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Today we celebrate our reformed heritage and the Biblical truths we cherish.  It is only fitting to focus on Martin Luther, the premier reformer who began the renewal that led the Church back to the centrality of Jesus Christ as our only Savior.  We receive salvation for eternal life in Christ alone by grace alone through faith alone.
Born in November of 1483, Martin Luther lived in a harsh world.  Estimates are that up to 60% of infants died in the first nine months.  The plague ravaged Europe emptying entire towns.  Parents and teachers alike joined in severely punishing children.  Luther was caned 15 times in one morning for not having mastered the Latin grammar tables.  The Catholic Church of the time provided little refuge or comfort.  Through confessions, pilgrimages, penance, fasting and self-flagellation, the church basically taught people they had to earn their own way to heaven.  Images of death and demons that filled their art also filled their sanctuaries and cathedrals.  The priests spoke not of grace but of judgment, not of eternal hope in heaven but of eternal terror in hell.  Any pleasure was defined as a terrible sin, and those serious about their religion fell into despair that God’s mercy could not cover over their wrongs.
Luther seemed an up and coming successful lawyer who completed his college degree at the age of 17.  He quickly followed this with a master’s degree.  But this life of seeming success soon violently changed.  Caught in a thunderstorm while out walking, a lightning bolt struck Luther to the ground.  In fear of death, Luther declared he would become a monk.  Luther excelled in the strict atmosphere of the monastery.  Waking at 2 am. for the first of 6 worship services, Luther spent each day in worship, prayer and meditation.  It is said that the other monks dreaded hearing Luther’s confessions that lasted for hours.  Luther felt lost and hopeless without God as he doubted God’s grace could ever reach him.  He exhausted himself in his search for personal salvation, but felt all his efforts seemed futile; a godly life forever out of his reach.
While Luther’s zealous efforts at seizing salvation by himself failed, his search for truth changed his life, history and our lives also.  He studied the Bible as seriously as he tried to seize salvation.  This led Luther when he studied Romans to rediscover the Bible’s truth about salvation.  Luther investigated 4 ways of salvation found in the Bible:

1. Salvation could be achieved if one would love God wholly and all neighbors unselfishly to fulfill the great commandment and thus all the commandments.  (Matthew 22:37-39).  The trouble is that no one except Jesus had that kind of full love for God and others or that kind of obedience to the commandments of God.

2. Salvation could be achieved if one followed John the Baptist’s teaching of full repentance; to completely renounce sin and wrong, and turn fully to follow God unselfishly.  Again, no one except Jesus had that kind of complete dedication to follow God the Father.

3. Salvation could be achieved if one had the faith of Abraham and followed God’s leading everywhere and every time.  This kind of faith appears so rarely that only the great saints seemed to possess it, such as Mother Teresa of our time.  Yet examinations of the lives of these saints show they did not possess it completely either.  Only Jesus had such unswerving faith in God the Father.
These 3 paths to salvation turn into dead ends for humanity as we have fallen from self-righteousness.  We might get it right a few times, but mostly we get it wrong.  Even if we get it right most of the time, we still have too many wrongs holding us back.  Our great problem: human beings through our efforts, intellect, spirit and determination do not possess the perfection required to earn our salvation.
4. Luther discovered in Romans the Bible does provide a solution to humanities’ great problem.  Since Jesus is fully loving, obedient, dedicated, righteous, and faithful, only Jesus can provide salvation to us as a gift of grace to be received by faith not by any works on our part.  Romans 1:17, “For in the Gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”  This was the key verse that led to Martin Luther’s rediscovery of salvation.  Let us carefully examine 3 key truths for us to understand for our salvation and joy together in Christ.  They are summed up in the great reformers’ motto of “Sola Christo, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide” meaning “Christ alone, Grace alone and Faith alone!”

