In nam-
ing his newborn son Noah, Lamech prophetically looks ahead to the approach-
ing flood that God would send as judgment on an almost universally sinful race
(Gen. 6:5). Lamech spoke of “comfort” as he recalled the curse on creation
(3:17) and considered God’s gracious intervention through Noah to keep the
unconditional promise of victory for the offspring of the woman (3:15).

The word “comfort” was without relevance before the fall into sin. Comfort
presupposes sin, evil, misery—all consequences of the fall, which we can
describe with the well-known phrase “Paradise Lost.” The idea of comfort
emerges in the mother-promise of Genesis 3:15—that first announcement of
the gospel was a message of comfort to our first parents, Adam and Eve, who
hid from God when they suddenly discovered their misery (see Q&A 19). The
mother-promise, explicated in the rest of Scripture, is the first announcement of
comfort for fallen humanity, as God declares to the serpent: “I will put enmity
between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will
crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” That comforting message is the
golden thread running through the entire fabric of Scripture. The Belgic
Confession includes the word “comfort” in this very connection: 9

We believe that our good God,
by his marvelous wisdom and goodness,

seeing that man had plunged himself in this manner
into both physical and spiritual death
and made himself completely miserable,
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set out to find him,
though man,

trembling all over,
was fleeing from him.

And he comforted him,
promising to give him his Son,

“born of a woman,”
to crush the head of the serpent,
and to make him blessed.

The comfort of “Paradise Regained” through Jesus Christ is pictured near the
close of the book of Revelation: “I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,
‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be
his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe
every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying
or pain, for the old order of things has passed away’” (Rev. 21:3-4). That’s the
picture of comfort perfected in “a new heaven and a new earth” (21:1). The
theme of comfort runs therefore from Genesis through Revelation.

There are also several specific references to comfort that confirm it as a bib-
lical theme. Earlier we quoted the well-known words of Isaiah 40:1: “Comfort,
comfort my people, says your God.” The prophet who brings these “good tid-
ings to Zion” (40:9) speaks of this comfort in the figurative language of a shep-
herd who comforts: “He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in
his arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that have
young” (40:11).

The entire “Shepherd Psalm” (Ps. 23) speaks of the comfort given by “the
good shepherd” (John 10:11). That psalm specifically mentions the comfort of
the shepherd’s rod and staff: “Even though I walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your
staff, they comfort me” (Ps. 23:4). This imagery, as we will show later, is espe-
cially significant in elaborating the root meaning of comfort in Scripture and in
the catechism. Isaiah also uses the figure of the comforting mother: “As a
mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you; and you will be comforted
over Jerusalem” (Isa. 66:13).

The Old Testament prophets were God’s ministers to comfort his people:
“The LORD will surely comfort Zion and will look with compassion on all her
ruins; he will make her deserts like Eden, her wastelands like the garden of the
LORD. Joy and gladness will be found in her, thanksgiving and the sound of
singing” (Isa. 51:3). Comfort brings song as one travels the winding uphill road
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from Paradise Lost to Paradise Regained. The prophets pointed to the Great
Prophet (Messiah) as one sent “to comfort all who mourn” (Isa. 61:2), and
Jesus applied that great passage to himself in his inaugural sermon in the syna-
gogue of Nazareth (Luke 4:16-21).

The prophecies of Isaiah reach their initial fulfillment in the promised
Messiah, Jesus Christ. The New Testament opens with the account of Simeon
“waiting for the consolation [parakle-sin, ‘comfort’] of Israel” (Luke 2:25).
After Simeon saw the babe and recognized him as “the Lord’s Christ,” he was
ready to die in peace. “For my eyes have seen your salvation,” he declared
(2:26-32). During his ministry Jesus showed himself as the “comforter of
Israel” (2:25). In his beatitudes he declares, “Blessed are those who mourn, for
they will be comforted” (Matt. 5:4), thus fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah 61:2.
In his parable of the rich man and poor Lazarus, Jesus states that Lazarus was
taken by the angels to Abraham’s bosom, where he was “comforted,” while the
rich man suffered misery and agony in hell (Luke 16:22-25).

The most comprehensive biblical references to comfort come from the apos-
tle Paul. To the Thessalonians he wrote of “eternal comfort”: “May our Lord
Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us
eternal encouragement [comfort] and good hope, encourage [comfort] your
hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word” (2 Thess. 2:16-17).
But the most remarkable passage is 2 Corinthians 1:3-7, in which Paul speaks
of “the God of all comfort” (1:3) and repeats the word for “comfort” many
times within five verses:

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father
of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our
troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort
we ourselves have received from God [or, with which we have been
comforted by God]. For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into
our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows. If we are dis-
tressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is
for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the
same sufferings we suffer. And our hope for you is firm, because we
know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our
comfort. 10
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In all these passages we read of trouble, suffering, distress, pain, and death
alongside deliverance and hope; thus we discover the combination of misery,
deliverance, and gratitude as the ingredients of comfort. Comfort certainly is a
biblical theme. The authors therefore made a sound biblical choice when they
made comfort the theme of the Heidelberg Catechism. We must now look more
closely at the meaning of “comfort.”

The Basic Meaning of “Comfort” (Trost)
What the Heidelberg Catechism means by “comfort” (Trost) is apparent, of
course, in answer 1. The entire catechism goes on to explain the comprehensive
scope of “comfort,” which goes far beyond a mere dictionary definition of the
word. Not even a standardized definition of Trost provides the depth of the cat-
echism’s biblical exposition on this theme. Some attention to the original
meaning of these words will prove helpful, however—at least toward avoiding
the superficial meanings that the words often convey today.

In today’s world the word comfort has lost its depth and power. Our con-
sumer society has robbed the word of its meaning. When we think of comfort
today, we usually think of comfortable homes, easy chairs, vacations, and rest.
Comfort has come to refer to something cozy. One can spend a vacation night
at Comfort Inn, relax with a glass of Southern Comfort, and snuggle up under
a comforter (padded blanket). If you have brought along a catalog published by
a firm named “Comfortably Yours,” you can covet several of the “aids for eas-
ier living” that promise a seemingly infinite variety of comforts. The catalog
cover invites you to look through this “catalog of comforts” and promises that
“you’ll find marvelous products for the bath and bedroom, for your personal
health, safety and security, even for your pets. All selected with your comfort in
mind.” At the same time one may not have the slightest inkling of what the
Heidelberg Catechism means by the “only comfort.”

Comfortable rest in a hospital may be the result of a sedative drug, so some
people may think the catechism is speaking of comfort as a spiritual sedative
that induces peaceful sleep and rest. Comfort then becomes a spiritual
painkiller.

In the catechism, “comfort” is the English translation of the German word
Trost, so our study of what the catechism means by “comfort” must begin with
the meaning of Trost. The New Testament writers frequently had to coin new
words or give existing words new meaning to help people understand the
gospel message. (Think, for example, of the Greek word diatheke to express the
biblical sense of “covenant.”) The German word Trost similarly experienced a
shift in meaning to meet the needs of Christian missionaries in Germany, and
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Reformation usage reflects this shift. In the Heidelberg Catechism we find per-
haps the best example of the deepened meaning of Trost.

