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The Reformation is as relevant as ever 

—Romans 3:19-28 

At the conclusion of the 2
nd

 Millennium of the Christian Era, shortly after the year 2000, Life Magazine published 
its list of the top 100 most influential people of the last 1,000 years. Holding spot number three on that list was 
Martin Luther, an Augustinian monk, priest and professor who lived in the 1400s and 1500s. He is very familiar to 
us, because our church bears his name: we are Lutheran Christians. Number three on a list compiled by a 
secular, non-religious magazine—right up there near the very top, and he’s our guy! And yet, if you asked most 
people on the street today who Martin Luther was they would probably bring up the name of a 1960s civil-rights 
leader, Martin Luther King, Jr. (who was named after the original Martin Luther, by the way!), and chances are 
good that they probably couldn’t tell you much about the Reformation the original Martin Luther started. Chances 
are, this Reformation Sunday that we celebrate today, probably means nothing to most people in our culture. For 
many, the Lutheran Reformation that took place 500 years ago is irrelevant today. 

That’s truly sad, because the Reformation is as relevant as ever. The issues that lit the fire of the Reformation in 
the 1500s and brought about a reform of the Christian Church in the West are issues that are timeless. They 
impact every human being of every era, every socio-economic level, every nation—in short, every human being 
who has ever lived has to grapple with the issues that Martin Luther confronted. And the answers that Martin 
Luther discovered in Scripture are answers that every human being needs to discover for peace and comfort in 
this life and for eternal life in the life to come. 

A popular game-show host announced recently that he has pancreatic cancer, and that his treatment—that 
appeared to be showing good results at first—now looks like it is not going to be successful. So this popular 
celebrity was asked if he is afraid to die, and he replied, “I’m not afraid to die. I’ve lived a good life. Why should I 
be afraid?” 

Well, the reality is if we’re confident in the face of death because of the life we’ve lived, then we should be afraid. 
If we think that when we stand in the Judgment we can trust in our virtuous life and our good works, then we 
should be very afraid. Because Scripture says that trusting in ourselves, in our lives and in our supposed good 
works is the surest way to eternal fire. All we need to do is back up a few verses before our text, where we see 
the Apostle Paul showing us exactly what we human beings are like: “Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. 
As it is written: ‘There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks 
God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.’” 
Do you know whom he’s talking about there? He’s talking about you and me. We have sinned. And that is not a 
small thing. We have turned away from God. We have chosen our own sinful path. We have rebelled against the 
Holy One. And the wages of sin is death. Because of our sins, we have a date with death. One by one, we will 
come to the moment when our time on earth will end, and then we will stand in the Judgment. And unless our 
status with God is changed, unless our sin is removed, every human being also faces eternal death, outer 
darkness, everlasting torment, eternal separation from God in the horror of hell. 

Martin Luther was afraid to die. He knew that there was no way his good works could save him from eternal 
damnation. He looked at the law of God—the Commandments that God commands us to keep—and he knew that 
he had not kept them. The church of his day told him to do penance, give alms to the poor, perform works of 
charity, pray prayers, do all kinds of things to improve his standing before God. But Luther knew that it wasn’t 
enough. The law of God did nothing to save him; all it did was convict him, just as the Apostle Paul says in 
Romans 3: Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth 
may silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his 
sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. In the unreformed church of his 
day, everyone was telling Luther what to do, what not to do, follow this rule, keep this law . . . be obedient, do 
better, try harder. But it was clear to Brother Martin from Scripture that his very best efforts to keep the law only 
led to eternal death. No wonder Martin was afraid to die and stand in the Judgment. He heard the voice of God in 
Holy Scripture, and all he heard was condemnation. 

