
21ST SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST, October 29, 2017 
REFORMATION SUNDAY 
Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Honolulu, HI 

THE LESSONS (Reformation Sunday) 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 
Psalm 46 
Romans 3:19-28 
John 8:31-36 

THE SERMON: “Freedom Ain’t Free…” 

Grace and Peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Introduction 
This past summer when I picked up our grandsons from Vacation Bible School at Kaimuki 
Christian Church, I asked our eight-year-old, Jacob, what he had learned that day. He thought 
for a second and, remember, he’s from a generation of kids who plays those video games on 
our cell phones, so he said, “Well, we were told how God sent Moses behind enemy lines on a 
rescue mission to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. When he got to the Red Sea, he had his 
engineers build a pontoon bridge and everyone walked across safely. Then, he used his 
walkie-talkie to radio headquarters for backup. They sent men to blow up the bridge and all the 
Israelites were saved." Of course, I responded, “Oh, really,  Jacob, is that what your teacher 
taught you?" He replied, “Well, not really, grampa, but, if I told it the way the teacher did, you'd 
never believe me.” But, isn’t that the way it is? We human beings would rather tell things our 
way than to tell it God’s way. God’s way is too unbelievable. That’s pretty much what happened 
in the protestant Reformation. Some church leaders concocted a scheme based on a church 
doctrine on indulgences to raise money to finance the building of St. Peter’s Cathedral in 
Rome and, rather than concede that the teaching was not accurate, like my grandson, they 
stuck with their version of truth… sort of like the “alternative facts” that our politicians use 
today. 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 
It must have seemed like Jeremiah was using “alternative facts” when he proclaimed this new 
covenant to Israel and Judah. The northern kingdom, Israel, was already exiled in Babylon and 
Judah and Jerusalem were on the verge of the same fate. But, rather than to use conventional 
“truth,” which assumed humans were in charge, Jeremiah sees an “alternate truth” in which 
God is in control and that the fall of Israel is not the end. Jeremiah’s “truth” wasn’t about his 
present time but one in the future. We know human truth came to pass and Babylon overthrew 
Judah and Jerusalem. Jewish leaders were exiled. But, Jeremiah didn’t see hopelessness and 
oppression as God’s will for God’s people, he saw hope and freedom: “The days are surely 
coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the 
house of Judah… a covenant that they broke… But this is the covenant that I will make with 
the house of Israel after those days… I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their 
hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.” Most of us see the world in four 
dimensions, length, width, depth, and time but, according to something called “string theory”, 
mathematical theorists have postulated as many as 26 dimensions in which everything 
possible and imaginable is covered. But, to the Christian mystic, the ultimate reality is God so 



all of that theorizing and mental gymnastics will never exhaust the spiritual dimensions of God. 
That’s why we say every Sunday, “Almighty God, to you all hearts to you are open, all desires 
known, and from whom no secrets are hid…” God surpasses anything the human mind can 
conceive or concoct. Ancient Judaism understood that. God is God and humans are not. So, 
why is it so many of us try to be God and judge others and want to tell others what to do? 
Isaiah saying to Judah, as it teeters on the brink of destruction, that the old covenant, the one 
they broke, is going to be supplanted by a new covenant that will be written on their hearts. 
Jeremiah’s prophecy isn’t just for the Jews hundreds of years ago; it’s for us today. How many 
of us don’t really think God is in control because we worry about North Korea, Muslims, and 
Latin American immigrants? Worry should be an alarm for us that God isn’t in control of our 
lives. That doesn’t mean we ignore the evil around us. Jeremiah knew that the fall of 
Jerusalem was impending but he also knew that wasn’t the end. Maybe that’s why this is the 
lesson for this Reformation Sunday. God is in charge. 