The shift in meaning, which was really an enrichment of the word without
loss of its basic sense, began to occur when Christian missionaries in southern
Germany needed a German equivalent for the Latin consolatio. 11 According to
F. Kluge, “This shift began around 700 and by the ninth and tenth centuries the
usage followed the Rhine northwards,” paving the way for the Reformation
centuries later to bring “the new Christian meaning of Trost throughout the
north.” 12

The root meaning of Trost (Dutch, Troost) is “certainty, protection.” Trost is
thus related to the English “trust” and to such German words as treu (“faithful,
true”) and trauen (“to marry”). The related old Gothic word is trusti, which
referred to a treaty or a covenant. In the Gothic translation of the Bible, Ulfilas
(d. 318) translated the Greek word for “covenant” (diatheke) in Ephesians 2:12
as trausti. Before their conversion to Christianity the Ephesians were therefore
“foreigners to the covenants [trausti] of the promise, without hope and without
God in the world” (Eph. 2:12). This usage indicates that the idea of trust, of cer-
tainty-outside-of-ourselves, underlies the root meaning of the word Trost. The
trust relation of a king to his subjects and the protection involved in that rela-
tionship is rooted in this word. Notice this idea reflected in the catechism’s
answer “that I am not my own, but belong . . . to my faithful Savior Jesus
Christ.”

The English “comfort” is a good translation of the German Trost and the
Latin consolatio—if we bear in mind the root meanings of the word. “Comfort”
comes from the Latin confortare (from earlier Latin com + fortis, “with
strength”), meaning “to strengthen greatly.” Webster’s New International
Dictionary states that comfort, console, and solace are related; comfort is con-
sidered “the homelier, more intimate word,” which “suggests relief afforded by
imparting positive cheer, hope, or strength, as well as by the diminution of
pain.” Isaiah 61:1-2 is cited with this definition.

This meaning of comfort is suggested in the formal definition that Ursinus
gave the term in his commentary on the catechism: “Comfort is a consideration
of the intellect [understanding] whereby one places over against a present evil
a present or future good which relieves the pain of the present evil and makes it
bearable.” But that formal definition is preceded by a more satisfying descrip-
tion: “The substance of this comfort consists in this, that we are grafted into
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Christ by faith, that through him we are reconciled to, and beloved of God, that
thus he may care for and save us eternally.” 13

The root meaning of “comfort” is thus one of strength, fortitude, courage.
The true sense of “comfort” is captured if one sings Luther’s Reformation
hymn with the word “comfort” replacing “fortress”—“A mighty comfort is our
God, a bulwark [fortress] never failing.” Psalm 46, the source of Luther’s hymn,
is a comfort psalm. The “only comfort” of the catechism is “a mighty comfort.”
The catechism speaks of one’s “only comfort” because the believer belongs
totally to Jesus Christ. Because “I am not my own,” I am not alone! I belong to
Jesus Christ. He is at my side now because he stood in my place at Calvary and
“fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood” (A 1). In the words of
answer 39, “He shouldered the curse which lay on me.” I have this “only com-
fort” because Jesus is also at my side now. He “has set me free from the tyranny
of the devil” (A 1). He also watches over me in all things great and small and
actually makes them work for my salvation.

These perspectives with respect to the words Trost and comfort are entirely
supported—in fact, demanded—by the meaning of parakle-tos and other forms
of this word in the New Testament. The root meaning of this word is “to call to
one’s side.” Jesus himself is called the parakle-tos (“comforter”) in 1 John 2:1.
He is the advocate who, like a defense lawyer, stands at our side to speak “to the
Father in our defense” when we sin. Before his ascension Jesus promised to
send “another Comforter,” the Paraclete, who would be his representative and
agent for believers (John 14:16, KJV, ASV; see 14:26; 15:26; 16:7). The rela-
tion of the Holy Spirit to the believer is so close that this Comforter is not only
with me but also dwells in me so that my body is called “a temple of the Holy
Spirit” (1 Cor. 6:19; see 3:16-17; 2 Cor. 6:16; see also Q&A 109).

Comfort (parakle-sis) can also be brought by one Christian to another. One
stands beside another person to encourage him or her in the Christian faith.
Biblical examples of such human strengthening, fortifying, and encouraging
are found in a number of passages: Acts 16:40; Romans 1:12; 2 Corinthians
1:3-7; 1 Thessalonians 3:2; 4:18; 5:11.

“Your Only Comfort”
Some of the catechism’s questions are as instructive as its answers. The first
question makes clear that Christian comfort is unique; it is the “only comfort.”
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The answer also implies this uniqueness, but the question makes it explicit:
“What is your only comfort . . . ?”

The catechism does not present the Christian comfort as one of many—as if
all or several are equally legitimate. One does not peruse a catalog of comforts
before making a choice of the only comfort. Nor is it the case that the gospel
reveals the highest and supreme comfort among many—as if Christian comfort
is the best among a number of lesser comforts. Comfort in Christ is the only
comfort. One either has comfort or is comfortless—really, basically, funda-
mentally. The only comfort meets the one human need, in which we recognize
the only misery. The only comfort is anchored in the only way of deliverance—
through Jesus Christ. The only comfort also produces the only way of gratitude.

The apostle Peter emphasized this exclusiveness of the Christian faith:
“Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven
given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). Jesus made it clear in his
Sermon on the Mount: “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all
these things [food, drink, clothing] will be given to you as well” (Matt. 6:33).
And in the great chapter in which he comforted the troubled hearts of his disci-
ples, Jesus told Thomas unambiguously, “I am the way and the truth and the
life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). That’s what
the comforted and Paraclete-empowered apostle Peter also emphasized on
Pentecost and afterward.

Every age devises its own substitute comforts. Every religion offers its own
alternatives for the only comfort in Christ. But this comfort comes by the one
way of deliverance through Jesus Christ, who meets us in our deepest need—in
our sin and misery. It’s our only comfort.

The catechism makes the uniqueness and exclusiveness of this only comfort
even more explicit. Question 1 asks, “What is your only comfort in life and in
death?” The only comfort spans both life and death. It is also the only comfort
for “body and soul.” The only comfort involves the whole person, body and soul,
one’s whole history, in life and in death. The only comfort is comprehensive.

Our only comfort is the simple theme of the catechism. Because it is the
theme, its full exposition requires a full exposition of the whole catechism.
Rich and full as Q&A 1 is, it presents only an outline of the entire catechism.
Hence one should not attempt a full exposition of every detail of the first
answer; that would only duplicate what is still to come. A few obvious exam-
ples make that clear. That I belong to Christ is explicated in Q&A 37. That he
has “set me free from the tyranny of the devil” is emphasized in Q&A 45. The
Lord’s providential watching over me is movingly described in Q&A’s 26-28.
Assurance of salvation is elaborated upon in Q&A’s 21, 53, and especially 
69-79. The concluding words of answer 1 on gratitude are elaborated upon in
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the remarkable third part of the catechism: Q&A’s 86-129. They explain the
Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer for the Christian life of thanks for
Christ’s deliverance and comfort. So, rather than duplicating the commentary
on the rest of the catechism by explaining Q&A 1 in fine detail, we must try
instead to capture the total impact of the first question and answer as it summa-
rizes all that follows.

