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On Tuesday, most of the world will observe some form of the occasion that you and I 
know as Halloween. But October 31 is also of significance in the history of the Christian 
church, namely, the Protestant branch of the Christian family tree. It was on October 31, 
1517, that an Augustinian monk in Germany awoke and prayed his usual morning prayer:

“My heavenly Father, I thank You, through Jesus Christ, Your 
beloved Son, that You kept me safe from all evil and danger last night. 
And I pray that You would save me today as well, from every evil and sin,
so that all I do and the way that I live will please You. I put myself in Your 
care, body and soul and all that I have. Let Your holy Angels be with me, 
so that the evil enemy will not gain power over me. Amen.”1

The monk then proceeded to teach his morning lecture at the University of Wittenberg, 
Germany. The lecture for the day dealt with the New Testament book of Galatians, where you
will find this verse in the third chapter: “Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by 
the law; for 'The one who is righteous will live by faith.'”2 That teaching regarding 
righteousness that we receive by faith had become such a pivotal and transformative teaching
for the monk, that he couldn't help himself. He got so caught up in the teaching that by the 
end of the day he had posted 95 ideas or notions that he wanted to open to debate with the 
hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church.

He didn't set out to change the course of the Christian church, but that's exactly what 
happened when Martin Luther penned his 95 theses and nailed them to the door of the castle 
church in Wittenberg on October 31, 500 years ago. And from that day forward, a branch of 
the Christian church arose in protest against errant teaching and abuses of authority. Thus, 
the birth of the Protestant Reformation.

The rallying cry of the Reformation has been neatly summarized in a three-fold 
declaration: “Sola Scriptura, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide” – Scripture alone, Grace alone, Faith 
alone. Scripture alone, as a safeguard for the teachings of the church, that all creeds, 
doctrines, and teachings must conform to the teaching of the Holy Bible as the Word of God. 
Grace alone, as a way of declaring that no person is saved, or found to be righteous, through 
the performance of meritorious acts or good works; rather, salvation comes to us only by the 
grace of God through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Faith alone, to declare 
that it is only when we embrace God's grace in Jesus Christ by faith, that we receive the 
salvation offered to us by God.

Sola Scripture, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide.
It all started, of course, with sin. “Sin” is one of those words that make most of us 

1 The daily morning prayer of Martin Luther, as found in “Reformation Day Chapel Service, 2005”, at Calvin College, 
https://calvin.edu/academics/departments-programs/economics/files/Reformation%20Day%20Chapel%202005.pdf 

2 Galatians 3:11

https://calvin.edu/academics/departments-programs/economics/files/Reformation%20Day%20Chapel%202005.pdf
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squirm. Maybe it's because there are some preachers who will make it into a multisyllabic 
word, pronounced with great severity – “S – I – I – I – N – N – N”. More likely, it's because we 
feel badly about ourselves when we hear the word, and in our day people go to great lengths 
to make sure nobody feels badly about themselves.

But sin is the great problem of the human race. It is sin that has corrupted every aspect
of our being, so that in all things we experience at least some level of brokenness. Sin is the 
conundrum that we created in the third chapter of Genesis, and which God set out to fix from 
that moment forward. The story of the Bible is the story of sin rupturing our relationship with 
God, with each other, and with the world around us; and God intervening to heal and correct 
and forgive us all along the way, culminating in sending his Son, Jesus of Nazareth, to deal 
once and for all with our sin in justice and righteousness.

Martin Luther was overwhelmed with his own sense of sinfulness. It's one of those 
ironies of the biblical faith, that those who are usually considered most godly are often the 
ones who consider themselves totally depraved sinners. The prophet Isaiah bemoaned his 
sinfulness when he encountered the glory of God – “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of 
unclean lips, and I dwell among a people of unclean lips...”3 The apostle Paul, long into his 
Christian life, when he was recognized as the great apostle to the Gentiles, had this to say to 
his friend Timothy: “The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came 
into this world to save sinners – of whom I am the foremost.”4 And Martin Luther, a strict and 
disciplined monk who exceeded the demands of his order in his pursuit of godliness, was 
tormented by the question, “How can a holy, just God accept a sinful person like me?”5

It starts with a recognition of our sinfulness, and that there is nothing we can do to 
become righteous on our own. No good works, no amount of penance, will ever take us to the
righteousness required by God. We simply must declare, with the apostle Paul (who himself 
was quoting from the Old Testament), that all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 

Period.
It was when Luther began to study and teach Paul's letter to the Romans, that he 

began to realize salvation is “a new relationship to God, based not on any human work of 
merit but on absolute trust in the divine promise of forgiveness for Christ's sake.”6 Salvation is 
not something that you and I earn. Righteousness is something that neither you nor I can ever
achieve on our own. It is all a gift of grace from God the Father, through Jesus Christ his Son;
our only role in the whole thing, is faith. 

