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Reformation Day (500
th

) – John 8: 31-36 

 Today is a special day.  On this day, all over the world, churches are celebrating the 500
th

 

anniversary of the Reformation.  Last Monday, as I sat in front of my computer to write this 

sermon, many different thoughts danced across my mind.  For example, how much time do I 

spend in the events of the past?  I didn’t want this sermon to sound like a history lesson.  What 

message should be given so that we can live well in the present but still look forward to the 

future?   And after praying about it and thinking about these questions, another question came 

into my mind…..what exactly is a Lutheran?        

 We call ourselves St. Paul’s Evangelical Lutheran Church.  Is there one word in the name 

of our church that has more importance that the rest?  How important is the name St. Paul’s to 

what we do here?  How important is the word ‘evangelical’ to what goes on here?  If we drop 

those words from the name of our church we are left with ‘Lutheran Church.’  It may sound 

rather plain but it would certainly focus down on the type of denomination that we are…..on the 

type of church that we are.           

 As you know, there are many different denominations around the world today.  Each one 

of these denominations focuses on different things.  Some of them focus on grace, some of them 

focus on peace, some of them focus on mission, some of them focus on righteous living, some of 

them focus on the Holy Spirit, some of them focus on making disciples…..you get the idea.  But 

in the midst of all of this variety and difference…..on this very special day, I once again ask, 

what exactly is a Lutheran?          

 I remember just a few short months ago looking out my office window as the steel beams 

that provide the structure and support for the new parts of our building were being set into place.  

For someone with very little knowledge or experience in the construction business, I was very 
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interested in how this all happened.  It was obvious that these huge steel beams were very 

important to the overall building.  They provide a strong foundation on which to build.  Without 

those steel beams the strength and support for the building just wouldn’t be there.  In order to 

answer the question, ‘what is a Lutheran’, what are the steel beams of our denomination?  What 

are the areas that we as Lutherans focus on?  What doctrines are important for us?   

 I hope you aren’t scared right now…..worried that I will spend the rest of the sermon 

talking about doctrine.  Some people would rather not worry about those things from the past 

that have been handed down to us here today.  These people would rather be doing the work of a 

Christian in a hurting world rather than learning about doctrine.  But, our actions in life are all 

based on our beliefs…..and these beliefs are all based on something that has been handed down 

to us or something that we have learned.  Our actions come from what is in our minds.  If we are 

hungry our mind tells our bodies that message and we eat.  If we are cold, our minds tell our 

bodies that message and we warm ourselves up.  The Bible says to “love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with all your mind.”  The things that 

we do as Christians are based on a few steel beams that first have to be in our minds.   

 The first steel beam for Lutherans is the Word of God.  Martin Luther and the other 

reformers would have been familiar with the Latin phrase for this…..’sola scriptura’ which 

means Scripture alone.  Lutherans are a Bible centered people.  What is front and center on our 

altar?…..not a picture of Martin Luther, not a statue of someone from a Biblical story…..not an 

announcement for the next potluck…..that’s very important for Lutherans, yes, but you get the 

message.  Lying there, and symbolically open, is the living Word of God.  That Word is the 

focus of all we do here…..for our Sunday School, for our Confirmation students, for our 

worship, for our study and for our mission. 
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 Another steel beam for Lutherans is Christ.  The Latin phrase is ‘sola Christos’ which 

means by Christ alone.  Jesus is the Word and the Word is Jesus.  Lutherans are Christ centered.  

Some churches focus more on the Father, some churches focus more on the Holy Spirit and 

Lutherans focus more on the Son.   The person of Jesus reveals the heart and mind of God.  

Christ was the heart and mind of God in the flesh on earth.  When you know the Son, you know 

the Father.  That cross stands behind the altar, raised high for all to see, reminding us of what 

Jesus did for all of us.  That cross stands without a body on it to emphasize that Christ is no 

longer there but has risen and lives on.        

 Another steel beam for Lutherans is grace…..‘sola gratia’ in Latin.  We heard today in 

our reading from Romans, “since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now 

justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put 

forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood effective through faith.”  In this verse we can 

see that the word ‘grace’ means gift.  The love of God is a gift to us.  We can’t earn God’s love 

by our good religious behavior.  We can’t deserve it by making ourselves better.  Like gifts at 

Christmas time and birthdays, they are just gifts, with no strings attached.  We are not an “if” 

denomination.  God will love you more if you obey him; God will love you more if you have the 

right doctrines about Jesus Christ.  God will love you more if you obey the Ten Commandments 

and moral laws of the world.  In the Word and in the person of Christ we realize that God is a 

gracious God.            

 Another steel beam for Lutherans is faith…..’sole fide’ in Latin.  What is our response to 

God’s gracious love that is so freely given to us?  What does God want from us?  God wants us 

to believe, to trust in Christ.  With the same trust that children put in their caregivers we are to 

trust in our awesome God.  We can trust God and the good promises he has made to us, for 
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eternal life, for forgiveness and for daily strength.  When life is good, we trust…..when life is a 

struggle, we trust that God will bring us to a better day.  Staying in the Word, staying focused on 

Christ and his gracious gift to us will help us to trust in his unfailing love for us.    

 These steel beams give us structure and support…..they give us something to build on 

and depend on.  These steel beams have shaped the doctrine of the Lutheran church and they 

have shaped us to be the people that we are today.  So…..what exactly is a Lutheran?  To be a 

Lutheran is to recall the important events of the Reformation, but it is much more important that 

we do what Martin Luther would want us to do.  Not to focus on him, or any other 

reformer…..but to look past the Reformation to the one who walked out of the tomb for you and 

I…..to look to the one who set us free.         

 We are all sinners set free.  We are prisoners who have walked out of the darkness of our 

cells into the light and freedom of God’s love.  “So if the Son makes you free, you will be free 

indeed.”  By the Word alone, by Christ alone, by grace alone and faith alone are we set right in 

the eyes of God.  Yes, many of us are Lutherans, but more importantly, we are 

Christians…..each and every one of us have our identities in Christ…..we are all people who 

once were lost but now are found.           

 I can’t think of a better day on which to dedicate the new part of our building.  It is very 

symbolic that the new part of the building was added on the original part…..the building of the 

present was added on to the building of the past.  The new part is for us to enjoy now but it is 

also for future generations.  And so the past, the present and the future are all tied together.  As 

Lutherans…..as Christians, we look to the past to a cross and an empty tomb…..and when we 

look at them we realize once again that we are set free for today.  We are set free for today and 

we look forward to a future into which our amazing God beckons us.   
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 So, on this very special day, let us remember the most important thing that the 

Reformation taught us.  You and I are free.  And with that thought in our minds let us remember 

the one who has set us free.  On this very special day let our hearts swell with gratitude…..let us 

give thanks and let us praise our awesome God for his amazing grace.  And if you are ever asked 

‘what is a Lutheran?’…..may you feel that gratitude and thankfulness in your hearts as you give 

your answer.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.   

 

 


