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“From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it. 
For all the prophets and the Law prophesied until John. 
And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come. 
He who has ears, let him hear.”


Every time we sing “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” I am remin​ded, and I think some of you are too, that this song has been sanitized or bowdlerized.  I grew up singing—and memorized—in the fourth verse:




And take they our life,




Goods, fame, child, and wife,




Let these all be gone,




They yet have nothing won;




The Kingdom ours remaineth. TLH262v4.

What power in those words!  What confidence!  What certainty of faith!  I still feel disappointed to sing:




And do what they will—




Hate, steal, hurt, or kill—




Though all may be gone,




Our victory is won;




The kingdom’s ours forever. CW200v4.

You see, Martin Luther, the author, could sing about even losing his wife and children, but how could his wife, Katie, sing about losing her wife?  How could their children, when still children, sing about losing their chil​dren?  So the new wording lets everyone sing the hymn, and I understand that.


Another of Luther’s hymns, which we sang last week, has also been sanitized or bowdlerized, although many don’t know that.  Last week, we sang:




Lord, keep us steadfast in Your Word;




Curb those who by deceit or sword




Would seek to overthrow Your Son




And to destroy what He has done. CW203v1.

That’s pretty much the same as the old hymnal had.  But the words Luther wrote were much more to the point, if you’ll permit my literal translation:




Keep us, Lord, by Your Word




And stop the murders of the pope and the Turk




Who want to throw Jesus Christ,




Your Son, down from His throne!
Luther’s reformation was, of course, directed against the many false tea​chings brought into the Catholic church during the past under the leader​ship of the various popes.  There was no doubt that the popes Luther dealt with wanted him out of the way, as dead as John Hus whom they had seen burned a century earlier.  And the Turk was very active at Luther’s time, even playing a role in the reformation.


There had been centuries of warfare between Europe and the Middle East.  The crusades had brought the war to the Middle East.  Ferdinand and Isabella in Spain had overseen the eviction of the last of the Moors from Spain, shortly before Columbus sailed for America.  But the Turks, that is, the Moslems, were on the march toward Europe.  Constantinople fell in 1453.  The Turks had victories in Europe in 1521 and 1526, and besieged Vienna in 1529.  In our day when militant Islam is certainly on the rise, the words Luther originally wrote are not without meaning.


Luther was a very forceful person, there is no doubt about that.  Over the years, many have been offended by aspects of his forceful personality.  They have even felt compelled to apologize for Luther.  I think they need to be told that Luther is a big boy and can speak for himself!  He most cer​tainly did speak for himself, but we remember him and even use his name because he spoke boldly for our God and in His name.


The words of our text are from a section of Matthew’s Gospel where he is speaking about John the Baptist.  Messengers had come from John to ask Jesus, “Are You the One who was to come, or should we expect some​one else?” Mt11v3.  Jesus answered by pointing to the miracles He had performed and especially to the Gospel He had preached.  But then Jesus went on to speak extensively about John the Baptist, a phenomenon of that time.  People, Jesus said, had gone out even into the desert along the Jordan River to see John the Baptist.  Why?  Not because of his clothes or because of his spineless stand, but because he was a prophet of God, be​cause he spoke clearly and unashamedly the truth of God’s Word.


There have been others like John the Baptist.  Jesus compares John to the Old Testament prophet Elijah, especially because of the prophecy God had given through the prophet Malachi, “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.” Ma4v5,6.  There is no doubt that the one meant by that prophecy was John the Baptist.  John had prepared the way for Jesus by preaching clearly what God wanted said.  John did not pussyfoot around, John did not love his own life; no, John spoke the words God wanted spoken, even when it was dangerous to himself, even when it eventually did cost him his neck.


Luther, too, boldly spoke the words God wanted spoken, even when it put his own life in danger.  He went to the Diet of Worms, which could have turned out so easily to be just like the Council of Constance a century earlier, when John Hus had come on a promise of safe travel from the emperor himself and then been burned at the stake, contrary to the emperor’s promise.  But Luther said that he would go to Worms even if there were more devils there than the tiles on the roof.  Why?  Because it was a perfect opportunity for him to testify about the truth of God’s Word.


