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Reformation Sunday/ October 26, 2008
“Faith Founded in the Word”

Romans 3:19-28, John 8:31-36

Pastor Wayne Zschech
“If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”
When I was in the third grade I remember receiving a bible from the Sunday school at Bethany Lutheran Church in Palmyra. I remember it was the version where all of Jesus’ words were written in red. I remember being so proud to get it since this was my first real bible unlike the Children’s Story Bible I had at home. I also remember it was pouring that day.  And despite my best effort to protect my new bible under my coat, it slipped into the water against the curb when I tried to get into the car. Its pages would forever be swollen and wrinkled from water damage.
Now except for Sunday school class I really didn’t read my new bible. It didn’t have pictures like my Children’s Story Bible and the print was a lot smaller than most other books I read. So when it came to learning about God and Jesus I depended on my parents, pastors, and Sunday school teachers to teach me what I knew about God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I knew God, but I would soon realize I didn’t know God.

In the summer after the fourth grade my dog died. I found her heaving in her kennel and with tears streaming down my face I carried her up to the house. She died on the way to the vet. At the age of ten I couldn’t understand why God would let my 4-year-old dog die. Nothing I had been taught in Sunday school or heard in worship or from my parents could explain why God would take my dog from me. 

So I started reading my water-damaged Bible in the hope of finding an answer. Unfortunately I don’t remember getting past the chapter in Genesis with all the So-And-So begat Such-And-Such. But this was the beginning of my exploring God’s word in scripture to better know and discover just who God really was rather than what I thought God was supposed to be. It would be in this book that I would begin to really know just who God is, and then know who Jesus is as my Lord.
This is what lies at the heart of today’s gospel text from John. It is also what lies at the heart of our celebration of the Reformation this Sunday. First and foremost it is a celebration of the grace and forgiveness of Christ revealed in God’s word of scripture. Jesus tells us that as his disciples, his followers, they are to continue in his word. If we want to know Jesus we need only open this book of faith. If we want to know God we need only to read any one of the 66 books of the bible. In every one we find stories of God’s ongoing relationship of grace, mercy, promise and hope with his creation. It has always been a book written by faith for faith in God.
This brings us to the second part of Jesus’ promise in today’s verse. When disciples continue in the word of Christ they will know the truth and the truth will set them free. Later in the gospel of John we hear Jesus later refer to himself as “the way and the truth”, but even from the rest of this passage we get the message. Continue in Jesus’ word and you will know Jesus and Jesus will set you free. However this leads to two questions. What does it mean “to know” Jesus? And, what are we in bondage to from which we need to be set free?
The Pharisees had a problem with this one. And quite frankly, so might we. It’s not often we imagine ourselves in bondage to anyone or anything. Then again, how many of us are in bondage to a certain economic lifestyle where in order to live in the house and drive the car of our dreams we sell our soul to the job to pay for it? Aren’t we in bondage to being popular with friends or co-workers when our words and deeds are chosen in order to seek their approval and acceptance? I remember being in bondage to being perfect in school when it came to homework and grades or I wouldn’t get into a good college. 
In Luther’s day the bondage everyone was under was the belief they had to be perfect in order to get into heaven. If they weren’t, if they didn’t do the spiritual works the priests told them they had to do for the sins they had confessed then they’d spend eternity in hell or purgatory rather than heaven. Luther described the bondage this way, “God demands we be perfect, and we work all our lives to do his will perfectly. Yet because we’re born with this condition of sin we can never be perfect and so God then judges us as condemned, and thereby sentences us to an eternity outside of heaven. What kind of a loving God demands this?”
This is why the text from Romans we hear today changed Luther’s life and sparked the Reformation. “The righteous shall live by faith, not works.” The truth of our faith is that we cannot save ourselves by the works we do. We can’t pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps. And when you live in a country that was basically founded on this principle, this bondage is the one most Americans are likely to suffer from. Since the time we can stand at a Fourth of July parade we are taught that in America you can make your dream of freedom and fortune come true if you just work hard enough. If there was ever a national culture that embodied being saved by works it is here in the United States. My own father is living proof having come to this country just over 50 years ago with only $1.50 in his pocket and knowing only a handful English. 

But when you know Jesus, you know the truth. And when you know the truth, the truth shall set you free; free from the bondage of trying to save yourself from the power of sin and death in your life by “being a good person”.  Paul dispels that notion. There are no “good” people. All have sinned and fall short of the glory. You can’t earn grace. You can’t earn freedom from death. You can’t earn God’s love or forgiveness. If you could, why did Jesus have to die in the first place?
The key is in knowing the truth, knowing Jesus. We sang as children, “Jesus Loves Me, This I Know.” But what does it mean to know Jesus? Theologian Douglas Hall believes there are three levels of knowing; knowledge, acknowledgment, and trust. Knowledge is the acquiring of date or info like Jesus being born of a virgin, feeding thousands on a bag lunch, healing the sick, and being crucified before rising on the third day. But this is merely knowing about Jesus.

Certain aspects of that knowledge of Jesus we will acknowledge as important to us in our lives. Whether Jesus was really born in a manger or changed water into wine may not be acknowledged as significant in one’s life as the knowledge that on Friday Jesus was just as dead as every one of us will be, but resurrected to a new body on the third day by the power of God. Acknowledging that God in Christ has conquered death is significant and meaningful when we’re in bondage to the power and fear of death.

But we aren’t really free until we know Jesus to the point of trusting in Jesus. This part of knowing requires risk. Instead of trusting ourselves to be the ones to save us we trust that Jesus has already done by the cross and empty tomb. Such a trust can only come through a relationship with the one who has proven himself to be trustworthy. And the way we come to have a relationship with this trustworthy Savior is to discover him as revealed in this book of faith, which as of today will be available in the pews each and every week for worshippers to read and explore. 

Thirty-five years ago on a rainy day I received the book that would allow me to know the truth that would set me free. During those years I have continued in Jesus’ word, although not always as frequently or fervently as I do from one time or another. The point is, if we want to know the truth, if we want to know our Savior, Jesus the Christ, we have to first be willing to pick up his word and discover the God of love, grace and mercy that is revealed within the stories of faith. This is how we come to have a faith and trust in the living Christ revealed in God’s word.
