
“Rid me, and deliver me from the hand of strange children, whose mouth  
speaketh vanity, and their right hand is a right hand of falsehood: That our sons may 

be as plants grown up in their youth; that our daughters may be as corner stones,  

polished after the similitude of a palace:  That our garners may be full, affording all 
manner of store: that our sheep may bring forth thousands and ten thousands in our 

streets: That our oxen may be strong to labour; that there be no breaking in, nor  

going out; that there be no complaining in our streets. Happy is that people, that is in 

such a case: yea, happy is that people, whose God is the LORD.” 
 

Introduction 
Necessary Instruction 

 
Catechism instruction is necessary. 

All commentators on catechism instruction agree that the institution has both 

a biblical injunction and an historical precedent going back to the earliest days of the 

Christian church. Ursinus gives the distinctly Reformed view of this fact: 

The same thing may be said of the origin of catechization which is 

said of the whole economy or service of the church, that it was insti-

tuted by God himself, and has always been practiced in the church. 
For, since from the very beginning of the world God has been God, 

not only of those of adult age, but also of those of young and tender 

years, according to the covenant which he made with Abraham say-
ing, “I will be a God unto thee and thy seed after thee,” (Gen. 17:7) 

He has also ordained that both classes should be instructed in the  

(Continued on page 2) 
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doctrine of salvation according to their capacity: the adults by the public voice of the ministry, and the 

children by being catechized in the family and school.1 

All also agree that doctrine and ethics, faith and life, are the necessary content of that catechism instruction. 

Catechism has always been instruction in doctrine, life, and prayer. The Christian church has taught her children this 
truth through the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s Prayer. As Philip Schaff says in his com-

mentary on Luther’s Small Catechism, “Religious instruction preparatory to admission to the church membership is as 

old as Christianity itself…It consisted chiefly of the committal and explanation…of the Ten Commandments…of the 
Creed…of the Lord’s Prayer.”2 

In this regard, the present day rejection or minimization of catechism instruction by some Reformed churches 

is a rejection or minimization of the Christian practice, and disobedience to the biblical command to catechize the chil-
dren. It was a universal testimony of the Christian Church that the church must catechize her children, and it was the 

universal practice of the Christian Church that she did catechize her children. 

Catechism instruction is not only an historical practice, but also a necessary practice. Such catechism instruc-

tion is necessary for a Reformed church. At certain times the church has been more faithful in carrying out this duty 
than at others and because of that the churches have prospered. When the churches have neglected this duty the 

churches have suffered incalculable damage. Van Dellen and Monsma, commenting on article 61 of the Church Order, 

sum up this attitude of Reformed Churches regarding the necessity of catechism instruction when they say, 
“catechetical instruction is indispensable to the welfare of our churches as Reformed Churches”.3 

More sharply stated catechism instruction is not only essential for the welfare of the churches, but also for the 

existence of those churches as true churches of Jesus Christ. The Scriptures warn sharply against the neglect of such 
instruction lest there arise a generation that does not know the Lord nor the works which he has done because the par-

ents did not insist on their catechism instruction, the elders did not demand it in the churches over which they had the 

oversight, and the pastors did not teach those little lambs committed to their charge (cf. Judges 2:10; Hosea 4:6). 

Catechism instruction is the practice of a Christian church. Catechism instruction is necessary. Of those facts 
no Reformed man may have the slightest doubt. Of those facts every Reformed man must be convinced with all his 

heart. Out of that conviction every Reformed man must insist on sound catechism instruction in his own church both 

for his own and for the rest of the church’s children. 
 

A Necessary Question 

 

The question that we answer is this: is antithetical catechism instruction necessary? This is not a question with 
a universal answer. It is, therefore, an urgent question. 

