The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Reformation Sunday, Year B
The Text:
John 8:31-32
We are living in the postmodern age. From the end of the 20th Century the trend in thinking has been what we call postmodernism. Some of you will be quite familiar with that name. For some of you it might be a new term.

Postmodern is a reaction to modern. I know that we often call anything that is new, especially that connects with new technology, as modern. But at the level of thinking and philosophy and culture, there was a period running through the 20th century called modernism. 

Modernism started with the confidence that we could solve our problems with the new technology, that we could build our knowledge and understanding, and that we could arrive at the truth.
So in the 20th Century we made great discoveries with amazing new technologies. But we did not solve our problems. We did not create a world of happiness and fulfilment. The great wars, and the social upheavals of the 20th Century proved that.

Postmodern is a reaction to that. We worked out that we cannot fit everything together, no matter how hard we try. So we have become much more individual and subjective. We have decided that we can fit things together in our own minds. The most important thing is that we can choose. The emphasis is on our personal freedom.

And in our postmodern world one word that we do not hear very often is the word TRUTH. In fact, according to the postmodern thinking, there is no such thing as truth, no absolute truth, no truth that is out there.
The attitude is: don’t bother searching for truth. Just look for something that works for you. And don’t tell me what I should or should not believe.

We want to have our own personal freedom. We want to be free to choose what truth is for us. We want to be free to choose what we think is right or wrong, and that is usually according to what we want for ourselves.

The newest technology is information technology. That fits giving people the ability to control information for themselves.
What does that mean for our Christian faith? What does it mean for our claim that what we believe is the truth?
Modernism had its own challenge. Modernism was confident that we could find the truth, but it spoke about the truth of human knowledge. It challenged the belief that God has given us his truth.

Now postmodernism says that there is no such thing as truth, no truth that you can expect everyone to believe. You just choose what works for you – that is the truth for you. Postmodernism wants to set you free from any truth that is imposed from outside.

Perhaps you can see that as an attack on Christian faith. That is one of the big reasons why Christian faith has declined in the Western world over the past 50 years.

It may be that you are finding it harder and harder to keep on believing that what you have been taught as a Christian is really the truth.

You have probably seen how the claims that Christians know the truth has been attacked and ridiculed by many people, among academics, in the popular press, and just in the comments that people pass around all the time.

Let’s get a bit more specific. We follow the Christian faith as it is taught in the Lutheran church. The Lutheran Church has a very strong tradition of standing up for the truth, ever since the Reformation. At the time of the Reformation one of the big issues was on the truth of Scripture.

Luther and the Reformers led a reformation where they attacked the control of knowledge by the church authorities. They opened up the Scriptures for the people and translated them into their own languages so that they could read them for themselves. Here, they said, here you will find the truth.

In one sense the Reformation started the course that now leads to postmodernism. Because it gave everyone the opportunity to read Scripture for themselves and then to interpret Scripture for themselves. So the Protestant churches, growing out of the Reformation, have always been much more individualistic than the Catholic Church especially in its older traditions.

But now this individualism has turned around and attacked the Scriptures themselves, and many of the key principles of the Christian faith. The Reformation opened up the freedom to believe, and now it has developed into the freedom not to believe.

Now we are challenged by a philosophy of our time that is individualistic, sceptical about any claims of truth, with a freedom to reject faith.

Let’s turn to our text for today – in the face of that sort of challenge.

Jesus says: If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free. Note the key words: truly, truth, free.
This is a text that has often been used to celebrate the Reformation. Those of us who have followed in the tradition of the Reformation have claimed that the Reformation was all about rediscovering the truth, and through that truth receiving a freedom from the control of a church and society that was blind and corrupt.

Can we still think that way in our postmodern age over five hundred years later? The real test of our faith is the way it lasts and carries us in the ordinary times and present challenges.

So what does Jesus say about truth, and what does Jesus say about freedom?

Notice that he does not tell us that we have to find the truth. He says: Continue in my word. He simply asks us to listen. To listen, to absorb what we hear, and to let that word shape our lives.

Jesus gives us his word, God’s word. But it is not a philosophy, an explanation of our existence. It is God speaking to us. It is God forming a relationship with us.

