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“Catechism Review:  Christian Questions and Answers”


The Twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost					    November 15, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								             Isaiah 1:18-20
Epistle Lesson									         Romans 7:13-25
Gospel Lesson										 Mark 8:27-38


Today we come to a little known part of Luther’s Catechism, entitled “Christian Questions with Their Answers.”  This is printed out in the service folder.  It’s not stapled in, so you should get this out and have it handy.  When we’re done with it today, if you would like you could take it home, and put it in a Bible, or put it next to your bed, or wherever you keep things like this—to use for future reference.  

To begin with today I’m going to describe someone to you.  You can see if you can think of who this person is, as I describe this person to you.  This person is a man of early middle age.  This person has chestnut brown hair.  He is athletic in posture and in movement.  This person I am thinking of is a little on the thin side, with a clear baritone voice.  Who could that be?  Well, that’s me in my own mind.  That’s the image of myself I carry around in my mind.  We all carry pictures of our loved ones in our wallets and our purses, and every once in awhile you look at that picture and you think, “They don’t look anything like that anymore.”  The picture should be changed.  Well, we all carry pictures of ourselves in our minds.  The truth is that the picture of ourselves that we carry in our mind can be quite far from the reality of what we actually look like.  And the image of ourselves we carry in our mind needs to be corrected somehow.  

I walk around with this image of myself in my mind and then someone shows me a picture they have taken with me in it and they say, “Oh, look, we took this picture and you’re in it.  Look at this!”  I look at the picture and my thought is, “Holy cats, is that what I look like these days!”  I walk around with this image of my voice in my mind, and then I hear a tape with my voice on it, my thought is, “Wow, is that what I sound like these days.  My goodness.”  I very seldom walk into a Target store.  I do all I can to avoid stores period.  But when I do I look up and I see the television in front of me in the Target Store, and it takes me a while to figure out what I am looking at, because it doesn’t look at all familiar to me.  But then I realize who it is on that screen—it’s me.  My thought is, “Wow, is that how I walk these days?”  Have you ever had that experience that the reality of your physical image clashes with your mental image of yourself?  Are you ever surprised by what you actually look like and sound like and look like when you move?  You know, it seems that it should be easy to keep our mental image of ourselves in line with reality.  Should be easy, shouldn’t it?  After all we spend a certain amount of each day looking at ourselves in mirrors.  Is it possible that we can kid ourselves about what we see in the mirror, in ways that we can’t kid ourselves about what we see in pictures?  Is that possible?  Well it seems to be the case doesn’t it?  Because when someone shows me that picture, it looks a lot different from what I look like in the mirror when I checked.  

But if we have trouble with our physical appearance, which should be obvious, image what trouble we have seeing our character as it really is, seeing our behavior as it really is, seeing our morality as it really is.  Is it possible that we carry in our mind a vision of our character, our behavior, and our morality that is really quite different from the reality of who we actually are?  Well, yes, it is possible, and in fact it is most likely probable that that is indeed what we do.  We say to each other, “Don’t kid yourself.”  But in reality we have a natural tendency to do just that.  We do kid ourselves.  

When we say that we are by nature sinful, part of what we are confessing is this very tendency to look at ourselves unrealistically.  Something we’re all prone to; it’s something we all do.  In general, we judge other people by their actions in the cold, hard, light of reality.  While we wish to be judged by our intentions, in the soft, warm, romantic light of our personal self-image.  We look at ourselves in a lot different way from what we look at other people.  Our image of the other person is more like a mug shot than anything else.  While our image of ourselves is a professional photograph taken in soft light and then airbrushed.  Then we get to choose the best one from forty-eight proofs set in front of us.  

This is something the human race has struggled with from the very beginning.  Centuries before Jesus was born the philosopher, Socrates would tell people, “Know yourself.  Know yourself.”  That was the task set before people—get past the image, get past the wishing, get past the façade, and get past the rationalizations to actually know yourself as you actually are.  Jesus asked, “Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?  Or how can you say to your brother, let me take the speck out of your eye when there is a big log sticking out of your eye?  First take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s eye.”  James, the brother of Jesus, wrote this, “Be doers of the word and not hearers only deceiving yourselves.  For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a person who observes his natural face in mirror, and at once goes away, and forgets what he actually looks like.”  The Apostle Paul wrote, “Let a person examine himself and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup.”  The Scot poet, Robert Burns, who is not in the Bible, wrote this, “Oh, would some power, the gift give us, to see ourselves as others see us.”  