What was that truth?  Today it seem so simple because we have had that truth of God’s Word available to us all our lives.  Before Luther’s time it is very hard to find expressions of that truth, and none of them are pure.  The simple truth of God’s Word that Luther proclaimed is that Jesus died for all our sins.  We need to do nothing for the forgiveness of our sins.  In fact, we can do nothing for the forgiveness of our sins.  He has done every​thing for us, and He gives it all to us through faith, through believing that it is true.  The good things that we do do not earn God’s favor, but rather are to be an expression of our thanks to God because we already have His favor in Jesus.


Luther was first led to proclaim that truth so very clearly in relation to the indulgence traffic.  John Tetzel was selling indulgences near Wit​ten​berg where Luther was serving not only as professor at the university but also as pastor of the local church.  It was in defense of the members of his congregation that Luther wrestled with the matter of indulgences.  An indul​gence was a piece of paper which promised the bearer forgiveness of sins.  The paper was purchased for money.  The forgiveness was supposed to come from the treasury of the saints, that is, from the excess good works performed by Jesus and the holy people of the past.  Luther pointed out that there was no such treasury, that forgiveness could not be purchased for money but only for blood, and that forgiveness had already been purchased with blood, the blood of God’s Son shed for us on the cross.  God does not sell us that forgiveness, but gives it to us.  If the pope were representing God, he would gladly give that forgiveness to everyone free of charge.


Luther’s message was not well received by those in power at that time.  Luther was attacking the source of money they used for so many luxuries.  Luther was attacking the authority those men exercised over peo​ple’s consciences.  Luther was attacking their whole work-righteous scheme.  But people far and wide loved the simple truth of God’s Word which Luther proclaimed.  Luther’s books and tracts were sold everywhere and read eagerly.  The message spread rapidly.  That was why Luther was summoned to the Diet at Worms.  He had to be dealt with quickly and firmly.  He was not given a chance to defend himself from Scripture, but simply condemned.  He was invited to take back what he had said, but not shown where he was wrong.  When he refused, he was condemned as an outlaw who could be killed on sight.


Luther was not killed on sight, as John Hus had been, because the Lord used a wonderful protector he had provided for Luther, the Saxon elector Frederick the Wise.  Although Luther was allowed to leave Worms in safety, there was no trusting those on the emperor’s side, so Frederick had Luther kidnapped and taken to the Wartburg Castle, near Eisenach, familiar to Luther because of some of his early education there.  Luther remained at the Wartburg Castle in disguise for nearly a year.  During that time, he translated the New Testament into the language of the people, and began work on his postils, sermon helps for those serving as clergy although not trained for that work.


Luther returned to Wittenberg without the permission of the elector, in fact, against orders.  There was work to be done there, specifically, coun​tering the mess made by a former co-worker, Karlstadt.  The elector protes​ted in a letter that he could no longer protect Luther in Wittenberg as he could at the Wartburg.  Luther replied by letter that he had a protector greater than the elector, and that he would gladly ask his protector, the Lord Jesus, also to protect the elector.  Luther lived the rest of his life, another twenty-five years, as someone who could be killed by anyone according to the emperor’s decree, but who was killed by no one because of his protector, the Lord Jesus.


Luther was a bold confessor of God’s truth because he had the sure Word of God on his side.  He became totally convinced of that over time.  When he began, there had been a number of sources of truth, which had led to uncertainty.  Luther rejected all the other sources and based all his tea​chings on the clear Word of God.  He proclaimed that truth boldly and did not worry about what the enemies might do to him, because the Lord Jesus would protect him, as He did.


Right after the words of our text, Jesus went on to give a description of our times: “To what can I compare this generation? They are like chil​dren sitting in the marketplaces and calling out to others: ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.’” Mt11v16,17.  In other words, they cannot make up their minds to take a stand for anything.  They want to tolerate everything except intolerance.  They will put up with all kinds of filth, but never with the healthy, soul-saving words of Jesus.  Jesus went on to explain, “For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’” Mt11v18,19.  They were satisfied with neither.


We have Jesus, just as did Luther.  We have the words of Jesus, just as did Luther.  We have the Lord Jesus as our protector, just as did Luther.  We do not need to apologize for Luther, or for Jesus.  Rather, let us be as bold as Luther in speaking God’s Word.  Amen.
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