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Foreword

Catechisms have a long and noble history. From the beginning, 
the lord’s concern has been not only to record the sacred deposit of 

doctrine for posterity, but also to explain it in such a way that his people 
can learn it and own it. 

Throughout the Scriptures the people of God are told to pass on the 
great truths of the faith to the succeeding generations. From the begin-
ning, the plan was for humanity to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the 
earth” (Gen. 1:28). The earth was not only to be filled with people, but 
with the knowledge of the glory of the lord, “as the waters cover the sea” 
(Hab. 2:14). So, it is not putting things too strongly to say that catechism 
is a creation ordinance.

The need to teach the succeeding generations becomes even more 
imperative after the fall, as the lord builds his church. Just after the pow-
erful Shema (“Hear, o Israel: The lord our God, the lord is one. You 
shall love the lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 
and with all your might.” deut. 6:4-5), God commands two things to his 
people—first, to put these words into their heart (6:6), and second, to 
teach them diligently to their children (6:7). So as not to miss the point, 
the lord explains that these words should be discussed both at home and 
when they walked, even placing them on their persons and their build-
ings (6:7-9). later in the chapter a provision is made to train the youth. 
Israel’s sons will ask their fathers what is the meaning of all the statutes 
and commandments (6:20). This becomes the occasion for a catechism!

down through the centuries provision has been made for teaching 
the next generation what to believe. In the early church, such catechisms 
were used to prepare candidates for baptism. For example, the Didache 
(the “Teaching”) is a set of treatises containing a catechism from the late 
first century or the early second century. It contains the “Two Ways,” one, 
the way of life, the other, the way of death, no doubt a set of instructions 
on Christian beliefs and practices for entrants to the church. In addition 



Foreword

viii

to catechisms proper, various creeds were developed in the early church. 
The great classics include the Apostle’s Creed, so named because of the 
belief that the twelve apostles had a part in composing it. While its origins 
are highly disputed, it does appear to have been used quite early, at least as 
early as the fifth century, and today enjoys wide usage in worship and in 
catechisms. They also include Nicaea-Constantinople, dating back to 381, 
following the Ecumenical Council of Constantinople, which included the 
results of the nicean Council of 325. 

The Protestant Reformation saw a great flowering of catechisms. 
Martin luther published his Shorter Catechism in 1529, followed by 
the larger Catechism in 1530. In the preface to the latter, he writes: 
“A Christian, Profitable, and necessary Preface and Faithful, Earnest 
Exhortation of dr. Martin luther to All Christians, but Especially to All 
Pastors and Preachers, that They Should daily Exercise Themselves in the 
Catechism, which is a Short Summary and Epitome of the Entire Holy 
Scriptures, and that They May Always Teach the Same.” The general order 
of both these catechisms is, the ten commandments, the Apostle’s Creed, 
the lord’s Prayer, baptism, confession, the lord’s Supper, and an appendix 
on daily devotions.

John Calvin composed a catechism for the church in Geneva, pub-
lished in French in 1541, then, hoping for wide distribution, in latin in 
1545. organized around 55 Sundays, it contained 373 questions and an-
swers for the Minister and the Child. It begins with the question, “What 
is the chief end of human life?” The answer, “It is to know God.” Then 
follow fairly detailed considerations on Christian doctrine, the ten com-
mandments, prayer and the sacraments. The Heidelberg Catechism of 
1563, penned by Reformed theologians for the German Palatinate, opens 
similarly, though more poignantly, with the question, “What is your only 
comfort in life and in death?” The answer begins, “That I belong, body 
and soul, in life and in death, not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus 
Christ . . .” The French translation of the word “comfort” is consolation. It 
organizes the rest of the material under three rubrics: of Man’s Misery, of 
Man’s Redemption, and Thankfulness.

Almost a century later, and under different circumstances, the 
Westminster Assembly composed the documents known as the Westminster 
Standards, which included the great Confession of Faith as well as the 
Shorter and Larger Catechisms, 1647 and 1648 respectively. drawing on 
previous catechisms, but adding the insights of the Puritan divines, the 
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famous beginning of the Shorter Catechism has become widely known and 
used: “What is the chief end of man?” “Man’s chief end is to glorify God 
and enjoy him forever.” Both catechisms are organized into two major sec-
tions, what we are to believe and what are our duties. Various catechisms 
continued to be developed down through the centuries up until the twen-
tieth. Particularly important are the formulations of the post-Reformation 
orthodox Protestants, since their great concern was to make the established 
doctrines understandable for the use of the church. They used elements of 
the scholastic method in order to teach the people of God the great truths 
rediscovered at the Reformation. 

