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Proper 22, Year A 
October 4, 2026 

 

Exodus 20:1–17 

Psalm 19 

Philippians 3:3b–14 

Matthew 21:33–43 

 

CENTRAL THEME 

These lessons bring us before the God who gives His Law as gift, exposes our false ownership of 

life, and places the rejected Son at the center of salvation. 

At Sinai, the Lord speaks His commandments to a people He has already delivered. Psalm 19 

rejoices in God’s Word yet ends with the prayer of one who knows his own heart is not pure. Paul 

counts every religious achievement as loss compared with gaining Christ. In Matthew, Jesus tells of 

tenants who are given a vineyard as a gift and then act as though it were theirs. 

That is closer to us than is comfortable. God gives, and we grasp. God entrusts, and we possess. 

God sends His Word, and we resist its claim. God sends His Son, and sinners cast Him out. 

Yet the Gospel is hidden there. The rejected Son becomes the cornerstone. The One thrown out of 

the vineyard becomes the foundation of the abundant fruit of mercy. 
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COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

 

Exodus 20:1–17 

Before God commands, He reminds Israel who He is and what He has done: “I am the Lord your 

God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” 

God does not give the commandments to slaves trying to earn release. He gives them to people He 

has already delivered. The Law is spoken into lives already established in mercy. “I am the Lord 

YOUR God…” 

Yet the commandments remain Law. They search, expose, and accuse us. They reveal the life of love 

God intends, and they uncover how divided our hearts really are. 

“You shall have no other gods before me.” Luther’s explanation still reaches the center: “We should 

fear, love, and trust in God above all things.” Every sin exposes disordered love and false trust. 

We may no longer bow before carved idols, but the heart still manufactures its gods. Reputation, 

control, resentment, family, money, church success, moral seriousness, the need to be right. Any of 

these, and many more, can become the thing we cling to as though it could save us. 

The commandments also protect the neighbor. God guards His name. He gives rest to creatures 

who are not machines. He protects life, marriage, property, reputation, and contentment. He forbids 

coveting. The heart can steal before the hand ever moves. 

The Law is good. The problem is not the commandment. The problem is us. The Law names the 

shape of love and, in doing so, shows us how loveless we are. 

That is where Christ is preached. He alone fulfills the Law. He gives Himself for those who have 

broken every commandment in thought, word, and deed. 

The commandments begin with deliverance from Egypt. They finally drive us to the greater 

deliverance: Christ crucified and risen for sinners still enslaved to sin, death, and the devil. 
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Psalm 19 

“The heavens are telling the glory of God.” Day and night bear witness. The world shines with the 

glory of its Maker. Creation speaks without words. 

Then the psalm speaks the clear word. “The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul.” God’s 

Word gives light, order, warning, wisdom, and joy. It is more desirable than gold and sweeter than 

honey. 

The psalmist delights in the Law. But delight is not innocence.  

One thinks of Paul, “For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members 

another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in 

my members.  Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” 

The Psalmist looks deeply into himself. “Who can detect their errors? Clear me from hidden faults.” 

That prayer knows the truth about us. Sin is not limited to what we can see and name. There are 

hidden faults, buried motives, quiet evasions, old resentments that have learned to sound reasonable. 

We can love the truth and still hide from it. We can admire God’s Word and still need it to expose 

us. 

Psalm 19 keeps us from despising the Law as though God’s command were cruel or irrelevant. It 

also keeps us from boasting in the Law as though admiring it were the same as keeping it. 

The psalm ends in prayer: “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be 

acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.” My father began every sermon with this 

prayer. He knew as well as anyone that the one who proclaims, no less than those who hear God’s 

Word, flees to Christ as Redeemer.  
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Philippians 3:3b–14 

Paul looks back on the things that once gave him confidence. His list is impressive: circumcised on 

the eighth day of Israel, of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews, a Pharisee, zealous, outwardly 

blameless under the Law. 

If religion were a ledger of credentials, Paul had filled every column. 

Then Christ claimed him. 

And when Christ claimed him, Paul’s whole accounting system collapsed. “Whatever gains I had, 

these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.” 

That is a hard word for decent religious people. We are often willing for Christ to forgive our 

failures. We are less willing for Him to dethrone our successes. We want grace for what embarrasses 

us and a little credit for what we believe is impressive. 

Paul will not endorse that bargain. He wants to be found in Christ, “not having a righteousness of 

my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ.” 

A righteousness of my own will always be too small, too anxious, too defensive, and too late. Paul 

wants Christ. 

This does not make him passive. He presses on, yet beneath all his striving lies one prior fact: 

“Christ Jesus has made me his own.” This is a powerful word for the baptized. 

That is the Gospel foundation. Paul reaches because Christ has already taken hold of him. His life is 

no longer a project of self-justification. It is the life of a man captured by mercy. 

The Christian life is not the polishing of a spiritual résumé. It is the long relinquishing of every 

righteousness except Christ alone. 
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Matthew 21:33–43 

Jesus tells a parable about a vineyard. 

A landowner plants it, fences it, digs a winepress, builds a tower, leases it to tenants, and then goes 

away. Before the tenants do anything, the vineyard is already in place. Someone else has planted it, 

protected it, and prepared it to bear fruit. 

The great opportunity of living begins as a gift. 

