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Sermon – “Luther’s Profound Rhetoric” – 10-28-18 - John 8:31-36 

Grace and Peace on this Twenty Second Sunday after Pentecost– Pause and Reflect… 

Today is Reformation Sunday, which may mean more to some of you than others.  

Reformation means to “right the wrong; to change the error; to return to the right 

course; to restore what has fallen down.” The word reformation is only used one time in 

all of the New Testament.  In Hebrews 9:10 “until the time of the reformation referring 

to when Jesus Christ came to earth to fulfill the OT laws by his death.” NIV translates 

reformation as new order, or making things right.  A reformation is changing the past to 

make things new.  The biggest challenge put out by the word “Reformation” is CHANGE.   

Again, change in any fashion is challenging, whether it be good or bad.  Change means 

doing something different, which threatens the “status quo” of life even if the possibility 

for amazing things lurks in the background.  Possibility does not trump Change it seems, 

why?  Mainly because of the uncertainty of the possibility.  When people come to my 

therapy office, they are seeking change but rarely certain they have the energy or 

wherewithal to make any sort of change.  Therapy is a process of change, or a 

realization of the possibilities within the human soul.  Exploring those possibilities can 

cause turmoil but such exploration also allows for the prospect of change. 

When Martin Luther nailed the Ninety Five Theses to the chapel door at Wittenberg he 

wanted the community to know of the changes he desired for the institutional church at 

that time.  It was the custom of the time for the large doors of the local church to use as 

bulletin boards where people posted events which would take place in town.  He posted 

them on these doors like we would post things on our Facebook Timelines.  Once you hit 
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enter whatever you post is there for the whole world to see, until you delete your 

posting but that may be too late.  Somehow with the magic of the internet deleted 

postings can be found by people who know how to do such things – IT people and 

hackers.  I wonder if Martin Luther wanted to delete what he had posted to that chapel 

door?  It wouldn’t have been so difficult to do, but he did send a copy this document to 

the “church offices” for which he got a response. 

There is a commercial which is a few years old, of three older women who are discussing 

pictures from a recent trip.  One woman remarks to the other two: “Have you seen the 

pictures I posted to my wall.”  The camera scans over to the three women standing in 

front of the variety of pictures posted on the wall of this woman’s living room.  She 

continues to discuss how amazing the pictures are and one of the women who seems to 

have an understanding of the internet says: “This isn’t how it works, this isn’t how any of 

this works!” She was just exasperated with the whole process.  I chuckle at this 

commercial for a couple of reasons.  The main reason relates to the naiveté of the one 

woman and her simple understanding of the concept of “posting pictures to her wall,” 

and the concept of change which can be challenging even when one is trying.  This 

woman is trying to change with the times, she is making a change within her 

understanding of what she thinks this change should look like, but she is missing some 

important steps. 

That’s really what change can be like for any 

of us too.  Our understanding of the 

Reformation today may not look like it did for 

Martin Luther 501 years ago.  There is a 

rhetoric in this country causing deviant 

understandings and violent actions that 

threaten and kill others.  The man who is 

suspected of sending pipe bombs to those 

who are critical of the president this last 

week acted in a way which he thought was 

expressing himself and his beliefs freely.  No 

matter how violent and maladaptive this is 

seen he believed he had the right and freedom to commit such violent acts. Just 

terrible! Yesterday, another devastating mass shooting happened. This time at the Living 

Tree Synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pa., which killed 11 people and injured many others, 
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including four police officers.  The gunman who was taken into custody reportedly 

shouted “all Jews must die” before opening fire with an AR-15 and several handguns.  

Such an atrocity! Something must change! 

As we mark the 501st anniversary of the Reformation, many of Luther’s questions can be 

asked again. Like those hearing today’s gospel text for the first time, we are challenged 

to reflect on who we are to follow and in what we are to believe.  On this Reformation 

Day, we examine the meaning of this text for our daily lives. What will make us free or 

are we slaves to an old way of living because that’s what we have always done and 

that’s comfortable even if it is difficult?  One commentator writes: “Whenever we dive 

into a text it is crucial that we read “backwards.”  It’s important to realize that Jesus is a 

Jew speaking to Jews who are in conflict with other Jews.”  Because of their strong belief 

in Jesus the community that the gospel writer of John is writing to, was cast out of the 

synagogue. They no longer had their “home base.” Their freedom, their new life was to 

be found in “the Son,” even if that meant disagreeing with the Scribes and Pharisees.  

Their freedom came at a cost, which would have been a profound loss at the same time.  

Because of Luther’s notoriety, Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, agreed to 

hear Luther’s arguments for Reformation at a meeting of the parliament of the Roman 

Empire. The institutional church at the time wanted him arrested and condemned to 

death as a heretic without a trial. On April 17, 1521, Luther arrived at parliament.  

Luther, the simple monk stood before the Sovereign King of the Holy Roman Empire.  

When he was confronted with a stack of his writings, Luther’s works he quietly 

responded, ‘‘These are all mine.'' He was told to “recant them.”  Luther was shocked 

because he had been promised a hearing, not a demand to recant what he had written. 

He replied, ''This touches God and his word. This affects the salvation of souls. To say too 

little or too much would be dangerous. I beg you, give me time to think it over.'' After 

some deliberation, even though they felt he didn't deserve it, Luther was granted a one-

day delay.  

He spent the evening in prayer, carefully preparing his response. At 6:00 pm the 

following day he gave his famous answer: ''Unless I am convinced by the testimony of 

Scripture or by clear reason (for I trust neither pope nor council alone, since it is well 

known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the 

Scriptures I have cited, for my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will 



Page 4 of 4 
 

not recant anything since to act against one's conscience is neither safe nor right. I 

cannot do otherwise. Here I stand, may God help me. Amen.'' 

Luther, firm in his beliefs, grounded in prayer and scripture, could not recant his writings 

or his teachings.  Luther’s profound rhetoric was the beginning of something new, and 

something which was never planned.  His freedom was in Christ, and Scripture alone 

and this firm belief meant freedom for him.  He didn’t recant to keep the “status quo” 

but he “rocked the boat” believing that there was a safety net of Grace.  He was a rebel 

with a cause, which shook the foundations of the institutional church at that time.  

What does this mean for us - For Daily Living? It means that each of us has an 

opportunity to respond to the rhetoric of hate and anger in this country at the moment 

with profound grace and love, giving action and voice to our beliefs and faith in a loving 

God.  The hate that kills or threatens to kill because of differences in understandings, or 

beliefs or values or race or gender or sexual orientation is not part of God’s Grace.  

Grace calls us to be in reformation daily, seeking change. Today, tomorrow, this week, 

stop and pause and ask yourself: “What are the opportunities for learning and growth 

today? For myself? For the people around me?” Just asking these types of questions is 

what the Reformation process is all about. Amen!  
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