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By Faith alone, by Grace alone, through Scripture alone, my dear friends, that’s how you and I are saved by Jesus Christ.

The Word of God that I’m going to share with you this day is John 8:31-36 – those beautiful words of freedom that Jesus spoke:


To the Jews who have believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teachings, you are really my disciples.


Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”


They answered him, “we are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone.  How can you say that we shall be set free?”


Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.


Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever.


So if the Son set you free, you will be free indeed.”

In Jesus Christ, our dear Lord, my dear friends.

Some people believe that the Reformation took place on October 31, 1517, when Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the church door in Wittenberg, thus sparking a total transformation of history as we know it – a reformation and transition that propelled Luther to number three on the list of the most influential people in the last thousand years.  But the Reformation didn’t start then.  It actually started earlier much than that.  

The Reformation first took place in Luther’s heart.  Through his intense study of God’s Word, God led Luther to discover the truth of the Gospel [that we are saved by faith, not works; that God gives us through faith in Jesus the righteousness he demands] ; and Luther found freedom for the first time in his life - freedom from sin and freedom from guilt - he found it in Christ through the Gospel.  And that, my friends, is the greatest Reformation heritage that you and I enjoy today, that is, finding freedom in Christ through God’s Word.  That’s what we’re going to talk about this day.

To the Jews who had believed him – it could very well say “to you and me who believe in Jesus” – Jesus issued a challenge, the same challenge he’s issuing to you and me today.  Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching,” – that means if you cling to it, hold fast to it.  It means more.  It means if you continue in it, if you actually live in it and keep growing in it,  Jesus says,  “you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”  

You see, Jesus is not content with pew sitters.  He’s not content with people who come and pay homage for a few moments a week, put a few dollars in the plate, and then leave unmoved, untouched, unchallenged, and unchanged by His Word.  No, Jesus wants disciples.  He wants people that believe in Him and have a burning desire to learn more of Him and then take his teaching to heart, apply it to their life, and put it into practice in their life.  So Jesus is much more concerned in the sermons that we live out there than he is with the ones that are preached up here; because Jesus wants you to live in freedom.  And you might say, like these Jews did, “What do you mean ‘freedom’?  What do you mean we will be set free?  We’re Abraham’s descendants.  Why, I’ve been a Lutheran all my life.  I was baptized in this church; I was confirmed in this church.”  And we trace our heritage back to church membership.  That’s not what it’s all about. Christianity is about relationship and discipleship, not membership.

Jesus is concerned about the heart membership in His kingdom, not having our names on the roll of a congregational roster.  He wants a Reformation to take place in our hearts because he wants us to be free.  He says, “If you hold to my teachings, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free!”  

Jesus wants us to be set free. That’s what He came for, that’s what He died for.  He wants to liberate us, to rescue us, to save us from bondage – the bondage of slavery.  And, of course, you and I know that freedom has a price.  There are brave men and women fighting overseas right now for the cause of freedom. They are liberating people who all of their lives have lived in slavery under the brutal dictatorship of Saddam Hussein.  Some of them have given their lives.  They are all risking their lives for the cause of freedom.  

Freedom has a price.  Did you know that of the fifty-nine men who signed their names to the Declaration of Independence of the United States of America, five of them were captured and tortured before they were killed?  Two of them lost their sons in that battle.  Twelve of them had their homes ransacked and burned, and nine of them fought and died in that war.  That war was all about freedom – winning the independence of the United States of America.  

Freedom has a price, and our God was willing to pay that price.  It would cost Him brutally.  He would have nails driven through His hands and His feet.  He would have a cap of thorns crushed into His brow.  He would have His back lacerated open by a cat-o’-nine-tails whip.  He would be spit on, mocked, ridiculed; He would be stretched out on a cross and lifted high for all people to see.  He would be laughed at and ridiculed, then murdered on a cross – that was the price our God was willing to pay for our freedom.  You and I know that it was not with gold or silver that we were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to us by our forefathers, but we were bought at a price with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without spot or blemish. He paid the ultimate price with his life to set us free.

Freedom has its price, and Christ paid that price to set us free.  “If the Son has set you free; you will be free indeed.”  What does He set us free from?  There are a lot of people today living in denial, who don’t think they need freedom.  Their lives never change.  It could be the alcoholic who won’t admit that they have a drinking problem.  It could be the man and woman who refuses to talk about the affair that they’ve been hiding.  It could be the businessman who neglects his family because he’s rejecting the truth that he’s addicted to work and neglecting his higher priorities.  It could be that many people are living in denial.  

It’s true – “everyone who sins is a slave to sin,” Jesus says.  There are some of you who are living in bondage to anxiety and fear.  Some of you out there are living in bondage to unpredictable anger that causes you to spout off and do things that you later regret saying or doing.  Some of you are in bondage to such a negative attitude that your tongue should actually be cut out of your mouth, because the only things that comes off of it are cruel sarcasm, negativeness, and biting criticism.  You’re in bondage.  

