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John 8:31-36





Reformation Sunday ~ October 30, 2005

With Intrepid Hearts

The text for today is our Gospel lesson, John 8:31-36, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

“This declaration… is our faith, doctrine, and confession.  By God’s grace, with intrepid hearts, we are willing to appear before the judgment seat of Christ with this Confession and give an account of it (1 Peter 4:5).  We will not speak or write anything contrary to this Confession, either publicly or privately.  By the strength of God’s grace we intend to abide by it.  Therefore, after mature deliberation, we have, in the fear of God and by calling on His name, attached our signatures with our own hands.”


Intrepid hearts indeed!  What could possibly be so important that you would stake your very life on it?  Even more to the point, what could possibly be so important that you would stake eternal life on it?  What gives a person such courage and conviction?  Only one thing—the truth.  The truth of God’s Word.


God’s people have always spoken this way.  For example, in our introit we quoted the psalmist who wrote, “I will speak of your statutes before kings and will not be put to shame” (Psalm 119:46).  Peter confessed his faith when Jesus asked him what he believed, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16).  Paul wrote, “It is written: ‘I believed; therefore I have spoken.’  With that same spirit of faith we also believe and therefore speak” ﻿(2 Corinthians 4:13).

 
In the five hundred years since those intrepid-hearted men boldly attached their signature, Lutherans have used the Confessions of faith contained in this book (hold up Concordia), as their public witness and testimony of what the Bible teaches.  These Confessions give clear, unambiguous, and certain witness to the Christian faith.  They unite all those who bear the name Lutheran and wish to be—and remain—genuinely Lutheran.  That is why this book uses the word Concordia as a title.  Concordia comes from two Latin words meaning “with” and “heart.”  It describes a commitment to the truth so strong and so deep, it is as if those who share it have a single heartbeat.  

To many 21st-century minds, the claim that there is objective truth is regarded with deep suspicion.  To suggest that there is one, and only one, absolute truth about God is regarded as foolish or the sign of an intolerant and weak mind.  Sadly, too many Christians also view claims of truth and certainty with a good deal of suspicion.  Just try to explain a doctrine like “closed-communion” or “the office of the keys.  You’ll be accused of being narrow-minded, intolerant, or unloving even though such practices are actually born out of truth and love.  

Or try to explain why a teaching like the rapture or thousand-year-reign of Christ on earth is unbiblical.  You’ll be told, “That’s just your personal opinion.  But I believe this…”  It’s true, this is my personal opinion, but that means nothing.  What’s more important is that this is what Scripture clearly teaches.

Truth and falsehood are real.  It is possible to know truth and it is necessary to reject all errors that contradict the truth.  God reveals absolute truth in His Word, which is precisely what the documents in the Book of Concord assert, with complete and total conviction.  This book—the Bible (hold up)—is the rock-solid foundation for all the documents in the Book of Concord.  

Christians who embrace the documents in these books as their confession believe that it is possible for people to know and be certain about truth.  They are convinced.  They are certain.  They are sure.  Why?  Because of the One who has called them to this conviction: the Lord Jesus Christ.  As we are reminded in our Gospel lesson, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:31-32).

As Jesus spoke these words, there were former believers gathered along with many who had just put their faith in Him.  So that these new believers would not fall away too, Jesus encouraged them to “hold to [His] teaching.”  To draw close to Jesus, the Word, they needed to remain in His Word.  Jesus had the power to still storms.  He fed hungry crowds and healed illnesses.  That all had an impact and drew people to listen to Him.  But how did He make disciples?  He taught them about Himself.  How did He keep disciples?  He held them by His Word.

We still have Jesus’ Word today.  His Word leads us to Him and keeps us with Him.  The mark of true followers of Jesus is that they remain true to His Word, where they learn the truth, and the truth makes them free.  

And what truth do we learn from Jesus?  We learn that He is God sent from God to save us from sin.  We learn that we have forgiveness with Jesus.  We learn that Jesus leads us to our heavenly Father.  Those truths set us free—free from the curse of sin, free from death, free for eternal life.

