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 Almost two months ago I was in Wittenberg, Germany, the very cradle of the Reformation 

where Luther lived most of his adult life and where he posted the 95 thesis that began a firestorm 

of debate concerning the church and its misuse of the Gospel.  I was able to stand where Luther 

once stood.  Gaze upon the place he nailed the 95 thesis to the door and try to imagine what it 

would be like to be right there in Wittenberg about 500 years ago. 

 That feeling intensified when we went inside.  Of course, as you might imagine, much has 

changed inside the Castle Church since Luther was alive. Two places are still there from the time 

of Luther: his grave and that of his colleague and fellow reformer, Phil Melanchthon.  It was sort 

of surreal. You feel in awe at a place like that – imagining these great confessors of the faith that 

have gone before you gracing the insides of that place.  The pastors and their spouses with me 

broke out into singing the Doxology to the tune of the “Old Hundredth” in four-part harmony.  It 

was beautiful. 

 My friend, Pastor Fleming, did what he did when we were there just a couple of years 

before.  He went and stood by the grave of Luther with a smile on his face.  I knew what he was 

doing.  And he would say what he was doing to all the pastors who passed by that place while 

Pastor Fleming was standing there.  He said to them, “Just imagine… if the Lord returned to judge 

both the living and the dead, we would be raised to heaven with Luther.”  The image of such a 

beautiful thing brought him great joy. 

 From the grave to heaven, that is what our Lord does.  From death to life, that is what our 

God is all about.  From slavery to sin to freedom in the Gospel truth, that is what our Lord gives. 

 Here again the words from Jesus… “If you hold to my teaching and are really my disciples. 

Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

 His teaching is truth.  His teaching shows us that we cannot come to God and be righteous 

by doing the law of God well.  He brings us to Himself by His grace through faith.  This is the 

Gospel way our Lord works.  He works forgiveness.  He gives life.  He sets us free. 

 As you can tell, the freedom spoken by the “most free man” Jesus is different than what 

the world would call freedom.  The world would say that the more you have, the freer you are to 

do more things.  To the world, money and status are the “means by which” people have the 

opportunity to do what they want.  But this kind of freedom only takes us so far.  Here, and with 

all our “means” we are still slaves.  We are enslaved by that which we have – and especially – the 

sin that continues to stifle our lives. 

 In the days of Luther a man by the name of John Tetzel sold indulgences – certificates of 

forgiveness – to people in the province of Mainz, just south of Wittenberg. The people of 

Wittenberg, seeing how they could buy freedom from hell and purgatory with a little cash, were 

traveling to Mainz to get in on the freedom action.  Without an indulgence, they were slaves.  With 

the certificate of forgiveness in their hand, they were free. 

 In the text for today from John 8, the Jews believed they had never been slaves to any man.  

They believed they had freedom by birthright.  We know, however, that the Jews were subject to 

the Assyrians and the Babylonians.  We know they were subject to Rome at the time of Jesus as 

well.  But it was another kind of slavery that Jesus was talking about.  “Everyone who commits sin 

is a slave to sin,” says Jesus.  Everyone who practices sin is a slave. 



 At times when we are rebuked for doing what is wrong our answer is, “I will do what I 

like. Surely I can do what I will with my own life.” But the whole point of life is that man who 

sins does not do what he likes; he does what sin likes. A man can let a habit get such a grip on him 

that he cannot break it.  He can allow a pleasure to master him so completely that he cannot do 

without it.  He can let some self-indulgence so dominate him that he is powerless to break away 

from it.  When sin consumes us, we get further and further away from doing what is right and we 

become slaves to the habits, self-indulgences, the wrong pleasures which master us. 

 In his early days, Luther struggled with how to free himself from these sins.  We are told 

that Luther punished his body.  He fasted and prayed morning and night.  His guilt and compulsion 

to save himself drove him to do nothing but study and separate himself from all things worldly. 

 How were the chains that held Luther as a slave broken?  What brought about his freedom?  

Luther himself said, “I began to understand that the ‘righteousness of God’ is that through which 

the righteous lives by the gift of God through faith.” 

 Along with Luther we enjoy God’s freedom given to us in abundance.  We enjoy it because 

we are sons and daughters of our Lord, not slaves.  A slave can be rejected and sent away anytime.  

But a son is a son forever.  No man can “unmake” a son.  Jesus says, “The slave does not remain 

in the house forever; the son remains forever.  So if the Son sets you free, you are free indeed.” 

 This is what is at the heart of the Reformation and why we are celebrating such a day today.  

It’s not because of a man – Luther.  It’s because of a man…who is God… Jesus.   We are free 

from guilt and fear and worry of sin because by faith the righteousness of God is ours through 

Christ. 

 As Americans, it’s easy to take freedom for granted.  Many in this world, more than we 

perhaps even realize, don’t know freedom like we do.  As Americans, thank God, we know 

freedom – but only a taste of what true freedom actually entails. You, Christians, know true 

freedom that comes from the truth – the truth that sets you free!!  This freedom can be known even 

by slaves.  Like Jesus says, the freedom is in the truth – the truth of the Word – the truth that you 

are so valuable to your Lord, that He would declare you righteous and free by making Himself a 

slave to the cross.  What a slave He was for us.  He couldn’t move.  Better put, He wouldn’t move.  

He was nailed to a tree. 

 As the group of pastors and their wives, on retreat in Wittenberg, walked around together, 

ducking into the Stadtkirche (St. Mary’s Church) and then the Lutherhaus, and other places that 

were so notable during the time of Luther, we also received an education.  There was so much 

more to the history of Wittenberg than Luther.  That was different during the various wars that 

consumed the land of the centuries gone by.  The Prussians had control in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries and things changed during those years.  And then we know that Wittenberg was in old 

East Germany and behind the Iron Curtain of socialism and communism for years.  Freedom was 

not theirs for a long time. 

 And even today, Wittenberg is not free.  The reason: a vast majority of Germans are not 

Christian and claim no religion at all.  They are bound in their sins.  If only they could know the 

freedom of the Gospel.  It must be shared with them.  The freedom of the truth sets you free. May 

God continue to work in the hearts of man through the voices and the lives of those who share the 

Good News – the same Good News that Luther could not keep quiet.  Jesus the Lord, in His 

unending grace, makes you free. Amen 

  

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

Amen. 