Some of us may be chained to a grudge – somebody did or said something to us some time in the past that we have not let go.  And no matter how many times we’ve prayed in the Lord’s Prayer, “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”, we somehow can’t find the strength to do it – to forgive them and to release them and to let them go for the hurt they’ve caused us.  We want to hold on to it, we want to nurse that bitterness; and that means that we’re in bondage to it.  Some people are in bondage to the dark world of internet pornography, and others are struggling with an inner battle with some past skeleton that still rattles in the closet of their memory.

There was an experiment that was done several years back by some United States government agency (only they can do something like this). They wanted to train a chimpanzee to communicate.  This experiment took fourteen years in the making.  They took symbols representing syllables, and they taught this chimpanzee painstakingly hours every day to communicate.  Finally the day arrived when the chimpanzee was going to put together his first sentence. All the scientists were gathered in rapt attention.  As he grabbed symbol after symbol that represented syllables, he made out three words, one sentence.  You want to know what it was?  “Let me out!”  It’s true.  

“Let me out” cry all those men and women that are in bondage to fear.  You think God wants you to live in fear?  If he did, then he would say in the Bible “Fear, be afraid.”  No, he says, “Do not be afraid”, doesn’t he – hundreds of times?  I hear far too many Christians today speak words of fear instead of words of faith. Jesus came to set you free from the bondage of fear.  I think of so many  passages that speak to our fears.  I think of Psalm 16:8 “I have set the Lord before me; because I set him before me, I will not be shaken,” David said.  He said in Psalm 34:4 “The Lord has delivered me from all my fears.” Do you know what fear is? FEAR = False Evidence Appearing Real. God wants you to appropriate that truth to your life and to your situation, whatever you are facing right here and now.  

He says in other passages like that famous one most people turn to – Psalm 23 (KJV) “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil (why?): for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.”  When we walk through the tough times of life, when we’re tempted to be afraid - fear of what the doctor is going to say, fear of the test results, fear of I’m going to lose my job, fear for our health, fear for our loved ones, fear of whatever fear it is – when we walk through that, we do not walk through those times alone.  God walks with us.  His rod and his staff – what gives us comfort?  It’s the cross of Jesus Christ, which conquered fear, conquered sin, conquered our worst enemies for us.  God does not want us to live in fear.  “I will fear no evil – your comforting presence is with me, and your precious promises assure me that you will provide for my every need - when I fear, how am I going to make it to the end of this week when there’s more month than money?  God does not want you to live in bondage to fear. Jesus has even destroyed one of peoples’ greatest fears – the fear of death. That fear comes straight from Satan and Jesus, through his death on the cross and resurrection to life, destroyed both Satan and death and freed us from that fear (He 2:14-15). 

Nor does God want you to live in bondage to a low self-worth; and I see so many people who do – so many people who beat themselves up, who don’t understand the freedom that is theirs in Jesus Christ.  They believe the lies of Satan before they believe the Word of God in their life.  They will believe things like “my worth is dependent on my performance”, when we know very well that our performance gets us nowhere.  It was the performance of Jesus Christ on our behalf that does.  But Satan wants you to think that if you’ve lost your job, as a man you are a nothing.  You’re a nobody.  And while he whispers that in your ear, you are beating yourself up because you think your worth depends on your performance.  No, my friends, it does not.  

Some people believe their worth depends on their appearance, and they’ll strive very hard to look good in front of other people.  Their car will be impeccable, their house will be spotless, their clothing will be perfect; but inside they’re shriveling.  Some people believe that their worth depends on other peoples’ opinions.  Well, there are only two opinions in life that matter, my friends – God’s opinion of you and your opinion of you.  And your opinion of you is based on God’s opinion of you.  And you know what God’s opinion of you is?  He says you’re deeply loved and fully pleasing to God.  You are totally forgiven.  You are completely accepted by God.  You are wholly loved; you are considered to be perfect in the eyes of God because he has cleansed you through his Son, Jesus Christ.  Because Christ gave His life for us, thereby imparting great value to us, that’s how much you are worth.  You are worth the price of that sacrifice Christ made.  And we get our worth from Christ on the cross, not from our peers, not from the papers, not from our job, not from anything we have or do nor anyone else.  We refuse to believe the lies of the Satan.  We believe what the Word of God says instead.  Christ came to set us free, and you will be free indeed.

He came to set us free from those skeletons rattling in the closet of our memory.  You heard me preach about that a few weeks back.  In those incredible verses there  God says, “I will forgive their sins and remember their transgressions no more.  When God declares you forgiven because of Jesus Christ, he says, “I can’t even remember what it is you did.”  It’s been erased from his record; and you are free, my friends.  Stop beating yourselves up.

