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In Germany in 1517 no one went trick or treating on Halloween. That’s a modern American invention. Hallow-een, or “hallowed eve” was the day before All Saints Day, which itself had been created to replace the pagan festivals of the dead that celebrated the onset of winter. But it was not paganism that was uppermost in the mind of Martin Luther in 1517. He was not in the slightest bit mentally occupied with Halloween. On October 31, 1517, Luther, a young cleric and academic was much more concerned about another issue—that of eternal salvation. It was on this day that he posted ninety-five theses, or talking points, in Latin, on the door of the Castle Church of Wittenberg, according to university custom. On the same day, Luther respectfully submitted a hand-written copy to the archbishop, Albert of Mainz and Magdeburg, responsible for the practice of indulgence sales in his region, and to the Bishop of Brandenburg, his superior. He had no idea that he was about to start the Reformation. By January of 1518 the Ninety-Five Theses had been translated from Latin into German. They were printed and widely copied, making this the first controversy in history to involve the dramatic new technology known as the printing press.
What was all the fuss about? Originally it concerned the sale of indulgences, pieces of paper that allegedly gave the purchaser forgiveness of sins for himself or a loved one. No repentance required. You pays your money, and you gets out of purgatory and in to heaven! They were being sold all over Europe as a fundraiser for Pope Leo X to build Saint Peter’s Basilica. But unknown to Luther who sent a copy of his ninety-five theses off to this gentleman, the Pope had an ally in Germany in the form of the Archbishop of Mainz. The Archbishop had borrowed heavily in order to “buy” his job. (Yes, you did hear that correctly—corruption was the order of the day.) He had agreed to allow the sale of indulgences as long as he got a cut.
So it all started with a corrupt pope and a corrupt archbishop selling the rights to heaven, and an idealistic young monk who wanted a public debate on the matter. But for Luther, once the ball got rolling it proved to be impossible to stop. The process took on a life of its own as more questions followed rapid-fire, until the authority of the papacy itself was undermined. 

This was not the first time corruption had been challenged. It was not the first time the pope’s authority had been attacked. It was the first time it succeeded. Unlike his predecessors, Luther survived. The winds had changed. He had support. Those who “protested” the corruptions of the church became Protest-ants, or Protestants, and out of this movement two central principles eventually emerged. The first affects the shape of the church: sola scriptura—scripture alone is the sole authority concerning faith and doctrine. The second involves the heart of the Church: No one can earn or buy their way into heaven. We are saved by grace, not by works. It was meditating on the letter to the Romans that opened Luther’s eyes to reclaim this truth. Here it is—the incredible gift of God spelled out in a few short sentences. 

· All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 
· All are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came through Christ Jesus. 
· God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood—resulting in a salvation that is received by faith.
Studying Romans changed Luther’s life, and it changed ours. By taking a fresh look he rediscovered the glorious truth of the good news. We can’t fix what’s broken. We can’t earn God’s love. God has made a way for us because we’re not capable. The only requirement on our part is that we receive God’s grace by faith.
The text we read from this morning is one that we looked at during the Friday night group a week ago. Like a lot of what Paul says, we may find it confusing because we’re not immersed in his culture. Paul shifts smoothly from one familiar image to another. The only problem is these “familiar” images are not familiar to us. So let’s start with the obvious. We can understand that we’ve all sinned and fall short of the glory of God, but what does it mean to be “justified?” What is justification?
If we were to ask the average person on the street today what justification is they would probably say a reason or excuse for behavior, as in, “My justification for that is . . .” If we feel “justified” we feel we have a legitimate right to something. The word can also be used in a technical way. Evidently carpenters “justify” corners. What the average person on the street would NOT say is that it means being made right with God. Only church people with a lifetime of hearing sermons would say that.
Justification is a forensic term. It is LEGAL language. Paul is borrowing an image from the courtroom. We have to remember, however, that this is a spiritual analogy. He is saying that salvation is like this, not that God is a literal judge who in our world sits on the bench dressed in black banging a gavel. The analogy or picture Paul is painting for us is that God is like a judge who pardons all the sins of those who believe in Christ. 
A pardon is not the same thing as saying that what the person did was right. When someone is pardoned the slate is wiped clean. In the eyes of the law it is as if the crime never happened. One way that both Virginia and I were taught to remember this is to break up the word “justified” into three words. It is JUST-IF-I’D never sinned. 
This is more than being forgiven. Normally when we talk about the cross we speak of being forgiven through Christ, but the true message of the gospel is even deeper. To be justified by God is to be both forgiven and restored to our pre-sin state in God’s eyes. Like the prodigal son we are not only welcomed home, we are welcomed home with open arms and a celebration. In place of the dishonor we deserve we are treated as faithful beloved children. How this happens is because a substitution has taken place. We’re declared innocent because Jesus is innocent. Our sin has been put to death on the cross. When we have faith in Jesus, his legal status of perfect righteousness is transferred to us.
All of this has happened, according to Paul, because “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood.” This is more complicated than we might think. The term “sacrifice of atonement” is actually one word in Greek, hilasterion. It is sometimes translated “mercy seat” because hilasterion is the Greek word used to translate a Hebrew word for “mercy seat” in the Septuagint. (The Septuagint is a Greek translation of the Old Testament widely used at the time of Jesus. Paul would have almost certainly been very familiar with it.) 

So what is this “mercy seat”? It’s not a chair! The mercy seat was a gold covering on top of the Ark of the Covenant. (Exodus 25: 10-22) The ancient Israelites believed that God “sat” or dwelled there. By the time of Paul and Jesus the Ark of the Covenant had long since disappeared. The Temple in which the Ark had once resided no longer existed. The Temple we hear about in the New Testament is a different Temple built much later by Herod the Great. But when the Ark of the Covenant had existed in the original Temple, the priest sprinkled the blood of sacrifices on the “mercy seat,” God’s symbolic dwelling place. If Paul was referring to Christ as the “mercy seat” of God, then he was saying that Jesus was both the dwelling place of God and simultaneously the place where sins were atoned for. This was Luther’s interpretation.

All of this—forgiveness, justification and restoration comes by grace through faith. We cannot earn it. We cannot buy it. This is the good news that was reclaimed in the Reformation. But even among Protestants it is so hard for us to stick with it. We resist the concept of such radical grace. Grace like this forces us to be humble. We cannot elevate ourselves over anyone else. I cannot claim to be “better than” even though my flesh cries out that somehow I am, at least in comparison to some people! I can’t buy in to the myth of human progress and proudly assert that some day we will evolve and be able to create a utopia on earth. The truth is we’re broken, and Christ died to fix us. As we share in communion this morning, we proclaim this mystery. Jesus lived, died and rose from the grave to restore me to God’s loving arms, just-if-I’d never sinned. Amen. 
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