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Reformation Sunday: What does this mean?
[Psalm 46; Romans 3:19-28; John 8:31-36 NLT]
In the beginning…
490 years ago 

– around noon on the hallowed even of All Saints’ Day –



two priests approached the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany.
One of them produced a hammer, some nails…
and a printed placard which he fixed to the front door of the church.

Priests often did that;


they publicly displayed religious issues that they proposed to debate.

Martin Luther could not foresee the effect that his 95 theses would have.
He never dreamed that his hammer blows would shake 


not just the Castle Church in Germany,



but the whole Christian church on earth.

The two great traditions of Christianity would soon be joined by a third.

The Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches


would reluctantly have to welcome a younger sibling: the Protestants.

With a rather mundane act on October 31st in 1517,

Martin Luther launched a massive re-formation of the church.

You, I suspect, know all of this;


what Luther did is now history.

But what is the significance – for us today – 

of that moment in history?

Or – as Luther himself liked to ask –


“what does this mean?”…


what does this mean for you and me some 500 years later?

Much of what I will share with you this morning,

I already shared at an Anglican church in Asia 10 years ago.

It was the last Sunday in October…and my turn to preach.

As a Lutheran pastor from America,


I think I was programmed 
to speak on Luther’s reformation of the church.

The Anglican Church, though, does not observe Reformation Day…

and many Anglicans simply will not tolerate 

any American telling them how we do it in the “good ol’ USA”.

Ah, what to do?

I did speak of Luther and what he did…

but with no references to our Lutheran traditions or our American culture.

I will share much of that message with you this morning.
Why?  So that you might appreciate Anglican traditions and British culture?
No!  So that through those traditions and that culture

you might appreciate – even more – 

what I like to call “Luther’s legacy” to all Christians.
I have long been captivated 

by the third sentence in a short letter 

written by a man named Jude.
With just a few words, he seems to capture the legacy of Luther.
Jude – who happens to be a brother of Jesus – writes:


(and I am reading from the Bible used in Anglican churches)



Join in the struggle in defence of the faith, 

the faith which God entrusted to his people once and for all. [Jude 3 NEB]
Let’s take a few moments to unpack this sentence…
What does this mean?
1)  …the faith

Join in the struggle in defence of the faith… [Jude 3 NEB]
What is the faith?
Believe it or not, 


you can find the answer to that question
in a sacrilegious British television comedy: “Father Ted”
Father Ted is a priest 

who serves a small parish on an island off the coast of Ireland.

He is assisted by a curate – we would say “intern” – named Dougal.

In one episode, a visiting bishop asks young Dougal 

if he is having any trouble with his faith.

Dougal thinks for a moment, then says:

“Well, you know about God – 
how he made the world, how it fell into sin, 
how God sent Jesus to live and die to save us from sins, 
how Jesus rose from the dead then went to heaven, 
and how we hope to go there too…  
That’s all I’m having trouble with.”

“That’s all?” exclaims the bishop.

“That’s all there is to the Christian faith!”

The bishop then throws up his hands,


throws off his bishop’s mitre…



and vows to becomes a hippie.

The bishop obviously has trouble with Dougal having trouble with “the faith”.
Do you have trouble with “the faith”?
Martin Luther did. 

Like Dougal, he just didn’t believe it.

Luther lived with what we today would call the “fear factor”.

He grew up with domineering parents.
He attended a church that was overbearingly strict.

From an early age, he learned to focus on what he had to do…or else.
One night – during a storm that threatened his life –


Luther did not cry out for mercy.

Why?  Because he believed God had none.

To Luther, God was an angry, vengeful judge;

God could do nothing but make life miserable for people.

Then one day 

-- while reading the words we heard only moments ago --



Luther started to form a different impression of God.

Perhaps his eyes popped and his jaw dropped as he read:
There is no distinction.  Since all have sinned and fall short of God’s glory, they are justified by God’s grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus. …
The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. … God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.  Therefore, we will not fear…  [Romans 3:22-24; 6:23; Psalm 46:1]
All of a sudden, a troubled priest was no longer troubled;

Luther no longer had trouble with “the faith”

What about you?
Do you still have trouble with “the faith”?

