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Jesus himself said: If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.  Amen.


God’s Word for our special consideration this Reformation Sunday morning is the Holy Spirit’s prophecy of the entire history of the New Testament Church—including Luther’s Reformation.  This is the Apostle Paul’s Second Letter to the Thessalonians, chapter two, verses three through twelve:


Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day (Judgment Day) will not come until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction.  He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming himself to be God.  


Don’t you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things?  And now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at the proper time.  For the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way.  And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth and destroy by the splendor of his coming.  


The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing.  They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved.  For this reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie and so that all will be condemned who have not believed the truth but have delighted in wickedness.

This is God’s Spirit-inspired Word of Jesus Christ our Savior.  

Introduction: October Thirty-First Is Our September Eleventh

Dear fellow Christians—and today especially, sons and daughters of the Lutheran Reformation:


September Eleventh—September Eleventh, Year Two Thousand One.  I don’t need to say more, do I?  Right away, you remembered.  You remembered that date represented a watershed event in our country’s history.  Not only did terrorists attack our nation on that date, but since that date: everything has changed.  Before that date, the citizens of our nation tended to consider all cultures the same.  After that date, our citizens began to display the flag—and to treasure what it is we have in the United States of America.  


Now: October Thirty-First—October Thirty-First, Fifteen Seventeen.  I shouldn’t need to say more.  Right away, we should remember.  That date represented a watershed event in the history of the Christian Church.  On that Hallowed Evening: Halloween (the night before the commemoration of Christians who had become deceased: All Saints Day)—on that Halloween a young Roman Catholic priest and professor named Martin Luther nailed ninety-five statements for discussion to the door of Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany.  Before October Thirty-First, Fifteen Seventeen, every Christian in the Western World fell under the umbrella of a single church.  After that date, many Christians began to display the Bible and treasure what they had in Jesus Christ.  
Theme: Rejoice in the Lutheran Reformation!

As sons and daughters of the Lutheran Reformation, that’s what we’re celebrating in church today.  God’s Word to us this morning will lead us to REJOICE IN THE LUTHERAN REFORMATION! as we APPRECIATE IT! and as we PROCLAIM IT!

Exposition: The Holy Spirit Prophesied the Lutheran Reformation
Suppose you had a space of ten sentences in which to write the history of the Christian Church during the past two thousand years—since the time of the apostles.  What events would you include?  No doubt, you’d only be able to include some of the biggest trends in the history of the Church.  Things like “The Changing Language of Worship”, things like “The Fall of the Televangelists”, simply wouldn’t count.  

Well, in God’s Word to us today, the Holy Spirit himself gives us a sketch of the history of the Christian Church.  And of course, he includes only the biggest trends in the history of the Church.  I’ll submit to you that he even mentions Luther’s Reformation—although not by name.  Let’s take a look….

The Apostle Paul wrote the words in front of us to Christians in Thessalonica, a city in northern Greece, probably in about the Year Fifty-One ad.  Paul was on his Second Missionary Journey, he was in southern Greece, and he was writing back to a congregation he had founded during the span of only a few weeks some months earlier.  

In Thessalonica, it seems, there were some people now proclaiming that Judgment Day had already come—and that the Thessalonians had missed out!  That’s why Paul writes – and this is God’s Word to us today – Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day – Judgment Day –will not come – has not come! – until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction.  

So, one sign that has needed to be fulfilled before Judgment Day is that a man of lawlessness – literally, “a man of sin” – be revealed.  Now, when we hear “man” we think of a single person.  In this case here, that can’t be.  We’re going to find out later that this man’s lifespan will extend from Paul’s time through our time to the time of Christ’s return.  So this “man”, according to the Bible itself, has to be more than a single man.  The “man” needs to be – let’s say – a series of men.  

Now, what about this “man”—or rather, series of men: which will arise?  Well, Paul writes: He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming himself to be God.  Obviously, this series of men, then, will be religious leaders “in the temple of God”—not a series of political leaders, or anything like that.  And this series of men, in one way or another, will proclaim themselves to be God.  

In other words, you and I should expect to observe in the history of the Church a series of religious leaders who claim for themselves things only God can claim for himself.  It’s our warning to be on the lookout for a series of religious leaders who proclaim themselves substitutes for Christ, “vicars for Christ”.  Be on the lookout for a series of religious leaders who claim that their word is God’s Word, rather than the Bible being God’s Word.  Be on the lookout for a series of religious leaders that claim you can’t come to Christ without being a part of their church.  


Well, Paul continues: Don’t you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things?  In other words, what we’re reading about in church today is worthy of discussion: because the Apostle Paul also proclaimed it to the Thessalonicans.

And Paul adds: now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at the proper time.  For the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way.  And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth and destroy by the splendor of his coming.  
That’s very interesting, eh?  Paul is saying that the spirit of this series of religious leaders who want to take the place of Christ—he’s saying this spirit was already lurking in the shadows in his own day.  But later the lawless one would be revealed.  Later the Lord Jesus would overthrow him with the breath of his mouth—Jesus would overthrow him with God’s Word  And later the Lord Jesus would destroy him by the splendor of his coming.  

That’s the Holy Spirit’s sketch of the history of the Christian Church.  It is, then, the story of two towering figures: Christ, of course, and if you will, “Antichrist”.  In the early church, this series of religious leaders who wanted to take the place of Christ was lurking in the shadows.  Later, this series of religious leaders would come out into the open and dominate.  Later, Christ’s Word would overthrow their power.  And on the final day, Christ’s coming will precipitate their judgment.  