Anyone who attempts to preach a series of sermons on Q&A 1 makes a great
mistake. The rest of the catechism provides for that series. Pointing out the cat-
echism’s theme of comfort, the first Q&A supplies the focus for the detailed
exposition that follows. Therefore the best preparation for understanding the
role of Q&A 1 comes from repeatedly reading the entire catechism. The
preacher or teacher who begins with Q&A 1 must know where the rest of the
catechism will lead. Secondary sources, including this commentary, can never
take the place of the catechism itself. So if any reader of this commentary has
not read the entire catechism itself, he or she should do so now. Better still—
that person should read it five times from beginning to end. Then he or she will
grasp the unique function of the catechism’s first question and answer.

I Belong to Jesus Christ
Let’s turn now to examine the catechism’s answer to the first question, “What is
your only comfort in life and in death?” The heart of the answer comes in its
very first part: “That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and
in death—to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.” I belong to Jesus Christ; this is
my only comfort!

The comforted believer is not here engaging in psychological self-denial.
Something much more significant is being expressed. Belonging to Jesus
Christ is a matter of ownership with full legal and juridical connotations; Jesus
is now my Lord (Q 34). “I am not my own” indicates that I do not belong to
myself; rather, I belong “to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.” He owns me; I
belong to him. And I belong entirely to him—“body and soul, in life and in
death.”

Yet this comfort involves more than ownership with legal, juridical implica-
tions. True, I have been “bought at a price” (1 Cor. 6:20), ransomed, redeemed.
Israel’s only Savior declared to the people of God, “Fear not, for I have
redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine” (Isa. 43:1; see
43:11). This is true for all believers. The good shepherd who laid down his life
for the sheep knows them by name, and they know him (John 10:3, 11, 14-15).
Because they are his, he gives them “eternal life, and they shall never perish; no
one can snatch them out of [his] hand” (John 10:28). This redemptive owner-
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ship is a life union. We are united to Christ as branches to a vine (John 15:1-8).
That union with Christ is the most precious implication of the catechism’s first
answer. Ursinus emphasized this truth in the very first paragraph of his com-
mentary on the catechism: “The substance of this comfort consists in this, that
we are grafted into Christ by faith, that through him we are reconciled to, and
beloved of God, that thus he may care for and save us eternally.” 14 As we shall
see later, a believer’s union with Christ is basic to our entire salvation, to every
aspect of soteriology.

That is my comfort. I am not my own; therefore I am not alone. Christ is my
strength in life and in death. He now stands at my side because he once stood in
my place. The Spirit who now dwells in me has united me to him. That is the
root meaning of comfort (parakle-sis). That I am wholly his is my only comfort.
That is my song!

The heart of the answer given in those first lines is next expanded in the three
stanzas (noted earlier) that complete the song of answer 1. The first stanza
explains the actions of Christ by which I have come to belong to him: “He has
fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood, and has set me free from the
tyranny of the devil.” The explanation refers to purchase and payment; yet this
was not simply a business transaction in the marketplace but satisfaction for sin
and atonement. It involved a juridical or legal action whereby I became Christ’s
own possession. I was redeemed, ransomed. The price paid was that of his own
precious blood when he stood condemned in my place and then died in place of
me on the cross. By that once-for-all sacrifice he “fully paid for all my sins” and
made me completely his own. The implication of that answer is justification
and adoption as God’s children. “Our Lord Jesus Christ . . . was given us to set
us completely free and to make us right with God” (A 18; see Q&A’s 59-64).

By this work of atonement Christ fully paid for all my sins and “set me free
from the tyranny of the devil.” In fact, that is why he became incarnate, as the
writer of Hebrews puts it: “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too
shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds
the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were
held in slavery by their fear of death” (Heb. 2:14-15). In order to make me
wholly his, Christ had to rescue me from the clutches of the devil; from Satan’s
tyrannical power I am also set free. That’s why Paul urges believers joyfully to
give thanks to the Father: “For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness
and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemp-
tion, the forgiveness of sins” (Col. 1:13-14). If I were my own, I would be under
the devil’s tyranny. Now that I am Christ’s and do not stand alone, I share his
victory over the devil.
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The second stanza of the song of answer 1 depicts the comfort involved in
Christ’s providential watching over me. He has not only paid for my sin and
freed me from the devil’s tyranny: “He also watches over me in such a way that
not a hair can fall from my head without the will of my Father in heaven.” The
authors of the catechism did not invent those words; Jesus himself gave that
comforting promise (Matt. 10:29-31). God has again become my Father
because of Christ, his Son, my Savior (Q&A’s 26, 120). God’s providence pro-
vides “good confidence” (A 28), and it occasions thanks.

Christ’s watching over me is comprehensive and effective. It includes
minute details like the hairs of my head, but much more as well. “In fact, all
things must work together for my salvation,” says answer 1 at the close of its
second stanza. The confidence of Romans 8 is reflected here and throughout
the catechism: “We know that in all things God works for the good of those
who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. . . . For I am con-
vinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the pres-
ent nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ
Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:28, 38-39). Paul has only expanded here the simple
promise of Jesus concerning his sheep: “No one can snatch them out of my
hand” (John 10:28), not even the devil! What a comfort to know that because I
belong to him, “nothing will separate [me] from his love” (A 28).

In the third stanza of answer 1 the believer sings of the comfort that leads to
assurance of salvation and to thanksgiving for deliverance: “Because I belong
to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit, assures me of eternal life. . . .” He who stood
in my place in death and stands at my side in life has given me the Holy Spirit
“personally, so that, by true faith, he makes me share in Christ and all his bless-
ings, comforts me, and remains with me forever” (A 53). Again the fortifying
character of comfort is evident. Christ’s comfort makes one secure and strong.
Romans 8:15-16 is the source of that conviction: “For you did not receive a
spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of son-
ship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our
spirit that we are God’s children.”

Christ, to whom I belong, gives me this assurance. Belonging to Christ—
“body and soul, in life and in death”—is guaranteed because “he has fully paid
for all my sins with his precious blood, and has set me free from the tyranny of
the devil.” He wants me to know that eternal life is fully guaranteed to me so
that I can be free from anxiety and strengthened by his comfort for his service.

That’s where the last part of stanza 3 in this song brings us: “Because I
belong to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit . . . makes me wholeheartedly willing
and ready from now on to live for him.” Christian comfort does not lead, as
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some suppose, to rest, relaxation, and leisure. Comfort is not a sedative to
induce sleep. Not my works but Christ’s work has brought deliverance. Now
my life gets a new perspective. I am released entirely from the need of doing
anything to earn my salvation; Christ has fully paid, and I am now completely
free to live the life of gratitude. Even the desire to give thanks is awakened in
me by Christ through the Holy Spirit. This teaching has been suspected of lead-
ing people to indifference and wickedness. The catechism points in another
direction: “It is impossible for those grafted into Christ by true faith not to pro-
duce fruits of gratitude” (A 64). The short conclusion of answer 1, in fact, is
expanded into the whole third part of the catechism (Q&A’s 86-129). There the
Ten Commandments are explained in terms of the third use of the law—grati-
tude. And the Lord’s Prayer is explained there because “prayer is the most
important part of the thankfulness God requires of us” (A 116).

