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     Last year on this weekend we were celebrating the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation.  Our 

Lutheran Churches in the greater Raleigh area put together a worship service at Dorton Arena on the State 

Fairgrounds.  We had over 1000 people who attended, along with choirs, handbells, activities for children, and a 

free medical clinic that we offered to the public.  Many of you volunteered or participated in that celebration 

event in a variety of ways and it was exciting to come together as Lutheran Christians to remember how in 1517 

a humble German monk named Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the door of the castle church in 

Wittenberg, Germany, which led to great reforms in the church that changed the world.  This Wednesday will 

be the 501st anniversary of the Reformation, but it doesn’t generate quite the same excitement as 500.  We don’t 

have a big celebration planned for this Wednesday.  In fact, the biggest event for most of us this Wednesday 

will be deciding if we are going to participate in trick or treating.  We don’t have any special banners on our 

churches or T-Shirts that say, “Reformation 501.”  We don’t have any Bible studies planned for this fall that 

will look at the history and impact of the Reformation events.  So what did that 500th anniversary celebration 

last year really mean?  Have we grown in our faith?  Do we understand more fully the role of Jesus in our lives?  

Or with all the things we have going on everyday, maybe the Reformation is just not relevant today? 

     I mean, 500 was a special anniversary to celebrate, but living in such a rapidly changing world with busy 

schedules, I don’t think any of us would say that the events that happened in a small town in Germany 501 years 

ago are things that we think about today.  We didn’t come here this morning for a Reformation history lesson or 

some kind of Lutheran pep rally.  We are here to be spiritually fed with God’s Word for strength and 

encouragement to get through the week.  

     But I think it’s important for us to know that the Reformation wasn’t so much about Martin Luther and 

Germany as it was about righteousness and certainty.  How could we be right with God, even though I am a 

sinner?  How can anyone be certain of eternal life?  Those were the questions that the Reformation wanted 

answered. 

     However, are most people today really concerned about these questions?  When I see the stories in the news, 

when I hear about all of the bad things happening in our world, when I look at the priorities people have in their 

lives, I don’t think most people are too concerned about eternal life and how to be right with God.  In fact, if 

you were to ask people about heaven and hell, I think most people would probably say that they don’t think that 

much about it. 

     But I think most people believe in some kind of life after death, which causes us to at least think about what 

will happen when we die.  After all, when people are asked, I think just about everyone would say that they are 

going to heaven.  Americans believe in happy endings.  We are eternally optimistic.  So if everything will 

ultimately turn out all right anyway, why worry about whether you’re right with God or wonder how you can be 

certain of eternal life? 

     A good example of this happy optimism is often found in cemeteries.  If you’ve ever walked through a 

cemetery and looked at the grave markers, you will notice that every person buried there is good.  I noticed it 

last week when I did a graveside service for a family, who are not members of our church, who were mourning 

the death of their infant daughter.  And as I prepared for the start of the service there were headstones all around 

that read, “a devoted husband; a loving wife & mother; an innocent child.”  At a time of death, we have all 

kinds of nice things to say about a loved one, but does that qualify us for heaven?  The bottom line is that none 

of us by nature is devoted, loving, or innocent.  Verse 23 of our second lesson for today from Romans says, 

“For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  It doesn’t matter if you are young, old, sick, healthy, 

good or generous; it doesn’t matter how you die, we all have fallen short of the glory of God. 

     Therefore, if we have all sinned and fallen short of God’s glory, then who is welcomed into heaven?  

American optimism or wishful thinking will not do it.  We can’t buy our way in or do enough good deeds.  We 

all want to know for sure, especially when a death happens in a family, and that’s why the Reformation matters. 

     Those eternal questions were answered by Martin Luther and other reformers by turning to God’s Word in 

the Bible.  Their answers were not made up to make everyone feel good, nor were they guided by what most 



people believed.  Rather, the Reformation answers concerning eternal life were to stand on Scripture alone.  

And the book of Romans was pivotal. 

     We’ve already heard how all have sinned and have fallen short of the glory of God, but that is not the last 

word.  Verse 24 adds that all “…are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 

Jesus” meaning being right with God is His doing.  Grace alone saves us.  God reaches down with His amazing, 

underserved grace and makes our relationship with Him right and good.  We don’t bring anything good to the 

table.  Last week I said that only thing we bring is sin, we are the problem.  We are made worthy of heaven 

simply and freely by God’s grace through Jesus Christ. 

     Christ alone is the Reformation’s answer, the Bible’s answer, God’s answer to those questions of 

righteousness and certainty.  And that still matters, because many people today are looking for this 

righteousness in the wrong places.  Proof of this is shown by declining church attendance among all 

denominations, in our country.  According to several studies today only 17% of US citizens attend worship on a 

weekly basis.  I was curious what the percentage was for our community. So I had our LCEF do a demographic 

study on our area and according this big report they gave me 5 years ago only 20% of the people who live 

within a mile of my house attend worship on a regular basis.  The church does not have as much influence on 

our society anymore.  In fact, society wants the church to be more tolerant today: tolerant of other religions that 

claim there is more than just one way to leads to eternal life; tolerant of athletic activities for children on 

Sunday morning.  There was a time when the church could ask that those games be played on a different day or 

maybe on Sunday afternoon, but not anymore.  And tolerant of different behaviors, such as living together 

before marriage.  “If people are not bothering others, what’s the big deal?  Didn’t Jesus say that you shouldn’t 

judge others?”  Yes, He did, but he never ignored sin.  He always identified sinful behavior and He offered 

forgiveness (as we should), but He also told people upon forgiving them, “Go and sin no more.”  Maybe we 

need some reform today. 

     Maybe the church needs to get its voice back.  Our faith stands on Scripture alone, Grace alone, and Christ 

alone, but does that still matter?  Yes, it does.  Last week when I spoke to the parents whose infant daughter had 

died, you can imagine how devastated they were.  We all hear or read about death every day, but when a family 

member dies that’s different, because it’s personal.  When death and life get personal or too close to rely on 

American optimism and wishful thinking, that’s when the Reformation matters.  The Reformations’ answers to 

those questions of righteousness and certainty in such personal moments is Jesus.  That infant girl is in heaven 

today, not because she died at a tender age, but because Jesus willingly died for that child to save her.  The 

Bible says that God knew her as He carefully put her together in her mother’s womb, and by His grace He 

connected her to Jesus’ death and resurrection, and Jesus then brought her safely to live with Him in heaven. 

     Knowing that gave the parents great comfort, but without God’s grace, those parents would have mourned 

with no hope whatsoever, because all have sinned and have fallen short of the glory of God.  But by God’s 

grace alone, Jesus brings life to that infant girl, He brings life to people killed in war, He bring life to people 

who die of different diseases and old age, and He brings life to you and me.  Yes, the Reformation still matters, 

for righteousness and certainty of life come from Jesus alone. If there is one thing we can honestly put on our 

gravestones someday it is this: “He/she was made righteous by God’s grace through the saving work of Jesus.” 