Now, Martin Luther’s comments on this issue are stated in a little known part of the Catechism called, “Christian Questions with Their Answers.”  These Christian questions with their answers are, like I said, printed out in your service folder.  We’re going to read through them this morning, and then you can easily enough take them home, keep them handy for future use.  The point of these Questions and Answers is to help us get past our natural tendency to sugar-coat our own condition, so that we come before God honestly.  It is important that we do this, because one of the best ways to keep God at arm’s length is to kid ourselves about ourselves.  That’s how people keep God away—by kidding themselves about themselves.  Some people won’t go see a doctor, because they don’t want to know what the doctor will tell them.  They would rather keep kidding themselves about the situation of their health.  This is not a good strategy, because kidding ourselves can be fatal, and knowing the truth and dealing with the truth can lead to life.  Luther wrote these Questions and Answers as a brief trip to the spiritual doctor, because he was confident that kidding ourselves can be fatal, and knowing the truth and dealing with the truth can lead to life.  

So if you’ll turn now we’ll read through these.  I will read everything but the answers.  We’ll read the answers together.  I will stop at question two and lead you through the Ten Commandments.  But we’ll read through this.  I’ll read everything but the answers.



“Christian Questions with Their Answers”
Prepared by Dr. Martin Luther for those who intend to go to the Sacrament.

After confession and instruction in the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the pastor may ask, or Christians may ask themselves these questions:

1.  Do you believe that you are a sinner?
Yes, I believe it.  I am a sinner.

2. How do you know this?
From the Ten Commandments, which I have not kept.

Now at this point it is really helpful to actually know the Ten Commandments.  I would suggest that until you actually know the Ten Commandments, you might have them written out some place handy so you can go through them, because we are so much better off if we actually do look into the mirror of God’s Law and specifically see who we really are and what we are really doing.  And so we go through the Ten Commandments and we ask ourselves: 

Do I really respect, honor, and trust God above all things?  Do I really?

Do I use his name in vain?  Is the name of God part of my cursing, part of my natural way of thinking that I degrade his name?  Do I call upon his name as often as I should?  Do I pray, praise and give thanks?

Concerning the Sabbath Day, am I really taking care of myself?  Am I really organizing my time and my resources, or am I just like every other, harried American running in circles?  Do I gladly hear and learn God’s Word?  Am I truly offering respect to people around me?  

Do I honor other people because I am an honorable person?  Do I respect other people because I am a respectful person?  Or do I put people down?  

Do I really do all that I have in my power to do, to help people physically?  Am I actually charitable?  Do I harm other people physically?  Do I drive recklessly?  Am I unconcerned about other people’s physical welfare?

Do I honor my spouse as I ought?  Am I truly chasted in my language and in my thoughts?  Or am I really just another vulgar American?  Am I one of those people at the office or at work who participates in sexual harassment of other people?  

Am I certain that everything I have belongs to me?  That I haven’t stolen it somehow or gotten it by some sort of false show of right?  Do I actually help people protect what is theirs and help them keep it?

What about my language?  Do I actually protect other people’s reputation?  Or are my words pretty disgusting at times, the way I tear down other people behind their back?  Do I speak things that aren’t true simply because I think they’re interesting?  Do I go beyond the facts?  Are people harmed because of my sinful use of my language?

Do I guard my heart against coveting, or do I make myself miserable by wanting that in life which has not been allotted to me?  Am I covetous of what is not allotted to me, and so do I interfere in other people’s lives to get what I want?  Should I back off from my children?  Should I back off from my parents, my brothers and sisters, and my neighbors and the other people whose lives I’m trying to manage, because I covet something I’m never going to get? 

It is good for us to go through our lives like this according to the Ten Commandments, and to look at who we really are, and to ask ourselves real questions.  It takes no effort to say, “Yes, I’m a sinner.  We all are.”  It is good for us to take the Ten Commandments and look at our particular sins, for who we actually are.

3. Are you sorry for your sins?
Yes, I am sorry that I have sinned against God.

4. What have deserved from God because of your sins?
His wrath and displeasure, temporal death, and eternal damnation.  See Romans 6:21, 23.

5. Do you hope to be saved?
Yes, that is my hope.

6. In whom then do you trust?
In my dear Lord Jesus Christ.

7. Who is Christ?
The Son of God, true God and man.

8. How many Gods are there?
Only one, but there are three persons:  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

9. What has Christ done for you that you trust in Him?
He died for me and shed His blood for me on the cross for the forgiveness of sins.

10. Did the Father also die for you?
He did not.  The Father is God only, as is the Holy Spirit; but the Son is both true God and true man.  He died for me and shed His blood for me.

11. How do you know this?
From the holy Gospel, from the words instituting the Sacrament, and by His body and blood given me as a pledge in the Sacrament.

