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The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 


The text for our sermon today is taken from Jude 3: Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


Jude was the brother of James of Jerusalem, making him, like James, a half brother of Jesus, but in his letter, Jude prefers not to emphasise his blood ties to Jesus Christ. This is perhaps just appropriate humility - in the growing-up years in Nazareth and in the three years of Jesus’ public ministry, Jude had not particularly distinguished himself. What brought him satisfaction now was being Jesus’ “servant” (or even slave), that is, one who subjected his will to his Lord. He gloried that he was not his own any more, for he had been bought at a price. He found the joy of patterning himself after the Saviour who had come not to be served but to serve. His brother James also liked to be called a servant of Jesus (James 1:1), as did Peter and Paul in their letters.


Jude wrote, “I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.” What do these words given to us by Jude tell us? It is quite simple. According to these words, Christians are not to contend for novelties, for the opinions of men, but for the Word of God, the faith which was once delivered unto the saints.


This is what Luther fought for. The 95 theses that Luther nailed onto the church door at Wittenberg in Germany were propositions for debate, theses that awoke the slumbering world, and ushered in a glorious new era upon the earth. 

Some people say that Luther founded a new Church. Insisting on this, they then go on to say that the Church Luther founded cannot be the true Christian Church of Jesus Christ because that was founded more than a thousand years before Luther was born. 


Well, the truth of the matter is that Luther did not lay the foundation of a new Church. He was not the originator of any religion. Luther was not a founder; he was a reformer. In order to reform, there must be something to reform. It is true that the Christian Church was there more than a thousand years before Luther was born, but it had become corrupt. The Church of Jesus Christ was in a very bad way at the time when Luther raised his voice against abuses. Princes, kings, rulers, and representatives of nations were complaining and protesting against acts of tyranny. This agitation, in part political, in part religious - had gone on for centuries. 


It was then, at that desperate time, that Martin Luther came forth, not to found a new Church, but to show to his poor fellow Christians how the Church of Jesus Christ might be cleansed of the filth, idolatry, and superstitious trappings with which it had been filled. Martin Luther called attention to that means whereby the works of Satan might be overthrown and the kingdom of God built with power. He called attention to the precious gift which Jesus gave to His Church through His Word.


The 95 theses were very clear in what they said. They attacked the corruptions entering the Church, and challenged each and every man for a disputation based upon the Word of God. These theses shook the walls of the Vatican, and revealed the bright light of the blessed Gospel, which for many years had been hidden by the Roman popes. 


After these theses were nailed to the door, a great and mighty struggle began. This was a struggle in which men fought, not for earthly, temporal goods and possessions, but for heavenly, eternal, abiding treasures: for the Word of God and their souls’ salvation. 


Those 95 theses were the beginning of the Reformation. It was the lovely dawn of the blessed mourn, the first rays of the rising sun that tinged the Church’s horizon with a glorious shine, and restored that sweet, that precious, that longed and looked for Gospel of Jesus Christ.


Before we go any further though - when we commemorate the Reformation, we must always keep in mind that we are not magnifying and glorifying Martin Luther, the chosen vessel of God, but are indeed magnifying and glorifying God for having given the world Luther, by whom the light of the everlasting Gospel of Jesus Christ was rescued from the darkness, and was placed on a high candlestick, so that its cheering rays were felt far and near. It is not Luther the creature that we magnify, but God the Creator. And it is to Him alone that we should sing our hymns of praise and thanksgiving. Remember that it was God’s work that Luther performed, God’s counsel that Luther carried out, God’s Word that Luther proclaimed, and God’s truth that Luther fought for. Again, Luther simply contended for the old faith which was once, and once for all delivered unto the saints. 


That glorious faith as you all know, is contained in the Holy Scriptures. God’s Word is very necessary for us, for it contains all that we need to know about our glorious salvation. It tells us about God’s Son, Jesus Christ, how He died on the cross for our salvation. But this very Word of God was taken out of the hands of men. During the time of Luther people were not permitted to own such a book. Even students of theology were advised to let the Bible alone, and were encouraged to study the scholastic writings and the theological works of men. One of Luther’s monastic teachers once said to him, “Why, brother Martin, what is the Bible? We should read the ancient teachers, who have drawn the substance of the truth from the Bible. The Bible is the instigator of all disturbance.” 


