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Four hundred and ninety-seven years ago this past Friday, a page of instructions was posted regarding a party.  It wasn’t specifically a Hallo​ween party, but it was the party to attend.  God was putting on a party called heaven, and there were many wrong ideas about how to get to that party.  This was a page of instructions, a list of statements, about how to get to that party.


The church then taught that to get to God’s party, you needed to be good—most people today believe pretty much the same thing.  There was no way for anyone, they said, to be sure that they were good enough to go to God’s party, so there was always room for people to be getting better.  But there is only so much better a person can get.  They devised a way for peo​ple to become better by purchasing the excess good things others had done.


They actually taught then that some people, like Mother Theresa, had done more than enough good to get into God’s party.  They taught that the church had these excess good things stored up in a treasury, and was willing to sell these excess good things to those who wanted to purchase them.  They had it all printed up in a formal way on a page, and called these pages indulgences.  For a sum of money, you could buy the extra good works someone else had done, and so have that much better of a chance of getting into God’s party.


A thirty-three year old man in Wittenberg, Germany, objected to this sale.  He objected that there was nothing in the Bible at all about these ideas.  He objected that God had made it clear in the Bible that He only accepted perfect people at His party, not those who thought they were get​ting better.  He objected because the church’s practice said nothing about Jesus, who was right at the center of God’s plan.


The man’s name, of course, was Martin Luther, and we are called “Lutherans” after him.  He vehemently objected to anyone being called by his name, but we are all the same.  We join him in objecting to any plan for peo​ple to earn their own way into God’s heaven.  We join him in asserting that Jesus is the only Savior, the only way into God’s heaven.  We join him in letting God be the expert on all things spiritual, and in seeking all know​ledge about God from the book God has given us, instead of from our own human imaginations.  We join him in teaching only what God taught in Scrip​ture.


All of this happened 497 years ago.  Three years from now, we will be able to say that all of this happened 500 years ago.  Many people think that that will be kind of special.  You may remember the celebration of the 500th anniversary of Luther’s birth on November 10, 1983.  But October 31, 1517 is identified as the beginning of the Reformation, and has been so iden​tified already from Luther’s time on.  This was the day that Luther posted that page of instructions, or that list of statements, on the matter of indulgences, that is, selling excess good works for money.  We have a copy of Luther’s 95 Theses posted on our church door, in Latin, just as Luther wrote them.


One of my professors at the seminary pointed out that Luther anni​versaries are dangerous times for the church.  The 100th anniversary of the Reformation in 1617 ushered in the Thirty Years’ War in Germany, not a good time at all.  The 200th anniversary of the Reformation in 1717 marked a very low time in the Lutheran church, a time when it had been overcome by pietism, the idea that what you believe is not nearly so important as how you live.  That led directly into the surrender by the church to rationalism, the total rejection of miracles or anything supernatural.  By the 300th anni​versary of the Reformation, 1817, the church was nearly dead; that was the year of the declaration that there could no longer be separate Lutheran and Reformed churches, but they had to combine, giving up the teaching of the Bible.  1917, the 400th anniversary of the Reformation, marked several major mergers among the Lutheran church bodies that eventually formed the ELCA, mergers that gave up the fight for the truth of Scripture in order to teach human ideas.


So what will the 500th anniversary of the Reformation in 2017 bring?  The requirement by law that all churches must perform same-sex weddings?  The demand by law that all sermons must receive government approval before they are preached?  Perhaps this is the year when it will become illegal in America to point out that militant Islam and normal Islam are the same thing.


I have been asked to prepare a conference paper in preparation for 2017.  Our conference will meet in February in Pigeon, and I will give a presentation on Luther Study for pastors.  The very best preparation we can make to celebrate the 500th anniversary of the Reformation is to read the Bible over and over again, which pastors do anyway.  I will be encouraging them to set some more ambitious goals for reading some of Luther’s writings by 2017.  Fifty-five volumes of Luther’s writings were prepared in English from the fifties to the eighties, and most pastors have at least some of those volumes.  In addition, another twenty-eight volumes of Luther’s writings are being prepared.  I will call attention to these, and make some recommendations about which writings of Luther especially to read and study.


I’d like to recommend that you also read Luther, but reading and rereading the Bible comes first.  Next in line would be Luther’s Small Catechism which is studied before confirmation.  Then perhaps the Large Catechism.  For the pastors, I’ll recommend Luther’s writings on the Lord’s Supper, such as his large Confession Concerning Christ’s Supper, or his special writing, That These Words of Christ, “This Is My Body,” Etc., Still Stand Firm Against the Fanatics, or his Brief Confession on the Lord’s Supper.  I’ll, of course, recommend that they read all of Luther, with an emphasis on certain areas, such as Luther’s massive commentary on Genesis.


We began today by singing Luther’s special Reformation hymn based on Psalm 46.  We saw how God was a refuge and strength for Daniel when he was thrown into the lions’ den because he refused to acknowledge a different God than the true God.  We saw how God was a refuge and strength for the apostle Paul, even in his old age when he was a prisoner in Rome, with every expectation that he would soon be executed for his testi​mony about Jesus.  We saw how God was a refuge and strength for those Jesus sent out to spread the message of salvation.


The first Lutheran hymnal was published in 1524, and Luther had several hymns included in it.  “A Mighty Fortress is our God,” however, was not written until several years later.  Some suggest 1529 in connection with the Diet at Speyer, a political meeting when the Lutherans hoped to receive the freedom from the government to spread the Gospel of Jesus without fear of punishment.  Luther pointed out in the hymn that God is our Refuge and Strength, not the government.  Satan will always rage against the Gospel of Jesus, and will often incite the government to persecute the church.  But God is our Refuge and Strength, stronger than any enemy we have.  The Valiant One who fights for us is Jesus Christ, the Almighty Lord, and there’s no other God; He holds the field forever.


We face many obstacles today, but God remains our Refuge and Strength.  Satan opposes us with new challenges, but he especially opposes us with old challenges dressed up in new clothes.  All the battles Luther fought are still current today.  People are still trying to buy their way into heaven.  They still think they can be good enough for heaven.  They still think they can be their own Savior without Jesus.  They still think that might makes right.  This is why the battles Luther fought and the challenges he faced are still important for us today.


Luther’s 95 Theses were immediately attacked and challenged by the church of his day.  Various officials were sent to reason with him, to threa​ten him, to browbeat him into submission.  The pope excommunicated him.  He was finally summoned to appear before the highest political authority of the day, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, newly crowned, a young man of only 21 years of age.  Luther stood before him and was ordered to take back what he had written.  Luther refused, and spoke those famous words, “Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise. God help me. Amen.”  As a result, the emperor declared Luther to be an outlaw who could be killed by anyone.  It looked like that would be the end of Luther’s life.


On his way back to Wittenberg, he was kidnapped and taken to the Wartburg castle, on the hill overlooking Eisenach.  There he stayed for the next eleven months, in a castle, a mighty fortress to be sure, but nothing like the mighty fortress who is our God, our real refuge and strength.  God kept Luther safe during the remaining 25 years of his life.  He spent nearly a year of that time at the Wartburg, and then returned to Wittenberg where he lived out in the open, teaching preaching and writing voluminously.  God pro​tected him as his refuge and strength.  He also protects us.


Here are the words of Psalm 46 again:



God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. 
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, 
though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging. Selah.



There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells. 
God is within her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day. 
Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall; He lifts His voice, the earth melts.



The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah.



Come and see the works of the Lord, the desolations He has brought on the earth. 
He makes wars cease to the ends of the earth; He breaks the bow and shatters the spear, He burns the shields with fire. 
“Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.”



The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah.
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