Christ alone.  Jesus is the unique mediator between God and humanity.  John 14:6 explains this in Jesus’ own words, “Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”
This is a difficult statement for most of the world, and most people around us in our society reject it.  Many tell me straight to my face that they don’t believe Jesus is the only way to God the Father.  I remember clearly in a previous church when I spoke about John 14:6 that a woman, who supposedly came to worship Jesus Christ, got up and angrily stormed out of the service.  Over and over we hear people make the statement that many religions show the way to God.  They use the illustration that there are many different paths to the top of a mountain, and they all get there.  Well, I am pretty sure those people have not done much mountain climbing.  Many paths turn into dead ends and do not make it to the top of the big mountains.  Many paths lead to danger on the mountain, not success.  Here is the difference between Christianity and religion (because Christianity is not a religion).  Religions come from humans who try to point the way to God.  They all have some truth in their teachings, but they don’t have near enough of the whole truth.  They can only get you so far toward God, but after careful experience and examination, that is not very far at all; and some actually take you further away from God.  They send you to the mountain, but can’t get you past the foothills, or get you lost somewhere else, heading away from the mountain.
As much as people can point to the top of the mountain, the only one who can truly get you there is someone who has been at the top and can personally take you there.  Christianity is Jesus coming from the mountain top to take us back up.  Religions come from humans pointing to the top.  Jesus is the only one who has been there.  Christianity comes from God taking us back up if we will follow Him.  Do you understand how great a difference that makes?  God sent Jesus Christ down from heaven into our world to show us the way back to the Father.  He is the only One sent to be our Guide to heaven.

However our situation requires far more than just a guide to heaven.  We also need a rescuer.  To continue with our mountain illustration, the dangers and difficulties of getting to the top of the mountain require far more ability, intelligence and strength than any of us are capable of climbing on our own.  We need a lift to get to the top.  I have climbed a lot of hills and some mountains, including some fairly precarious 14,000 ft. peaks.  Some were pretty easy hikes requiring no technical ability.  Some of the climbs required more skilled ability.  I could do these but had many a white knuckle from edging along some precarious cliffs.  Then there were the peaks that required expert knowledge with ropes and mountain climbing hardware.  I could not do those with my ability.  I have spent a lot of time in Yosemite National Park and hiked a lot there.  One time with my son we went up to the top of Halfdome, but we had to use the cables set up for us non-technical climbers.  We would not have made it up on our own ability.  We inched up to look down over the sheer cliff that falls away to the Yosemite Valley floor.  I am amazed some people climb up that way.  There are routes up El Capitan that have yet to be climbed, because they are too dangerous and difficult.  The climb to heaven requires a technical ability, a purity of righteous capability that we humans do not possess.  We need a lift to get there.  We need a boost to the top only Jesus provides.
Why is Jesus the only one who can do that?  Why is Jesus the only way to God and heaven?  The unique nature of Jesus makes His role for us as Savior completely sensible when examined carefully.  Jesus is fully God yet also fully human, the only 200% being.  Jesus is 100% human; more human in fact than we are human.  We often use the phrase, “We are only human.”  What does that phrase really mean?  It means we make mistakes – we are not perfect – we fail and fall frequently.  Right?  Actually God created us as perfect humans who would not fall and fail frequently, but we lost that perfection when we tried to live without God.  We tried to live without God’s goodness, truth, light and life.  That resulted in getting the opposite of what God wanted for us.  Without God’s goodness, we get evil.  Without God’s truth, we get lies.  Without God’s light, we get darkness.  Without God’s life, we get death.  So we are morally impaired, flawed in character, mortally wounded, dimmed in vision, dulled in senses, warped in our purposes, and floundering and lost without clear direction.  We are not fully human as God created us to be, as God wants us to be, and as we need to be to know and relate to God.  That is why we need Jesus.  Jesus is fully human as we were created to be; unflawed, undimmed, undiluted, without corruption from the slightest hint of evil.  Jesus is pure in character, perfect in commitment and powerful to consistently and flawlessly obey the commands of God, and to love God and all of us completely.  Jesus fulfills for us the very definition of the humans we desire to be as the 100% human.

