Re-Form Me, Lord

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Kymm Hockman

Scripture Text:
Matthew 22:34-46 New International Version (NIV)
Passage Link On Bible Gateway
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Sermon Text:
This is Reformation Sunday. It’s a day when we remember and honor our Christian
forefathers who took great risks to honor God in the face of fierce and powerful opposition,
from within the church! They spoke up against false teachings and faced charges of heresy
to speak the truth of Jesus Christ, within the church! Without their courage, it’s hard to
imagine where the church would be today. But they were not the first church reformers, nor
the most lasting and significant. That honor goes to Jesus the Christ. May we allow Jesus
through the Holy Spirit to re-form us today and every day. Please pray with me. (Pray)
“Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of
them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question.” In the time of Jesus, it was the
custom for leading thinkers to banter with each other in public. There was an understood
back-and-forth challenge that often took place in the public squares. It was sort of a game
or sport, and there was typically a winner. Sort of like the men playing chess or cards in the
city parks today. Jesus had just won an exchange with the Sadducees, which is one sect of
Judaism so a group from another sect, the Pharisees (rivals of sorts to the Sadducees),
decided to take a crack at him. The guy among them who is the most advanced teacher of
the law stood up to start the challenge exchange. “Teacher, which is the greatest
commandment in the Law?”
37 Jesus

replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and

with all your mind.’[a] 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is
like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’[b] 40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two
commandments.”
Jesus had answered correctly, and then some! (overachiever!) Now it was his turn. The
Pharisees gathered together to be ready to return the volley just as eloquently. But Jesus
stumped them. “And from that day forward nobody dared to ask him anything.” He was the
reigning champ in this game of challenge and response.
The Pharisees thought they knew it all, but when it came right down to it, not so much.
They were not asking Jesus questions to learn from him, but to humble or maybe even
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deface him in public. It was probably word on the street that he was the one to beat at this
game of honor and shame.
It’s sort of ironic. Jesus had just answered that the greatest commandment was to Love
God first and completely, and then love others. The spirit in this game of honor and shame
was not a God-honoring or others-honoring game at all. Its very point was to prove yourself
wiser and better than the one you challenge. I’m sure it wasn’t always played with a totally
sinister motivation, but it was surely the plan of the Pharisees to shame Jesus and in doing
so, put a stop to his teaching.
Jesus asked them a pretty fundamental question. Do you know whose son the Messiah
is? Basically, do you know that he is divine? Clearly they did not. “He is the son of David”.
Yes, Jesus was human, but they did not know that the Messiah was also divine. He needed
to challenge their limited thinking. And he did so on a great many topics. Jesus was
reforming the belief system of the Jews. He healed on the Sabbath, explaining that
mankind wasn’t created for the Sabbath, but the Sabbath for mankind. He always went
back to Scripture and straightened out the prevailing misinterpretations. Their cleanliness
rituals and ways around honoring parents were misguided. They were to love their enemies
and not even look at another lustfully. Doing so was adultery and cursing a person was as
bad as murder. The leaders had been missing the points taught in Scripture over and over
again. They certainly did not like this reformer setting them straight…especially in public!
And they did not understand about the Messiah.
Are we any different?
How do we know if we are rightly interpreting Scripture? Well, first we need to read it –
all of it. Study it for ourselves. Pray over it. Discuss it. Interpret any section in light of the
entirety of Scripture. It’s dangerous to take out just one line and interpret it without
considering if that interpretation is consistent with everything else in Scripture. Of course
we can’t possibly learn it all at once, but nor should we speak with great confidence until we
have a good handle on at least the book the verse comes from. I use a couple quick tests
for correct interpretation or to test whether my understanding and response is appropriate,
when I’m struggling to get meaning from a text. Those litmus tests are the following: Is the
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teaching consistent with a holy and loving God? Does it reflect my position relative
to God appropriately – that is, does it require humility from me? The religious leaders
asked questions to shame each other and Jesus. The disciples continually asked
questions, not to challenge, but to learn, and Jesus freely taught them. This is the
difference between sinful pride and the virtue of humility. Are we teachable?
The Greatest Commandment states that we are to love and think of God first, others
second… and self last. C.S. Lewis said that humility isn’t thinking less of yourself, but
thinking of yourself less. “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in
humility value others above yourselves.” (Phil 2:3). Jesus was unbeatable at the game of
challenge and response and he used it to teach humility to those who had an unhealthy
level of self-righteousness. He knew and rightly interpreted Scripture and all his teachings
were focused on spreading a right understanding of God and the Kingdom of God. Jesus
was reforming the religious norms back to the simple basics found in Scripture. To know
that Jesus is the Son of God is critical for our salvation- Not just the Son of David, but the
Son of God.
Fast Forward about 1500 years to the period we label the Reformation: 1517-1648. Let
me tell you a story of another reformer in a time when religious leaders were yet again
adding to and misinterpreting the Word of God.
This year (2017) marks the 500th anniversary of the start of the Reformation. There will
be a celebration today at 4pm at the
Trinity Episcopal Church
1108 N Adams St
Wilmington, DE 19801.
Martin Luther had been studying to become a lawyer when in a great storm, he was
struck down by lightning. In that second he prayed, “Lord if you save me from this, I will
become a monk.” Well guess what? He survived, he honored his word and he became a
monk. He was very good at it. But he could not find peace in knowing he was a sinner. He
worked hard to earn God’s forgiveness, yet he fell deeper into the knowledge of his