After the eighteenth century we find a smattering of creeds and 
catechisms, but none on the order of grandeur of what we have seen be-
fore. The present volume is an attempt to fill a much-needed space. It is 
clear that dr. Marcel’s In God’s School draws on all of the aforementioned 
creeds and catechisms. It opens with the question, “What is the highest 
goal of human life?” The answer, “To know God,” is followed by a more 
detailed unfolding of the meaning of our covenant relationship with the 
lord God. This catechism follows the general pattern of expounding the 
Apostle’s Creed, the ten commandments, and the lord’s Prayer. However, 
it does so within the three rubrics of the Heidelberg Catechism.

In addition to clear and forthright doctrinal content, dr Marcel pro-
vides clarification for various teachings, and Bible study materials for fol-
low-up. Thus it is marvelously profitable. Also, if it can be put this way, it is 
a deeply spiritual work. Catechisms can be dry and bare-bones. This one 
is suffused with Reformed piety. It could only have been composed by a 
man who was a profound Christian, a magnificent theologian, and a dedi-
cated pastor. The founder of La Société Calviniste, with its Revue Réformée 
(still very much alive, now published with the Faculté libre de Théologie 
Réformée, with Professor Paul R. Wells as editor), Pierre Charles Marcel 
had a life-long burden for the church. denied a position at the official 
Reformed Seminary in Paris because of his orthodoxy, he found himself 
the pastor of a jewel of a church just outside Paris, where he spent most 
of his career. 

This translation into English by dr. Howard Griffith is most wel-
comed. My friend Howard combines gifts not unlike his mentor, Pasteur 
Marcel. It is a labor of love and deserves wide usage in the many churches 
worldwide who care about doctrinal faithfulness and integrity of faith. In 
a contemporary culture notorious for its disdain of truth and commit-
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ment to revealed religion, many people resist any approach that tells them 
what to believe. They resist to their peril. In a world where “everyone does 
what is right in his own eyes” (Jdg. 21:25) this catechism directs us to look 
to God for what is right and to ask him for the power to do it. In a dark 
place, it is a bright light. May it be used significantly to show Christians 
how they may be lights in this world, moving them away from under any 
basket and on to the lamp stand for all to see (Mt. 5:15).

William Edgar
Professor of Apologetics

Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia
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Translator’s Preface

In the mid-1980s All Saints Reformed Presbyterian Church of Richmond, 
Virginia, the congregation I served as Pastor, needed a course of instruc-

tion for new believers. This translation of dr. Pierre Marcel’s book A L’ Ecole 
de Dieu was the result. dr. Pierre Charles Marcel was Pastor of the Reformed 
Church of St. Germain-en-laye, near Paris, for many years. He was a scholar 
of the Reformation, and loved its confessions and catechisms. 

Rooted in the catechisms of the Reformation, this book follows 
the Church’s ancient practice of crystallizing the faith for newcomers 
by expounding the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, and the 
lord’s Prayer. It provides an introduction to the Christian life in doctrine, 
practice, and experience. At the same time, In God’s School provides a 
daily Bible reading program that covers the waterfront of basic Christian 
doctrine and practice, a study manual introducing students to the rich 
heritage of the Protestant Reformation, and a guide for classes that may 
serve as a forum for new Christian and unbeliever alike. Significantly, the 
book also fills a hole in much discipleship training by including biblical 
teaching on the church and the sacraments.

We used the book in our church in a course lasting about a school 
year. The students read a chapter each week. Each day of that week has 
questions to study and corresponding Bible readings (optional Bible read-
ings are in parentheses). The teacher then presents the material on the fol-
lowing Sunday. not only does the book cover the essentials of Christian 
living, it gives students practice in daily Bible reading from every portion 
of the Word of God.

dr. Marcel did not write his book assuming that every student is a 
Christian. In the spirit of the Reformed churches, however, it breathes confi-
dence in God’s covenant. There is much patient instruction. To our joy God 
has blessed this material to bring students to new life and faith in Christ.

“In God’s School!” This manual on Christian foundations was first 
published in 1946, and again in a revised edition in 1962. I came to trans-



Translator’s Preface

xii

late it by an unusual road. In 1987 I was laid up with a serious injury, and 
not a little discouraged about the nature of my calling as a gospel min-
ister. during convalescence, I read Pierre Marcel’s book The Relevance of 
Preaching (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1963). Through careful exposition 
of Scripture and rich reference to the writings of the Protestant Reformers, 
Marcel taught me once again God’s glorious purpose for preaching. I wrote 
dr. Marcel to thank him. To my delight, I was blessed with a friendship and 
correspondence with dr. Marcel until his death in 1992. God gave me the 
gift of the encouragement and prayers of a seasoned pastor-theologian. 

looking for his other writings, I found the only other title in English, 
The Biblical Doctrine of Infant Baptism, Sacrament of the Covenant of Grace 
(Cambridge: James Clarke, 1953, reprinted, 1981). In it were a number 
of references to A L’Ecole De Dieu. dr. William Edgar, then of Aix-en-
Provence, France, kindly brought me the book. 

