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Last month my family and I attended the National Lutheran Choir concert 
in Seattle at St. Mark’s Episcopal Cathedral. The cathedral is this huge, 
beautiful, stone church with soaring ceilings and an enormous pipe organ. 
The choir had about 70 members and was joined by over 100 choir 
members from churches in our synod, including Steve Andres from our 
church. At one point in the concert, the entire audience stood and sang  
A Mighty Fortress is Our God, Martin Luther’s famous hymn that we sang 
this morning. It was incredible to sing with all those voices and the amazing 
pipe organ, and then came verse three: 

Though hordes of devils fill the land, all threatening to devour us, 

We tremble not, unmoved we stand; they cannot overpower us. 

Let this world’s tyrant rage; in battle we’ll engage! 

His might is doomed to fail; God’s judgment must prevail.  

And then we sang: One little word subdues him. 

And all of a sudden, the entire cathedral went silent, and one soprano voice 
from the choir sang “one word.” And then the pipe organ and the choir and 
the audience belted out the fourth verse of the hymn. 

I don’t think I have ever been so struck by the meaning of a hymn than when 
I heard that voice sing “one word.” Luther wrote this hymn to remind us that 
one word subdues the devil, defeats evil, and gives hope, and that one word 
is a person: Jesus Christ, the living Word of God. 

Five hundred years ago this Tuesday, on October 31, 1517 in Wittenberg, 
Germany, the priest and Bible professor Martin Luther used the power of 
the Word, Jesus Christ, and the power of words to transform the church and 
the entire western world. On that day, legend has it that Luther nailed to the 
Castle Church door in Wittenberg 95 theses, or 95 arguments against the 

practice of the Roman Catholic church at the time of selling indulgences to 
buy God’s forgiveness and salvation. The door of the church was like the 
community bulletin board and Luther knew that the next day the church 
would be full of worshippers for All Saints’ Day. So he put his words for 
academic debate on the door, and those words spread like wildfire because 
of the recent invention of the printing press. 

Today you or your family received a copy of Luther’s 95 theses, along with 
some beautiful blessings and prayers based on Luther’s Small Catechism.  
It’s printed on heavier paper so maybe you want to stick it in your Bible or 
by your bedside. It’s tough to read through and understand the theses, but 
we figured you could make your way through them once every 500 years or 
so. I want to read to you a few of Luther’s words from the theses: 

Thesis #37: Any true Christian, living or dead, possesses a God-given share in 
all the benefits of Christ and the church, even without indulgence letters. 

Thesis #43: Christians are to be taught that the one who gives to a poor 
person or lends to the needy does a better deed than if a person acquires 
indulgences. 

Thesis #55: It is necessarily the pope’s intent that if indulgences, which are a 
completely insignificant thing, are celebrated with one bell, one procession, 
and one ceremony, then the gospel, which is the greatest thing of all, should 
be preached with a hundred bells, a hundred processions, and a hundred 
ceremonies. 

You see, when preachers such as John Tetzel collected money from Catholics 
for indulgences, he would say “when the coin in the coffer rings, the soul to 
heaven springs.” And money from those indulgences was going toward 
paying for St. Peter’s basilica at the Vatican to be built. 

So Luther says in the 86th thesis: Again, “Why does the pope, whose riches 
today are more substantial than the richest Crassus, not simply construct 
the Basilica of St. Peter with his own money rather than with the money of 
the poor faithful?” 

Luther knew the Bible like the back of his hand, and he knew what it said in 
Romans 3:23 that we read today: “For there is no distinction, since all have 



sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are now justified by his grace 
as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” 

Luther knew that Christians weren’t saved by their works, by purchasing 
certificates of indulgence that said they or their relatives were saved from 
purgatory or hell. Christians were 100% saved, 100% justified, made right 
with God, by God’s grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus. 

That’s what led Luther to write these words in the 62nd thesis, my personal 
favorite thesis: The true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the 
glory and grace of God. 

Words matter. Luther’s words from 500 years ago matter even today. There 
have been 26,000 Sundays since the beginning of the Lutheran Reformation 
when God’s word of grace has been proclaimed. And every one of those 
Sundays we have heard the truth of Jesus Christ, the truth that will set us 
free. Here’s that truth: 

You are saved. There is nothing you have to do to be saved, either for this 
life or the next. It is a totally, completely free gift of grace from God that was 
given to you in your baptism. You don’t have to buy an indulgence, you don’t 
have to do certain things or say certain words. You are saved. Period. 

Faith in Jesus Christ is a response to that gift of grace. And faith itself is a gift 
of the Holy Spirit. We can’t manufacture faith, it is stirred in us because of 
the work of the Spirit. 

And when we have faith, we do what Jesus did. We love those who are hard 
to love. We care for those on the margins and welcome people whom 
society rejects. We give generously to the poor. As Christians, we do 
everything we can to work for peace and justice for all. 

Words matter. What Luther’s words did 500 years ago was spark a 
movement of reform so that all would know the power of Christ’s saving 
grace. So all would know the Word of God, Jesus Christ. 

And when we know that Word, we know the ultimate truth, the truth that 
sets us free. May that Word inspire the church and the whole world for 500 
years more and beyond. Happy 500th Reformation! Amen. 