But the Lord God, in his mercy, did something wonderful for Martin Luther when he opened his eyes to see the 
gospel, the Good News of salvation revealed in Scripture. It was through these very words from Romans that 
Luther’s eyes were opened to see: But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to 
which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all 
who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by 



his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. A person can read those words over and over and 
not get what they’re saying, but when the Holy Spirit opens your eyes to see, their meaning becomes as clear as 
day. The righteousness God demands from us in the law is the righteousness God gives to us in the gospel, in 
the promise. In the law God requires: “Be righteous! Be perfect! Be holy! Be sinless!” But in the gospel God shows 
us Jesus, his own Son, and he says, “Jesus is your righteousness! Jesus is your perfection! Jesus is your 
holiness! Jesus is your Substitute. Jesus has washed you and declared you sin-free! Jesus did it all!”  

God presented him [Jesus] as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. It’s really amazing and quite 
silly that people expect God to just look the other way at our personal sins. Oh, people want sin to be punished 
when it’s someone else’s sin. When it’s a pedophile or a serial killer or a mass murderer then we want justice! But 
my rebellion? My immorality? My blasphemous words and idolatrous thoughts? Cut me some slack, God, give me 
a break! But God doesn’t give us a break. He gives us a Substitute. He gives us Jesus. He took our sin, our guilt, 
our filth, and he laid it on Jesus, and Jesus took it to the cross where he offered himself as a sacrifice of 
atonement for the sin of the world. “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the 
sins of the whole world,” 1 John 2:2. “Look,” said John the Baptist as he pointed to Jesus, “the Lamb of God who 
takes away the sin of the world” (John 2:29). And Jesus delivered justice by placing himself under the sentence of 
death that he never deserved and paying the price that we would rightly pay. He did it to demonstrate his justice 
at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. In Jesus, through 
faith in his blood, we are justified. We are declared “not guilty.” When God sees us as justified it is “just as if I’d” 

never sinned! 

So what is there to boast about? I’ve lived a good life! Look at all the offerings I’ve given! Look at all the hours I’ve 
volunteered! Look at all the things I’ve done for my family, for my church, for my community! Where, then, is 
boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. For we maintain 
that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law. There is nothing we can do to earn our way into 
heaven. We have nothing to boast of. All our own righteous acts are filthy rags. When we have done everything 
we are to do we say, “We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty” (Luke 17:10). Only through faith, 
only through simple trust in Jesus Christ as our Savior, we are saved from our sins. Through faith in Jesus’ blood 
we are clothed with his righteousness, a gift from God. We were baptized into Christ; we have been clothed with 
Christ (Galatians 3:27). Jesus, your blood and righteousness, my beauty are, my glorious dress. If we boast, we 
boast in Christ, our Savior and our Substitute, the Son of God, who loved us and gave himself for us. 

And this is why the Reformation is as relevant as ever. In 500 years the fundamental issues facing every human 
being have not changed. Every human being needs to know the free grace of God given in Jesus. Every human 
being needs a Savior from death and hell. I’ll put this in concrete terms: You will die. Everyone will die. “A man is 
destined to die once and after that to face judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). What day will you die? Will it be today? Will 
it be this week? Will it be next year? Will it be in fifty years? You don’t know, and neither do I. God has set the day 
when our time on this earth will come to an end, and it is completely out of our control. But one thing I do know 
about the day of my death: It is one day closer than it was yesterday, and if tomorrow comes for me, it will be 
another day closer still, until whichever day the Lord has set for me finally comes. And the same is true for you 
and for every human being on this planet—we are all on a one-way highway that goes downhill and picks up 
speed the closer we get to the moment when it ends in death and judgment. And the only one who can save us—
who has saved us—from darkness and eternal fire is Jesus Christ. He is the only Son of God, and he is the only 

Savior this world has ever seen.  

Jesus has saved you by his sacrifice on the cross. Jesus has washed you in his holy, precious blood. Jesus has 
clothed you with his righteousness. Jesus has made you ready for the Judgment, ready for eternity. That means 
there’s one more thing that you and I can know with absolute certainty about the day of our death: that’s the day 
we’re going to heaven! Do you think that this beautiful truth of God’s free grace in Jesus is relevant, this truth that 
God permitted Martin Luther to rediscover in God’s Word, that we’re are saved by grace alone, through faith 
alone, by Scripture alone? It’s relevant until the end of time, and it’s what we’ll be celebrating in eternity. Amen. 


