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I Peter2:9-10 

     He was 34 years old when it all began, in the German town of Wittenburg exactly 500 years ago in 

1517.   Martin Luther was a monk and a professor at the local University, and the things going on in the 

Church at the time were greatly upsetting to him.  So he wrote 95 theses in which he protested the ways 

that the Church had turned away from the teachings of the Bible, and in doing so, launched what we 

know today as the Protestant reformation. Now a couple of weeks ago, we talked about one of his most 

important assertions based on the 8th chapter of Romans, that we are made right with God and receive 

eternal life not through our works, or how good we may think we are, but through faith in Jesus Christ.  

This is a free gift of God’s grace.  Today, we want to give thanks on this Thanksgiving Sunday as a people 

of God for his emphasis that all of us, no matter who we are, can speak directly to and be honest with 

God. 

     You see, until Luther came along, the belief in the church for hundreds of years had been that there 

were first class Christians and second class Christians.  First class Christians were all the priests, monks, 

and nuns that served God full time in their lives.  Indeed, it is estimated that 10% of the population in 

the Middle Ages in Western Europe had taken the vows to be priests, monks or nuns.  And it was 

generally understood that these people were the important Christians before God-indeed, they were 

called the spiritual estate. They were the ones that prayed directly to God and that God had a special 

relationship with.  Meanwhile, everyone else in the Church was called the temporal or secular estate, 

because they were viewed as lower in the spiritual hierarchy.  This is why you needed to go talk to a 

priest to talk to God.  So everyone in the Church was supposed to go to confession regularly, speaking to 

a priest who would listen to whatever sins or wrongdoings you had done in your life, and then the priest 

would give you some act of penance, and if you did that, then you would receive forgiveness in Jesus’ 

name.   

     And Luther said no to all of this!  He said that there is no difference, none, between laypeople and 

priests before God, but we are all of one body with Christ as our Head.  Christ does not have two 

different groups of people in this world, with one doing spiritual work and one doing secular work, and 

with the spiritual ones being more important.   No!  Luther said that we all may do different types of 

work and have different types of roles in this world, but we are all equal in status spiritually before God.  

There are no first class and second class Christians.  And then Luther argued for something even more 

radical-he said that we as the people of God should no longer go to confess our sins to a priest, but that 

we should talk directly to God, for Jesus is our High priest.  Wow!  Can you imagine what a shocking 

statement this was!  All these people had been told for century after century that they needed to go a 

priest in order to talk to God, to get right with God, to be forgiven, to go to heaven, and Luther said no 

to all of that-he said that what was far more important was being honest with God yourself.  He rejected 

compulsory confession and encouraged each of us to go directly to God because every Christian is a 

confessor. 

     And he based all of his arguments on the Bible, which he viewed as God’s sole source of revelation for 

us and one of the Scripture passages that he most focused on was the one that we just heard read 

today, from I Peter 2:9-10.  Now a little bit of background to this Scripture passage-in the Judaism of 



Peter’s day, there were priests who were set aside to be in the Temple every day, offering sacrifices for 

the people.  You see, you couldn’t just ask God for forgiveness for things you had done wrong by 

yourself, or pray to God directly-you needed to ask the priests to make the sacrifice for you, to come 

before God on your behalf to be your intercessor.  But in chapter 2 of I Peter, Peter says to the followers 

of Jesus that each of us are now part of the holy priesthood.  We are now all priests! All of us can now 

communicate directly with God!  We don’t need intercessors anymore! 

     And Peter develops this idea further in vs. 9-10.  He says that all followers of Jesus are a chosen race, 

a holy nation.  Now everyone in Peter’s time knew who was the chosen race, the holy nation-that was 

the nation of Israel, the one God chose out of all the nations on earth to be God’s own.  But Peter says 

that that has all changed with Jesus.  Because of what Jesus has done, there is now not just one nation 

that is God’s holy nation-now all of us, all followers of Jesus are part of God’s chosen race, and all of us, 

not just priests, are here to proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his 

marvelous light.  All of us, all followers of Jesus, are part of God’s own people.  Once you were not a 

people, but now you are God’s people.  Once you had not received mercy, but now you have received 

mercy.   As God’s people, our status is now changed, and through our direct relationship with God we 

have been forgiven our sins and receive God’s mercy. 

