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Texts: Romans 3.19-28, John 8.31-36 

 It’s the 500
th

 Anniversary of the Reformation—marked from the day Luther nailed his 95 

Thesis to the door of the Wittenberg Chapel; that’s what we commemorate today.  And as it is 

such a high and august event it’s been suggested that I should dress up like Luther and march 

down the aisle with a hammer in my hand reciting Luther’s most famous demands and sayings.  

Personally I’d prefer gathering—like Luther gathered—with a large group of friends who sat 

around his kitchen table and talked about the grace of God while drinking the renowned beer his 

dear wife Katie was reputed to have made... but that’s not going to happen either. 

 So, let’s start again: it’s the 500
th

 anniversary of the Reformation—a time when we 

reflect on the fact that the church had—over the past 1500 years— drifted somewhat.  And 

Luther—among others—called it back to a more gracious orthodoxy.  It had become bound in 

traditionalism and legalism.  Heaven was sold for a farthing and hell was painted as the most 

gruesome nightmare imaginable.  The clergy—who had long accepted the praise of their peers 

and the servitude of the laity—imagined themselves either semi-divine or at least politically 

secure.  And then Luther and his cohorts threw a wrench in the system, sullying the name of 

indulgences and rudely offending the pope.  But I’m not sure that’s the heart of it either... 

 So, let’s start again: it’s the 500
th

 anniversary of the reformation—when corruption and 

greed in the state and the church—taxed the faith and the means of the laity to the point of 

starvation and despair.  Kings and princes and priests and bishops lived in relative security; they 

banded together to fund wars and palaces and cathedrals through demands for more and more 

money from the poor.  It was simply the crushing reality; there was always a need for more 

soldiers and more food for the soldiers, and more spires for the churches and more marble for the 

spires... while the poor bore the burden... It was a matter of priority, and perhaps the church and 

the state needed to reform their priorities... and perhaps we still do...  

 Hmmm, let’s start again: it’s the 500
th

 anniversary of the reformation—when Luther’s 

fevered struggles with works righteousness finally broke and he placed his reliance on faith—

front and center—for all to see.   

 Luther sinned and confessed, then he stepped out of the confessional and before he was 

five feet away he turned and ran back because there were more sins and faults and shortcomings 

that he just had to unburden for fear that God wouldn’t forgive those sins he didn’t adequately 

confessed in this life... again and again.  It was a crippling burden on him.  And in him this took 

on an almost comical form... but what he expressed in this exaggerated way was lying in the 

depths of so very many people of his day—and perhaps ours too.   

 It’s that fear that we can never do enough for God; never keep the laws perfectly enough, 

never control our thoughts and subdue our emotions well enough, never repent adequately, 

believe purely, or have enough faith to be worthy of God.  And if the common folks didn’t find 

themselves rushing back to the confessional over and over like Luther it was simply that they 

didn’t have time to ponder heaven and hell and issues of the soul to the depths that Luther went.  

But it was there... that uncertainty, that doubt, that unrelenting suspicion that God is against us 

and we can only make it into heaven if we can make ours elves perfect enough that we can slip 

through the gates unnoticed. 

 But what Luther grasped was the truth of that statement: “By grace you have been saved 

through faith, and not by works, lest anyone should boast.” Not by works as so many in the 

church preached.  He realized it’s about God’s grace and not our goodness, not our adherence to 

the rules of the church, the demands of the priests, or the superstitions of the common folk.  That 

became the backbone of the Reformation.  It’s wasn’t just priests selling indulgences—

promising that you’d be freed from years of purgatory because of your generous donation—it 
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wasn’t just about the hierarchical structure of the church, it wasn’t just about whether priests 

could marry, or whether crosses and statues and icons were permissible... it was about something 

far deeper and more significant.  It was about who we believe God to be, and who we believe 

God might love.  It was about whether we believe our salvation starts with God’s grace or our 

works.  It’s about whether we believe we can force God’s hand to allow us into the Kingdom by 

doing certain things, acting certain ways, aligning ourselves with certain creeds and traditions.  It 

was about reforming—not just the structures of the church, but the essence of our faith. 

 So... how are we doing?  It’s been 500 years since Luther’s Reformation.  500 years...  

and I wonder what Luther would think of the state of things now.  The church is divided... which 

was—so we’re told—never Luther’s intent.  He believed in the Catholic Church, he just felt it 

needed some fixing up... it wasn’t so much “repeal and replace,” it was about re-forming the 

church.  But that’s not how it worked out.  It became a furious religious and political battle that 

brought out the worst from all sides.  In the name of this reformation people did terrible things: 

torture, murder, war, the destruction of churches, the destruction of faith, the destruction of 

unity... some might call it collateral damage... I think we do well to call that part what it was—

and what it still is: sin. 

 Today the church lies unimaginably fragmented.  Today Christians distrust and malign 

other Christians.  Today we distance ourselves from brothers and sisters who merely seek to 

understand God and follow God to the best of their ability and wisdom, simply because they 

worship in a different church, sing hymns from a different hymnal, stand when we would stay 

seated, have too many—or too few—sacraments for our taste.   

 And perhaps worse yet, today we still struggle with what we think it takes to appease our 

God.  So many of us say we believe in a God of grace, but when you get right down to it grace is 

merely a word we use to sweeten the bitter truth that we still think God is cold and wrathful and 

would prefer to see us tormented in flames than welcomed into paradise.  For so many, grace is a 

word used to describe a narrow door that desperately few will ever find and wriggle through by 

doing—by doing—whatever someone convinces them needs to be done.  And whether that is 

forcing themselves to believe things about God that they can’t believe, or forcing themselves to 

repeat creeds they don’t understand, or forcing themselves to live in ways that they can’t live, or 

forcing themselves to go to church and give to the offerings, or rack up more good deeds in this 

life than bad deeds it all comes down to the same thing: works. 

 And maybe we don’t run to the confessionals anymore, but all that means is that we 

probably just stuff this stuff in our hearts and never get it off our chests and out into the open 

where at least we can name it and examine it and maybe find a better path in the future.  And 

maybe that’s what we need.  Maybe we need to take a good look at the church again—as 

reformed as it might once have been—and see the cracks in the edifice and the rot in the rafters 

and admit that we still need reformation.  Maybe we need to look at the human condition today 

and see the hatred, the greed, the fear that we still hold for those who are different, foreign, other 

than we are and admit we still need reformation.  Maybe we need to look into our own hearts and 

see the “works” that we place our trust in today.  Whether they’re physical works like keeping 

the law, or intellectual works like thinking our salvation depends on religious knowledge, or 

emotional works like believing faith is something we must do—must produce—under any and 

all circumstances to prove our loyalty to God... they’re still works.  And as good as they might 

be, as long as we place our trust in them, they still betray the truth that we still don’t trust God to 

be graceful... and at least in that light, we must admit that we still need reformation.   
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 And that’s where I want to leave us today—It is the 500
th

 anniversary of the reformation.  

And we’re thankful for all the good it brought; but it’s only brought us—so far—this far: So, 

let’s start again.  Amen. 


