Bible Sunday, Martin Luther and the Reformation 

2 Corinthians 4: 1-7 & Matthew 15: 1-9

Sunday 29th October, 2017 – 11.00 at Christ Church
‘We have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God.’ Martin Luther was well aware of his status as a jar of clay: for him, it was never about himself. ‘By grace alone’ was the first of the great Reformation principles: only by the grace of God made known in Jesus Christ can salvation be achieved. As we commemorate the start of the Protestant Reformation 500 years ago, we recognise this is a mixed heritage. The Reformation brought great division and brokenness to the church as well as reform, and Luther himself had many attitudes of his time that we find offensive. He was intense, driven, argumentative, earthy, with immense strength of character. ‘Here I take my stand,’ he is reputed to have said. ‘I can do no other’ – a stance that brought reform and renewal to the church, and words that have been an inspiration for independent voices ever since.

Should we commemorate such a divisive figure? Should we not be focusing on what unites rather than what divides? When I was at theological college, where students and staff routinely talk about their tradition, their churchmanship, one of our lecturers, from a Church of Scotland background, very wisely would say he spoke not of his tradition but of his heart-land: for a heart-land has no boundaries but it has deep wells. 

Each heart-land contains rich spiritual resources reached through the words and work of great individuals and movements of the past, wells where we can still draw water today. What we should never do is put fences around them and say, ‘Ours, keep out;’ or say of someone else’s heartland, ‘I can never go there.’ Whether it’s Catholic or Protestant, Orthodox or Pentecostal, Charismatic or Celtic – so long as Jesus Christ is at the centre – then these are watering holes for the soul.

‘Traditions’ can be a problem. ‘Traditions’ are what the Pharisees had and Jesus objected to. ‘Traditions’ are what the medieval church had and Luther objected to. To Jesus, it was the heart of hypocrisy to use tradition against Scripture, to use a detailed regulation to overturn a major principle. Tradition is supposed to amplify Scripture, to explain and interpret it, to help you make the most of it. Jesus saw to the heart, saw the Pharisees wanted to use tradition to show off their commitment to God, whilst actually taking away from the support due to their elderly parents – and so they used this tradition to get around the Bible’s command to love your father and your mother. Hypocrites indeed!

Luther objected that tradition was used to make extra demands on people, to get money out of them, and to offer false salvation. He attacked the practice of selling indulgences – payments to the church to affect the future state of your soul (or your loved-one’s soul). Soon he was challenging the whole sacramental system of the church which had become an edifice of one tradition built on another. 

It had become about exercising spiritual control, and had lost sight of the original liberating love of Jesus Christ. As Luther re-read St Paul’s Letter to the Romans, he discovered the simple truth: only by faith, faith in God’s grace, can salvation be found – the second great Reformation principle.

Salvation by grace through faith had massive implications, not least what is known as the priesthood of all believers. That might sound very churchy, but it’s really about democratisation of the church. When he read the New Testament Luther saw no major difference between lay and ordained. He saw the principle that all are equal with direct access to God through Jesus. All have roles to play on earth, in the church and in the world, which are of equal value. He talked about every person’s occupation or condition being their calling. Now this doctrine has subsequently been abused by those who want to enforce a hierarchical society – ‘you mustn’t get above yourself’. But seen as it is meant to be seen, as a quality of Christian life, it’s an immense affirmation of the value of each and every person in what they do, day by day. That’s what we’re trying to express when we do our This Time Tomorrow each month. Luther called our occupations the masks through which God’s glory is seen on earth. So whether it’s Roy in his garden, or Russell in his hospital; Jane in her library or Doreen in her room at Abbeyfield or Clive Rotary-ing around the place, each one, potentially is acting as a mask through which the glory of God may be revealed. And that’s why praying for each other is so important: it’s a very high calling, and none of us is able to fulfil it without the power of God within us.
Only by grace ... only by faith .... and the third great tag: only by Scripture is fitting for reflection on this Bible Sunday. At the heart of opening the church to the people was opening the Bible to people: put it in their language. Print it so everyone can get their hands on it. Educate them, so they can read it. Printing was a new technology of its day and the print industry still in its infancy. The Bible in the language of the people created a market for books that utterly transformed it. Demand was insatiable for the Bible itself and for Luther’s work based on it. He was a master of the medium. Whilst his academic works were large, ornate and in Latin, he also became the first to corner the popular market with short pamphlets, written in German, laid out to be appealing to the eye, and illustrated by the artist Lucas Cranach with wood block etchings. Today we might call it ‘brand Luther’. I find it significant that the original spread of Christianity in the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD coincided with the development of the book as we know it (ie bound pages rather than long scrolls) and the renewal of the church at the Reformation coincided with the arrival of print technology. Today we live in the middle of a communications revolution. As people of the Book, collectively, it matters enormously to be constructively and creatively engaging in new communications today.

‘Only by grace’: true today as ever – we know how we and our world fail in our best efforts. ‘Only by faith’ needs balancing with the good works that spring from faith. ‘Only by Scripture’ may seem dry or even dangerous today: ‘dry’ to focus so much on an ancient hard-to-understand text. 

But just sometimes you see someone reading the Bible for the first time absolutely gripped by the Word of God, which, as the Letter to the Hebrews promises (and warns) is alive and active, sharper than a too-edged sword, piercing to the point where bone and marrow, soul and spirit meet. When you encounter the Scriptures like that, there’s nothing arid about them. ‘Dangerous’: ‘only by Scripture’ sounds fundamentalist, demanding of a literalistic reading of Scripture, but that’s not true. Luther certainly wanted to simplify interpretations: the scholastics of his time seemed to turn words on their heads. But he was a Biblical scholar. He knew that to understand is to interpret. He knew that his own Bible translation contained a lot of himself within it. He wanted the laity to be theologically literate. Today there are more opportunities to grow in Bible literacy than ever before – no end of books, courses to take, websites to visit. So read Scripture with intelligence. Do so in dialogue with others, both locally (as in home groups) and more widely by reading what other people say about texts. It can be quite eye-opening. 

Only by grace, only by faith, only by Scripture: these three principles open up the church to all, a people’s church for the God who comes to humanity to set them free. That could be said to be Martin Luther’s legacy.