     So in the early church, as you can see, the people of God had a direct relationship to God as God’s 

people, but over time, as the centuries went along, the priests and the bishops and the cardinals 

became more and more powerful, and it became doctrine in the Church that they spoke for the people 

of God, and that the people of God needed to go through them in order to have a relationship with God.  

And that is what Martin Luther stood against.  And everything came a head in 1521, when Luther was 

put on trial in Worms, Germany for his insistence on the Bible being our sole source of authority, our 

being made right with God through faith and all of God’s people being able to go directly to God.  The 

attorney for the prosecution presented Luther with copies of his writings laid out on a table and asked 

him if these writings were his, and whether he stood by their contents.  Luther confirmed that he was 

their author, and requested time to think about the answer to the second question, about whether he 

stood by their contents, knowing that saying yes would mean arrest and possibly even a death sentence 

for him.  He prayed, consulted friends, and gave his response the next day:  “Unless I am convinced by 

the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason, I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted, and my 

conscience is captive to the Word of God.  I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is neither safe 

or right to go against conscience.  Here I stand.  I can do no other.  May God help me, Amen.”   

     We as a Protestant church today owe so much to Martin Luther.  We read from the Scriptures each 

week in worship because of our belief that they are the Word of God, we preach that we are made right 

with God through faith in Jesus Christ, and we celebrate the fact that each of us can speak to God 

directly, and that we need no intercessor.  Each of us can be honest to God in our hearts about whatever 

is going on in our lives, and know that we can receive forgiveness in Jesus’ name, who is the High priest 

for all of us. 

     So what is the role of a pastor in a Protestant church then?  The role of a pastor is not to set 

themselves above other people, but to encourage and equip believers in their faith in Jesus Christ, and 

to invite non-believers to take a step towards faith.  As an illustration of how that can be lived out, there 

is the story told from the life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German pastor like Luther, but one who served 

during the horrible days in Germany of Nazi rule in the 1930’s and 1940’s.  He was arrested for opposing 



Hitler’s government, and sentenced to death, and eventually executed shortly before the war’s end.  In 

the television movie Agent of Grace which was made about his life, Bonhoeffer lies in his darkened 

prison cell one night, and hears through the cement wall the weeping of a prisoner in the adjacent cell.  

Speaking through the wall, Bonhoeffer identifies himself as a pastor, assures the man that he is not 

alone, and asks him if he would like to pray.  The muffled reply comes back, “I don’t believe in God.”   

     When a German guard looks in the next day and learns that Bonhoeffer was trying to pray with his 

neighbor, he responds, “Pray with Kitchner?  It won’t do any good.  He’s going to be shot tomorrow.”  

Undaunted, Bonhoeffer leans against the stark cell wall again that night, and calls out once again to the 

prisoner in the next cell.  “If you can hear me, put your hands on the wall as if we were touching.  Mine 

are here.”  No hands appear on the other side. 

     As the German guard looked on through the peep hole, Bonhoeffer prayed, “Lord Jesus, it’s dark in 

here tonight, but in you is day.  I am alone, but you will stay.  I am afraid; you never cease.  I am without 

hope; you are hope.  I expect no mercy; you are mercy.” And as he prays, slowly a pair of hands reaches 

up and touches the wall opposite to where Bonhoeffer’s hands are, and you can see that this man has 

joined Bonhoeffer in honestly praying before God. 

     As dawn breaks, a single rifle shot shatters the morning calm.  The same German guard, now more 

somber and less cynical, appears at Bonhoeffer’s cell.  “I thought you ought to know.” he said.  “The boy 

from the next cell-he was very calm.  It surprised everyone.  He was executed this morning.”  Whether in 

life or facing death, Martin Luther reminds all of us that we can go directly to God with whatever is on 

your heart or mind, leaning on the power of the Holy Spirit to guides you.  Our mission as a church, to be 

one of open doors that accepts and embraces all of us before God, and one of growing faith, where each 

of us can grow in our relationship with God and make a difference in this world all flows out of Luther’s 

legacy.  This is just one of the things that we can be thankful for this morning, to the glory of God, Amen. 

      


