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“The Reformation and You” Rom. 3:21-28; Hebr. 4:12; II Tim. 3:14-17 

10/29/17 (The 500th Anniversary of the Protestant Reformation) 

 About the time I graduated from college, Bonnie and I were in a 

Christian band that spent 10 weeks in Germany, doing about 60 concerts 

mostly at Army and Air Force chapels.  We stayed near Worms, Germany.  

I remember walking into Worms and seeing the Luther Platz and the 

statues of him standing trial there, but I really didn’t appreciate the 

significance of what Luther did, as well as his effect on the church then and 

today.  I hope this sermon will help you see how those 500 year-old events 

of the Reformation affect us even today! 

On Oct. 31, 1517, Martin Luther kicked off the Protestant Reformation 

when he nailed his 95 theses, or demands for change, on the door of the 

church in Wittenberg, Germany, which was kind of the bulletin board for the 

community.  Luther was an interesting character.  His family encouraged 

him to become a lawyer, and he was well on his way to doing so, when he 

was caught in a powerful thunder storm and, fearing for his life, cried out for 

protection, promising he would become a monk if he were saved.  The 

storm abated, and Luther kept his promise.  He was hopeful that serving in 

a religious order would help him find salvation, as he was plagued by 

constant fears of hell and judgment. 
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 It didn’t work.  Luther wore out the other monks to whom he 

confessed his many sins hour after hour, day after day.  He languished in 

the certain knowledge that he was unworthy to receive God’s grace and 

salvation.  He was further disillusioned when on a trip to Rome, he 

witnessed the immorality and corruption of the priests there.  One of the 

practices that most appalled him was the sale of indulgences.  The church 

claimed the authority to forgive sins, and for a price, it would forgive your 

sins.  It would even forgive the sins of loved ones who had died, thus 

sparing them pain in purgatory or hell.  It became a wonderful scheme to 

raise money from powerless peasants.   

(I need to pause here to point out that the widespread corruption and 

abuse of power found in the Roman Catholic Church in those days is 

acknowledged by modern Catholic scholars and was addressed by the 

Catholic Church in later reforms.  Although Protestants and Roman 

Catholics continue to have significant differences in theology and practice, 

nothing I am saying today should be seen as an attack on the modern 

Roman Catholic Church!) 

Back to Luther.  He threw himself into his studies and earned a 

doctorate in theology, teaching at the University in Wittenberg, Germany.  

As he continued to think and study, he came to the conclusion that the 

church desperately needed to change in order to return to its original calling 
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and mission.  Thus, the 95 theses for reform were posted on the door.  

They were widely circulated throughout Europe, using the new-fangled 

printing press! 

This morning, we’ll look at three primary themes of the Reformation, 

seeing how each one can speak to us today.  The first is “Grace Alone.”  

When Luther studied Paul’s letter to the Romans, his understanding of his 

relationship with God was forever changed.  Here’s one passage that had 

particular meaning for him.  

21But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, 

and is attested by the law and the prophets, 22the righteousness of God 

through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no 

distinction, 23since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God;24they 

are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 

Christ Jesus, 25whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his 

blood, effective through faith.  27Then what becomes of boasting? It is 

excluded. By what law? By that of works? No, but by the law of faith. 28For 

we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the 

law. (Rom. 3:21-25, 27,28)   

 To a man such as Luther, who was keenly aware of the depth of his 

sin, who constantly feared for his eternal future, this passage was 

extraordinary good news!  Paul clearly says that we are justified or made 
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righteous, not by our good deeds, but by God’s grace, through the life, 

death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  What we could not do on our own, 

God did for us in Jesus.  We simply believe, or trust in what God has done 

for us.  Justification by faith, by grace alone, was the central teaching of the 

Reformers. 

 As Luther reflected on this discovery, he wondered how the church 

had wandered so far from the basic gospel message.  He concluded that it 

had taken on power and authority that it should not have taken on, namely 

the authority to act as an intermediary between God and people.  Luther 

believed that God’s grace is freely available to any individual, with no need 

of a priest, cardinal, or pope to intervene on our behalf.  As you might 

imagine, this new insight was not warmly received by the church.  In fact, 

many called for Luther’s death! 

 Unfortunately, even in Protestant churches like ours, this central 

insight of “Grace Alone” is sometimes lost.  I hear people say things like “I 

hope my good deeds outweigh my bad ones,” as if that would somehow 

take away our sin and impress God.  It doesn’t work that way.  Each one of 

us is helpless against the power of sin, and desperately need a Savior.  

Thank God, he provided one for us in Jesus Christ!  We respond by trusting 

in God’s provision for our sin, and offering our lives to his service in 
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gratitude.  Have you done that?  Can you trust in what God has done for 

you, rather than in your own efforts and good works?  I hope so! 