Paul tells us a little bit more.  He says: The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan.  Now, that can’t surprise us one bit.  Of course, Satan is going to want to help out this series of religious leaders who want to replace Christ.  And we read: this work of Satan will be displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil.  So, be on the lookout for a series of religious leaders who want to ascribe miracles, signs, and wonders to a series (of saints) other than Christ—in order to get your eyes off Christ.  

Finally, Paul says that this coming of lawless ones deceives those who are perishing.  They perish because they refused to love the truth – the truth that eternal salvation comes one hundred percent through the work of Jesus Christ – they refused to love the truth and so be saved.  For this reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie and so that all will be condemned who have not believed the truth but have delighted in wickedness.  

Let’s summarize, then….  Paul is saying to the Thessalonians that there would be a special sign of Christ’s final coming.  A series of religious leaders, lurking in the shadows in Paul’s day, would be revealed.  They’d want to take the place of Christ.  They’d want to take people’s eyes off Christ.  But later Christ would break their power by the proclamation of his Word.  And in the end he would judge them—and all who trusted them, rather than trusting the Savior.  

After two thousand years now, you’d expect we’d be able to identify this series of religious leaders who want to replace Christ.  In fact, we can identify them!  Do you know who they are?  


You guessed it!  This prophecy from God’s Holy Word has been fulfilled in the series of men who have served in the papacy of the Roman Catholic Church.  


As it says here: They have opposed and exalted themselves over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that they set themselves up in God’s temple, proclaiming themselves to be God.  

The current occupant of the papal chair has said, and I quote: “I declare this catechism (“The Catechism of the Catholic Church”) to be a sure norm for teaching the faith and thus a valid and legitimate instrument for ecclesial communion.”  So, as if he were God, he has replaced this book (the Bible) with this book (his catechism).  

Every leader of the Catholic Church, over the past several centuries, has said—and I quote: “Outside of my church, there is no salvation”.  So, as if they were God, they have replaced membership in the Holy Christian Church with membership in their own church: the Roman Catholic Church.  

As it says here: their work will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders.  Hence, the papacy’s requirement that: for a person to be declared a saint, at least three miracles must have taken place through his prayers.  And then that saint is worthy of worship.

Most damaging of all is the assertion by this series of men that—and I quote: “If anyone says that a man is justified freely by God’s grace through faith in Christ, let him be damned.”  

Appropriation: Appreciate the Lutheran Reformation!

And my friends, for one thousand years – for an entire millennium! – that was the only official teaching there was in Christendom.  For one thousand years, our ancestors were spiritually enslaved to a single man, deceived by this group of them, and (at least for the most part) dead and damned in their sins.  We were next in line to have that happen to us.  


But God’s heart yearned for you to be restored to him!  Our Savior Jesus Christ personally pleaded for your soul on the basis of his blood!  God’s Spirit blazed with the fire of his glorious love for you!  And as we read here: the Lord Jesus overthrew the power of the enemy with the breath of his mouth!  


And so, starting in about Fifteen Seventeen: God got his Word – practically hidden away for a thousand years – into the hands of his people!  And by the grace of God, it’s in your hands today!  About five hundred years ago: God got his Christ – nearly hidden for a millennium – into the hearts of his people!  And by the grace of God, he’s in your hearts today!  It’s true, personally, for you: that The Lord Jesus overthrew the power of the enemy with the breath of his mouth!


And the way he happened to do it was through a young priest and professor named Martin Luther.  That’s why you and I happily bear the name “Lutheran”!  That’s why you and I commemorate the Lutheran Reformation!  That’s why we treasure our Lutheran heritage – Bible-based, Christ-centered – yet today!

Application: Proclaim the Lutheran Reformation!

And that’s why we want to share it, too!  


It means that sometime someone without any church is going to say to you, “You go to a Lutheran church.  What’s that?”  And you’re going to reply by saying, “Well, lots of institutions call themselves ‘churches’.  And no few of them call themselves ‘Lutheran’.  But a real Lutheran Church like mine is Bible-based, and Christ-centered, and worships the one true God.  When you come to my church, you’re going to hear what Scripture says.  You’re going to hear that you’re a sinner, and that Jesus is your Savior from sin.  And so, you’ll meet God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit at my church.  But you really need to attend in order to understand.  So, when can I pick you up next Sunday morning?”  


And sometime some friends or family members of yours who attend a Roman Catholic Church are going to speak to you, too.  And they’ll say, “Catholics, Lutherans—there really isn’t any difference.  What counts is that you believe in God and maybe go to church.”  Don’t let that slide!  You say to them, “Now, you’re free to attend the church you’d like.  And if you trust Christ as your Savior from sin, you and I will worship together in glory.  But there is a difference between churches here on earth!  Your church teaches that the church can change its teaching.  My church teaches what Scripture says.  Your church teaches that you’ve got to do certain things well enough hopefully to earn heaven.  My church teaches Christ has already earned heaven for us—and so, we live for him.  Your church teaches that it’s appropriate to worship the saints.  My church teaches it’s only appropriate to worship the true God—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  And if you ever want to learn more about us, I’d sure be glad to tell you.”

Conclusion: October Thirty-First Is Our July Fourth
Isn’t that quite a distinction between churches?  Isn’t that quite a blessing for our church?  You and I don’t need to wonder what the truth is for today.  We’ve got it in God’s Word!  You and I don’t need to go to sleep wondering if we’ve done well enough to be forgiven.  We’ve got Jesus Christ!  You and I don’t need to memorize a list of saints.  Knowing the Father, the Son, and Spirit is enough for us!  They’ve made us free: free from sin, free from hell, free from the hold of Satan.  

It means that October Thirty-First is our July Fourth – our Independence Day – every year.  What a day to celebrate, to appreciate, and to share!  Amen.


Jesus himself said: Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.  But if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.  Amen.