No catechism has surpassed the Heidelberg in developing this perspective
on praise and thanks. It reflects the concluding chapters of Romans. In fact, it
may be that the catechism’s threefold division is patterned after the book of
Romans. Paul introduces the gratitude section of that book with these words:
“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as
living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of wor-
ship” (Rom. 12:1). In a similar way Paul urged the Philippians, “If you have
any encouragement [parakle-sis] from being united with Christ, if any comfort
[paramuthion] from his love, if any fellowship [koinonia] with the Spirit, if any
tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded,
having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose” (Phil. 2:1-2). Those
words and the following ones in the same spirit introduce Paul’s well-known
injunction to pattern one’s life on Christ’s: “Your attitude should be the same as
that of Christ Jesus” (2:5; see 2:6-11).

The comforted Christian does not sit back in a cozy chair to relax in leisure;
rather, one is motivated by this only comfort to live only for Christ. This com-
fort leads to the kingdom life of thanks to the great King who stood in my place
and now stands at my side in his victorious kingdom. The comforted believer is
Spirit-enabled to “seek first his kingdom and his righteousness” (Matt. 6:33),
because this believer confesses, “I am not my own, but belong . . . to my faith-
ful Savior Jesus Christ” (A 1). Comfort thus induces courage for everyday
Christian living and fortitude for obedient service in God’s kingdom.

Holistic Comfort
The Heidelberg Catechism’s theme, our only comfort, reflects the solas of the
Reformation. This exclusive gospel comfort is all-inclusive. It has no rival. It is
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comfort for all of God’s children, rich and poor, learned and unlearned, minis-
ters, elders, deacons, and all others. There is no other authentic comfort.
Consequently this only comfort is also complete, whole, total. The wholeness
of this only comfort is strikingly emphasized in the following thirteen ways:

(1) The question declares that it is the only comfort—exclusive and yet all-
inclusive. (2) The only comfort is the whole comfort; this is evident in the fact
that the comforted believer belongs completely to Jesus Christ: “I am not my
own, but belong . . . to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.” (3) The whole per-
son—body and soul—belongs to Christ. (4) The whole person in his or her
entire history—both in life and in death—is Christ’s. (5) The believer belongs
wholly to Christ because he made complete atonement; he has “fully paid for
all my sins.” Further, (6) Christ brings complete liberation; he “has set me free
from the tyranny of the devil.” 15 (7) Christ also watches over me in his compre-
hensive providence so that “all things must work together for my salvation.”
(8) Full assurance of eternal life is also included in the wholeness of this only
comfort. And (9) that assurance leads to wholehearted willingness to live my
entire life for Christ.

A review of the complete answer discloses other aspects of the holistic com-
fort. (10) As the catechism’s theme, the first answer summarizes the entire cat-
echism. Further, (11) the first answer shows that comfort embraces the three
main components of the catechism: misery, deliverance, and gratitude. That
these components are implicit in answer 1 is made explicit by answer 2.
Additionally, (12) the first answer indicates that the entire Trinity, all three per-
sons, are at work in the Christian’s comfort. While I belong to Jesus Christ, the
Father and the Holy Spirit are also at work in this great redemptive provision of
comfort. Christ watches over me in such a way that the will of the Father is
accomplished. Assurance and gratitude are worked in me by Christ through
“his Holy Spirit.” This trinitarian emphasis in answer 1 is a warning against a
superficial choice of whether the catechism is christocentric or theocentric.
One should, however, recognize that after Adam’s fall, all God’s blessings
come to us through the mediator, Jesus Christ. Thus, (13) instead of debating
issues christocentric or theocentric, one should recognize that this trinitarian
emphasis shows that the catechism is christologically theocentric.

Yes, the only comfort is the exclusive comfort for the entire person in the
whole of one’s history. In this way Q&A 1 expresses several dimensions of the
gospel rediscovered by the Reformation; some of these were described in the
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popular Latin slogans sola Scriptura, sola fide, sola gratia, solo Christo, soli
Deo gloria! These phrases, usually rendered in English with the modifiers
“only” or “alone”—“Scripture alone,” “by faith alone,” “through grace alone,”
“through Christ alone,” “to God alone be the glory!”—express the wholeness
and exclusiveness of strategic features of the gospel and thus complement the
emphasis on the exclusive, whole, complete, or “only comfort” proclaimed in
the Heidelberg Catechism.

Theocentric or Anthropocentric?
A dilemma is faced if one is forced to choose between christocentricity and
theocentricity as alternatives from which the catechism is to be understood. But
one can avoid that predicament by recognizing that the catechism is christo-
logically theocentric. We now turn to another dilemma that interpreters of the
Heidelberg Catechism must face: Is it theocentric or anthropocentric? Should a
biblical catechism emphasize my comfort or God’s glory? Since the Heidelberg
Catechism takes the believer’s “only comfort” as its theme, it appears to some
readers to reflect a human, anthropocentric, subjective tendency rather than a
divine, theocentric, objective one. The question is complicated because the
anthropocentric emphasis is reflective of Lutheranism while the theocentric
emphasis is considered authentically Calvinistic. In other words, is the
Heidelberg Catechism’s theme of comfort and its warm, personal tone indica-
tive of an anthropocentric, Lutheran theology? Or is it genuinely Calvinistic?

The question has been posed in several ways, and many commentators have
considered it. B. B. Warfield has raised the question in perhaps the most chal-
lenging way by contrasting the first Q&A of the Heidelberg Catechism with
that of the Westminster Shorter Catechism. He sharply criticizes the Heidelberg
for its subjective, anthropocentric concern with our selves, our comfort. A con-
sideration of Warfield’s critique here may help us to understand the Heidelberg
Catechism better.

Warfield’s criticism is expressed in the context of his claim that “no cate-
chism begins on a higher plane than the Westminster ‘Shorter Catechism.’” He
explains,

Its opening question, “What is the chief end of man?” with its
answer, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy Him for-
ever” . . . sets the learner at once in his right relation to God.
Withdrawing his eyes from himself, even from his own salvation, as
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the chief object of concern, it fixes them on God and His glory, and
bids him seek his highest blessedness in Him. 16

Warfield credits “this elevated standpoint” of the Shorter Catechism to “the
purity of its reflection of the Reformed consciousness.” In contrast, many other
catechisms, even of the Reformation period, begin with the question, “What
shall I do to be saved?” According to Warfield, the prominence of that question
reflects “a sort of spiritual utilitarianism, a divine euthumia.”