Luther, however, experienced in his own heart that the Bible was ‘the power of God unto salvation to everyone that believes.’ Luther experienced that the Bible contained and imparted a peace and comfort and blessing which could be found nowhere else. It tugged so much at Luther’s own heart that he translated it into the language of the people and contended that they should be permitted to read it, according to the words of Christ, “Search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life, and they are they which testify of Me.” 


The authority of the Bible had been set aside and supplanted by the decrees of popes and councils and the traditions of men. Luther, however, contended that ‘all Scripture is given by inspiration of God,’ that ‘holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit,’ and that, since the Bible, the whole Bible, is the Word of God, it must have supreme and divine authority and be the touchstone by which all other writings are to be tried and judged. 


The central doctrine of the Holy Scriptures is the doctrine of justification by faith. This doctrine, which tells us that a poor sinner is justified by faith in Christ and not by any works of his own, this article with which the Church stands and falls, had been almost entirely obliterated and supplanted by the un-scriptural doctrine of justification by works. 


But this doctrine gave no peace and comfort to troubled souls, rather, it plunged them into despair. Luther himself, though having led a pious life of good deeds, could not find any peace or comfort for his soul, but was on the brink of despair. This was until a friend cried out to him “There is a forgiveness of sin, a forgiveness for Christ’s sake.” 


The words, “The just shall live by faith,” which had formerly thundered in his ears in terrible tones, now revived and refreshed his soul and became his daily spiritual food. Henceforth, in the doctrine of justification by faith he lived and moved and had his being. He himself said, “In my heart this fine article reigns, even the faith of Christ; from whom, by whom, and unto whom all my divine studies, day and night, have recourse to and fro continually.”


And this doctrine, once delivered unto the saints, Luther contended for, crying with St. Paul, “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the Law.” “By grace are you saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not of works, lest any man should boast.” “Not by the works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy God saved us.” 


Unfortunately, this doctrine, which had been delivered unto the saints, was attacked, condemned and cursed. However, Luther earnestly contended for it, knowing and saying that if this doctrine remained pure, the Church would remain pure, but if this doctrine were corrupted, the Church would be corrupted. 


In those days, the Church was represented in a picture of a large ship. On board this ship was the pope, the cardinals, the bishops, the priests, the monks and the nuns. This ship was sailing on its way to heaven. Swimming alongside of this ship were the laymen. They were clinging to ropes that were thrown out to them from the ship. The doctrine concerning the Church was that outside of the visible Church of Rome there was no salvation.


Going further, we see that not only had the Gospel been silenced and the Word of God corrupted, but also the sacraments had been badly mutilated. For instance, in the sacrament of Baptism it was taught that it offered forgiveness only for the original sin of man, leaving him to make his own amends for his actual sin. Baptism was also applied to bells, altars and other ecclesiastical equipment. And in regards to the Lord’s Supper, not only were the people deprived of the cup in its celebration, but in the doctrine called transubstantiation it was taught that the priest had the power to change the elements, bread and wine, into the body and blood of Christ and in the mass could offer the body of Christ so obtained as a sacrifice to God for the living and for the dead. 


Luther, however, showed that in Baptism we have the washing away of all sin and that it is not to be applied to sacred things such as altars and bells. And though he contended for the doctrine of the Real Presence of the body and the blood of Christ under the bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper, he denied that any priest could change the bread into Christ, much less that he could offer this Christ as a sacrifice for our sin. And Luther contended that the cup at the Lord’s Table is not for priests only, but for all.


So, why did Luther contend for this faith? He answered this himself, when he declared, “I cannot do otherwise; I cannot help it; I must confess!” Luther in his own heart had experienced the terrors of the Law and the quickening sweetness of Christ and His Gospel; hence he cried, “I cannot do otherwise; I must confess my dear Saviour; my heart is full of Him!” when his enemies cried, “You are a heretic – recant; you are a rebel – submit yourself; you are damned and cursed by the pope – repent,” all Luther could answer was “I cannot do otherwise; I must confess. I would stand condemned by my own conscience, condemned by my God, yes, condemned and rejected and denied by Christ, if I should refuse to confess Him whom I know to be my Saviour, and refuse to proclaim the Gospel which I know to be the only truth. Warned by my conscience, I cannot do otherwise; I must give testimony to Christ and to His truth.”