There are and always have been those that oppose the sharp condemnation of error and false doctrine, and op-

pose that practice especially in the instruction of children. Philip Schaff already in the early 1900’s when commenting 
on the Heidelberg Catechism’s polemic against the popish mass in Q&A 80 writes: 

It must be allowed to remain as a solemn protest against idolatry. But the wisdom of inserting contro-

versial matter into a catechism for the instruction of the youth has been justly doubted. The eightieth 
question disturbs the peaceful harmony of the book, it rewards evil for evil, it countenances intoler-

ance, which is un-Protestant and unevangelical.4 

In his conclusion that Q&A 80 ought to remain he is better than the weak stomached and ecumenically minded 

Reformed theologians that have removed the whole question and answer from the body of the Heidelberg Catechism 
and from their own teaching and preaching in the interest of an unholy alliance with the Roman Church. Yet, he speaks 

for all those supposedly softer souls that have always doubted whether controversial material ought to be included in 

the instruction of the youth in catechism. 
Today many castigate not only antithetical catechism instruction, but also polemics of any kind as intolerant, 

unenlightened, a violation of the biblical injunction to be peacemakers, and an unnecessary and unwanted relic of a 

more barbaric theological and ecclesiastical age. Many view polemics—the sharp and persistent condemnation of   

(“Antithetical Catechism Instruction for the 21st Century”: Continued from page 1) 
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error—as a hindrance rather than the means to unity in the church of Jesus Christ. This opposition to polemics, and 

by implication to antithetical catechism instruction, demands an answer. 

Furthermore, answering the question of the necessity of antithetical catechism instruction is important be-
cause of a lack of material on the subject itself. In the writings of prominent theologians on the subject, such as 

Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Ursinus, Alexander, Murray, Hoeksema, and others, one would search in vain for a thor-

ough definition, explanation, and defense of the practice of antithetical catechism instruction. 

Without doubt they encouraged the practice. They certainly practiced it themselves. 
Augustine, in his little book on catechism instruction On Instructing the Ignorant, tells the preacher: 

If one [of your catechumens] has fallen upon the productions of some heretic, and in ignorance, it 

may be, has retained in his mind anything which the true faith condemns, and yet [he] supposes it to 

be catholic doctrine, then we must set ourselves sedulously to teach him…”5 

Frederick III, the sponsor of the Heidelberg Catechism, informs us in his preface to the Heidelberg Catechism 

that his purpose in commissioning the composition of the Catechism and instructing the ministers and school masters 
to use it was to refute erroneous doctrine and drive it out of his realm in order that the subjects of his realm be built 

up in sound doctrine. When the Catechism was threatened by Lutheran and Roman Catholic princes and theologians 

alike he himself ably defended it at the Diet of Augsburg, 1566.6 

Luther, a capable and willing polemicist himself, wrote in the preface to his Small Catechism, which itself is 
remarkably free from any sort of polemics, that the preacher in using it as the basis for his instruction of the youth 

must urge these things upon all, including the children. His preface is full of examples such as this: 

Especially should you here urge magistrates and parents to rule well and to send their children to 
school, showing them why it is their duty to do this, and what a damnable sin they are committing if 

they do not do it. For by such neglect they overthrow and destroy both the kingdom of God and that 

of the world, acting as the worst enemies both of God and of men. And make it very plain to them 
what an awful harm they are doing if they will not help to train children to be pastors, preachers, 

clerks [also for other offices, with which we cannot dispense in this life], etc., and that God will pun-

ish them terribly for it.7 

When one reads the Small Catechism one wonders how and in what connection the minister was supposed do this, 
but urge he must, and emphatically. Luther himself carried out this kind of teaching. 

Calvin, in his Dedication to the Geneva Catechism, said that one of his reasons for writing the Geneva Cate-

chism was to distinguish the true churches from “the profane synagogues of Satan,” and thereby promote the unity of 
these churches. According to Calvin there was, “no better instrument,” for this important task than Catechisms, and 

presumably no better method to accomplish this purpose than by such distinctive instruction from those Catechisms. 8 

Ursinus, one of the authors of the Heidelberg Catechism, wrote concerning catechism instruction in general: 

There is a necessity that all persons should be made acquainted with the rule and standard according 
to which we are to judge and decide, in relation to the various opinions and dogmas of men, that we 

may not be led into error, and be seduced thereby, according to the commandment which is given in 

relation to this subject, “Beware of false prophets,” “Prove all things,” and “Try the spirits whether 

they are of God.”9 

According to Ursinus, there is a biblical warning that errors and false teachers will always be present to the church, a 

condition with which every member is to be acquainted in order that he not be led into and seduced by those errors 
and false teachers. 