He turns to the Heidelberg Catechism as an example of this danger:

Even the Heidelberg Catechism is not wholly free from this leaven.
Taking its starting point from the longing for comfort, even though
it be the highest comfort for life and death, it claims the attention of
the pupil from the beginning for his own state, his own present
unhappiness, his own possibilities of bliss. There may be some dan-
ger that the pupil should acquire the impression that God exists for
his benefit. The Westminster Catechism cuts itself free at once from
this entanglement with lower things and begins, as it centers and
ends, under the illumination of the vision of God in His glory, to
subserve which it finds to be the proper end of human as of all other
existence, of salvation as of all other achievements. To it all things
exist for God, unto whom as well as from whom all things are; and
the great question for each of us accordingly is, How can I glorify
God and enjoy Him forever? 17

Warfield raises an important issue in a challenging way. He seems to have a
valid point, at least at first. The question “What is the chief end of man?”
sounds more Calvinistic than the question, “What is your only comfort in life
and in death?” The Westminster emphasis on the glory of God is certainly
Calvinistic. When one discovers that the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s first
question had its origins in Calvin’s Geneva Catechism, Warfield’s argument
appears even more convincing. In Calvin’s catechism the minister asks, “What
is the chief end of human life?” and the believer responds, “To know God”
(Q&A 1). The minister then asks, “Why do you say that?” and the believer
answers, “Because He created us and placed us in this world to be glorified in
us” (Q&A 2; see Q&A 6). The Westminster Shorter Catechism’s first Q&A
actually improves upon Calvin’s Geneva Catechism.
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One could enter the discussion with Warfield by asking whether he has accu-
rately depicted the alternatives. Does the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s
emphasis on the glory of God indicate what God does or what we do? The
Heidelberg Catechism refers to what God does in granting me the “only com-
fort.” The criticism about subjectivity is also questionable in this connection.
“What must I do to be saved?” is a legitimate biblical question (Acts 16:30).
The Lutheran emphasis on justification need not be any more anthropocentric
than Paul’s emphasis on justification by faith, which is God’s action, rather than
justification by works, which are futile human attempts.

One’s answer to Warfield’s charge will depend on an understanding of the
entire Heidelberg Catechism. Warfield’s comments appear superficial, and his
observations do not reflect a fair analysis of the Heidelberg Catechism.
Personally I think highly of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, and it is not
my intention to turn the tables on Warfield and deprecate Westminster. Careful
analysis will show that there is similarity between the first questions of the two
catechisms, although on balance the Heidelberg fulfills the Calvinistic empha-
sis on the glory of God more consistently than Westminster does.

The Heidelberg Catechism is obviously more personal than the Westminster.
That personal character does not make the catechism anthropocentric, how-
ever. A good catechism should be personal. The Westminster Shorter
Catechism could easily be made more so. Suppose one asked, “What is your
chief end in life?” The answer could then be: “My chief end in life is to glorify
God and enjoy him forever.” In my judgment that would be a significant
improvement. Yet the form of the question does not itself decide the issue
Warfield raises.

Nor does the reference to “comfort” make the Heidelberg Catechism anthro-
pocentric or utilitarian, as Warfield suggests. We have seen that “comfort” in
the Heidelberg Catechism is not a subjective or psychological concept. Notice
also that the Westminster Shorter Catechism recognizes that we are “to enjoy
[God] forever.” Is there really such a great difference between comfort in the
Heidelberg Catechism and the enjoyment of God in the Westminster?

Most important in response to Warfield, however, is the fact that in its first
question the Heidelberg Catechism also refers to the glory of God. This touches
on the heart of Warfield’s argument, but he does not mention the concluding
words of the Heidelberg’s first answer: “Because I belong to him, Christ, by his
Holy Spirit . . . makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live
for him.” Those words are like a germinating seed that bursts into full bloom in
the third part of the Heidelberg Catechism. How could Warfield have missed
that? After its first question the Westminster Shorter Catechism does almost
nothing more with “the chief end of man.” “To glorify God, and to enjoy him
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forever” is crystal clear in the first answer, but it is not developed. In the
Heidelberg Catechism, however, what is simply mentioned in the first answer is
beautifully developed later in the third main part on gratitude. Thus the
Heidelberg actually puts great emphasis on the Calvinistic theme of glorifying
God.

Without doubt, God made us for his own glory. Our chief end should indeed
be “to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.” The Heidelberg Catechism
includes that teaching in Q&A 6: God created us to “live with him in eternal
happiness for his praise and glory.” The glory of God also emerges from the
comfort of the “life everlasting” in Q&A 58: the “already now” of eternal life
contemplates the “not yet” of “a blessedness in which to praise God eternally.”
However, the Heidelberg Catechism does not reserve the goal of glorifying
God to the eschaton. After discussing the deliverance brought us by Jesus
Christ, it turns to the third main part on gratitude, thus picking up the final
words of answer 1. Q&A 86 introduces the part on gratitude comprehensively,
indicating that “Christ by his Spirit is also renewing us to be like himself, so
that in all our living we may show that we are thankful to God for all he has
done for us, and so that he may be praised through us.” What we do in thanks to
God also requires prayer for the grace to do it. The catechism interprets the
request “Hallowed be your name” to mean, “Help us to really know you, to
bless, worship and praise you. . . . Help us to direct all our living—what we
think, say, and do—so that your name will never be blasphemed because of us
but always honored and praised” (Q&A 122). That note of praise and glory to
God is another thread that runs throughout the entire tapestry of the Heidelberg
Catechism. 18

The difference between the opening questions of the Heidelberg and
Westminster Shorter catechisms can also be seen as the two different
approaches that Calvin considered possible because of the interrelations of the
knowledge of God and the knowledge of ourselves. The opening words of
Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion are well known: “Nearly all the
wisdom [sapientia] we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists
of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But, while joined by
many bonds, which one precedes and brings forth the other is not easy to dis-
cern.” 19 Calvin considered it legitimate to begin with the knowledge of our-
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selves and then to move to the knowledge of God. Pedagogical reasons, how-
ever—“the order of right teaching,” or “good order in teaching” 20—led Calvin
to begin with the knowledge of God and then to proceed to consider the knowl-
edge of humankind.

The differences between the approaches of the Westminster and the
Heidelberg can also be seen as representative of the two possibilities Calvin
considered legitimate. While we were created with the chief end of glorifying
God, as the Shorter Catechism indicates in its Q&A 1 and the Heidelberg
Catechism shows in its Q&A 6, after Adam’s fall only the redeemed person is
enabled to live to the glory of God. This is the perspective of the Heidelberg
Catechism in the concluding portion of its first answer and in its long major part
on gratitude. The comfort of the Heidelberg’s Q&A 1 climaxes in the life of
thanks and praise to the glory of God. Ursinus rightly observed, “For if we
would glorify God in this, and in a future life (for which we were created), we
must be delivered from sin and death; and not rush into desperation, but be sus-
tained, even to the end, with sure consolation.” 21

In the fallen condition of the human race, no one actually glorifies God
unless one lives in and enjoys fellowship with the Redeemer. The entire book of
Job is instructive on that score. Even God-fearing Job could not glorify God
when he ceased to enjoy God’s fellowship. After the first round of testing, Job
concluded with words of praise: “May the name of the LORD be praised” (Job
1:21). In the testing that followed, according to Job 2-41, such words of praise
and glory faded from his lips; he put his hand over his mouth (40:4). Only when
Job again enjoyed God’s fellowship did praise break forth from his lips; then
the testing reached a successful conclusion, showing that Satan was defeated
(Job 1-2; 42). That is also the sequence in the Heidelberg Catechism; it moves
from the believer’s comfort and enjoyment of God’s redemptive fellowship to
the praise of God that comes from the thankful life of the redeemed.