We look to the Bible or the Scriptures as God’s word. But the Bible is not a textbook, which gives us all the facts. It does not even try to prove God’s existence.

The Bible is first of all an account. It is the account of God and people. Reading the account about God and his people in the past, we find ourselves a part of this continuing narrative too. The Bible opens up the meaning of life when we see our life in relationship to God. If you continue in my word. If we live our lives in relationship to me. My word is always personal, always Jesus speaking the word of God to you.
If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples. Postmodern people want to find their authentic self. So they look inside themselves. Christians also want to be authentic, real people living real lives. They find their real selves in relationship to Jesus Christ, because they discover that Jesus Christ is the link between their own human life and the God who has given them life.

Jesus called people to come and follow him, to follow as disciples, to let go of everything that keeps them wrapped up in themselves, to find a new purpose in life by letting go of themselves.

Jesus calls us to be his disciples. He says that if we continue in his word, we are truly his disciples.
In fact, Jesus says that we find our true self when we forget about ourselves, when you stop worrying about ourselves.
He calls us to repent, which is turning to God with our sin and guilt for him to take away from us. We are given a new life as Christ’s disciples and God’s own people.

Then, says Jesus, then we will know the truth. Then, when we are living our life as a disciple or follower of Jesus Christ, then we will know the truth. Then our picture of life will start to fit together. Then our understanding will see into the deep and wonderful things of life.

Jesus does not say that we will have an answer to every question. His definition of truth is not that great system of knowledge that has an explanation for everything.

Rather his truth is understanding our life as a gift from God. God has given us life and God has given us this life once again, saving us from the evil that destroys life.

His truth is seeking the will of God, the way to live our life. Again it does not mean that you have an immediate direction for every question. But it means that we live our life with the trust that God goes with us into every situation of our life.

And the truth will set you free. In our postmodern world people think they have freedom when they can define life for themselves, make it fit around themselves. People do not want restrictions on their lives. It is all about their own experience.

Yet people in our world experience a huge amount of frustration, when life does not fit around them the way they would like.

Jesus says we have real freedom when we have this true relationship with God through Jesus Christ. Christ gives forgiveness, freedom from the very real bondage of sin and guilt. Our sin destroys us from the inside and our efforts to somehow escape the evil within ties us up in an impossible quest. Christ’s truth gives freedom to those who trust and follow him. He sets us free from guilt and from the pressure to fix yourself. He sets us free to live a life that is true and authentic.

Let’s go back to the life as a disciple of Jesus Christ, according to the principles of the Lutheran Reformation. We find that they give answers for our time as well.

We are saved by grace alone. We might want to be free to be ourselves regardless of what sort of person we are. We have to face the truth that by ourselves we are desperate and hopeless. Our own efforts to create a new life for ourselves are doomed to fail.
Life is a gift of God’s grace, and in his grace God takes our broken lives and saves us, rescues us, restores us and gives us a life that is true and authentic.

We receive this life through faith alone. Faith means that we look beyond ourselves. Faith means we see God reaching out to us with love and forgiveness and holding us. Faith is trusting ourselves to the mercy of God.

We are saved through Christ alone. In Jesus Christ, God comes to us, calling us to trust him and receive him and calling us to follow as his disciples.

Here is the truth that answers our questions when we are asking the deep questions about ourselves and our life, and which take us so far beyond ourselves. We find ourselves when we forget ourselves and receive the truth of our God.

And you receive this truth in Scripture alone. In Scripture is the story of God and his people, the story of the will of God and the grace of God, which becomes your story as well.

Do you feel the pressure of living in a postmodern generation? There are many voices that tell you that Christian faith is an old-fashioned attempt to build a system of truth, but that is now obsolete because we need something for ourselves.
Think again about your faith. It does answer the deep questions about yourself and your life. But it also stops you from getting lost just thinking about yourself.

When people question or criticise Christian faith because it is this old philosophy that no longer makes sense, we can say that it is a story that is also intensely personal.

It is the story of the God who knows us and loves us, who forgives us and has saved us, who leads us and gives us life in its fullness. This is the truth you know, and this is the real freedom that you experience. Amen.
