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Today, we conclude the commemorative year, 500 years of 

Reformation.   

 

We had quite a few activities around the reformation this 

year – maybe the high point was the big service on 27 August.  

But we also showed the Luther movie, had an input about 

Melanchton, and an afternoon about Katharina von Bora – 

and many more things.  

 

However, as we said when we begun this year, last year on 

the 30th October, when we carried Luther’s picture into the 

church – just as we will carry it out of the church today: It is 

not about Luther.  Indeed, Luther himself wanted to point 

toward Christ, and not be at the centre.  

 

Luther said: I ask that my name be left silent and people not 

call themselves Lutheran, but rather Christians. Who is Luther? 

The doctrine is not mine. I have been crucified for no one. St. 

Paul in 1 Cor. 3:4-5 would not suffer that the Christians should 

call themselves of Paul or of Peter, but Christian. How should I, 

a poor stinking bag of worms, become so that the children of 

Christ are named with my unholy name? It should not be dear 

friends. Let us extinguish all factious names and be called 

Christians whose doctrine we have.  

 



Therefore: I do not want to praise Luther. I want to praise 

and proclaim the gospel of God. But I think we may and 

should God for the insight into the Gospel that has been 

given to us in the Reformation through the working of the 

Holy Spirit. And so, at the end of this Reformation Year, I 

want to talk about what insight the Holy Spirit has given him 

into the grace of God the Father through the Reformation.  

 

If we then speak of this insight into the Gospel given to us in 

the Reformation, then we can speak nothing but justification 

by grace alone accepted by faith. This is Luther's central 

point in the Reformation. This is the doctrine with which the 

Church stands or falls. Luther writes: From this article I do not 

want to stray, even if the hordes of Satan oppose me. Whoever 

understood this, may praise God and know that he is a 

theologian. 

 

I think we can understand this doctrine, this insight for our 

time and history only if we understand it in the context of the 

struggle that led Luther to this insight. It is important that we 

constantly understand the word of God as a living word in 

our history and not as dead letter and I believe that we 

understand it best if we see this word in history before us in 

the Bible and in our tradition, as a response to a struggle 

process. So I want to take you along the path of struggle 

with the word of God that led Luther to his insight. 

 



I want to refer to two texts: Romans 1:16-17: 

 

16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of 

God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first 

and also to the Greek.  17 For in it the righteousness of God is 

revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous 

shall live by faith.”  

 

and Ephesians 2 

 

 8For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is 

not your own doing; it is the gift of God,  9not a result of 

works, so that no one may boast.  10For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 

God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.   

 

To understand Luther's struggle with God's word, we must 

understand in what framework he interpreted God's word. It 

was the framework of the Roman Church in the Middle Ages. 

Christ was the Judge judging all over the world, with a sword 

in his mouth and on the throne of glory.  

 

Luther came to hate this righteous God: 

I burned rarely to understand Paul in Romans 1:17, where he 

writes: The righteousness of God is revealed in the Gospel. I 

hated these words: God's righteousness, because I understood 

it according to common use as the righteousness in which God 



punishes sinners. So I was angry with God, who not only 

punished sinners by his law but now adds to this suffering 

through his gospel, and through the gospel exercises 

righteousness and wrath. 

 

If we see God as a strict judge, and Christ, being God, also as 

being a judge: Then our relationship to God is determined by 

judgement, by evaluation.  We are used to being evaluated: 

Teachers mark our tests and examns.  Matric pupils write 

final examns.  Students submit final essays and prepare for 

their year-end examinations.  Many employees are due for 

year-end evaluation reviews.  We live in a performance-

oriented world.  There are standards that we need to meet, 

and we are rewarded if we exceed the norm, and punished if 

we do not achieve the minimum.  

 

We are on a performance ladder.  We must accumulate 

credits – and once we have enough credit, then we qualify 

for the next stage.  How many games, computer games do 

not also work like this?  How much of our life is not governed 

by this paradigm?  

 

So – it is natural to think of God, the highest authority, the 

highest judge, in the same way. We need to satisfy God’s 

standards.  Of course, we could not ever meet God’s true 

demand – because God has the right to demand perfection: 

You must love the Lord your God with all your heart.  But, 



maybe God is a bit lenient – if we achieve a bit below, as 

much as we can, then God will take the good effort we made 

and at least reward us, even if we have not made the 100% 

required.  If we do as much as we can, as is in us, surely God 

will reward us?  