This translation is the fruit of much blessing to my ministry and the 
need of our congregation. I hope I have done a fair job of it. I am confi-
dent that all the basic ideas are here. dr. Marcel approved each chapter. I 
am grateful for his encouraging comments and corrections. dr. William 
Edgar of Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, kindly cor-
rected the manuscript at a number of points.

In his wonderful little book Marcel weaves together two great 
Reformation catechisms: John Calvin’s Geneva Catechism (1541) and the 
Heidelberg Catechism (1563).

Through a long pastoral ministry in France, dr. Marcel showed a 
love for the Scriptures, courage and faith in defending them against unbe-
lief, sensitivity to the needs of the new believer, and devotion to the free 
sovereign grace of God. All shine in these pages. 

It has been my privilege to live with these words for some years. I 
wish to thank the members of All Saints Reformed Presbyterian Church 
for their example of faith in Christ and their encouragement in this work. 
I dedicate the labor of this translation to them. May our exalted lord 
Jesus Christ strengthen and establish his Church with these studies.

Howard Griffith, Ph.d.
Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology

Reformed Theological Seminary
Washington d.C.

January 2009
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dr. Marcel’s Preface to the First Edition

“In God’s School!” is a course designed for students who desire to 
be introduced to the foundations of the Christian faith, and put the 

gospel of Christ into practice. It is also for those who wish to deepen their 
faith and sharpen the contours of Christian thought. For the teacher, this 
will not be a question of another “school” or method, but a special spur 
to spiritual vitality. our knowledge of salvation can never be more than 
the Word of God, or such as God has revealed in the Holy Scriptures. It 
is a Word to which we may never add, and from which we must never 
take away. This is the only “School of God” in which the sinful creature 
learns to know and love his Creator, Savior and Father, and at the same 
time learns to know himself and to how to give God the honor of which 
He is worthy.

By publishing the present catechism, I do not suppose that it either 
can or should replace any number of handbooks presently used in our 
Churches. They were written by competent men, for clear purposes, and 
for a well understood public. I would only assert that the present condi-
tions, sometimes including tragic religious instruction, invite a reform 
of teaching methods and work. It is nevertheless a question of serious 
adaptation. We must take into account the desires of a great number of 
believers, sometimes publicly expressed,—given their needs, their sincere 
searching, their social milieu, perhaps also their turn of mind—most 
present catechisms do not address them or are unsatisfactory. 

I am inclined to think that one of the basic themes of this adaptation, 
to which a number of pastors have given their time, is a response to the 
legitimate curiosity of our young catechumens, of students and adults of 
every condition searching for instruction in the things of God and the 
Christian religion. I have desired to put a catechism in their hands of 
sufficient size to answer their questions and facilitate their studies, . . . in a 
classic form and in modern language.
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In the desire to adapt my teaching to the present needs of my stu-
dents, as a faithful response to the requirements of the Word of God I have 
composed this catechism, flowing from the practice of pastoral ministry, 
the intention of my catechumens, my proselytes, and my parishioners, 
first of all, but also for the use it may be to others.

It is not a personal work, a work that I have fathered. Just the op-
posite. I simply pass on a heritage: that of the Reformation. The source of 
the present work is the Heidelberg Catechism and the Geneva Catechism, 
symbolic books of the Reformed church. The reader will find here in 
modern language, but always at the same time in classic language that 
designates things by their names, the substance of the questions and an-
swers of both catechisms. I am aware of supporting here both the tradi-
tion of the Reformed church and its spiritual fruit.

But this catechism is an effort at adaptation to today’s needs. It in-
cludes therefore certain developments, occasionally of great importance, 
which cannot be found in the two above-mentioned books. They also ac-
count for general omissions found today among the young people and 
believers in our churches. In ten or twenty years other points will prob-
ably need to be accented. 

I have always especially tried to place in relief the fact that Jesus 
Christ is living today, that he has taken our condition to give us his; that 
his work, acts, reign, intercession, dispense his gifts liberally, and that he 
presides over the destiny of his Church; that the Christian’s condition, 
miserable in the world’s eyes, is in fact glorious above all privilege. At ev-
ery turn, I insist on making clear that every man is called by God to the 
Christian life, and that each can receive personally the gifts He offers. . . .



1

General Introduction

lESSon 1

The Highest Goal and Greatest Happiness of Human Life

SUMMARY: The chief goal of human life and its greatest happiness is to 
know God our Father, and Jesus Christ, our faithful Savior.