 The second major theme of the Reformation had to do with the 

source of authority in religious matters- “Scripture alone.”  Listen to these 

words from Paul in II Tim. 3. 

14But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, 

knowing from whom you learned it, 15and how from childhood you have 

known the sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through 

faith in Christ Jesus. 16All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for 

teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 17so 

that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every 

good work. (II Tim. 3:14-17) 

 Luther believed that the Bible was the ultimate source of authority for 

Christians, and that it could be read and interpreted by any believer.  This 

stood in contrast to the Roman Catholic belief that the traditions, creeds, 

and teaching of the church were the final authority in matters of faith.  The 

Bible, available only in Latin (which most people didn’t understand), was 

only authoritative as interpreted by the church.   

But since Luther believed that God’s Word was a gift available for 

anyone to read, he translated the Bible into German, the language of his 

people.  He translated the New Testament mostly by himself, and worked 
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with a group of scholars to translate the Old Testament.  During the 

Reformation, approximately 500,000 Luther Bibles were printed and 

distributed, which caused a surge in Bible reading, literacy, and opinions!  

His translation also spurred the translation of the Bible into French, 

Spanish, and English in other places.  Many people believe putting the 

Bible in the language of the people was Luther’s greatest contribution to the 

church. 

 Today, the Bible has been translated into more languages than any 

other book, by far, a work that continues today.  In fact, when I first started 

going to the Yucatan Peninsula, working with the Maya people, I remember 

that they had no Bible in their own language.  I also remember the huge 

celebration of Christians there when the first Maya Bible was printed and 

presented.  It was wonderful for them to be able to hear God’s Word in their 

own language!   

Here in the US, there are many English translations and all kinds of 

assistance available on-line to help us understand the Bible better.  But, in 

spite of the wealth of resources available to us, biblical illiteracy is a 

growing problem.  I encourage you to take advantage of the Reformation 

insight that the Bible is God’s gift to you!  Read it!  Read it with your 

children and grandchildren.  Use a study Bible to help you understand 

ancient settings and customs.  Attend a small group or Sunday school 
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class to study the Bible with others- that’s a very Protestant thing to do!  

You also could find a “Bible in 365 days” plan on-line and follow it.  Or, just 

start with a book of the Bible, say Mark’s gospel, or the letter of James, or 

the Psalms, and read through that book.  If you have questions, ask Lou or 

Cheryl or one of our elders, or even me!  But, read God’s Word to you!  

“Scripture Alone.” 

 The final teaching of the Reformation we’re looking at this morning, 

comes from the wing of the reformation from which we Presbyterians come.    

We believe the church is reformed, and always reforming.  There are a 

couple reasons that we continue to reform ourselves.  First, times, cultures, 

and situations change, and the church must adapt to address those 

changes.  For example, we now stream our worship services on-line for 

people who can’t be here.  Projectors and screens in worship are helpful to 

many people.  And, styles of music have changed many times during the 

history of the church, driven largely by changes of music style in the larger 

culture. 

 In addition, we recognize that because of human sinfulness and 

finitude, we never perfectly understand what God expects from us.  At one 

time, most Christians believed that slavery was just fine, that women 

should be excluded from church leadership (as should divorced people), 

and that the races should remain separate.  As God’s people continued to 



8 
 

pray and study, they came to view these things differently, reforming the 

church.   

 We continue to reform as a church today.  Today we wrestle with 

issues of sexuality, worship style, and ministry to a secular population.  Our 

session just adopted a new "Child Protection Policy" based in part on 

changes to state law.  And, we are looking at other ways to keep everyone 

safe here.  We face significant new challenges as a church in the 21st 

century, living in a society in which many people are not part of any church.  

How do we reach out to these people with the Good News that God’s love 

is freely available to them in Jesus Christ, and that God wants to walk with 

them each day?  Reaching these people will almost certainly involve 

changes in the way we do things, because what we’re doing now isn’t 

working! 

 The Protestant Reformation with its emphasis on “Grace Alone,” 

“Scripture Alone,” and “Reformed and Always Reforming” helped the 

church return to Christ’s original vision and mission for the church.  In the 

spirit of the Reformation, we continue to seek God’s will in carrying out our 

mission of bringing the Kingdom of God to bear on all people and all 

aspects of life.  We believe that God’s will is best discerned not by popes, 

bishops or pastors, but by all of God’s people working together.  So, trust in 

God’s grace, read and study the scriptures, pray and think about the issues 
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facing us, and let us know what you’re thinking.  With God’s help we will 

continue to become the church God wants us to be! 

 