12. What are the words of institution?
Our Lord Jesus Christ, on the night when He was betrayed, took bread, and when He had given thanks, He broke it and gave it to the disciples and said:  “Take eat; this is My body, which is given for you.  This do in remembrance of Me.”  In the same way also He took the cup after supper, and when He had given thanks, He gave it to them, saying:  “Drink of it, all of you; this cup is the new testament in My blood, which is shed for you for the forgiveness of sins.  This do as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.”

13. Do you believe, then, that the true body and blood of Christ are in the Sacrament?
Yes, I believe it.

14. What convinces you to believe this?
The word of Christ:  Take, eat, this is My body; drink of it, all of you, this is My blood.

15. What should we do when we eat His body and drink His blood, and in this way receive His pledge?
We should remember and proclaim His death and the shedding of His blood, as He taught us:  This do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.

16. Why should we remember and proclaim His death?
First, so we may learn to believe that no creature could make satisfaction for our sins.  Only Christ, true God and man, could do that.  Second, so we may learn to be horrified by our sins, and to regard them as very serious.  Third, so we may find joy and comfort in Christ alone, and through faith in Him be saved.

17. What motivated Christ to die and make full payment for your sins?
His great love for His Father and for me and other sinners, as it is written in John 14; Romans 5; Galatians 2 and Ephesians 5.

18. Finally, why do you wish to go to the Sacrament?
That I may learn to believe that Christ, out of great love, died for my sin, and also learn from Him to love God and my neighbor.

19. What should admonish and encourage a Christian to receive the Sacrament frequently?
First, both the command and the promise of Christ the Lord.  Second, his own pressing need, because of which the command, encouragement, and promise are given.

20. But what should you do if you are not aware of this need and have no hunger and thirst for the Sacrament?
To such a person no better advice can be given than this:  first, he should touch his body to see if he still has flesh and blood.  Then he should believe what the Scriptures say of it in Galatians 5 and Romans 7.  Second, he should look around to see whether he is still in the world, and remember that there will be no lack of sin and trouble, as the Scriptures say in John 15-16 and in I John 2 and 5.  Third, he will certainly have the devil also around him, who with his lying and murdering day and night will let him have no peace, within or without, as the Scripture picture him in John 8 and 16; I Peter 5; Ephesians 6; and 2 Timothy 2.

Note:  these questions and answers are no child’s play, but are drawn up with great earnestness of purpose by the venerable and devout Dr. Luther for both young and old.  Let each one pay attention and consider it a serious matter; for St. Paul writes to the Galatians in chapter six:  “Do not be deceived:  God cannot be mocked.”

Now, it is not the intention of these questions and answers to make us preoccupied with ourselves.  Self-preoccupation is not a Christian virtue, no matter which direction we go with it.  It is a waste of time to be preoccupied with what a grand person you are.  Human pride, self-serving, egotism, self-congratulatory attitudes all separate us from God, and they separate us from each other, and they also make us real pains in the neck.  It is also a waste of time to be preoccupied with what a failure you are as well.  Self-hatred, self-demeaning, poor self-esteem, self-criticizing attitudes also separate us from God and each other, and they also make us real pains in the neck.  One great blessing of the Gospel is a healthy self-forgetfulness.  Our honest knowledge of our sinful weakness destroys our egotism.  Our knowledge of God’s great care for us destroys our self-hatred.  When we get past these two great time-wasters, then we are free to do God’s will.  Humble ourselves before God that he might raise us up.  Live in the strength he gives us day by day.  Take care of ourselves so we enjoy life and are available for service.  Invest our lives in other people with freedom and with joy.  Regular self-assessments such as Luther suggests is part of the path to this healthy self-forgetfulness.  We set aside our pride as we humble ourselves before God seeing ourselves as we actually are.  We set aside our self-hatred as we receive his grace to live day by day.  We take care of ourselves not as end in itself but as a means to becoming effective servants.  Then we are free to invest ourselves an in the lives of others, and to realize the joy in life does not come from piling up stuff, joy in life does not come from going places or dominating others or being the boss or things like that.  True joy comes from hearing words like, “Thanks for being you,” when what they really means is, “Thanks for being what God is making of you.” 

These questions and answers can serve as a type of spiritual mirror by the front door, if you will.  It is good to have a mirror by the front door of our house.  We always have a mirror by our front door--so you can check yourself before you go out into the world.  We also have a mirror at the front door so you can check yourself when you come home—because the people who live in your house are every bit as important as the people out there.

Now, it is a waste of time to spend hours in front of the hall mirror in your house, because we aren’t intended to live in front hall of our houses.  But nonetheless, it is wise to have a mirror by the front door of your house.  It is also wise to have a mirror by the front door of our soul, so that we can fight the natural tendency to kid ourselves about ourselves--and therefore live in the way, the truth, and the light.   Amen.