In order to honor God appropriately, and to profit from all his mer-
cies, I must know how great my sin and misery are, how I may be deliv-
ered from them, how I may trust in God and in my Savior Jesus Christ, 
and express all my gratitude to Him.

Bible readings for the week: Monday, Question 3: 1, (2), 3, (4). Tuesday, 
Question 4: (1), 2, 3. Wednesday, Question 4: 4, 5. Thursday, Question 4: 6. 
Friday, Question 5: (1), 2, (3), 4. Saturday, Question 5: (5), 6, (7), (8), 9.

1. What is the highest goal of human life?

To know God. God has created us and placed us in the world in order to 
glorify himself in us. It is therefore very reasonable, since He is the Author 
and Source of our life, that we return our life, all of it, to his glory.

Thus says the lord, “let not a wise man boast of his wisdom, 
and let not the mighty man boast of his might, let not a rich man 
boast of his riches; but let him who boasts boast of this: that he 
understands and knows Me, that I am the loRd who exercises 
lovingkindness, justice, and righteousness on earth; for I delight in 
these things,” declares the lord. Jeremiah 9:23–24 

2. What is the supreme happiness of men?

To know God. Jesus affirmed this when he said: “This is life eternal that they 
know Thee, the only true God, and the one whom Thou hast sent, Jesus 
Christ” (John 17:3). This is our happiness because God is also our glory. 
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Preserve me o God, because I take refuge in Thee. I said to the 
lord, “Thou art my lord; I have no good besides Thee.” Psalm 
16:1–2

3. What comfort does this knowledge provide you?

My only comfort is to know that, both in life and in death, my body and 
soul are not my own, but belong to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ. By his 
sacrifice on the cross, he has accomplished everything necessary that God 
not hold against me the great guilt of my sins, and he has delivered me 
from all the power of Satan.

Today he protects me so well, that not a hair can fall from my head 
without the will of my heavenly Father. Thanks to him, all things must 
work together for my salvation (Matthew 10:29–30; Romans 8:28). 

Therefore God gives me by his Holy Spirit the assurance of eternal life, 
and makes me live henceforth for Him, loving Him with all my heart. 

For not one of us lives for himself, and not one dies for himself; 
for if we live, we live for the lord, or if we die, we die for the lord; 
therefore whether we live or die, we are the lord’s. For to this end 
Christ died and lived again, that he might be lord both of the dead 
and of the living. Romans 14:7–9

Bible readings: 

1.  God is my shepherd: Psalm 23.

2. God is my rest and my peace: Psalm 62:2–3, 6–13.

3. God is my joy: Isaiah 61:1–3, 10–11.

4. I can love God as a Father: Romans 8:14–17.

4. Do we not see by this that there can be no greater mis-
fortune than to live separate from God and from our 
Savior Jesus Christ, and not to learn the knowledge of 
them? 

Yes, because it does not profit a man anything to gain the whole world and 
to lose his soul (cf. Matthew 16:26). 

Peter said to Jesus, “lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words 
of eternal life. And we have believed and we know that you are the 
holy one of God.” John 6:68–69
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Bible readings:

1.  Martha and Mary: luke 10:38–42.

2. The misfortune of those who do not know God: Psalm 
53:1–6.

 3. neither truth, nor goodness, nor knowledge of God: Hosea 
4:1–10.

4. Unhappiness and happiness: Jeremiah 17:5–8.

5. It is always the same in this earthly life, everything is color-
less and tiresome; everything begins again for the one who 
does not have a Savior: Ecclesiastes 1:3–11. neither work 
(1:12–15), nor knowledge (1:16–18), neither pleasure nor 
leisure (2:1–2), neither the raucous fling nor folly (2:3), nor 
philosophy (2:12–16), nothing can satisfy the melancholy or 
the homesickness of him who has no Savior.

6. The absence of a Savior in our life leads to hatred of life 
(Ecclesiastes 2:17–19), to inconsolable despair (2:20–23), 
to fatalism (3:14–15), to complete scorn of the human 
condition (3:18–22, 4:2–3). It leads finally to the mundane 
practice of those moral principles or maxims, most often 
bitter and disillusioned, that do not succeed in deceiving 
the unappeased disquiet of a heart which does not know the 
“reason” of its existence and of things (7:23–29). It causes at 
last a complete unbelief and blasphemy of the work of God 
on earth, and the repudiation of eternal life (9:1–12).

5. What must you know and what must you do in order 
to honor God as He invites, and live and die with this 
blessed comfort? 

First, I must know how great my sin and my misery are (Questions 6–15).

Jesus said to them, “If you were blind you would have no sin; but 
since you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains. John 9:41

If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sinned, 
but now they have no excuse for their sin. John 15:22