Herman Hoeksema, in response to Philip Schaff’s comment about Q&A 80, wrote: 

Why a book that is used for the instruction of the youth should NOT contain controversial matter is 

difficult to understand (emphasis mine—NJL)”10 

(“Antithetical Catechism Instruction for the 21st Century”: Continued from page 2) 
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That he practiced what he preached is evident from his own book for pre-confession, Ready to Give an Answer, in 

which he expected those coming for confession of faith to be able to explain and to refute false doctrine especially the 

Three Points of Common Grace.11 
From their writings it is evident that these men engaged in the defense of the truth, that they themselves prac-

ticed antithetical catechism instruction, and that they urged this practice upon the churches. They simply took it for 

granted that any minister or instructor worth his salt would be antithetical in his preaching, writing, and catechism 

instruction, and that any church worthy of the name would demand it of her ministers. But as to a careful definition, 
explanation, and defense of the practice of antithetical instruction it is simply lacking. We aim in this article to make 

a beginning providing that. 

 

The Demand 
What is Antithetical Instruction? 

 

Antithetical catechism instruction is the practice of teaching the truth to the children of the church in which 

in the course of setting forth the truth of the Word of God, the errors and lies that oppose that truth are clearly ex-
posed and sharply condemned in order that the truth may stand out clearly and victoriously and the people of God 

consecrated to God more and more in the love of the truth and hatred of the lie. 

Antithetical instruction is not a separate and distinct aspect of catechism instruction, but belongs to the very 
manner in which the truth is set forth. In the course of setting forth the truth of the word of God the errors and lies 

that oppose that truth are clearly exposed and sharply condemned. 

In this antithetical instruction the truth is set forth victoriously over against the lie. Never is the issue left in 
doubt regarding which is the truth and which the lie, or which of the two—truth or lie—will prevail. Christ and his 

truth prevail. 

The purpose of this instruction is the devotion of the children to God in the love of the truth, the life of truth, 

and the hatred of the lie that has been exposed and condemned. 
 

The Basis of Antithetical Catechism Instruction 

 
The covenant is the basis of this instruction. The covenant is the basis of all instruction of the children of the 

church whether that takes place at home, in the school, or in the church’s own official teaching of the children in cate-

chism. If we can find no basis for such antithetical instruction in the doctrine of the covenant, then it deserves no 
place in the catechism room. If the covenant demands it, then it must be in the catechism room regardless of whether 

or not some might find it distasteful, forbid it, or oppose it. 

The covenant is the gracious relationship of fellowship and friendship between God and his people in Christ. 

Christ is the head of that covenant. The elect in Christ are the members of that covenant. For these Christ died, wash-
ing them in his own blood from all their sins. To these Christ grants his Holy Spirit, sharing with them his life and all 

his benefits. 

The covenant includes the children of believers. The children whom we teach we are bound to view as cove-
nant children. According to the Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 74 the children of believers are baptized because they 

belong to the covenant of grace. Baptism does not make them such. They are that and so they are baptized. 

The Catechism in Q&A 74 is not making an argument for who are and who are not included in the covenant 

as far as the infants themselves are concerned, that is, which particular infants are included in the covenant of grace, 
washed in Christ’s blood from all their sins, and regenerated by the Spirit of Jesus Christ. That truth we can deduce  

from the Reformed Creeds and even from Lord’s Day 74 itself. The Protestant Reformed Churches have deduced that 

and have an official position on that matter that is set forth in the Declaration of Principles, which quotes this very 
article to prove that the Reformed Creeds teach that the covenant blessings are for the elect alone and that God’s 

promise is unconditional for them only. 

(“Antithetical Catechism Instruction for the 21st Century”: Continued from page 3) 
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The main purpose of the Catechism in Q&A 74 is to state the biblical truth that God is the God of infants of 

believing parents as infants, and who as infants belong to the covenant of grace, and because of that they must be bap-

tized. 

In the first part of the Q&A 74 the words church and covenant are virtually synonymous. The word for church 
that is used in the Catechism is the German gemeinde which looks at the church from the viewpoint of its invisible, 

spiritual fellowship and communion with Jesus Christ by faith in the Holy Spirit. It is the same word that is used to 

describe the church in Q&A 54 as the church chosen to everlasting life which the Son of God gathers, defends, and 
preserves. 