Psalm 46 
Most of you have heard pastors tell you that this psalm is the inspiration of Martin Luther’s 
words for “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” but, as one scholar noted, Luther didn’t write the 
song to express his feelings but to interpret what was going on in the church and in the world 
of his time. We know Europe was in turmoil and chaos in Luther’s day and he may have felt 
like a lot of us feel like today. Luther didn’t have nuclear war or global warming or pollution to 
worry about but he must have sensed that people were uncertain and afraid about the fate of 
the world like many people feel today. So, when he wrote, “A mighty fortress is our God, a a 
sword and shield victorious; he breaks the cruel oppressor’s rod and wins salvation glorious…” 
Luther was saying God is in charge. But, like Jeremiah, he acknowledged from where fear and 
distress came because he wrote, “The old satanic foe has sworn to work us woe! With craft 
and dreadful might he arms himself to fight. On earth he has no equal.” Luther trusted in God 
and he knew the pope, the bishops, the princes were not in power. That’s what the psalmist is 
saying, “Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains 
shake in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble 
with its tumult… The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; (God) utters his voice, the 
earth melts. The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge…” This psalm clearly 
says that God is in control. Instead of echoing what we hear and see in the news, I think the 
Christian needs to proclaim that God is in control and, like the psalmist, proclaim hope: “The 
Lord of hosts is with us… Come, behold the works of the Lord… (The Lord) makes wars cease 
to the end of the earth… (and) breaks the bow, and shatters the spear (and) burns the shields 
with fire. (The Lord says,) ”Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I 
am exalted in the earth.“ If Christians really exalted God, we wouldn’t be afraid. 

Romans 3:19-28 
In our Romans lesson today, I think Paul was writing to people who were not only afraid of 
what was going on in their world but had an even greater fear that they weren’t good enough 
for God. That’s why he wrote, “For 'no human being will be justified in his sight’ by deeds 
prescribed by the law, for through the law comes the knowledge of sin.” No one is justified by 
the law. Paul’s point is that, if our fate is determined by us, by what we do, we all should go to 
Hell because no one’s perfect. But, that’s not what God wants and Paul explains, “For there is 
no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by 
(God’s) grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus… (God) did this to show 
his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously 



committed;… and that (God) justifies the one who has faith in Jesus… For we hold that a 
person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law.” This means we don’t have 
to do anything for our salvation because God has done it all through Jesus Christ. So, if we 
don’t have to do anything, we can be as rotten and perverted that we want to be. But, if that’s 
how we think, then we don’t understand what God has done; in other words, we really don’t 
have the kind of faith that Paul is talking about. 

John 8:31-36 
That’s what Jesus encountered in our gospel today. Jesus’ followers thought they had faith 
because they were descendants of Abraham. But, just because they were just regurgitating 
something they were taught, didn’t mean they understood what it meant to be Abraham’s 
descendant. A lot of Lutherans are no different; just because we say we are saved by grace 
through faith doesn’t mean we are saved. Being saved means our lives show that we have 
God’s freedom to serve and love and forgive others. Just because Jesus’ followers said, “(We) 
have never been slaves to anyone,” didn’t mean they were free. How could they say that? 
They were under bondage to Rome. Was that freedom? They must have been joking. In the 
same way, just because you regurgitate, “we are saved by grace through faith,” does not mean 
you are free. Many Christians aren’t free. Many Christians feel guilty, unworthy, lost, or 
unhappy. God doesn’t want to be slaves to those kinds of feeling. God wants us to be happy. 

The Call and the Challenge 
But, how do we find that happiness, that joy, that peace, that freedom? Leaders in Luther’s 
time claimed you could buy God’s grace. Christian self-help books outline methods to be 
happy. But, Martin Luther said in the Small Catechism, “I believe that I cannot by my own 
reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ… but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, 
enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith; even as He calls, 
gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian Church…” Luther says that we allow 
God to be in control. That’s what Jeremiah meant when God said that he would write it on our 
hearts. Alcoholics Anonymous tells us to “let go and let God” take control of our lives. Instead 
of saying, “I want to be happy, I want to be free,” the Reformation calls us to pray, “I exalt you, 
Lord; I want to love and serve you, Lord,” and, when we allow that to be God’s will for us, we 
will serve and love others. And, when we serve and love God by serving and loving others and 
we are not the center of concern, the Holy Spirit will enlighten and sanctify us so that we will 
have peace, joy, patience, love, and all the gifts of the Spirit. We will be free, free from thinking 
only of ourselves but truly free to think about God, others and the world… we will be free 
indeed!


