
RIEFORMA TION SUNDA Y

October 31, 2004

John 8:31-32 II A Man With The Book"

Pilgrim Lutheran Church
2155 North Oakland Avenue

Decatur, Illinois 62526

L-



Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

Among the artists who have produced statues or portraits of Martin Luther there is a remarkable theme that
appears over and over again. They love to show Luther with the Bible. He points to the Bible. He rests his hand
on the Bible. He holds the Bible with both hands. He rests one hand on the Bible and points to the cross with the
other. Take this book away from Luther, try to think ofhim without the book, and he becomes nothing. You would
not even know his name. Give him the book and he becomes one of the most important figures in modem history.
The Reformation is not so much about Luther as it is about the book that made him into a powerful witness of the
Gospelofforgiveness. God used this man in a powerful way and so the focus is ultimately on God and his blessings
that still touch our lives to this very day.

When Luther was growing up, he was taught that God was a perfect being who demanded perfection.
Knowing that he was a sinful human and far from perfect, Luther was convinced that a perfect God would never
accept him but instead send him to everlasting hell. He was utterly terrified of God's anger and judgement. Rome
had taught him that the only way to heaven was to make God happy by doing good works. And so Luther tortured
himself by wondering ifhe could or would ever do enough. Driven into deep despair and afraid of dying, he joined
an Augustinian monastery to work even harder to enter into the kingdom of heaven. To describe his state during
this time, Luther called himself "the crazy saint." He physically beat himself bloody, almost starved himself to
death, made pilgrimages to work off the sins that he had committed, confessed his sins so that he wore out those

who listened, and the list goes on.

Nothing that he did, ever made him feel better. Finally, Luther was appointed to be a teacher of Scripture.
He was irritated by the appointment. But God worked mightily in his life. Though he was blind, the Bible pulled
away the curtain so that he could see the folly of his ways. The book was telling him that he could not make himself
righteous by his good works, but that he was declared righteous by what Christ had done for him. The book was
telling him that Christ had suffered all the punishment for every single one of his sins. Luther was amazed to find
out that all of his shortcomings, slips, faults, sins had been canceled by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus

Christ.

It was a memorable hour when for the first time Luther understood that our righteousness comes by faith
in the one who is righteous, namely, Jesus Christ. He relates that in that moment it was as if the gates of paradise
had been flung wide open. He looked into the heart of his Father in heaven and saw that it was beating with tender
affection. It made all the difference to this miserable monk. It was from that moment on that the Bible was the
divine answer to all questions regarding this life and the life to come.

What was it that made Luther what he was? The book, the Word, the Gospel made Luther. And this is an
extremely important point to remember. Where God's holy Word, the truth is missing, there is nothing but bondage
and darkness in the land, in the home, and in the church. With the Gospel there is freedom from sin, death, and the
power of the devil. I love what Jesus says in John 8:31-32, "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.
Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free." Indeed, the truth brings freedom. That is exactly what

it brought for Luther and for each of us.

Faith is created by the Holy Spirit through the means of the Word of God. We know the truth by virtue of
the Word of God, and this truth sets us free. Only he who believes in the Son of God, the Redeemer from sin, death,

and the devil, is truly free.



Is the Word of God a treasure that is more important than everything else? Or do we think of it lightly?
During the time of Luther's childhood the Bible was a rare book. In our day there are Bibles everywhere. And yet
we often do not appreciate this by taking the time to read, study, and meditate. Unfortunately, many of us take it
all for granted. When we fmd ourselves doing just that, it would be good for us to remember the depth of our sin
and how we have been saved. It would be good to remember that apart from the truth we are lost.

The devil, with his evil spirits, always remain a vile enemy to the truth. It is his main goal, by whatever
means necessary, to separate the people of God from the truth. Where he takes the truth away, there is nothing but
darkness, and in this darkness he reigns. He is never idle, but goes out seeking to devour us. And when those who
have the truth think to themselves that they are secure and become indifferent, the battle is half won for him. Ifhe
succeeds to take the Word of God, the truth away, he has already won and there is nothing but darkness and
hopelessness. It is my prayer that we might always view the truth in the same way that Luther understood it and as
it is expressed in Psalm 119, "How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! I gain
understanding from you precepts; therefore I hate every wrong path."

Brothers and Sisters, today the Savior says these words about us in John 17: 14-17, "I have given them your
word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world. My prayer is not
that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as
I am not of it. Make them holy by the truth; your word is truth." You have the Word of God, and you have it in all
its truth and purity. It has been committed to you by the undeserved love of God. Through that Word that you have
received you have strength in weakness, comfort in distress, and hope even in the midst of death.

Having membership in a Christian congregation which has the Word of God is an advantage and blessing
which we cannot properly appreciate. All the wealth of the universe, all the advantages in the world cannot be
compared with the gift of God's holy Word. Do you see the baptismal font? It is here that people die and rise with
Jesus. Do you see that altar? It is here that heaven and earth intersect and we receive the body and blood of Christ
for the forgiveness of every one of our sins! In this sanctuary weeping and sorrowing sinners are comforted, in this
place we are warned and counseled, lost sinners are directed unto the narrow path that leads to salvation. Here you
gather together in order to proclaim victory for those who have departed in the faith. We must never forget the love
and mercy of God. This is a place from which proceed many, many blessings, blessings which gold and silver
cannot ever buy.

Christ has given us his Word! He gave it to us so that not only would we believe it, but also for the purpose
of giving it to others. Before he ascended into heaven Jesus told his followers to make disciples of all nations and
he told them exactly how to do it. He told them to baptize in the name of the only God who saves - in the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. He told them to teach everything that had been commanded. He
reminded them that he would be with them every step of the way. The people of God are suppose to take these
things seriously. With hearts full of holy zeal and sacred enthusiasm our forefathers traveled from country to
country, worked day and night, and sacrificed every comfort and convenience in order to bring the saving Gospel
of Christ to a sick and dying world - to you and me. And when the time had come, they were ready to lay down their

lives for the sake of the one who had given them every good gift. We are to do the same.

This is a challenge to us and to our church. Weare not only to receive the Word of Life, but, like those who
have gone on before us, we are to pass it on to future generations. We cannot, we dare not, ever be indifferent.
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One of my favorite stories about Luther was the time when he was confronted by his opposition. W. H.
Elliot tells the story in this way:

In one of the great crisis of his life, when he was standing finnly and alone for a conviction that he
refused to surrender, he was confronted furiously by a powerful opponent. Did he realize, asked that
opponent, what he was doing and what power he was defying? Did he expect any force worth
mentioning to take up arms and come to his help? "No," said Luther quietly, "I do not expect that."
"Then where will you be?" thundered the dignitary who had come to challenge him. "Where will
you be?" And to that Luther answered, "I shall be where 1 have always been - in the hands of

Almighty God."

And there you have it. We can only stand in the hands of Almighty God. We can only stand in his Word which sets
us free. And there is no better place. Luther was merely a man with the book. Pilgrim is a church with the book.
May God make us as bold as Luther and may our witness be like a lamp on its stand - giving light to those in

darkness.

Amen.

Pastor Brock Abbott
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