You are free in Christ.  But he says, “Now use your freedom in the right ways.”  You know, there was a little elephant in the circus that was tied to a chain, and the chain was driven to a stake in the ground; and that little elephant couldn’t pull himself free from that stake no matter how hard he tried.  Well, that little elephant grew into an adult elephant, and as an adult elephant could have easily just pulled that stake right out of the ground – no problem – but in its mind, it believed it couldn’t pull that stake out.  In its mind, it was still trapped in bondage.  And there are a lot of us out there today who are still trapped in some bondage.  And you know, Christ says, “I set you free.  You are free indeed.”  He does not want you to live in fear anymore, whether it is anxiety or anger or anything that has been holding you hostage and beating you up.

And you know where we find that freedom?  The same place Martin Luther found it.  When you take a look at Martin Luther’s life and the remarkable stand of courage he took in the face of incredible opposition; where his life was actually on the line; where he could boldly stand before the Holy Roman Emperor in defiance of the Pope and all decrees and say - “Here I stand!”  Where?  He stood right here on the Word of God.  He did not compromise with the truth.  He was set free in Christ, and they could do anything they wanted to him, but they could not steal the freedom Christ gave him.

Do you realize that you can have the very same courage to stand on these solid principles and Christian values even when the people you work with don’t – even when they mock and laugh and ridicule these kinds of beliefs – that you can stand with unflinching and unwavering confidence because you know the truth, and the truth sets you free?  There is such a thing as truth.  A lot of people today don’t want to believe that there is. They say that truth is relative. You have your truth and I have mine.   But I would urge any of you just to jump off that (balcony) railing and defy the truth of gravity.  We all know that’s truth, right? Whether you believe it or not, it’s still true  And there is such a thing as spiritual truth as well.  It’s found in Jesus Christ.  If you hold to, continue in, abide in, live in and stay in my teaching, then you’re my disciples.  You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free. That requires work and effort on our part. It takes time, commitment and effort on our part to hear, read and study God’s Word. It takes even more to think through carefully what it means for us, what God is telling us. It takes work and effort to apply its life-guiding principles to the everday situations of life we face. But it is worth it.

You see, the truth will convict you of your sins.  That’s the powerful work of the Holy Spirit.  When you get into the Word of God, you will discover things about you that you do not want to discover but you need to discover.  You will be convicted of your sins.  You will be confronted with your stubbornness and with your pride and with your rebellion when you come face to face with strong passages which mirror your attitude and your life.  It [your life] stands in stark contrast with the truth, and the Holy Spirit will tug on your heart to confess what is wrong in your life, to turn away from it, to turn your life around, give it to God and change. The truth confronts us to submit our hearts and lives to God and obey his Word. When you spend time in the truth of God’s Word you will be compelled to believe the message of the Gospel that Christ has paid for all those sins; that He has removed them with His blood, and He died so that you will never be punished for them.  The truth will challenge us to grow and to change.

But here comes the rub.  This is the sticky point right here.  Too many people don’t want to change.  Some of you will say I’m too old to change.  That’s nonsense!  Nobody’s too old to change.  Some of you are young and thinking, “He’s just an old guy.  He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”  So you can blow me off – I don’t care – until you fall flat on your face and then somebody like me will be there to pick up the pieces of your life after you’ve fallen because you refused to believe the truth.  Some of you will hear this and you will be unmoved.  You will be unchanged.  You see, God, when he communicates truth to you, is challenging you to do something with it, to look inward, to look upward, and then to look outward, and to make those changes in your life that God will give to you personally. He will force you to make a choice. And not making a choice is in reality making one.

But you know what truth will also do?  It will empower you to change.  It will remind you that you are no longer a slave, but you are a son of the Most High God, a royal member of the household of the family of faith because of Jesus Christ. You will find power in the Word to do things and make changes you thought were impossible to do and make. And, get this, the truth will protect you.  It will give you all the wisdom and understanding that you need to make right decisions and avoid mistakes and failures. The Spirit will teach you to live with discernment, to pick your friends wisely, to go only to places that will benefit you, to listen only to people that will grow you and build you up, to do only those things that will make a positive difference in this world or in someone’s life. That’s what truth will do for you.

When you spend time absorbing the Truth of God’s Word you will learn what God has done for you in Jesus, and what God can do for you with whatever problem you are facing.  You will even learn of what God can do through you.  And you can make an impact and a difference in other peoples’ lives just like Martin Luther did.

I challenge you to find what you can find here [in God’s Word] anywhere else.  You have no idea how much better your life can be when you live free in Christ, my friends.  Remember when Peter was in prison, locked up, in chains, guard after guard after guard watching him, and how the door swung open, the chains fell off, Peter walked right past the guards; and God set him free from a seemingly impossible situation?  No matter what bondage you may find yourself in, my friends, you have been set free; and if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.  You are free in every way through Jesus Christ. Treasure it. Guard it. Use it wisely to bless God and others. That is our Reformation Heritage.

Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, shall guard and keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.  Amen.

CONFESSION OF FAITH – Based on Luther’s Explanation of the Second Article

I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father from eternity, and also true man, born of the virgin Mary, is my Lord.

He has redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature, purchased and won me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood and with his innocent suffering and death.

All this he did that I should be his own, and live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he has risen from death and lives and rules eternally.

This is most certainly true.
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