Jesus is 100% God; the only One sent by God to show us who God is and what God wants from us.  Colossians 1:15-20 tells us, 15He (Jesus) is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.   16For by Him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by Him and for Him. 17He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.  18And He is the head of the body, the Church; He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything He might have the supremacy.  For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Him, and through Him to reconcile to Himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through His blood, shed on the cross.”  Jesus was and is fully God; full of God’s wisdom, power, might, justice, mercy, love, insight, knowledge, purity, creativity and so much more that is the infinite God.  Jesus is God among us, the in-the-flesh, incarnate God.  When we want to know who God is, we look at Jesus.  When we want to know what God wants from us, we listen to Jesus.  While He walked this earth, Jesus demonstrated absolutely and powerfully that He was God through His miracles, authoritative teaching, unconditional love and impeccable character.  No one doubts that Jesus was the greatest teacher of truth, the greatest transformer of life and history, and the greatest being who ever walked the face of this earth.  All that is left is to decide if He was God, and the evidence for that is overwhelming.  Every person who undertakes a serious, unbiased examination of the life of Jesus comes away exclaiming, like the Roman Centurion at the foot of the cross, “Surely, this was the Son of God.”

Therefore, since Jesus is the perfect mediator between God and humanity; the perfect go-between to get us to God the Father; the only 200% Being, fully God and fully human, Jesus is also our Savior and Rescuer.  1 Timothy 2:5-6 states it this way, “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave Himself as a ransom for all men.”  And Colossians 1:13-14 states, “For He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.  Only Jesus occupies the unique position of being the One who can bring us to God the Father.  He is the Way, the Truth, and the Life!  Christ alone is the only way of salvation.
Grace alone.  Grace alone means we rely completely on Jesus to bring us to eternal life with God the Father.  Salvation can only come through Jesus’ work, not any work of ours.  We renounce any claim on getting to heaven without Jesus and rely totally on Jesus to get us there.  We receive this salvation as Jesus’ free gift to us.  Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.”  I have documented for you that none of us have enough smarts, strength, purity, love, experience, talents, skills, riches, or any other way ability to earn salvation on our own.  We give up trying to do that, because we can’t and don’t have to work for or earn our salvation.  We instead rely on the grace of God to get us to heaven.  And God in His mercy gave us Jesus to be His grace to us.  Now, mercy cannot be demanded.  It can only be received as a gift.  If you are guilty of a crime and go before a judge, you cannot say to the Judge, “I did commit that crime, but you must pardon me.”  No, the Law has no such requirement.  You are either guilty or not guilty.  However, if you are guilty, a judge may decide to pardon you anyway.  He may decide to be merciful to you.  You cannot demand that mercy, but you can hope for that mercy.  You cannot demand grace from God, but you can hope for grace from God.  And the good news is that in Jesus Christ, we discover that God is merciful and full of Grace for us.  Ephesians 1:3-8, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.  For He chose us in Him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in His sight.  In love He predestined us to be adopted as His sons (and daughters) through Jesus Christ, in accordance with His pleasure and will— to the praise of His glorious grace, which He has freely given us in the One He loves.  In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace that He lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding.”
Have you ever received a wonderful gift that you did not deserve?  I have many times.  One of my favorite gifts was when I was a starving seminary student.  I received a gift of money from Sue Koch to help me get through seminary.  At the time Sue was also a student without much money.  Yet she decided she would give me some of her money to help me.  Now, I had begun to date Sue again after many years.  We had been high school sweethearts.  Yet, this gift, which I really needed, helped me to realize what an amazing woman Sue Koch was, and made me love her even more.  She gave to me out of love.  Thus, it came as no surprise that I married her.  She gives to me gifts of love over and over to this day that I know I don’t deserve, but I accept them fully, just as she gives them freely.  Jesus freely gives us His grace because He loves us so fully.  He is an amazing Lord and Savior – One worth following completely.  Though we know we cannot earn our salvation, we receive it fully by the grace of Jesus alone.  He has done the work of salvation for us.