 

But how much is good enough?  And if the requirement is to 

love God, can I make an effort to love the God who threatens 

to punish me?   

 

This was what Luther struggled with.  As was common in his 

time, he understood Justice to mean "Give to all what they 

deserve". God's judgement is therefore commercially 

commensurate: God gives righteousness if we give him 

works. Luther had taken the scriptures very seriously and 

wrestled with this God, who expects of our righteousness 

that we can not prove - for God expects of us a love which is 

untrammelled by self-concern. But in a commercial system 

there is always a thought of self - and that's sin. 

 

Luther struggled until the whole picture was reversed. He 

himself attributed this to the Holy Spirit.  

 

You see, God is not above us as a strict judge. He came down 

to us as a kind, dear Father. He smiles. And we must no 

longer climb on a ladder to share his salvation and blessing: 

He Himself gives us His blessing without us asking. We just 



need to learn to receive. We must learn to let God be God: 

creator and origin of everything. From God we receive 

everything. We receive and can not give anything. We are 

completely in his hand: To create, recreate, to give us 

salvation.  

 

That is why Luther is very relevant: Justice of God is not a 

judgement of something we do. It is a gift he gives. God is 

not fair because he is doing justice to what it deserves, but 

because he is an overflowing source of righteousness. All 

attributes of God must be understood as something  that he 

gives. And we must understand ourselves only as those 

receiving from God. That is why our righteousness is a 

passive righteousness - something we only receive. 

 

This central insight of Luther, seen in relation to his time, 

means a reversal of the God's image and relationship 

between God and the return to the central message of the 

New Testament (and the Old Testament correctly 

understood). This corresponds with Jesus' struggle with the 

Pharisees and Paul's struggle with the Judaists. The basic 

insight is: 

God is not a strict and prosecuting judge, for whom we must 

bring anything - including good works so that he may change 

his mind about us.  

- on the contrary, he is a source of love that gives us 

exclusively and does not hold back. 



 

But now you may come and say, Righteousness only 

received, pure passive justice. But this is precisely the 

Church's problem. There are many too many passive people 

in the Church, people just want to receive, and give nothing. 

Luther would say: It's typical. People always turn everything 

around. From God can and must and may only receive – that 

is the gospel. And the gospel governs our relationship with 

God. But to our neighbour – there we should not receive, but 

give. God gives us abundantly so that we can and may give to 

our neighbour and what we receive from God. To our fellow 

human, we should act as God in Christ acted to us: In love. 

Not to impress God, not to earn anything, not even as a sign 

of gratitude - but from the pure overflowing love of God 

poured into our hearts-to be images of God who gives, and 

so to give to our neighbour too.  

 

Luther wrote:   all Christian doctrines and works, all Christian 

living, is briefly, clearly and completely comprehended in these 

two principles, faith and love. They place man as a medium 

between God and his neighbour, to receive from above and 

distribute below. Thus the Christian becomes a vessel, or rather 

a channel, through which the fountain of divine blessings 

continuously flows to other individuals. Mark you, the truly 

godlike are they who receive from God all he offers through 

Christ, and in return show themselves by their good deeds, 

doing to others that what God does to them. Psalm 82:6 is in 



point here: "I said, Ye are gods, and all of you sons of the Most 

High." Sons of God are we, through the faith that makes heirs 

of all divine blessings. But we are also "gods" through the love 

that makes us doing good toward our neighbour. The divine 

nature is simply pure beneficence, or as Paul says in Titus 3:4 

"kindness and love," daily pouring out blessings in abundance 

upon all creatures; as we everywhere witness.   

 

Are you like this?  If you measure yourself by the commands, 

as Luther interpreted them – we all learned them in 

confirmation classes: Not only should we not kill our 

neighbour, but help him in every need.  Not only should we 

not steal, but use our possessions to help others and give to 

them.  

Are you like that?  If not, then you are shown by the law to 

still need God’s grace, to flee to God and to cry for renewal of 

your heart – so that you, and I, and our congregation, may 

become more and more Christ like.   

 

This teaching is not something that was relevant only in 

Luther’s time.  I believe it is still relevant now.   

 

How many people, if you judge their behaviour, act as if their 

salvation, their self-worth and status depend on how much 

they have? And they bring many sacrifices to the God of glory 

and money - family time and church time are sacrificed, even 

health, and sometimes even honesty and good conscience.  



