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“Give us lips to sing your glory, 
      tongues your mercy to proclaim, 
throats that shout the hope that fills us, 
      mouths to speak your holy name. 
Alleluia, alleluia! 
      May the light you ever send 
 fill our songs with alleluias,  
      alleluias without end.”      (LHS 823 vs.5) 
 
Amen 
 

 “Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: “The teachers of the law and the 
Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But 
do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. They tie up heavy 
loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger 
to move them. “Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries 
wide and the tassels on their garments long; they love the place of honour at banquets 
and the most important seats in the synagogues; they love to be greeted in the 
marketplaces and to have men call them ‘Rabbi.’ “But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for 
you have only one Master and you are all brothers. And do not call anyone on earth 
‘father,’ for you have one Father, and he is in heaven.  Nor are you to be called ‘teacher,’ 
for you have one Teacher, the Christ. The greatest among you will be your servant. For 
whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” – 
Matthew 23:1-12 
 
Today is the celebration and the commemoration of the Reformation. You may remember 
Reformation day is the 31st of October. I know, that even in Australia, the 31st of October is now 
being celebrated for other reasons. In America the 31st of October has become about the second or 
third most popular secular celebration – it’s called Halloween. Unfortunately, people do not realise 
that Martin Luther did not nail the 95 theses on the castle door in Wittenberg for the purpose of 
celebrating Halloween.  
 
Halloween is actually an old English festival from the druids and it was a celebration of Samhain, the 
god of the dead, in which people would gather outside the village and build a big bonfire in honour 
of the god Samhain and as they left their homes they left gifts in the doorway of their home so the 
evil spirits would not come into the home and play a trick on them. The reason the druids celebrated 
the god of the dead on that particular day was because on the next day was a celebration for the 
Christian church -  All Saints Day in which we remember each year those with in the church who 
have gone to glory during the previous year. So the evening before All Saints Day is often called “All-
Hallows-Eve”, the evening before All Saints Day. All-Hallows-Eve is then shortened to Halloween.  
 
While Luther was posting the 95 theses on the door of the castle church at Wittenberg for the 
purpose of publicising his concerns of the church of the day because he knew that the village, the 



community of Wittenberg would be in church the next day for All Saints Day. Luther’s intention was 
not to begin a huge reformation of the church – it resulted in that – yes! His intent was to bring 
concerns to the fore so that the church could wrestle with the questions that he was raising. The 
primary question of which was, “How do we come into relationship with God?” Is it through our 
living out a life of obedience to the dictates of the church or is it by grace through faith in Jesus 
Christ alone. (Most of us know quite well it is the latter.) Luther was proclaiming, bringing back, the 
concept of salvation by grace through faith in Christ alone. It’s interesting that this whole idea 
became known as “The Reformation”. Look at that word, “Reformation” for a moment and break it 
down. Reformation comes from the word “reform”. Reform comes from the word “form”. The whole 
concept is that we are formed in some way. If we go off track we need to be reformed back to what 
we had been formed originally. That process of reforming the individual is then called reformation. 
We celebrate the reformation, not as a historical event, not as one event that takes place in the 
history of the church but as something that takes place day by day by day. We celebrate a continual 
reformation in our lives. Day by day by day we need to be reformed through the application of the 
Gospel. 
 
Why? Well very simply because the natural attraction for us, for all mankind, is not an attraction to 
the Gospel but rather an attraction to the Law. Attraction to what we have to do, it’s not something 
that is brand new to us in the 21st century. It’s as old as mankind itself. We see it as well in our text 
for this morning. As Jesus points back to the religious leaders of the day he says, “The teachers of 
the law.” Notice that. “The teachers of the law!” The people in Jesus’ day and the people of Israel for 
many years were focused on the Law. What you have to do in order to “get in good with God.” They 
were focused on it so much that the teachers of the day, especially the Pharisees, were forming law 
after law after law after law to show just how good a follower of the law they were. So all you had to 
do was look at the code of the Pharisees and measure yourself up against that code to see how good 
a Jew you were. Unfortunately, as Jesus said in Mathew 5, the qualification for observing the law is 
nothing short of perfection. “Be perfect therefore even as your heavenly Father is perfect.” But 
because of that natural attraction to the law we think that as long as we try hard enough, as long as 
we do just enough, then that is good enough. We even hold one another to the same kind of idea. 
When we think, “Well at least I didn’t do that.” or “Look at that person. Look at what they have 
done.” When in reality one step away from perfection is loss of perfection for all of us. But it is so 
difficult for us, in fact impossible for us to leave behind that natural attraction to the law because it’s 
natural, it is who we are. It is our nature.  
 
As a result of that, there are many, many outward trapping of the law that we seek to find and 
attach ourselves to. No different from Jesus’ day. Jesus goes on to say “They tie up heavy loads and 
put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 
Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on 
their garments long; they love the place of honour at banquets and the most important seats in the 
synagogues.” Phylacteries, by the way, were little boxes which contain a piece of scripture which 
they tie to their wrist and forehead to show that they were keeping the word close to them. They 
would also have a small phylactery box on their door post and when they would walk in the door 
they would always touch the box to show their obedience to, and love for, the law. Those were 
actually outward trapping to the law and their obedience to it.  
 
We do the same thing today only in different ways. We develop traditions and sometimes those 
traditions become our focus rather than on the Gospel itself. So that when we change a tradition it 
almost becomes an attack on the faith itself. The tradition becomes what is important. Just like for 
the Jews it was the traditions that had become important. The outward trappings of the law do not 
point to the inner part. Because of our natural inclination to the heart and the natural sinfulness that 
we have we can never obey the law fully and completely and thus deserve not to be here, hearing of 



the grace of God but rather that we deserve to be separated from God. Eternally separated.  
 
What you and I need, rather than the mere outward trappings of the law is an inner reformation on 
a daily basis. Being reformed through the power of the Gospel. When Jesus came, God himself 
coming amongst his people, he came to forgive the sins of the world, not merely to act in obedience 
to the law. But rather to take on himself all of the burden of the law so that it is fully and completely 
fulfilled in him. When his obedience is brought to us through the word and the sacrament of baptism 
we are reformed. Formed into God’s child. Formed into a forgiven child of God. Formed into one 
who is washed clean of all his sins. You, through faith in Christ are reformed, forgiven, washed in the 
blood of Christ. 
 
But even in that reformation you do not lose that sinful nature which is why Paul so readily says, 
“The good that I’m supposed to do, I don’t do and the evil I am not supposed to do, I do.” Just like 
you and me. Paul understood that he needed to be reformed day after day after day, continually 
coming back to the gospel, continually coming back to the cross of Jesus Christ where the blood was 
shed to reform, you and me.  
 
What Luther so well understood was that in baptism reformation takes place. Because of the 
struggle we have on a daily basis to be attracted to the law we need to come back daily to what God 
does in our baptism to be reminded, to be daily reformed. Daily reminded of what Christ has done, 
not only for me but for each of us so that we can look at one another and see not the natural sinful 
self we still carry by rather we see the reformed child of God that we are.  
 
Reformation is not just a commemoration of nailing 95 concerns on a church door. It was a 
significant event because it was seeking to bring the church back to the gospel but it is not Luther’s 
act that we celebrate. What we celebrate is the Gospel. The bringing back of the gospel into the life 
of the church. The reformation of the church on a daily basis. You have been reformed by the grace 
of God. May you continually remember, celebrate and thank God for being reformed. Amen    

 
 
 
 
 
 


