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Q: What is your only comfort in life and in death? 
A: That I am not my own, but belong–body and soul, in life and in death–to 
my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ. 
 
Perhaps you’ve heard these words before.  Words providing comfort, words 
giving hope, words confessing the truth of our faith. 
 
These words come from a 452-year-old document written by a German theology 
professor–Zacharias Ursinus–for teaching students and the people of local 
congregations the key doctrines of the Christian faith.  Words written so long 
ago… 
 
Yet, words that continue exert a profound influence today, resonating with 
Christians around the world. 
 
While much could be said, and many points made, regarding the importance of 
this document, I simply want to propose three reasons why university students 
should know the Heidelberg Catechism. 
 
I. Biblical Orientation 
 
A catechism is a summary guide to the key doctrines (teachings) of the Christian 
faith, ordered in question and answer format.  The Heidelberg follows a 
thoroughly biblical pattern in layout: Guilt, Grace, and Gratitude (or Misery, 
Deliverance, Gratitude).  In the first section, we come to recognize our sinfulness 
in light of our creational/covenantal calling; in the second section, we learn of 
God, His grace, and the gospel, summarized by the Apostle’s Creed and the 
sacraments; and, finally, in the third section, we are taught how we can show our 
gratitude to God through the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer. 
 



Furthermore, the catechism is filled with references to the biblical sources for 
each answer. Rather than imposing some sort of teaching or system of belief 
onto Scripture, the questions and their answers rise up out of the text. Even such 
things as the Apostle’s Creed and the sacraments (baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper) are grounded in, and based directly upon, the biblical text. Because of 
this, we can have great confidence in the content of the catechism. 
 
II. Practical Application 
 
The Heidelberg is not only biblical in its orientation, but practical in its application. 
 As Lyle Bierma writes: 
 

First, [the Heidelberg] does not treat biblical doctrine abstractly but always 
relates it to the individual Christian or the Christian community…Secondly, 
it also highlights Christian practice–that is, how we as Christians can, may, 
or should respond to the biblical truths that are presented. (1) 

 
As opposed to a cold, irrelevant document with little to no bearing on our lives 
today, the Heidelberg Catechism proves to be a warm, insightful document, 
connecting such doctrines as providence, the twofold work of Christ (as well as 
his threefold office), and the Ten Commandments to our everyday life.  Many of 
us, as individuals, could learn much from its approach to loving God and loving 
others, and many of our churches could benefit from its calling to the covenant 
community. 
 
III. Historical Connection 
 
Finally, the Heidelberg reminds us that Christianity is a rich, vibrant, thousands 
of years old faith. The communion of saints is not merely those we see in our 
local church, but consists of believers around the world over the whole of human 
history.  And in particular, it shows us the heritage, and influence, of our 
Reformed tradition, which is itself over 400 years old. Through such things as the 
catechism, we find ourselves inextricably connected to, and enriched by, those 
Christians who have gone before us in the faith. 
 



This is important as we live in a culture that seems to have a short-term memory 
when it comes to faith and practice.  The focus is oftentimes youth-driven, 
individualistic, and looking to the next best thing to bring about the good of the 
church.  So, we discard hymns, liturgies, and preaching–whether out of fear, 
innovation, or perceived necessity–for popular praise and faith conversations, in 
which everyone is a participant.  But why stifle discipleship and starve believers 
today by cutting them off from the rich feast of resources left by generations (and 
centuries) past? 
 
In these three ways–biblical orientation, practical application, historical 
connection–the Heidelberg Catechism proves itself to be a document university 
students should know and love, not to mention in which they should find comfort 
and hope. 
Find the Heidelberg Catechism, and other resources, at the CRCNA website. 
  
(1) Lyly Bierma, “Engaging the Heidelberg Catechsim”, Forum, Vol. 20, No. 1, 
Winter 2013, p. 9-10. 
 