Faith alone.  Salvation to be effective needs to be received as a free gift and accepted by us.  God will not force His free gift upon us.  What if I had refused Sue’s gifts of love?  I would have been terribly foolish.  And so are we if we refuse the gift of God to us.  We need to receive the gift of grace in Jesus by trusting Jesus to be our Savior.  We trust by having faith in Jesus, by relying on Jesus to be our strength and wisdom to make it through this life and get to the Father’s eternal kingdom.  Galatians 3:26-27, “You are all sons (and daughters) of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.”  Have you put on different clothing and find they make you feel like a different person?  Put on exercise clothing and you feel like running.  Put on formal clothing and you feel like you are important.  Put on work clothing and you feel like getting down to work.  Well, by faith we clothe ourselves with Christ and we become sons and daughters of God.  When God the Father looks at us who live by faith in Jesus, He sees His Son in us, and receives us as His children.  The more we clothe our lives with Jesus, the more we act like Jesus, talk like Jesus, become wise like Jesus, love like Jesus and live like Jesus.  That is what happens when we live by faith.  We receive Jesus into our eternal and daily lives and turn into God’s children.
Now, let us be clear about this - Faith is an act not a work (of salvation).  Jesus does the work of salvation for us.  We receive His work of salvation through our act of faith.  Here is an acrostic for Faith = Forsaking All I Trust Him.  Faith is resting in Jesus, trusting in Jesus, abiding in Jesus.  Jesus has all the power, so we need to live in Jesus to have His power to live a healthy life.  Around here we are used to trains.  Up to 100 trains a day travel through Cajon Pass and the Victor Valley.  Now what if we were boxcars waiting at the bottom of the pass to travel up and over?  Boxcars have no power to move along the tracks, especially up hill.  They need a locomotive, which is basically a big engine of power.  So what do we as boxcars need to do to get up the pass?  We need to connect to that locomotive.  All the power comes from the train locomotive, but all the cars need to be coupled on to the locomotive.  They need to hold on for the ride.  Jesus is the power to pull us up to God the Father.  We connect to Him by faith - coupled to Him by trust.

In the words of Carrie Underwood, we say in faith “Jesus take the wheel.”  Have you done that?  Is Jesus the source of life and power for you?  Will you stop trying to live without God and start living in Jesus?  You don’t have to do what you cannot do.  Jesus knows that, so in His great love He gave His life so we could live forever.  Our old way of living died on the cross of Jesus so that we could live forever with Jesus in His resurrection life.  We receive salvation for eternal life in Christ alone by grace alone through faith alone.  We receive abundant life through trusting in Jesus by faith each day.  

Would you close your eyes and bow your heads now.  If you have in any way been trying to live a good life without Jesus, raise your hands.  If you have tried to impress God or tried to earn your way to heaven in any way, raise your hand.  Ok, you can put them down.  You don’t have to earn your way anymore.  Trust in Jesus today.  Rest in Him for your eternal life.  Let Jesus bring His peace into your life.  Let Him bring love for all your relationships and strength for all your difficult situations.  Let go of trying to do everything by yourself and let Jesus take over the wheel of your life.  If you would like to do that today, just raise a hand.  Alright.  Thank you.  Let’s keep praying:
Lord, I give you all these, my brothers and sisters, who need You today in their lives.  We know you love us very dearly.  You gave your life for us.  You died for us and rose for us.  You live for us today so we can live in You.  Help us to trust in You and have faith in Your grace.  Help us to know that You Lord Jesus will never leave us, never abandon us, but always be with us.  We thank you Lord Jesus for being our great Savior – the Way, the Truth and the Life for all of us to love our Heavenly Father.  Amen.