What, may I ask, is your picture of God?

Do you see him as Luther did long ago:

a mean old man,



a judge out to make life miserable 
for all those who don’t measure up?

Don’t you know that God actually made life miserable for his Son instead…


that Jesus became one of us…
took the wrap for our mistakes,




so that we wouldn’t have to be miserable?

Perhaps you see God as many do today:

as a kindly old man,



a gentle grandfather who grades generously on a curve.
Perhaps you imagine that God will be good to you 
because you’ve been better than others.

Don’t you know that God doesn’t grade on a curve?
He grades on a cross instead.

There he punished his Son for all of our “F’s”.

There – and there alone – 

he made it possible for us to pass…in spite of our failures.

What is “the faith” then?

It has nothing to do with what we do;


it has everything to do with what God does.

It’s all about God...and his grace.
As Dougal said –


“how God sent Jesus to live and die to save us from our sins’.

Martin Luther summarized “the faith” with these words:

“I believe that Jesus Christ…has redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature.  He has…freed me from all sins, from death…with his innocent suffering and death.  He has done all this that I may belong to him and live under him in his kingdom.”

Please note Luther’s emphasis:

not on what we do for God…but what God does for us, right?

2) …entrusted to his people
This “faith”, said Jude, is something

which God entrusted to his people, once and for all. [Jude 3 NEB]
“Entrusted…once and for all” – what does this mean?
A recent cartoon in a leading London newspaper provides a clue.

This cartoon highlighted a conference held in outer space.

All of the planets sent a delegate;

each delegate reported on the progress his civilization had made.

Some delegates boasted that they had abolished war and poverty.

Others claimed that they had eradicated all disease.

The delegate from earth was clearly embarrassed;

he could not match the “success stories” of the other delegates.

He hesitated to address the conference.

When the conference Chair asked what he had to report,

the delegate from earth stood slowly and spoke softly:



“Well, centuries ago, God visited the earth.”

The other delegates were amazed.


“God visited your planet?  What did you do?”

The delegate from earth bowed his head and confessed,


“Uh, we killed him.”

Then he looked up and said,

“But God did visit our planet.”

2000 years ago, God visited the earth;

he came to our rescue.

This is a fact.

It’s not a story we needed to invent.

It’s not a report we have to embellish.

This “good news”, says British theologian P T Forsyth –
“This good news descends on us; it does not rise from us.  God reveals it; we do not invent it.  It speaks of a Christ sent to us and not developed by us.”

500 years ago, Martin Luther did not invent a new teaching.
He merely discovered a very old teaching –


the teaching that God, centuries before, had entrusted to his people:


that we are saved by grace and through faith…




that we become all that God designed us to be





simply trusting in God and what he does for us.

Luther also refused to embellish that teaching.
He simply contented himself with telling and re-telling


that “old, old story…of Jesus and his love”.

Today, that story has been handed down to you and to me.
Today, we are the trustees of the story…


and the book in which it is told.

We need to ensure 

that it is passed on – unaltered – to the next generation
We may live in a land of free speech,

but we have no freedom of speech with God’s story.

We simply tell it is as it is.

I have always appreciated 

what Leonard Cheshire once told the members of his church.

Leonard Cheshire was a hero of World War II.

For the role he played in the “battle of Britain”,


he received the Victoria Cross, his country’s highest honor.

Leonard Cheshire later became Lord Cheshire,


honored this time for the chain of nursing homes 

that he established for the incurably ill.

One Sunday, he stood in the pulpit of his church and said:

“If God exists and has spoken to us, 

then the facts he has revealed are no more capable of private interpretation 

than the facts, say, of aerodynamics.


When I became a fighter pilot, 
I had to learn the laws of aerodynamics.


I went to a training school,



where I expected teachers to give me the facts, 

not their own personal feelings.


I expect the same thing of the church –



not human feelings, but the facts of God’s story” --




the faith which God entrusted to his people once and for all. 
[Jude 3 NEB]
3)  Join in the struggle…
That faith, declares Jude, needs to be defended.