Whatever differences there are between the Heidelberg and Westminster cat-
echisms, Warfield was wrong.22 One is not Lutheran and anthropocentric while
the other is Calvinistic and theocentric. On the contrary, the Heidelberg is thor-
oughly Calvinistic, and its third part is one of the most successful efforts to
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depict the glory of God as the chief goal of redeemed (comforted-by-Christ)
believers. To live up to this demanding confession is another matter. Even the
exemplary Job, an Old Testament “Calvinist,” had difficulty living up to his
confession. Only by grace can such a God-glorifying life be lived. As the
Heidelberg Catechism indicates, “Christ, by his Holy Spirit,” enables me “from
now on to live for him” (Q&A 1)—that is, “to glorify God, and to enjoy him
forever,” as the Westminster Shorter Catechism puts it. In order “to live and die
in the joy of this comfort,” as the Heidelberg says (Q 2)—or, in the words of
Westminster, “to enjoy [God] forever”—one must know three things:

first, how great my sin and misery are;
second, how I am set free from all my sins and misery;
third, how I am to thank God for such deliverance. (A 2)

The Heidelberg Catechism recognizes what it really is “to glorify God, and to
enjoy him forever.” Its emphasis on “my only comfort” issues in the glory of
God.

My Heart I Offer, Lord
The Calvin College motto and emblem (pictured below) provide a good illus-
tration of the catechism’s theme, especially of the thanksgiving that arises from
the “only comfort.” The imagery of the heart in the hand comes from Romans
12:1. As Paul moves to this ethical section of his letter to the Romans, he urges
his readers, “In view of God’s mercy . . . offer your bodies as living sacrifices,
holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” Calvin under-
stood that because we are not our own, we must cease to live for ourselves, and
that because we belong to Christ, we must devote our lives to his service.

When William Farel insisted that God wanted Calvin to serve his kingdom
in Geneva, Calvin reluctantly agreed. In a letter to Farel in 1540 Calvin stated
that he would rather do anything than work in Geneva. Yet he recognized that
he was not free to follow his own predilections: “Because I know that I am not
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my own lord, I offer my consecrated heart as a sacrifice to my Lord.” Those
words became the center of the seal attributed to Calvin and used by Reformed
organizations throughout the world: “My heart I offer to you, O Lord, promptly
and sincerely” (Cor meum tibi offero Domine, prompte et sincere).

In his critique of the Roman Mass, Calvin referred to “the living sacrifice” of
believers. Echoing 1 Corinthians 3:16 and Romans 12:1, he indicated that such
sacrifices include “all the duties of love” as well as “all our prayers, praises,
thanksgivings, and whatever we do in the worship of God.” He explained,

All these things finally depend upon the greater sacrifice, by
which we are consecrated in soul and body to be a holy temple to
the Lord [1 Cor. 3:16, etc.]. For it is not enough for our outward acts
to be applied to his service; but first ourselves and then all that is
ours ought to be consecrated and dedicated to him, so that all that is
in us may serve his glory and may zealously aspire to increase it.

This kind of sacrifice has nothing to do with appeasing God’s
wrath, with obtaining forgiveness of sins, or with meriting right-
eousness; but is concerned solely with magnifying and exalting
God. For it cannot be pleasing and acceptable to God, except from
the hands of those whom he has reconciled to himself by other
means, after they have received forgiveness of sins, and he has
therefore absolved them from guilt. 23

Calvin expressed these views elsewhere in words that are echoed in the first
Q&A of the Heidelberg Catechism. The structural symmetry of Calvin’s state-
ment is immediately recognized in the lines that follow:

We are not our own:
let not our reason nor our will,
therefore, sway our plans and deeds.

We are not our own:
let us therefore not set it as our goal
to seek what is expedient for us according
to the flesh.

We are not our own:
in so far as we can, let us therefore
forget ourselves and all that is ours.
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Conversely, we are God’s:
let us therefore live for him
and die for him.

We are God’s:
let his wisdom and will therefore
rule all our actions.

We are God’s:
let all the parts of our life accordingly
strive toward him as our only lawful goal [Rom. 14:8; cf. 1 Cor. 
6:19]. 24

Indeed, the only comfort leads to the living sacrifice symbolized by the heart in
the believer’s hand dedicated in thanks to God for Christ’s deliverance from
sin’s misery.

We have discussed the only comfort here and in preceding sections because
it provides a unique challenge to those who confess their faith in the words of
the Heidelberg Catechism. Warfield’s (mis)understanding of Q&A 1 alerts us
to a danger that is far too common. Too often the only comfort is understood
simply as providing inward peace and personal solace. All who use this cate-
chism must give adequate attention to the final words of answer 1. Those who
emphasize the glory of God should also relate that goal to loving one’s neigh-
bor and promoting the kingdom of God.

Doctrine and life are intimately bound together. The biblical teachings con-
fessed as our only comfort must affect our personal and social practices. The
only comfort does relate to personal faith but thereby also to church, school,
society, and state—indeed, to each and every facet of life. It concerns business,
industrial, social, economic, and political matters. Racial issues, poverty, abor-
tion, and all other current problems are included. The final words of answer 1 as
elaborated in the gratitude part of the catechism will provide an occasion for
detailed address to such issues. There social, economic, and political subjects
become concrete in exposition of the Ten Commandments. Biblical doctrine is
basic to the whole of Christian living. The only comfort, if authentic and gen-
uine, produces courage for living the whole of life according to the Word of
God, and it fortifies believers for promoting the justice and shalom of God’s
kingdom by means of the powerful grace of Christ. Teachers and preachers
must be alert to this opportunity and challenge. The only comfort promotes
God’s kingdom!
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Comfort and Joy: A Threefold Knowledge (Q&A 2)
The second question of the Heidelberg Catechism asks, “What must you know
to live and die in the joy of this comfort?” Although this question is also per-
sonal—“What must you know . . . ?”—it is significantly different from the first.
One writer regards it as a “cold shower” after the heartwarming song of answer
1. The literal German text here sounds even more chilling than the English
translation, asking, “How many things [Stücke] must you know . . . ?” The ref-
erence to Stücke, which literally means “pieces, bits, parts, fragments,” may
remind one of a broken cookie. K. J. Popma wonders whether it doesn’t sound
somewhat scholastic. He asks, in effect, Are we now going to start counting
after we have been singing? Is this churchly mathematics? 25 The catechism
does move from the mountain peak of the first question and answer to the val-
ley of the second.

Not every part of the catechism is as significant or stirring as Q&A 1. The
catechism is a human product, and however successful it may be in general, it
certainly is not perfect. There may have been a more appealing way to put the
second question, but that doesn’t mean it is without catechetical merit.

The function of Q&A 2 is primarily pedagogical. It simply draws out the
three elements implicit in Q&A 1 that form the three main parts of the cate-
chism—misery, deliverance, and gratitude. That’s the useful pedagogical role
of this question and answer.

Yet Q&A 2 also highlights an element that was not mentioned in Q&A 1.
Question 2 refers to living and dying in the joy 26 of the only comfort. It asks,
“What must you know to live and die in the joy of this comfort?” This question
informs as it inquires. “In the joy of this comfort” is also paralleled in the con-
cluding words of Q&A 1 of the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “and to enjoy
[God] forever.”

Notice that the Heidelberg’s second question also asks what one must know.
In other words, “What must you know” in life and in death to sing the song of
your only comfort? People often sing songs without knowing what they are
singing. The catechism does not sanction that. It wants those who sing of their
only comfort to know how to live and die in the joy of that comfort.