The membership of this church and covenant is the same. Children, as well as adults, are included in this cove-

nant and church of God. There are children who as children, without ever making a confession of faith and without 
their conscious knowledge, are members of this church chosen to everlasting life, gathered, defended, and preserved 

by Jesus Christ, and included, therefore, in the covenant of grace. They are members by election, and, because Christ 

died for them, and, because they are regenerated as a rule in their infancy, they have a spiritual communion and fellow-

ship with Jesus Christ by his Holy Spirit. These children the Form for Baptism calls “holy.” They are holy children not 
merely with an outward and objective (and worthless) setting apart so that they are in a better position to be saved, but 

by an actually internal, spiritual, and real holiness worked by the Spirit of Jesus Christ and in the same way that their 

parents may be said to be holy. 
This church manifests itself in the local church institute. In the last part of Q&A 74 the Catechism uses the 

German word, kirche, to describe the church. This word emphasizes the local church institute as a manifestation of the 

universal, spiritual body of Jesus Christ joined to him by faith. It is the church institute with her office bearers, her of-
ficial ministry of the Word and Sacraments, and especially as she gathers for public worship on the Lord’s Day. 

By Baptism, according to Q&A 74, infants are admitted to this church. All the children of believers are added 

to the membership roles of this local church by baptism because there are children in the covenant and church. It might 

be noticed in passing that the Catechism virtually adopts in all but name only the distinction between the covenant and 
the sphere of the covenant. All are baptized. All are added to the membership roles of the church institute. That does 

not mean and cannot mean that all are elect Israel joined to Christ by a true and living faith. 

The covenant, and the fact that children are included in that covenant, therefore, is the basis for catechism in-
struction in Reformed churches. As covenant children they must be instructed. The covenant dominates and controls 

the content, form, and manner of that instruction. This includes the catechism instruction of those that are coming from 

the outside, both on the mission field and in the local congregation, in which the minister, or missionary, must instruct 

in the rudiments of the Christian faith and Reformed doctrine. Here, too, the express purpose of such instruction is 
their eventual incorporation by confession of faith and baptism into the church so that they consciously take up the life 

of the covenant and kingdom of Jesus Christ.12 

 

The Necessity of Antithetical Instruction 

 

The necessity, then, of instructing the children antithetically in catechism is also the covenant. The deepest 
ground for catechism instruction is that the children whom we teach belong to the covenant of grace. This is crucial to 

understand for a right answer to the question of the necessity of antithetical instruction. The deepest ground of anti-

thetical catechism instruction is the covenant as well because the covenant as such is antithesis. The deepest ground of 

antithetical catechism instruction is the truth that friendship with God means that by virtue of God’s own work of unit-
ing those children with Christ, regenerating, justifying and sanctifying them, they are at enmity with their own sinful 

natures, the world, the devil, and the whole body of lies and evils hurled by the devil against the truth. 

Because there is friendship between God and his people God puts enmity between his covenant people and the 
seed of serpent. There is enmity between them. God put that there. There must be warfare, then, on the part of the seed 

of the woman against the seed of the serpent all the days of their lives. The spiritual reality of the covenant children 

themselves demands this. They themselves are at war with the kingdom of darkness and all its lies because they are 
covenant children. Their ministers, then, must teach them to war. It is as necessary now to teach antithetically as it was 

in the Old Covenant for the children to learn to fight with a sword, spear, and bow, for the city of Jerusalem to have 

walls, towers and gates, and for the king to have an army well trained in the art of warfare. 

(“Antithetical Catechism Instruction for the 21st Century”: Continued from page 4) 
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Catechism instruction in order to be such must be antithetical. So crucial is it to the setting forth of the truth, 

and so necessary to the practice of catechism instruction that it must be included in the very definition of right cate-

chism instruction. Many would say catechism instruction is necessary, but they will groan when such instruction is 
antithetical so that pressures are placed on the minister not to be antithetical in the catechism room. There is no cate-

chism instruction where there is no antithetical catechism instruction and without it the churches will not flourish, the 

truth will not be promoted and developed, and right doctrine and the precepts of the Christian life will not be taught. . 

. (to be continued) 
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