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Reformation Sunday  11/2/08  “G-R-A-C-E = God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense” ––Romans 3:19-31
I. INTRODUCTION.
Recently Robert Newton, District President of California-Nevada-Hawaii District, attended an Oakland A’s Baseball game.  Before the game Thrivent sponsored a BBQ in the parking lot.  When it came time for the meal, President Newton was asked to give the prayer before the meal.  In his prayer he gave thanks for the event, gave thanks to God our Creator who provides for our daily needs.  He gave thanks for the weather, family and the meal.  He concluded his prayer in the name of Jesus Christ, who died on the cross that we might have life and salvation, for He is the only way God has provided.  Amen.  And then people began moving through the food line.  
A gentleman came up to President Newton and made the following comment:  “I want to thank you for that fine prayer.  I agreed with you all the way until you came to the conclusion and that part about Jesus Christ.”  

President Newton asked, ”Well, what was your concern?”  His response:  “Well, I thought the prayer should be more inclusive.  I believe we are all trying to be with God.  Jews, Christians, Muslims, etc.  We are all praying to God.  We all hope to be in heaven, we just express different ways to God.  You see, I’m Jewish.  I feel that in this culture we should be more tolerant of one another’s views.  We are all praying to the same God.”  

President Newton reflected for a moment and then said, “I hear you saying that there are different religions who have a “ladder” to God but we all have the same objective to be with God.  You just feel that Christians are too narrow.”  “Yes, that’s right.”  

Then President Newton said, “First, I want to thank you for the kindness in your voice as you shared your concerns.  I appreciate that.  Second, I want to thank you for sharing your Messiah with me for I am a Gentile dog who is thrilled to have the crumbs that have fallen from your Messiah’s table.”  

President Newton continued:  “You have told me that you believe there are various religious ladders to God.  Ladders going up to heaven are what people build but they don’t quite get us there.  I’m sure you would agree as an Orthodox Jew that your ladder also falls short.”  “Yes.”  Then President Newton said, “Your Messiah, Jesus, is the ladder from God to us.”  The gentleman had a surprised look on his face and said these classic words.  “I’ve never heard that before.  That changes everything.”  

II. THE CHALLENGES OF THE REFORMATION, THEN AND NOW.
Today, as Lutheran Christians, we are celebrating the Reformation.  During the 1500’s people had a false understanding of God.  God was seen as a God of wrath and judgment.  Human beings could only hope to please God with their good works.  Jesus was seen as so angry, so holy, you could never approach Him in prayer.  So people prayed to Mary and the saints instead.  Yet they had the same need as people today.  Does God love me?  Is there any hope?  So the Roman Catholic Church in the middle ages met this need by offering forgiveness of sins that could be purchased with money, and good works, even on behalf of family members who had already died.  They had a false understanding of God’s love.  
Christianity in America is experiencing the same challenge that faced Martin Luther.  What is the true message of God?  Our culture pressures people to accept the false premise that there are no moral absolutes.  People demand tolerance.  There is an on-going effort to silence Christian values and categorize Christianity as just another ladder to God.  This, however, denies a very clear truth of Scripture:  Acts 4:12 –– “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”  
Like many others in the 14th and 15th century Martin Luther thought that by becoming a monk he could find a path to please a righteous God and thus be forgiven.  However, the more he prayed, the more he disciplined his body and mind to be pure, the more anxious and uncertain he became.  Then everything changed.  While Luther was teaching the book of Romans at the University of Wittenberg, God convicted him with the 17th verse of chapter one:  “For in the Gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written:  ‘The righteous will live by faith.’”  It was as if the gates of paradise had opened for Luther.  His burdens, his fear of death –– all flew out the window and for the first time in his life he knew what it meant to be free!  

This does not mean that he forgot about God’s righteous anger against sin.  In his hymn, “Dear Christians One and All Rejoice” he proclaims both God’s wrath, as well as His mercy towards sinners in Jesus Christ:  
Fast bound in Satan’s chains I lay;
Death brooded darkly over me
Sin was my torment night and day
In sin my mother bore me,

But daily deeper still I fell.
My life became a living hell
So firmly sin possessed me.
But God beheld my wretched state
Before the world’s foundation,

And, mindful of His mercies great,

He planned my soul’s salvation.