This is precisely what we find in this morning's texts from Romans. In the first chapter 
Paul declares that the gospel is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith... 
For in it the righteousness of God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to 
last...”7 And then, in the third chapter Paul expands upon that thought when he says, “But now
a righteousness from God, apart from the law (read: good works) has been made known... 
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.”8

Here's how I look at it in simple terms (because the gospel isn't supposed to be 

3 Isaiah 6:5
4 1 Timothy 1:15
5 Calvin College chapel service, op. cit. 
6 Williston Walker, et. al., A History of the Christian Church, fourth edition (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1985), 

p. 424.
7 Romans 1:16b-17a
8 Romans 3:21-24
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something that only a few intellectual elites can apprehend): We have fallen away from God 
by our sinfulness. There is nothing that we can do, that will make us righteous or bridge the 
gap between God and us. But God is not content to watch from afar and let us wallow in our 
perdition. Instead, he does for us what we are unable to do on our own – he sends us his 
Son, Jesus Christ, to trade our sinfulness for his righteousness, thereby conferring upon us 
the status of justified, righteous. All we have to do, is take hold of what God offers to us 
through Jesus Christ. And even our taking hold of Christ isn't something we do by our own 
goodness – we are able to do it only through the inspiration and the working of the Holy Spirit 
within us.

Friends, salvation by grace through faith is not something new. It was the gospel long 
before Martin Luther brought it back to the forefront. It was the gospel before Paul wrote 
about it. In truth, it was the gospel even before it was revealed through Jesus Christ. That's 
what I love about the sixth chapter of Isaiah, because in it we see every element of the 
gospel.

It starts with Isaiah's recognition of his sin, and that in his sin he is lost. He is unable to 
save himself. But God sends Isaiah a lifeline. God sends an angelic being to touch Isaiah's 
lips with a burning hot coal. And the messenger says to Isaiah, “See, this has touched your 
lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”9 

What has Isaiah done, to have his sin taken away? Nothing. Isaiah has done nothing. 
God has done it all. Salvation has come to Isaiah by the grace of God alone.

Now, what Isaiah didn't realize, but what you and I can now realize, is that what 
happened to Isaiah is precisely what God does for us through Jesus Christ. You and I are 
sinners. I'm sorry, but it's true – we are sinners. And we can't undo that, no matter how hard 
we try. But God does for us what we cannot do on our own, by sending Christ to take our sin 
upon himself and confer his righteousness upon us.

What have you and I done, to have our sin taken away, and to be declared righteous? 
Nothing. We have done nothing. God has done it all. Salvation has come to us by the grace of
God alone.

John Stott said this about what grace is: “Grace is God loving, God stooping, God 
coming to the rescue, God giving himself generously in and through Jesus Christ.”10 

Grace is God, doing it all for us.
Our role, is faith. Luther understood faith as “the firm trust of the heart in God's 

mercy...”11 When we trust that what Christ did for us on the cross is sufficient to atone for our 
sins and to impute Christ's righteousness upon us, then we have declared our faith in Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior. But the moment that we first embrace the good news by faith, is 
not the end of our salvation in and of itself, nor is it faith in all its fullness. For faith – genuine 
faith that enters this restored relationship with the living God – will be made known by 
Christian love. “Faith... is active in works of love – not out of compulsion because salvation 
depends on such works, but out of gratitude because salvation has already been assured. 
Love is the spontaneous fruit of faith and is directed toward the welfare of [our] neighbor”12 
and our God.

Again, this is not a new teaching. It wasn't new with the Reformation. It wasn't even 

9 Isaiah 6:7
10 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Romans (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), p. 112.
11 Walker, p. 424
12 Ibid.
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new when James wrote in his epistle, “faith itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.”13

No, that faith is manifest by our willingness to love God with our whole being and to love our 
neighbor as ourselves has always been the required response to God's grace. That's what I 
love about the conclusion to the story in Isaiah, when the prophet hears a heavenly 
conversation in which the Lord asks, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?”, to which 
Isaiah enthusiastically offers himself as God's servant: “Here I am! Send me!”14

That is what faith looks like. It looks like gratitude for God's grace, bound up in an 
offering of ourselves for the sake of loving God and loving our neighbor. Faith looks like 
gratitude, issuing in unrestrained love.

As much as we are indebted to Martin Luther for shining the light on what God's Word 
has always taught, we should also be humble in our celebration of 500 years of the 
Reformation. For the truth is, Protestant expressions of faith have not always been very 
loving. In the early years of the Reformation, the reformers vilified and demonized the Roman 
Catholic Church. It took several centuries for the rift to find some semblance of healing. I'd like
to think that most Protestants and Roman Catholics today would welcome one another as 
brothers and sisters in Christ. 

One of the sad legacies of the original split from the church in Rome, is the propensity 
we Protestants have to insist on our own rightness, while declaring others to be wrong. As a 
result, there are tens of thousands of non-Catholic Christian bodies, the majority of which 
were formed from less than noble motives. 

So, while we embrace the central teaching of salvation by grace through faith, let us 
also assume a posture of humility, recognizing that pride and sin still rear their ugly heads in 
all of us – Roman Catholics and Protestants alike.

Friends, on this the eve of the eve of the 500th anniversary of the start of the Protestant
Reformation, we do have much to celebrate. Not that Martin Luther invented something called
salvation by grace, through faith. Because all he did was re-shift the focus of the church back 
onto the work of Christ. No, our cause for celebration isn't Martin Luther; our cause for 
celebration is God, who out of love for this world sent his Son, that whosoever believes in him
will have everlasting life.

Do you believe this?
And if you do, then what does your faith look like? Does it look like gratitude, and love?
Here am I. Send me.
Amen.

13 James 2:17
14 Isaiah 6:8


