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Reformation Grace:  Freedom in Christ

Today is Reformation Day.  On Lutheran altars around the world we celebrate with a special color:  red.  Today the seven members of our global mission team will worship with African Lutheran Christians in the village of Beka Siki, Cameroon.  I would guess they will hear the same Reformation Day scripture lessons that we just heard.   

In Romans, Paul writes:  “Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” He finishes by saying, “A person is justified by faith apart from the works of the law.” 
In John, Jesus says:  “the truth will make you free.”

So my question this morning is this?  What does it mean to be free in Christ?  What can we learn from Martin Luther’s life and experience to answer this question?

In 1520 Martin Luther wrote a treatise entitled, “The Freedom of the Christian Man.”  In it he wrote that “the whole of scripture is divided into two parts:  rules and promises.” 
Last week Pastor Paul reminded us that even though we may enjoy rules and love piling up points, our relationship with God is not determined by what kind of score we can attain.  We cannot buy a relationship with God with keeping the rules.

This promise brought a great sigh of relief to Martin Luther.  Like the Apostle Paul, he was a very devout monk and priest.  He devoted himself to keeping the rules…he read scripture incessantly, prayed constantly, and yet he did not have the peace in his heart and soul that comes from knowing that God loved him just as he was.

When Luther discovered the reality that his relationship with God was not based on what he did or didn’t do, but rather on the Amazing Grace of Jesus Christ, he discovered the freedom that Jesus promised in today’s gospel lesson:  “And the truth shall make you free.”

What did Luther do with that freedom?  Armed with the confidence that nothing could destroy God’s love for him and that grace was a gift, Luther boldly confronted the church and the community of his day.

A book published in 1998 ranked Luther as the third most influential person in the second millennium of western civilization—the most influential being Johannes Guttenberg, who invented the printing press.  

Luther faced a world in which there was a vast gap between rich and poor.   The average person was captive to ignorance, both in a spiritual and educational sense.  The status quo was under the control of powerful politicians and powerful church leaders.  

Armed with Reformation Grace, Luther made all sorts of changes.  This morning we give a copy of Luther’s Small Catechism to our 4th graders.  Luther wrote the catechism for parents to teach their children about the faith.  He translated the Bible from Latin into German, putting it in the hands of the common person.  He took tunes from German drinking songs and used them for hymns he wrote.  In short, basking in the freedom made possible by the incredible promises he found, particularly in Romans, Luther made incredible changes in his church and community, not having a clue of what the long range consequences would be.
In “Freedom of the Christian Man” Luther wrote:


“A Christian is the most free lord of all, and subject to none, a Christian is the most dutiful servant of all, and subject to every one.”
Luther wrote:  "Be a sinner and sin boldly, but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly, for he is victorious over sin, death, and the world.” (Luther's Works, Vol 48, p. 281) 

Luther recognized that when the Christian is faced with ethical decisions, there are often shades of gray.   But to not decide or act is not an option.  He was following the Apostle Paul who said, “Sin boldly, that grace may abound.”

Luther was free in Christ, but that freedom demanded that he was to be a servant to his neighbor.
So what does this freedom mean for you and me in the 21st century?     What does it mean to follow Jesus in our age and time?  What changes are we bold enough to make?
In the November issue of Sojourner, a journal dealing with faith, politics and culture, there is a review of a new book by Brian McLaren entitled:  “Everything Must Change:  Jesus, Global Crisis, and a Revolution of Hope.”

In many respects our 21st century world has similar challenges to those faced by Luther.  Listen to the questions McLaren poses:

· What does it mean, in today’s world, to be a follower of Jesus?

· What does it mean to be a faith community engaged in the holistic, integral mission of God in our world today?

· How do we, as individuals and faith communities, respond faithfully to the crises facing our world?

· What is our duty to God, ourselves, our families, our neighbors, our enemies, and our planet in light of Jesus’ radical message of the kingdom of God?

So what does Reformation Grace and freedom in Christ mean?  
I hope that it means that you and I feel free to wrestle with the enormous issues of our time, including spending hundreds of billions of dollars a year on war when a fraction of that money would eliminate world hunger and save the almost ten million children a year who die from poverty and related disease.
I hope that it means that we question our personal priorities in terms of how we spend our time, energy and personal resources relative to our duty to our neighbor.

The freedom brought by Reformation Grace forces you and I to always---to always question the values of this world as opposed to the values laid out by Jesus.
May the Peace of God, which passes all our human understanding, keep your hearts and your minds zeroed in on the radical Gospel of Jesus and his love.

Amen.