A father’s heart He turned to me,

Sought my redemption fervently:

He gave His dearest Treasure.

God said to His beloved Son
It’s time to have compassion
Then go, bright Jewel of My crown,

And bring to man salvation
Set them free from sin and sorrow
Slay bitter death for them that they
May live with You forever.”
That’s a far different message than the people were hearing from Catholic pulpits in Luther’s day.  The typical worshiper often heard these words from the priests:  “As soon as the coin in the coffer clinks, the soul from purgatory springs.”  In other words they were taught that with money you could purchase forgiveness!  Think of the implications of those words:  They’re saying that the death of Jesus on the cross did not purchase total forgiveness for the sinner!  You had to pay for the rest!  
Today we hear words with similar implications when people say, “There are many pathways to God.”  Or as President Newton put it –– “Modern man wants to create his own ladder to God, rather than to accept that Jesus is the ladder from God.”  

In Martin Luther’s day, the truth that we are justified by grace through faith was tossed out for the sake of coins and a piece of paper called an indulgence.  In our day justification by faith in Jesus is tossed out by the demand for tolerance and the rejection of absolute truth.  

Buddha said, “I am searching for truth.”  And he developed an eight-fold path to follow.  Mohammad said, “I’m a prophet of the truth.”  And the Koran was written.  The Hindu scriptures state:  “Truth is elusive.”  Everyone is betting on something.  Even the atheists are betting that there is no God to whom they are responsible.  

Jesus said, “I am the way, the life and the truth.  No one comes to the Father except through me.” ––John 14:6  He never said, “I am one of many ways to the Father.”  
III. CONCLUSION.

On the Larry King show a few years ago he asked the Dali Lama, the spiritual head of the Buddhist religion, what comforting words he could offer to those who suffered the devastation of hurricane Katrina.  He could offer no words of hope or comfort.  Why?  Because according to his theology, “If something bad happens in your life, it’s your fault because of something bad you did in your previous life.”  (karma) 

However, as Christians we possess the message of God’s love for humanity.  We have experienced his undeserved forgiveness.  We cannot, we must not, keep his love to ourselves.  Like President Newton, we need to speak the truth in love to those who think there are many ladders to God.  
And here is the Truth we must speak:  1st Corinthians 5:21 –– “God made Jesus who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.”  In psychological terms this is called “transference.”  God transferred to Jesus all our sins and transferred to us all of His righteousness.  That’s called the ‘Great Exchange’.  

Jesus was the visible presence of the invisible God on earth.  His mission was to bring the free gift of forgiveness and the promise of eternal life to poor, miserable sinners such as you and me.  Scripture explains it this way:  

“God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Christ, and through Him to reconcile to Himself all things, by making peace through His blood, shed on the cross. Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now He has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in His sight, without blemish and free from accusation— if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the Gospel.” ––Colossians 1:19-23  
It was to preserve this Truth that Luther committed his life.  And so today, on the 489th anniversary of the Reformation, we give thanks to God for the work He did through His servant, Dr. Martin Luther.  
It has been said that people tell the truth on their death beds.  Here part of what Luther said shortly before he died:  "O my Father! Thou, the God of our Lord Jesus Christ; Thou, the source of all consolation, I thank Thee for having revealed unto me Thy well-beloved Son, in whom I believe; whom I have preached and acknowledged, and made known; whom I have loved and celebrated.  I am about to be removed from this life; but I know that I shall abide eternally with Thee.  Into thy hands I commend my spirit."  Then he lost consciousness.  When he awoke his friend, Jonas, said to him:  "Reverend father, do you die firm in the faith you have taught?"  Luther opened his eyes for the final time and replied, "Yes."  Soon, thereafter, his soul departed his body and entered into the presence of Christ in heaven.  May we, too, experience the joys of such a heavenly homecoming!  God grant it be so for Jesus’ sake.  Amen!!!  