The authors of the catechism lived in Heidelberg, a city nestled in a small
valley along the Neckar River between the Heiligenberg, or holy mountain, and
the Koningstühl, or king’s seat, on whose lower slopes stood Elector
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Frederick’s castle. The authors knew firsthand that a Christian does not live life
continually on the mountaintops or in the security of a castle. As in Heidelberg,
life is generally lived in the valley. That was true in 1563, and it is true today—
even when one knows the only comfort. It may be easier to sing the song of
comfort on mountaintops, in cathedrals, and in castles than in the midst of the
struggles of everyday life. The pain of death and the reality of a funeral can
certainly make it more difficult to rejoice. Similarly the form of Q&A 2 may
not be as inspiring as the form of Q&A 1 in the Heidelberg Catechism, but this
second question is realistic. We must learn that the only comfort is indeed the
source of real joy for life and death. As Joy Davidman writes, “We are in dan-
ger of forgetting that God is not only a comfort but a joy. He is the source of all
pleasures; he is fun and laughter, and we are meant to enjoy him. Otherwise our
Christianity is no better than the cannibal’s.” 27

“What must you know . . . ?” This question does not imply that Q&A 1 deals
with something you feel while Q&A 2 deals with something you know. On the
contrary, knowledge is inherent in comfort. Comfort is much more than feeling.
The knowledge referred to here is not mere head knowledge. One could pass a test
on the catechism questions and yet not be able “to live . . . in the joy of [the only]
comfort.” The knowledge that Q&A 2 is referring to here is the heart knowledge,
the faith knowledge, of which Jesus spoke in his high-priestly prayer to the Father:
“Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus
Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17:3). Comfort is rooted in the knowledge of
God; this heart knowledge brings comfort. Faith and life, doctrine and comfort are
intertwined. To enjoy comfort, one must know the gospel of Jesus Christ.

The answer to question 2 mentions three things: misery, deliverance, and
gratitude. I must know “first, how great my sin and misery are; second, how I
am set free from all my sins and misery; third, how I am to thank God for such
deliverance.” These are not three separate or isolated elements. One cannot be
one-third or two-thirds comforted. You are either comforted or you are not, and
true comfort involves knowing your misery, deliverance, and gratitude—all
three at once. One does not really know one’s misery unless one is delivered
from it. And one cannot really be thankful unless one is delivered through
Christ. These are the three inseparable components of Christian comfort, a
three-in-oneness, a threefold knowledge. 28 Heart knowledge of misery, deliv-

L O R D ’ S  D A Y  1  •  Q & A  2 51

27 Joy Davidman, Smoke on the Mountain: The Ten Commandments in Terms for Today (London: Hodder &
Stoughton, 1955), p. 16.

28 Herman Hoeksema’s The Triple Knowledge: An Exposition of the Heidelberg Catechism, 3 vols. (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1970), not only fails to emphasize the three-in-oneness
of answer 2, but the title’s emphasis on knowledge rather than comfort also reflects his intellectualistic, even
rationalistic, approach to the catechism. See my review in Calvin Theological Journal 8 (1973), 204-208.



erance, and gratitude is basic to comfort; comfort results from heart knowledge
of misery, deliverance, and gratitude. When one knows these three in this way,
one will be able “to live and die in the joy of this comfort.”

The sources of this threefold division of the catechism are not clear. Paul’s
letter to the Romans is generally considered the basic source. After the intro-
duction (Rom. 1:1-17), the first section of the letter (1:18-3:20) depicts the uni-
versal sinfulness of the human race—“for all have sinned and fall short of the
glory of God,” as the apostle says in 3:23. Against the background of that
account of human sin and misery, Paul’s second section (3:21-11:36) describes
the way of deliverance, the righteousness that comes from Christ through faith:
“But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to
which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes
through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe” (3:21-22). Romans concludes
with Paul’s challenge to the redeemed to present themselves as “living sacri-
fices, holy and pleasing to God” (12:1), including ethical guidelines for this
life of thanks. The letter’s concluding words are these: “To the only wise God
be glory forever through Jesus Christ! Amen” (16:27). In view of the strategic
significance of this letter for Martin Luther and, indeed, for the entire
Reformation, it’s possible that Romans provided the pattern for the threefold
division of the Heidelberg Catechism.

That threefold pattern was already present in a small catechism originally
published in Regensburg. Nicolaus Gallus (Hahn) (1516-1570), a Lutheran
Reformer of Regensburg, wrote a small booklet for instruction in the faith with
these three divisions: the law, including sin and penitence; the gospel, or faith;
and good works. This small catechism was certainly known to the authors of
the Heidelberg Catechism, since it was republished in Heidelberg in 1558 by
John Khole. 29 There may have been other sources that contributed to the
Heidelberg Catechism’s theme and divisions, but little is known beyond the
facts presented here. The Small Catechism of 1562, attributed to Ursinus but
likely part of the team project that produced the Heidelberg Catechism, also
employed the threefold pattern. Traces of that pattern were also present in
Ursinus’s Large Catechism of 1561.

An I-Thou Dialogue
Who asks the questions of the Heidelberg Catechism, and who answers them?
This query deserves our attention as we peer into the catechism’s opening
statements.
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The answer seems obvious. The church of Jesus Christ is asking the ques-
tions in order to teach its children. The church is catechizing its covenant youth.
The questions are being asked by the body of believers—but not because they
do not know the answers. They do; they are instructing baptized children in the
basics of the Christian faith. The comfort that mature believers already know is
being communicated to covenant children. The church, then, instructed by the
Word of God and led by the Spirit of God, asks its covenant youth, “What is
your only comfort in life and in death?” and, “What must you know . . . ?” The
answers, which a child is taught to give, are those which the church knows in
faith and teaches in faith.

A faith dialogue is going on in Christ’s church between its confessing mem-
bers and its not-yet-confessing, baptized members. Covenant children are not
alone. Belonging to Christ means that Christ instructs such children in his
church, within “the communion of saints” (see Q&A’s 54-55).

Both the questions and the answers of the catechism are the response of faith
to the self-revealing, triune God. The dialogue, then, is an I-Thou dialogue that
occurs between God and his children through the inscripturated Word. The per-
sonal questions and answers are not individual or individualistic. The individ-
ual is personally a member of the church, of the communion of the saints, of the
believing covenant community. All together and each one must be in personal
fellowship with the triune God.

In this context the believing congregation through its officers instructs its
youth. And the children learn to respond in faith. Though the question-answer
procedure may be Socratic, no Socratic theory of knowledge underlies it. The
child is not one who already knows the answers in the sense that only a Socratic
midwife is needed to bring to birth ideas already latent in the mind or soul. 30 If
anyone countered this claim with the observation that many an instructed child
is already a believer who knows the heart of the answer even though he or she
stumbles to master the wording of the answer, I would agree. Yet even that child
who already “knows”—and the variations will be considerable in a group of
catechumens—receives that kernel of truth from the Word of God and not from
some hidden depths of one’s own existence.

