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Leviticus 19.1-2, 15-18;  1 Corinthians 1.4-9; Matthew 22.34-46 
Grace Alone 
Prayer:  Merciful God, you open yourself to us day after day.  Morning by morning we discover new 
mercies.  Evening by evening we lie down bathed in your love for us during the day.  We give you praise 
dear God, for all of the grace that you pour out upon us. 
 
Even the word, for which we now wait, is a grace to us.  For within it we discover you, the God of heaven 
and earth who loves each and every one of us.  Help us to hear your voice again today so that we may 
leave here glowing for being in your presence.  Amen. 
 

Today is Reformation Sunday, and on Tuesday, October 31, the Protestant Church, all around 

the world, celebrates the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther nailing his 95 Articles to the door of the All 

Saints Church in Wittenberg, Germany, which sparked the Protestant Reformation.  The whole point of 

his articles was to ignite a theological debate about indulgences – the practice of selling forgiveness to 

release dead souls from purgatory as a means to raise money to rebuild St. Peter’s Basilica. 

In article 76 Luther declares: “We say … that papal indulgences cannot remove the very least of venial sins 

as far as guilt is concerned. “  And in article 86 Luther asks: "Why doesn’t the pope, whose wealth is today 

greater than the wealth of the richest Crassus, build this one basilica of St. Peter with his own money rather than 

with the money of poor believers?"  Such statements and questions got him into trouble. 

However, like all great movements within history, 1517 wasn’t the true beginning.  We may 
witness the seeds of the Reformation a hundred and thirty years earlier in England with John Wycliffe, 
then moved to the Czech priest Jan Hus, thirty years later.  One may even see the seeds of the 
Reformation in Savonarola, an Italian Dominican Friar, who was executed in Italy in 1498, for his 
preaching against indulgences and his writings about the theological virtue of love. 

In truth, the Protestant Reformation was all about grace.  At the time of the Reformation, the 
church had strayed quite far from grace and was using its power of excommunication to control kings 
and noble people and it used the keys to the kingdom to threaten hellfire on people who didn’t pay for 
indulgences.  Wycliffe, Hus, Savonarola, Luther, Calvin were struggling to reassert the primacy of grace 
within the Church. 

******* 
Phil Yancey tells the story that, 

During a British conference on comparative religions, experts from around the world 
debated what, if any, belief was unique to the Christian faith. They began eliminating 
possibilities. Incarnation? Other religions had different versions of gods' appearing in 
human form. Resurrection? Again, other religions had accounts of return from death. 
The debate went on for some time until C. S. Lewis wandered into the room. "What's 
the rumpus about?" he asked, and heard in reply that his colleagues were discussing 
Christianity's unique contribution among world religions. Lewis responded, "Oh, that's 
easy. It's grace."  (Philip Yancey, What's So Amazing About Grace?, (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 1997), 45.) 

Grace continues to be the heart of our faith.  Without God’s grace, without God unconditionally 
loving us, all of us, we have no Christian faith.  Without Jesus dying for us, long before we accept his 
activity, we have nothing.  Without God tearing down the barrier that kept God from us, we have no 
hope.  Grace is the heartbeat of the Christian faith. 



Nonetheless, 500 years after the Reformation, it remains a struggle to accept grace as the heart 
of our faith.  We still have a tendency to place rules, and laws, and customs, and ideas at the heart. 

We still desire to play a role in our relationship with God.  It’s our hubris that moves us to try to 
make ourselves worthy of God’s love.  But it’s also our desire to keep some outside the gate, outside the 
fold, away from God’s love, that we point to their unworthiness as proof that there are some whom God 
cannot love.  And in the 21st century Protestant Church is particularly guilty of such alienating desires. 

******* 
Curiously, the Roman Catholic Church is leading all of us back towards grace.  Pope Francis talks 

about grace in every speech that he gives.  In one that I read this week he said: 
This may sound like heresy, but it is the greatest truth! It is more difficult to let God love 
us, than to love Him! The best way to love Him in return is to open our hearts and let 
Him love us. Let Him draw close to us and feel Him close to us. This is really very 
difficult: letting ourselves be loved by Him. And that is perhaps what we need to ask 
today in the Mass: 'Lord, I want to love You, but teach me the difficult science, the 
difficult habit of letting myself be loved by You, to feel You close and to feel Your 
tenderness! May the Lord give us this grace. 

Another Catholic priest, a particular hero to anyone who does Spiritual Direction, William Barry, 
pushes us hard towards grace. In his great book A Friendship Like No Other, Barry writes: 

The biggest obstacle in a true relationship with God is our belief that the relationship 
depends, ultimately on us…If God wants my friendship, it doesn’t matter how 
insignificant I feel.”  (p.93) 

We modern Protestants have often taught ourselves that faith is spun out of our own ability to 
believe properly.  That our relationship with Jesus is the fruit of our own actions.  Pray more.  Go to 
church more.  Create longer quiet times.  Be sweeter and kinder and smiley-er.   And after we’ve done 
all of these things, then we will discover that we are closer to God.  We’ve actually taught ourselves a 
form of Sola Works Righteousness.  Which would cause the reformers to shudder.  Article 22 of Belgic 
Confession says: “the Holy Spirit kindles in our hearts a true faith that embraces Jesus Christ…” 

Even faith is a gift from God.  Even faith is a grace. 
Barry helps us when he says: “The biggest obstacle in a true relationship with God is our belief 

that the relationship depends, ultimately on us.” 

******* 
******* 

 Many 21st century Americans, many of whom are Christians, have problems with the Apostle 
Paul.  And quite honestly many of their problems stem from their own ignorance of who Paul is and 
what he’s teaching. 
 Nonetheless, no one may dispute that at the heart of Paul’s theology is the grace of God.  We 
heard it this morning in 1 Corinthians 1.4: “I always thank my God for you because of God’s grace given 
you in Christ Jesus.”  And we hear grace again in verses 8 and 9:  God “will also keep you firm to the end, 
so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.  God is faithful, who has called you into 
fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. “ That, my friends, is grace, through and through.  And all 
of Paul’s letters are packed with grace.  Paul knows, and believes, and teaches that we all are in 
relationship with God only because God has willed it.  It has nothing to do with us making ourselves 
worthy. 

******* 
 So, on this 500th anniversary of the beginning of the Reformation, let us rededicate ourselves to 
the principle that sparked it: God’s amazing grace for us.  Not because we want God to love us more 
when we get it right.  It’s not possible for God to love us more. 



But because when our hearts and minds properly embrace God’s unconditional love towards us, 
then we are finally able to love God with our whole being and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  Even 
the neighbor who does not act or think the way we want that person to act or think – and yet we know 
that God loves even that person, therefore, so should we. 

Remember the grace that we are taught in 1 John: “We love because God first loved us.”  (4.19) 
 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
 