This passage is often misused.  The words “the truth will set you free” are isolated from their context, and any learning that might help us find “truth” is praised.  We see the words on libraries and as college mottoes.  We hear them on the lips of intellectual and political leaders.  But we don’t hear whose Word reveals the truth and the freedom that comes with it.  We don’t hear about Jesus.  

It’s interesting, isn’t it?  It didn’t take long for people to misunderstand and misapply Jesus’ words in His day, either.  The unbelievers in the crowd challenged His words.  They claimed a freedom that not even the occupational forces from Rome could harness.  They were the offspring of Abraham and this gave them favored status with God.  Who was Jesus to tell them they needed to become free men?  Who was Jesus to think that He had a monopoly on the truth?

In reply, Jesus once again stressed the solemn truth of His message: “I tell you the truth.”  Then He told them why their claim of never being slaves was untrue.  This matter of freedom was not about being direct descendants of Abraham or defying the earthly captors ruling over them.  It was and is about the universal truth that everyone who sins is a slave to sin.  Only the truth about Jesus and His work of salvation can truly set us free from the consequences of sin.


Unfortunately, truth is not always received well.  In the verses following our text, Jesus said:  “I tell you the truth, if anyone keeps My word, he will never see death.”  The Jews replied, “Now we know that you are demon-possessed!”  

A little later, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am.”  And they picked up stones to stone Him for blasphemy.


On trial before Pontius Pilate, Jesus said, “You are right in saying I am a king.  In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”


“What is truth?” Pilate asked.  Then, very soon after, he proved how little truth mattered to him as he had Jesus flogged and crucified on falsified charges.


The truth often leads to conflict.  On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses about corrupt doctrine and practice in the church.  In his zeal for the truth, Luther lit a fuse for a later confrontation.  Emperor Charles V tried to avoid the clash by inviting Luther and his followers to bring before him their confession of faith.  The public reading of the Augsburg Confession in 1530, sparked even greater conflicts, resulting in even more Bible-based confessions of faith by the Lutherans.  In 1580, these were bound into one book called the Book of Concord.

Concordia is a modern translation of the Book of Concord.  It explains in great detail the Ten Commandments, the Apostles’ Creed, Baptism, The Lord’s Supper, and many other doctrines set forth by Christ, the Apostles, and the Prophets.  It is filled with constant references to the Word of God, and it contains many analogies to help make the Christian faith understandable.  

Based on the Bible, these clear confessions of the historic faith can help you think through questions such as: What is God-pleasing faith?  How can I have a strong faith?  Why is it important to take the Lord’s Supper regularly?  Does Baptism save you?  Are good works necessary for salvation?  This book also contains an extensive index that will help you find, in the Bible, answers to many other questions you may have about religion and life.

These confessions were not written by some ivory tower academics.  Rather, those who wrote them down were facing bloody persecution and even death.  Still, they boldly confessed their faith because everything they believed was rooted deeply in the truth of the teachings of the Bible and Jesus Christ.

To embrace the freedom of truth also means rejecting the slavery of error.  That’s why this book uses two phrases over and over again to capture the essence of biblical confession: “we believe, teach, and confess” and “we reject and condemn.”  One cannot believe, teach, and confess the truth without also rejecting and condemning everything that endangers or contradicts the truth.  

Sadly, not all churches that go by the name “Lutheran” still regard the Book of Concord as highly as they once did.  Some prominent Lutheran Church bodies regard these statements of faith as “historically conditioned.”  They say that the older confessions are not necessarily correct in what they teach about God’s Word.  In fact, many of them go beyond that to teach that you can’t even take Scripture at face value.  Some of these same churches have embraced various ecumenical agreements with non-Lutheran churches that contradict the Lutheran Confessions.

Confessional Lutheran churches regard these compromises not only as a compromise of historic Lutheranism, but also as an actual denial of the truth of God’s Word.  Genuine Lutheranism holds that the Bible is actually the Word of God.  We believe that it is both incapable of error and free from error.  We hold strongly to the Lutheran Confessions because we are absolutely convinced that these confessions of faith are a pure exposition and explanation of God’s Word.  Lutherans agree with the apostle Peter, who said, “We cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20).  When the Holy Spirit gives the gift of trust in Jesus Christ as the Savior, this gift of faith creates a desire to confess, to bear witness, and to speak this faith.  