It has been almost 2000 years


since Jude first issued his “call to arms”:

Join in the struggle, he wrote in the 1st century,
Join in the struggle in defence of the faith, 

the faith which God entrusted to his people once and for all. [Jude 3 NEB
500 years ago, Martin Luther joined that struggle.
It was the sale of indulgences 

that prompted him to enter the fray


and pound a placard to a door in Deutschland.

What, you ask, is an indulgence?

Simply remember three “P’s” –


a piece of Paper…that you Purchased…to get a Pardon.

500 years ago,


the pope authorized the sale of indulgences 

to finance a building project in Rome.
Quite a nifty fund-raiser – those indulgences.
Pastor Stephen and I considered selling them

to finance our church’s mission trip to China next year.

Then we realized that we couldn’t do that as Lutherans.

Indulgences, you see, were one of the fatalities of the Reformation.

What, then, might prompt folk like you and me

to join the struggle in defence of the faith today?  {Jude 3 NEB]
How about the values of our culture?

Today, the focus once again has turned from God and toward us –

the emphasis on what we must do…or else.

Today, we again are valued for what?

how good we look…



how well we do in school or on the job…




how many toys we have on our property.

The truth is, though, that none of this matters.

It doesn’t matter if you are the prom queen or the ugliest man on campus…


it doesn’t matter if you are the CEO or sweep floors at McDonalds…



it doesn’t matter if you are rich or poor –




if you have been created with care by a Father in heaven…





if you have been rescued at great cost by his son Jesus…






if your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit,







then you are simply priceless.

You need to hear that;


I need to hear it;



I believe everyone needs to hear 
how God feels about them…what he can do for them
So, join in the struggle in defence of the faith. [Jude 3 NEB] 

When Jude wrote his brief letter 2000 years ago,

it was individuals in the church



that prompted him to issue his “call to arms”.

When Martin Luther joined the fray 500 years ago,


again it was people within the church



that spurred him to act.

Why, then, would we expect it to be any different today?

You may have read the remarks by the bishop of Durham,


a ranking bishop in the Church of England,



a bishop who dismissed the resurrection of Jesus 



as “a conjuring trick with bones”.

You may also have seen that article in a Church of England publication,


the article in which a popular journalist suggested 



that we replace Jesus with a more modern role-model 

such as Martin Luther King.

Join in the struggle, Jude urges.
This little brother of Jesus simply tells you and me to do


what a little boy once told his mother he was doing.

When his mother told him to stop fighting,


the boy cried out: “I’m not fighting; I’m just fighting back!”

Join in the struggle in defence of the faith, 

the faith which God entrusted to his people once and for all. [Jude 3 NEB]
At the end…
We, of course, don’t need to defend God;


he can take care of himself very well, thank you.
But we do need to defend “the faith”…

the story of God’s amazing grace.

Let me take you now to Wembley Stadium in London,

where thousands gathered to celebrate the dramatic changes in South Africa.

Many rock bands performed that night.

The final act, though, was an opera singer.

For 12 long hours, groups like Guns ‘n’ Roses aroused the fans 

already high on drink and drugs.

Finally the time comes for the opera singer to perform.

A single circle of light follows Jessye Norman as she walks onstage.

The crowd grows restless.

Few recognize this black woman.

Most yell for more Guns ‘n’ Roses.

It starts to get ugly.

Alone – and a capella – Jesse Norman begins to sing:


“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, 

that save a wretch like me.


I once was lost, but now am found,



was blind, but now I see.”

As the soprano sings,


70,000 raucous fans grow quiet;


they fall silent before this aria of grace.

By the time she begins the third verse,


she has crowd in her hands.

In fact, they join her by singing along,


reaching for words tucked away in their memory long ago:





“’Tis grace has brought me safe this far,



and grace will lead me home.”

Jessye Norman later confessed 

that she had no idea what power 

descended on Wembley Stadium that night.

Could it be that this world still needs grace?

Could it be that the people on this tired old planet thirst for grace?
Could it be that grace – simple grace – can change the people of this world?

After all, as Jessye Norman realized,


when grace descends, it makes an impact.
Grace calms hearts;

grace conquers fears.

God’s amazing grace...


God’s grace as revealed in Jesus.

Why not Join Jude…

join Luther…

join me in the struggle to defend the faith…

and preserve that grace.
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