Reformation Sunday – 2008

I. Introduction

How often do you look at yourself in a mirror?  And have you ever had the experience of being surprised by your appearance… food stain on your tie, spinach in your teeth, or hair wind-blown?
How close do you like to get to a mirror?  I know I always look better a distance back in a dimly lit room.  When one gets too close, one sees things like blemishes and hair growing in places you would prefer it would not.

Unless you are in a fun house, mirrors tell the truth about how we look.  The truth is not always good news, but the truth is good to know.
II. The law as mirror
Opening
Nearly five hundred years ago a German priest and college professor named Martin Luther rediscovered an essential truth about God’s Word.  He discovered that not only does God’s Word come to us as both Law and Gospel, but both are quite different from the other, and both play a vital role in setting us free.
Law and consequences
It isn’t hard to see the Law in Scriptures.  The Bible is full of stories of God telling us how to live, like the Ten Command​ments.  It is also full of a whole lot of examples of people breaking those commandments and the consequences that resulted.

And if you have ever noticed, God doesn’t have to invent super​natural ways to punish us for breaking His command​ments… the consequences follow quite naturally.  If you live by the sword, chances are you will die by the sword.  If you adulterate a marriage, chances are you will destroy the marriage.

A lot of modern psychotherapy could be described as helping clients to see the truth about the choices they are making and the consequences they are suffering.  In effect, it’s like holding up a mirror for them.  12 Step programs are grounded on the same principle---the First Step requires one looking hard at one’s life and realizing that life has become unmanageable and that one is powerless over the addiction.  The truth about oneself is the first step to healing.  The truth is necessary to liberate.
Keeping the truth at arm’s length
God’s Law functions as a mirror.  The Law shows us the truth about our lives and how far away we are from how God made us to be.  And though you would think we would be eager to look in that mirror of God’s Law and take that first step, we’re not; it is frightening for us to look too closely into that mirror.  
In fact, we do this thing where we stand just far enough away from the mirror of God’s Law so that we look good, and then criticize and condemn others. Using the Law that way never liberates us.  We can go through life pretending we’re getting better and all the time we are just as much in the chains of sin as ever.  
Jesus and the Law
But Jesus won’t let us do that.  Instead, in his Sermon on the Mount he brought the Law right up to our face when he said, “You have heard it say, ‘You shall not kill.’ [That was one commandment most people could feel pretty good about.]  But I say whoever is angry at his brother or sister and calls them “you fool!” will be in danger of the fire of hell.  You have heard it said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’  But I say whoever even looks at another person lustfully has already committed sin with that person in their heart.”
Jesus doesn’t let us stand at a distance from God’s Law and say, “I look pretty good.”  He brings the Law up close so we can have a good look at ourselves and realize that we, too, are in bondage to sin.  
Closing
And that’s when he speaks the word of truth that puts to death all of our misconceptions about ourselves and being good enough: “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.  A slave has no place in the family.”  

III. God’s Word as Gospel

Opening
That part of the truth closes heaven’s door on our ever being good enough or holy enough. But that is only half of the truth.  Luther rediscovered the other half… the other half that says, “If the Son sets you free you will be free indeed.”  
Turning the world upside down
Think for a moment of what that means.  It means that getting to heaven isn’t a matter of what we do or how well we do it… it’s a matter of who we know.  All of a sudden the purpose in life is not being good; it’s knowing Jesus and serving him.  Coming to church isn’t about getting brownie points with God; it’s about encountering Jesus, the one who died for us, and who now is our Living Lord and Risen Savior.  
Some people hear that part of the truth and get mad.  They feel somebody has changed the rules on them, and in a sense they are right.  But those who have used the mirror of God’s Law to look deeply into their hearts know that this Word of truth named Jesus is our only hope.  Jesus brings life, healing and freedom, and that it is very good news!

Closing
When Jesus calls us to follow him there are no require​ments, no minimum number of worship services to attend, no Bible memory test, no prayer log sheet to turn in.  Just follow him.  Of course following him is more life-changing than just popping in to an occasional worship service.  But that is what God has wanted from us all along… not just lip service, but our hearts, a relationship with him, the Living God.
IV. Conclusion
The truth that Luther discovered is that none of us will ever stand un-condemned before God’s Law.  But the answer is not to make the Law easier but rather let it drive you to Christ, into the arms of the Son of God who has died for you.  He clothes us with himself so when the Law looks at us, it seems Christ, not us. That’s why if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed. Believe the Good News!  Amen.