 

I think we can judge whether we attach our salvation to our 

possessions if we look at how hard it is for us to give. If I do 

not give easily and with joyful heart, then I do not really 

believe in God, who will give me what I need, and then his 

love does not live in my heart. 

How many people act as if all depends on how healthy and 

beautiful they are. And they know they have to bring a lot of 

sacrifices and work hard in their diet and in the Health and 

Racquet Club to earn their right of living - their justification. 

 

I could add more examples. Even in the Church we can try to 

achieve good deeds - but you can imagine the examples that 

are relevant to you. The question is: Do you live by the grace 

of God, who abundantly gives? Do you live in  the confidence 

that you need nothing more than his grace, and therefore 

you can let his love flow on to you neighbour? Are you an 

open channel between God and his world? If not: Learn to 

trust God more. Look at his love, how he gave himself to you 

completely in Christ. He gives you his grace, his love, all his 

gifts. Open your heart and hand to receive it. And let your 

heart and hand also be open to your neighbour. 
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Opening Hymn A mighty fortress is our God, / Ein feste Burg 

 EG362, 4 Verse 

----------------Kein “Ehr sei dem Vater und dem Sohn” 

 

Als Gloria:  Allein Gott in der Höh sei Ehr / All glory be to 

God  EG 179, 3 Verse 

 

---------------- Nur eine Lesung, Graduallied = Lied vor der Predigt 

Gradual Dear Christians / Nun freut euch 

 EG 341 4 Verse 

 

After Sermon   `By grace I’m saved/ Aus Gnaden 

 Mel. EG 330,  4 Verse 

 

 

 

WORD OF THE WEEK: 

For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already 

laid, which is Jesus Christ. 

 1 Cor 3:11 

 

COLLECT: 

Almighty and everlasting God, you have shown us the light of 

your Gospel of Grace.  For this we thank you.  We pray: 



increase in us the gifts of faith, hope, and love, so that the 

light of your gospel may shine through us, to the glory of 

your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 

 

 

GENERAL CHURCH PRAYER: 

Almighty God and Father, in wisdom you made the world and 

all things seen and unseen.  We praise you for the gift of life, 

for the wonderful creation of our bodies, for our moral and 

spiritual capacities, and for the marvellous gifts of 

intelligence and reason.  But, above all else, we thank and 

praise you for the gift of faith, by which we know you and 

Jesus Christ whom you have sent.  We praise and worship 

him for showing us your great love by dying the death which 

enables us sinners to be reconciled to you.  We praise you for 

the gift of the Holy Spirit who has brought us to faith in 

Jesus, and changed our hearts from rebellion enmity against 

you to love and praise for you. 

 

In mercy, pour out your Spirit on us anew each day so that 

we may trust you ever more, and our love to all your children 

may keep on growing, and our lives may be filled with the 

truly good qualities which only Jesus Christ can produce.  

Lead us by your Spirit spread your love, to accept those 

different from us, and to forgive one another as you have 

forgiven us for Christ's sake. 



 

Keep your Church in the true fellowship of the Gospel, that it 

may stand firm in the faith given to your people. Protect it 

against false teaching, that it may serve you alone. We 

remember those who are being persecuted because of their 

faith. Uphold them by your Spirit that they may witness to 

your saving power by their loyalty.  Protect your people from 

all falsehood and error, and lead them along the road of truth 

and godliness.  We pray that you may overcome the divisions 

in your church, and that you may lead all of your children to 

join in a unity, which leaves room for each to worship you 

according to their understanding. 

 

Fill the leaders of the nations with your light, that peace may 

prevail and justice may grow.  Lead people everywhere to 

enjoy peace and happiness as they learn to love and follow 

you.  Give wisdom and strength to all in authority in our land, 

that they may serve according to your direction, and all our 

people may live in unity and uprightness.  Frustrate the 

schemes of the wicked, and further the efforts of the godly. 

 

Move all parents to sow your Word in the hearts of their 

children, that the young may be raised in the ways of Christ 

and live lives that are a blessing to church, country, and 

mankind.  Give parents all the understanding and patience 

they need for their Cod-given responsibilities. 

 



Watch over the sick, the sad, and the troubled.  Stand by 

them in their sufferings, and help them in all their burdens.  

Protect all in any danger of body or soul, and save them by 

your wise love.  Help us in all times of need to look to you for 

pardon, peace, and healing. 

 

These, and all other things that we may need, give us for the 

sake of Jesus Christ our Saviour, who, together with you and 

the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever.  

Amen. 

 