Luther contended for the faith because it was his sacred duty to do so. Contrary to his wish he had been made a doctor of divinity. Then he had been required to swear solemnly, faithfully to expound the Bible and purely preach the same. And this his sacred vow he kept by contending for the faith which was delivered unto him.


Please note that it was ‘delivered’ or entrusted to him, not given for his own possession. He was but a steward of the mysteries of God, and as such had to give an account to God; could not do as he pleased, but had to follow His Master’s instructions. And his Master’s command was: “Contend for the faith!” 


Dear friends, this plain command of our text God has given to every Christian, but especially to the ministers of the Word. Had Luther, therefore, not contended for the faith which was delivered unto Him, he would have been disobedient and unfaithful to God. 


Again, he contended for the faith because it was the faith which had been delivered unto the saints, the only faith that saves. Error and falsehood can never make a man free or happy, but ‘the truth’ says Christ, ‘shall make you free.’ 


Only in so far as the teaching of the Word is pure can it generate faith and save, hence the importance of retaining and contending for the pure faith, the pure doctrine. True, Luther well knew that his contending for the truth would be called wrong by the enemies of the truth, even as it is today; but he knew also that if he would not contend for the truth, he would deny Christ and become a traitor to Christ’s Church. 


This precious faith, the pure Gospel, for which Luther so earnestly contended, has been preserved for us. So we need to forever be on our guard, to avoid all errorists and perverters of God’s Word, and follow those only who preach and practice God’s whole Word and will not deviate one hairsbreadth from its teachings, though men mock and sneer and laugh and call these things old fashioned. 


Truth never changes. It always remains the same, and though our doctrines are as old as Luther, in fact, as old as Christ and the apostles, they are divine. Therefore, let us prize them highly and cherish them dearly; and be prepared to part with everything we own on this earth than with them. Let us love our dear Church, and remain true to her in life and death. Amen.


The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE FESTIVAL OF THE REFORMATION


Lord God almighty, we praise You for calling us by the Gospel into the glorious company of the saints, into the Church of Jesus Christ. We praise You for Your kindness to us, and for Your continual care of Your Church. Continue to protect Your people from the attacks of Satan and from all enemies of Your Word and will.


We praise You especially that, when the Church was weakened by the false words and misguided wisdom of men, You freed and revived it by Your grace and goodness. When people had tampered with the Gospel that we are justified through faith in Christ, without doing what Your Law requires, You again restored the Gospel. Through Your Holy Spirit You raised up people of courage, and faith, who led Your people back to the living truth of Your Word, and restored to them the joy of salvation in Jesus Christ. Grant that we may continue in Christ by continuing in His Word, which makes us free.


Protect Your Church today from every false way. Liberate us from all false teachings that reject or corrupt the Gospel of free grace in Christ. Rid the Church of all half-heartedness, love of this world, fear of ridicule, and persecution of the truth. Renew and strengthen it for Your gracious purposes. Preserve each one of us in faith in Your Son, through which we are justified in Your sight. Grant that we may continually trust in Your loving kindness, receive the peace of Your free pardon, and live by the Spirit in faith, hope, and love. Send out workers into Your harvest to preach Your pure, unchanging Gospel to all nations, and richly bless Your Word.


Look kindly on the nations of the world, and especially on our own. Give those who govern us love of the truth, warmth of heart, and purity of mind, that they may serve our country faithfully on Your behalf. Let Your light shine in countryside and city, that people everywhere may come to know You and turn to You in repentance and faith.


God of all comfort, we commend to Your loving care our homes and families, and all people in every situation and circumstance. Be the refuge and strength of all, always ready to help in times of trouble.


Bless us daily with Your Spirit so that we may always trust in Your grace alone to save us, through Jesus Christ Your Son. Finally, receive us into Your eternal presence, where we shall serve and praise You for ever and ever. Amen.

3

