Text: John 8:31-36
Introduction
Preaching on reformation day is always a little puzzling to me.  We change the colors on the altar to red, but our more Catholic fellow Christians don’t, and many of our protestant compatriots would ask – altar colors?
We are approaching 500 years after the 95 theses and I’m not sure anyone could put a marker down on – “this is the reformation”.
Trouble in the World
Lutherans, and the Lutheran in me, would shout at me for that statement.  It’s about the gospel you idiot.  To which I’ll often ask, define the word gospel for me.  And you very likely get a Babel in response.
Secular scholars like to talk about the reformation in money and political terms.  Well, people in Europe had been moving from the country to the city and getting richer.  As populations recovered from the Black Death and grew and specialized, as merchant classes flourished, power started to shift from nobility to former peasants now burghers.   Also the German nobles were tired of sending money to Rome, so this reformation thing seemed like a good reason to stop.  Except that Communist China has moved 300 million people (a number equal to the size of the US) from village to city, from 3rd world to something like first world standards in a generation, and they don’t seem to be demanding political change.  And the major German princes – who at Augsburg would offer their heads instead of recant – were often the biggest holders of relics and pilgrimage sites to counteract Rome.  Adopting the reformation often hurt them just as much.
Catholics – solidified at the council of Trent – violently critiqued Luther’s theology declaring it anathema, while silently making political and institutional changes in the church that had been called for for centuries.  What was the reformation?  The thing that spurred the Church into making necessary institutional tweaks they say.
I could go on with various groups and what they might call the reformation, but I think that might be highlighting more of the problem.  In today’s world there just doesn’t appear to be an authority.  And even where there is a plausible one, we probably don’t accept it completely.   Even the Bible – the Word Alone that protestants held onto for centuries – became one more thing to critique and pick apart and put ourselves above.
The person who looked at the Reformation today and just said – “what a mess”  - I think could be forgiven.
Trouble in the Text
But then I read the gospel assigned for the day. 
The epistle lesson is the more famous reformation day text.  It is the text the Luther claimed he was reading when the light-bulb went on.  Luther had gone back to the sources – ad fontes – to the fountains.   The latin vulgate had been cross referenced with the greek new testament.  And the iustitia dei  - the justice of God became the - dikaiosune theou – the righteousness of God.  Just that shading of nuance – from justice, from judge – to righteousness – a righteousness apart from the law, the righteousness of God through faith.  No longer receiving justice through faith, but righteousness.  A righteousness not our own – but Jesus Christ’s.  That made the change.  From Cannon Laws and Papal Lawyers to Faith Alone.
But I think the Gospel is more appropriate for our time.
Jesus is speaking to the Jews who had believed in him…but… he tells them if you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.  They believe…but Jesus is treating them as if they don’t.
And they answer Jesus… offended.  We’ve never been slaves of anything.  We are the children of Abraham.  We are the seed of Abraham to be more exact.
I’m a free American.  I can make my own decisions.  I’m a from the cradle baptized Christian.  I can trace my family of believers back generations.  Who knows – I might even have several pastors or religious hanging from that tree.  In both church and state I have my full rights.  I am the seed of generations of freedom.  What do you mean – “you will be free?”
Gospel in the Text
But the great promise to Abraham was not given to his physical children.  Paul would write in Galatians 3:16 – “The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does not say "and to seeds," meaning many people, but "and to your seed," meaning one person, who is Christ. (Gal 3:16 NIVO)”  
The offspring of Abraham, the seed of Abraham, has come.  The time for the promise to be fulfilled -  that all nations would be blessed - has come.  And what is that blessing?
Truly, Truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.  The slave does not remain in the house forever…the son remains forever…if the son sets you free, you will be free indeed.
The son has come and has set you free.
Gospel in the World
The gospel can’t be reduced to any one tradition.  It isn’t captured in the box of relics.  It isn’t captured in my piety and prayers.  The gospel isn’t reduced to a statement of beliefs, nor can any symbol or creed fully capture it.  Not that those things aren’t good.
It is good to remember the lives of the Saints.  Next week is All Saints - observed.  The actual day is the one after we dress up all the kids in costumes.  So say a prayer for those departed.  Prayers and piety are necessary things.  Doctrines and creeds help us abide in the word.  They are statements from the great cloud of witnesses.
And here might be the shocking statement.  Not even this good book is the gospel.  It testifies to the gospel.  The full truth for our salvation is contained in here.  But critics can do all they want – our faith is not in this printed word.
Our faith is in THE WORD.  We abide in THE WORD, Jesus Christ.  The Son of God has set us free from our bondage to sin.  His life and death on that cross have paid the price.  The Son of God has freed us to be part of the house…forever.  He has freed us from our bondage to death.  Easter morning broke those gates of brass and those grim iron shackles.  When we abide in him, we have been connected to a death like his through baptism, and so will rise like him.  Death’s victory has been removed.  And the Son of God has set us free from our bondage to Satan.   That strong man through sin and death had us serving him.  So lost that we thought we were the offspring of Abraham.  Grabbing onto anything we thought might get us through the night, keep us in the house another day.  
But now a champion comes to fight.  Whom God himself elected.  You ask who this may be?  The Lord of Hosts is He, Christ Jesus, mighty Lord.  God’s only son adored.  He holds the field victorious.
The reformation is about the gospel.  God, Emmanuel, has come to free his people.  The same Jesus who humbly washes feet and says take, eat, this is my body given for you…is the same Jesus who sits enthroned as Lord of all.
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