5

sinfulness. His perfectionism and desire to earn salvation led him to obey rules and rules
about rules so much so that he really forgot what it was all for and developed a resentment
– even a hate – toward God. He eventually threw himself into Scripture where he found a
love for God once again. He was teaching Theology at a University in Wittenberg Germany
when through studying the book of Romans, he grew to understand that the cross alone
can remove man’s sin and save him from the grasp of the devil. Not by works but by faith!
Once again, the religious leaders had misinterpreted what is critical to know for salvation.
Jesus- the Son of God, died for our sin on the cross. It’s a done deal. We need only
believe.
This was heresy to the Roman Catholic church, who taught that a person is saved
through faith AND good works, and those good works included church rituals and monetary
contributions. But if salvation is by grace alone, then the mediation of the church of Rome
crumbles into insignificance.
The selling of what was called indulgences troubled Luther greatly. Basically, a person
could make a donation in exchange for grace for yourself or even for others – including
others who had already died and were said to be in purgatory. To Luther (and to us) this is
bad theology and worse. He was mad. He drew up 95 propositions or theses for theological
debate and on the 31st of October 1517 (500 years ago this week), following university
custom, he posted them on the Castle Church door at Wittenberg. Among other things,
these stated that indulgences cannot remove guilt, and are harmful; They induce a false
sense of security in the donor. This was the spark that started the Protestant Reformation.
Three years later, Luther received a letter from the Pope called a “BULL”, which
condemned 41 of Luther’s beliefs as heretical, scandalous or false, offensive to pious ears,
seductive to simple minds or repugnant to the Catholic faith. He called Luther to repent.
When Luther got his copy of the letter on October 10, 1520, his response was to take a
gathering of his students outside to burn books of the Catholic Canon and of medieval
theologians, along with a copy of the bull. This behavior illustrates how the defiance of the
pope was raging through Germany at the time.
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Eventually Luther was excommunicated and declared an outlaw. He was saved from
arrest and death by the prince of Saxony, Duke Frederick the wise. The duke let Luther
hide in his Wartburg castle disguised as a minor nobleman Junker George for about a year
or so, when Luther returned to Wittenberg to put into effect a spiritual reform that became
the model for much of Germany. Many of the reforms are what we practice today.
Prior to the Reformation, there was really only one Christian church in all of western
civilization – The Roman Catholic Church. (Note that there was a second in the world- the
Eastern Orthodox Church, but they pretty much both believed the same.) The Reformation
was a time when the basic Catholic problems, or questions, were addressed, or readdressed, but given different solutions. The four basic problems are
How is a person saved?
Where does religious authority lie?
What is the church?
What is the essence of Christian living?
Nothing too taxing here, right? Martin Luther changed the answers.
Salvation is by faith alone, not by faith and Good Works. Good works do not make a
person good, but a good person does good works.
Scripture, not Popes or councils, are the standard for Christian faith and behavior.
The church is the whole community of Christian believers since all are priests before
God. This removes the need for monasticism. He reduced the hierarchy of the church,
emphasizing pastors, not dignitaries. Pastors and nuns could marry (and Luther himself
married a former nun). Earlier, while hiding in Wartburg Castle, he had translated the NT
into German, and now he translated the Latin liturgy into German. He added wine to the
celebration of Holy Communion for all, and the worship service shifted from emphasis on
the mass (or Communion) to the teaching of holy scriptures.
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And fourthly, he taught that the essence of Christian living is serving God in any useful
calling, whether ordained or lay. All useful callings, or professions, are equally sacred in the
eyes of God. Every Christian is called to live in total submission to the Holy Spirit, receiving
the full blessing or promise of Pentecost – that for all who simply believe, out of them shall