These considerations also illustrate the deep roots of the words “I am not
my own, but belong . . . to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.” Everything a
covenant child already knows about the only comfort has its source in Jesus
Christ. Yet that very comfort requires instruction and elaboration in order for a
covenant child “to live and die in the joy of this comfort.” That’s why the
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Palatinate Church Order of November 1563 placed the new Heidelberg
Catechism between the forms for baptism and the Lord’s Supper. By means of
instruction through the catechism, baptized children of the covenant were to be
brought, by grace, to that measure of Christian maturity that enabled them to
confess their faith and join believers in the covenant supper in communion with
the Christ to whom they belonged—“body and soul, in life and in death.”

But it is not only a child who needs such instruction. The entire congregation
needs ongoing instruction. All believers, regardless of age, remain children in the
kingdom of heaven. The confessing congregation instructs the children, but
mature believers are themselves learning in the course of instructing the children.
Catechism preaching found its way into the Reformed churches for that purpose.

In this connection it is instructive to observe that the catechism was origi-
nally designed to serve multiple functions. In his preface to the first edition,
Elector Frederick III stated clearly that his primary purpose in commissioning
the catechism was that “it is essential that our youth be trained in early life, and
above all, in the pure and consistent doctrine of the holy Gospel, and be well
exercised in the proper and true knowledge of God” (p. 8). 31 As Palatinate
prince, he regarded this as his “high obligation, and as the most important duty
of our government”; therefore he arranged for the preparation of the catechism
so that “the youth in churches and schools may be piously instructed in such
Christian doctrine, and be thoroughly trained therein” (p. 9).

But this was not Frederick’s only aim. In addition to serving as a catechetical
tool, said Frederick, the catechism was also to serve as a preaching guide by
which ministers were to instruct the common people so that their knowledge
could grow and their convictions deepen. Further, the catechism was to serve as
a form for confessional unity so that all would “teach, and act, and live in accor-
dance with” the catechism (p. 10). Frederick affectionately admonished “all and
each of our superintendents, pastors, preachers, officers of the church, and
schoolmasters” (p. 3) to accept the catechism thankfully and to “diligently and
faithfully represent and explain the same according to its true import” with the
aim of “the honor of God and our subjects, and also for the sake of your own
soul’s profit and welfare” (p. 10). The elector expressed all these intentions with
“the assured hope, that if our youth in early life are earnestly instructed and edu-
cated in the Word of God, it will please almighty God also to grant reformation
of public and private morals, and temporal and eternal welfare” (pp. 10-11).
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These three primary functions of the catechism led to two additional roles.
Ursinus used it in his theological lectures for ministers; his commentary on the
catechism resulted from those lectures. The catechism also served a liturgical
role. In the new church order the catechism was divided into ten units (Lectio);
one unit was read in every Sunday morning worship service. The purpose was
to make the people better acquainted with the catechism by pulpit reading in its
entirety every ten weeks while the division into Lord’s Days provided for an
annual cycle of sermons. Thus Frederick’s little catechism originally served
catechetical, kerygmatic, creedal-confessional, theological-pedagogical, and
liturgical functions. Remarkable is the fact that it is serving these same pur-
poses more than four centuries later. In all these varied functions the church of
Jesus Christ, a fellowship of believers, still asks these basic questions and gives
these biblical answers. 32

By its warm, personal tone the Heidelberg Catechism promotes this dia-
logue between the one who asks questions and the one who answers. Most of
the answers are presented in the first person. A variety of expressions have been
used to describe this feature—“a synthesis of personal warmth and intellectual
clarity,” “an existential approach,” “anthropocentric and subjectivistic.” Not all
such designations are meant to be complimentary, and none is entirely ade-
quate. One who knows the catechism immediately recognizes its virtues. An 
I-Thou dialogue is going on, a dialogue between the younger and older mem-
bers of Christ’s church and—more important—a dialogue between God him-
self and his children. This I-Thou dialogue, so highly praised in dialectical
theology, is present in this sixteenth-century catechism without the pitfalls
present in the personalistic theologies of Ebner, Buber, Brunner, or Barth. The
catechism is personal and existential without falling into the dungeon of exis-
tentialism as Bultmann, Ebeling, and Fuchs do. In their theologies one can talk
only with oneself.

This catechism is personal and doctrinal at the same time; it conveys truth
that calls for heart knowledge. Here doctrine is wedded to the warm, personal,
vital mode of communication. Notice, for example, how this occurs in such
questions as
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“What is your only comfort . . . ?” (Q 1)
“What do you believe . . . ?” (Q 26)
“But why are you called a Christian?” (Q 32)
“What do you believe concerning ‘the holy catholic church’?” (Q 54)

What comfort, what profit, what benefits are yours? That’s the style of the cat-
echism’s questions. Its answers are also personal, dynamic, and involved even
as they convey some of the most complex doctrinal issues.

Yet such virtues of the catechism may become dangers if one is not attentive.
If one repeats such personal answers without really believing, new problems
arise. The catechism’s answers can only be given in faith. The instructor must
always keep that in mind. The respondent must be challenged to personal
involvement in faith. The danger of mouthing the words without embracing
them in faith amounts to misuse of God’s name and bearing false witness and
can lead to desecrating the table of the Lord (Ex. 20:7, 16; 1 Cor. 11:27-29; see
Q&A’s 81-82, 99-100, 112).

What then of the catechism’s use in missions or evangelism to unbelievers?
As a matter of fact, the catechism has frequently been used in mission work.
Many translations of the Heidelberg Catechism into other languages were pre-
pared by Dutch colonial missionaries who shared their precious faith with the
people they first contacted through conquest and commerce. The catechism’s
use in the great mission and evangelistic task of the Christian church should be
acknowledged with thanks. Here, too, one must recognize that only a believer
can really give the answers to this catechism. If such faith is absent, the answers
may become only academic exercises, and a “dead orthodoxy” (really a con-
tradiction in terms!) can result, fostering nominal Christianity. Let every
preacher and teacher therefore be alert to the highly personal tone of this cate-
chism and insure that one’s preaching and teaching personally reflect the only
comfort of which the catechism speaks. Let not the virtues of the catechism,
through our sloth, become the occasion for vices that are often neighbors of
virtue.

Trost and Toys
As we noted earlier, Trost, comfort, is the theme of Q&A’s 1 and 2 and of the
entire Heidelberg Catechism. Let’s conclude this chapter with an illustration
that may serve as a parable.

The ancient Church of the Holy Spirit in Heidelberg, Germany, stands like a
giant above the tiled roofs of old Heidelberg. It was already there when the
Heidelberg Catechism was published in 1563. After walking through the inte-
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rior of that somber Gothic church, one exits on Main Street and sees directly
across the street a small toy shop with the name Trost, probably the name of its
original owners.

That Trost toy store has become part of a parable for me. The Trost of toys
contrasts strongly with the Trost of the catechism. Children pull their parents
into the store for a closer look at the toys displayed in the window. Will parents
and children also enter Christ’s Church of the Holy Spirit in Heidelberg to hear
about the only Trost? If they do enter, will they hear the preacher proclaiming
the only comfort of Christ’s gospel? What about in the other cities of the world?

The temptation to chase after toys for Trost attracts not only children. Adults
have their houses and cottages, cars and boats, stereos and TVs—the list of sub-
stitutes is endless. Human imagination continually dreams up new toys. But
there is no substitute for the only comfort—the one comfort for all of life that
comes through Jesus Christ. The main streets in every churched city throughout
the world offer the choice—the only Trost or the Trost of toys!
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