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How can I find a merciful God? This was the question Martin Luther had in his mind when reading the Bible,
when trying to understand God, the relationship between God and human beings, the church and life as a
whole.

It is the primary question for Reformation Sunday. Or has our world given up on mercy? Who talks about
mercy?

Luther was tormented by the fact that there was no way to be considered just before God. He "blasphemed
silently and mumbled violently against God" because God attributed only to Godself the condition of being
just. Sinners were to be punished not only through the law but also through the Gospel. I quote Luther: "As if
it was not enough that we, miserable sinners, were lost for all of eternity because of original sin (don't forget
Luther was an Augustinian monk and therefore he believed in original sin) and were oppressed by all sorts of
afflictions through the law, should God also pile up affliction upon affliction through the Gospel and threaten
us with his justice and wrath? Therefore I was furious and confused in my conscience. But I insisted to knock
at the door of this passageâ�¦ Then God had mercy on me."

The passage Luther is referring to is Romans chapter one verse seventeen which says: "For in it the
righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, 'The one who is righteous will live by
faith.' Luther entered paradise when he understood that we are justified by faith, that the only possible way to
be considered a just person is through faith. And this justification is given to us as a gift by God's grace
through Jesus Christ. What is God's grace? God's grace is God's unconditional love for us; is God smiling at
us; is God embracing us. So, one of the most fundamental concepts in Lutheran theology is "justification by
grace through faith."

Within this framework, the discussion between law and Gospel is established. The Epistle reading this
morning brings that debate.

" Now we know that whatever the law says, it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may
be silenced, and the whole world may be held accountable to God. For 'no human being will be justified in his
sight' by deeds prescribed by the law, for through the law comes the knowledge of sin."

According to Martin Noth and Gerard von Rad, two respected scholars of the Old Testament, both the ten
commandments and all pre-exilic laws from Israel were formulated "within the context of covenantal
theology." Von Rad says, "the commandments were never a condition to the covenant between God and
Israel, on the contrary, they were a consequence of it." The codes, commandments and precepts that form the
law are an attempt from God to re-establish the covenant that was broken between God and human beings.
The law is an invitation to Israel to enter its condition of loved and elected people with obedience and respect.

But because of sin, no human being is capable of accomplishing the law.

St. Paul goes through a long argument about the law. But his conclusion is devastating. "There is no one who
is righteous, not even one" (Rom 3:10). Who of us has not memorized, "For all have sinned and fallen short of
the glory of God?" (Rom 3:23)

But if the law cannot be accomplished and cannot produce justification, why was it given? It was given to
reveal sin; to reveal how confused and broken we are--how lacking of hope and faith. The law was given to
expose our condition of being sinners and to convince us of its reality. In the law, a sentence is implicit, 'there
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is no way out!' The law accuses ultimately so a new beginning can emerge. The law makes final the fact that
we can only be saved through faith in the justifying word revealed in Jesus Christ through the Gospel.

The biblical law is not to be equated with laws regulating our societies, countries, markets, organizations or
churches. The biblical law is conceived within a theological framework; it is a vehicle through which the
relationship between God and Israel happens. The concept of Law in the bible doesn't transfer immediately to
the legal systems as we know them nowadays. Therefore, the fact that the Law is accomplished by Jesus
Christ, doesn't mean that we don't need laws regulating our societies, organizations, and lives. We do need
them. We only have rights, because there are laws promulgating them. We live with a certain level of security
and safety, because there are laws ensuring that.

But the way we relate to God is not through Law but through Gospel. What is Gospel? Gospel is "all the
doctrine of Christ". It is the proclamation of God's grace and favor, obtained through Jesus Christ, that is
expressed "as consolation and joyful proclamation, which neither censure nor terrorize, but comfort the
consciences against the terrors of the law." (Book of Concord)

The law was given to reveal our condition of sinners, the Gospel teaches us to believe in Christ. We are
justified by faith.

When somebody expresses his or her desire to become a member of our church, there are two criteria that are
fundamental and the pastor needs to check: first, if she or he is a person of faith, that means does she believe,
second, if he or she is baptized. These are the relevant criteria. Of course some other information is needed so
the pastor knows her flock and helps the person to identify whether this is the best community for her or not.
But theologically speaking, the most important criteria required are faith and baptism.

What does it mean to be justified by grace though faith?

It means that we are completely free. If we believe, we are free. The Gospel this morning affirms that, "if the
son makes you free, you will be free indeed." Freedom is not an isolated concept though. We are completely
free to love and to serve. To be justified by grace through faith means that we are free to implement justice
and peace, and work for the dignity for all people and integrity for the whole creation. We are free to say no to
violence and rape and discrimination. Grace means that God embraces us the way we are, where we are, even
if we are unloving or vengeful or afraid. It means that God is constantly smiling at us and asking, do you
believe?

Martin Luther found a merciful God. Do you?

Amen.
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