This is what the documents in this book (Concordia) are all about.  They are not musty, old relics from history.  They are the living confession of God’s people, who have clung to the truths in these documents for nearly five hundred years.  Today, we who hold these Confessions make the Book of Concord our confession, our witness, our public testimony of what the Bible teaches.
That’s what you do when you became a communicant member of this congregation.  You publicly acknowledge that you accept “all the Confessional Writings of the Lutheran Church, contained in the Book of Concord of the year 1580, to be the true and genuine exposition of the doctrines of the Bible, the only source and norm of faith and life…” And you promise “to continue in this confession and Church and to suffer all, even death, rather than fall away from it.”  

Throughout history, many men and women have made exactly that kind of personal sacrifice to defend and extend the truths of God’s holy Word as confessed by the Lutheran Church.  Men died in battle fighting to defend the right to teach Lutheran precepts in classrooms and preach the Lutheran faith in pulpits.  They died defending their cities and towns—and most important, their convictions—from armies of political and church leaders trying to stamp out Lutheranism.

The courage of the first Lutherans is awe-inspiring for us today.  It is difficult for us to imagine sacrificing everything for the sake of what we believe.  Today, the attitude toward truth seems to be one of compromise at all costs, rather than confession at all costs.  There is, among many churches today, a “go along to get along” attitude.  This attitude was also around at the time of the writing of the Lutheran Confessions, but was eventually resoundingly rejected by our courageous Lutheran forefathers.  Obviously, we could use a dose of that same courage today.

Back in the 19th century, the Rev. Dr. C.F.W. Walther explained how important the Book of Concord is for all Lutherans to do just that.

The Book of Concord should be in every Lutheran home.  For that reason [our Church] should provide a good, inexpensive copy, and pastors should see to it that every home has one… If a person isn’t familiar with this book, he’ll think, “That old book is just for pastors.  I don’t have to preach.  After [working] all day, I can’t sit down and study in the evening.  If I read my morning and evening devotions, that’s enough.”  No, that is not enough!  The Lord doesn’t want us to remain children, who are blown to and fro by every wind of doctrine; instead of that, He wants to grow in knowledge so that we can teach others.  (Essays for the Church, vol. 2 [St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1992], 51)

This is not just a book for pastors and church “professionals” or “academics.”  In fact, the people most directly responsible for the Lutheran Confessions were laymen, not pastors and theologians.  At tremendous personal risk to their own lives, their property, and their professions, they boldly stepped before the emperor and the pope’s representatives.  They asserted that these Confessions were their own.  They did not back down or compromise.  

In the same way, Christians today, who want to be true and faithful to the teachings of the Bible, return again and again, to this book.  In these confessions of faith they find agreement, unity, and harmony in the truths of God’s Word.  These documents distinguish between what the Bible teaches and the false teachings of others, which undermine the use of God’s Word.  

Reaching out boldly with the Gospel of Jesus Christ is the goal of the Lutheran Confessions.  They are not to be used in place of Scriptures or to be placed above Scriptures in any way.  They are not to be treated like museum pieces, kept under glass as interesting curiosities.  Neither are they holiday decorations taken out once a year and admired; soon to be put away and forgotten.  Nor are the Lutheran Confessions clubs used to bash people, or shields to prevent contact with others, or trophies set on a shelf.  

The Lutheran Confessions are resources for extending and defending vigorously the Gospel of Jesus Christ and all the truths of God’s Word in the church, school, home, workplace, community, and throughout the world.  And Lutherans particularly enjoy “Concordia” through these confessions.  United in common conviction about God’s Word, we live together declaring to the world and to one another, “This is what we believe, teach, and confess.”

If the Christian faith is important to you, be sure to use these confessions of faith to help guide you in your study of the Bible.  If you don’t have a copy of the Book of Concord, consider purchasing Concordia for your home.  The documents found in this book will help you along the way to everlasting life and lead you to the truth that sets you free from sin.

Jesus said: “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”  That’s just what He does today.  Through His Word and Sacraments, He sets you free sin as He says to each of His true disciples: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