flow the River of Life! We are to practice personal daily acts of piety, including prayer,
reading scripture and acts of service, but not to earn salvation, but because of salvation.
To this day, Protestants echo these central truths.
Martin Luther was a true rebel and he developed some other beliefs that were pretty “out
there”. He thought equality of all men before God only applied spiritually so he pretty much
alienated peasants and was liked by princes. Over time he lost more endorsements due to
his extreme positions. But as Bruce Shelly writes, “The personal defects of an aging rebel
do not in any way detract from the grandeur of his achievement. His life and set of reforms
ultimately transformed not only Christianity, but all of Western Civilization.” (Church History
in Plain Language, Bruce L. Shelley).
Martin Luther challenged the church for their misuse of power and called them back to
Scripture, and to humility before God. But as a reformer, Jesus set the perfect example.
Jesus humbled the Sadducees and Pharisees and called them back to the Greatest
Commandment: Love God first and best, then love your neighbors. Think more of others
than of yourself. Do not let power corrupt. He pointed out that The Christ is not just the son
of David, but is the Son of God sent to save sinners. 1500 years later, the church had
strayed back into power mongering, and Martin Luther called the church back to this truth Jesus only saves. Only our faith is required for salvation – but it must be a saving faith that
recognizes Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of God.
Have we strayed in our faith today and do we need to be called back to the truth?
For a people who need only believe, it seems that an awful lot of folks still seem to be
working to earn their salvation, or fail to believe the promise of Pentecost: that for all who
believe, from them shall flow the River of Life. Do we see this flow of life coming from all
believers? From the church? Are the saved demonstrating their faith through fruit? I am not
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trying to scold anybody for not doing enough, but for not believing enough. We are
promised the Holy Spirit – all the strength and power needed to build the church, heal the
sick and even raise the dead! Where is that power today? I think we need to be reminded
of the reformation- we ARE saved! BELIEVE! Believe and receive the promise.
To whom or what do we assign authority? Scripture? Or do we let people in power twist
Scripture? “God helps those who help themselves” is not found in Scripture. And just
because something is legal, does not make it right. We need to live by the ultimate
commandment – Love God and Love neighbor FIRST and SECOND.
What about the church? Do we still have the same zeal for the church that Jesus had?
Yes, we are ALL the church, not just the select few, but have we maybe let the pendulum
swing a little too far from the sacred? Is our church focused on being the House of Prayer,
or have we too turned it into a den of robbers? Some have questioned the practice of
holding sales in the church, and making money through gambling within the walls of the
church. How is this different from what Jesus stopped when he turned the tables over in the
temple? I’m not saying we should never have such activities – I really don’t know, but
sometimes I wonder if we are trying to be more of a social club than a church of Jesus
Christ? We are a church and as such we have a mission. What takes priority for our
space? This is not just for Marshallton UMC, but for any church to question. If we are not
fulfilling our role as the church of Jesus Christ, who will? There are hurting people here
today. There are people with great needs here and right outside our doors. Are we talking
to people about Jesus and his reforming love for them? This church is for serving God and
others, not just for ourselves. Lord, help us never to stray too far and help us to remain
teachable through your word.
Let’s hold each other accountable as a church and remind each other to love God first
and our neighbors second. Let us remember that we need only BELIEVE to receive the
promised Holy Spirit, living and dwelling inside us to know and to serve this holy and loving
God. Living by the Spirit, submitting to the Spirit, opens us to God’s ReForming power all
the time, continually. Each and every one of us. Let us each pray daily, “Lord, you have
searched me and you know me. If you find anything needing adjustment in me, Reform
me, Lord. Amen”.
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