The tenants are not owners. They are stewards. The vineyard has been entrusted to them, but it does 

not belong to them. 

That is where the parable traps us. Much of sin is the refusal to remain a tenant. We receive life, 

breath, family, work, congregation, time, and mercy. Then, slowly, the hand tightens. We begin to 

speak as owners. We steal our very existence from God. 

And this is exhausting. It is a wearying thing to live as though everything depends on our holding 

life together. 

The owner sends servants to receive the fruit. That is a rightful claim. But the tenants beat one, kill 

another, and stone another. More servants come, and the same thing happens. 

Jesus is telling the story of Israel’s prophets, but He is also exposing the human heart.  

Finally, the owner sends his son. 

Surely they will respect the son. God sends His Word, and the Word would bestow the fruit of faith, 

repentance, mercy, justice, and trust. The old Adam resists because he wants life on his terms. 

But the tenants say, “This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.” Now the truth is 

visible. They want the inheritance without the son. 

So they seize him, throw him out of the vineyard, and kill him. 

Jesus is speaking in the temple, and the cross is near. The parable has become prophecy. 
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Then comes the Gospel turn: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this 

was the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes.” 

The rejected Son becomes the cornerstone. The One cast out becomes the foundation. The murder 

of the Son does not end God’s mercy. God takes what sinners reject and makes Him the beginning 

of salvation. 

This is the theology of the cross. God’s saving work is hidden under its opposite. The place of 

rejection becomes the place of foundation. 

The parable warns us, but it does not leave us only warned. It gives us Christ: the Son sent by the 

Father, cast out by sinners, raised by God, and made the cornerstone for all who are built on mercy. 
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SIX KEY GREEK TERMS FROM MATTHEW 21:33–43 

1. ἀμπελῶνα — ampelōna 

Usually translated: “vineyard” 

“There was a master of a house who planted a vineyard…” 

The word ἀμπελών names the cultivated place of planting, protection, labor, and fruit. In Scripture, 

the vineyard often carries the memory of Israel as the Lord’s planted people. 

In this parable, the vineyard is planted, fenced, equipped, and guarded before the tenants begin. It 

exists because the owner has made it. 

The word establishes that life with God begins in gift. Before there is fruit, there is a vineyard. 

Before responsibility, there is grace. 

 

2. γεωργοῖς — geōrgois 

Usually translated: “tenants” or “farmers” 

“He leased it to tenants and went into another country.” 

The word γεωργός means farmer, cultivator, or worker of the land. It gives the tenants both dignity 

and limits. 

The vineyard has truly been placed into their hands. Yet they remain tenants, not owners. 

The tragedy begins when they receive what belongs to another and defend it as though it were their 

own. The word exposes the old sinner in us: always receiving yet always grasping. 
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3. καρποὺς — karpous 

Usually translated: “fruits” or “produce” 

“He sent his servants to the tenants to get his fruit.” 

The word καρπός means fruit, produce, or harvest. Here it names what rightly belongs to the owner. 

Fruit is the proper answer to the gift of the vineyard. It does not create the vineyard, and it does not 

make the tenants owners. 

God seeks the fruit of faith, repentance, mercy, justice, and trust. Such fruit grows where gift has not 

been twisted into possession. 

 

4. δούλους — doulous 

Usually translated: “servants” 

“He sent his servants to the tenants…” 

The word δοῦλος means servant or slave, one who belongs to another and acts under that authority. 

In the parable, the servants carry the owner’s claim. 

The word gathers the prophets into the story. Again and again, God sends His messengers with His 

Word, calling the tenants back to the truth: the vineyard belongs to the Lord. 

To reject the servants is to reject the One who sent them. 

 

5. υἱόν — huion 

Usually translated: “son” 

“Finally he sent his son to them…” 
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The word υἱός brings the parable to its decisive moment. The owner sends not merely another 

servant, but his son. 

The son carries the father’s own presence, authority, and claim. He is the heir. When the tenants 

reject the son, their rebellion is fully revealed.  

The word points directly to Christ. The Son is sent, seized, cast out, and killed. In Him, the patience 

of God and the sin of humanity meet at the cross. 

 

6. κεφαλὴν γωνίας — kephalēn gōnias 

Usually translated: “cornerstone” 

“The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.” 

The phrase κεφαλὴ γωνίας refers to the head of the corner, the chief stone by which the building is 

established. 

The phrase turns the parable toward the Gospel. The Son whom sinners cast out is not cast away by 

God. The rejected stone becomes the foundation of God’s saving work. 

Jesus the Christ is not defined by human rejection. God raises the Son, exalts Him, and makes Him 

the cornerstone. 
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SERMON 

Matthew 21:33–43 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Jesus tells a parable about a vineyard. A landowner plants it, puts a fence around it, digs a winepress, 

builds a tower, leases it to tenants, and goes away. Before the tenants do anything, the vineyard is 

already there. The owner has prepared everything. The tenants enter a world of gift. 

That is the first thing to hear. 

The world is not yours because you work in it. Your work is real, but it is not ownership. You are 

given a place, a calling, a trust, a stewardship. The world, the whole of creation, remains the owner’s 

vineyard. 

Much of the trouble in human life begins with our refusal of this stewardship. 

We receive life as a gift and slowly begin to treat it as a possession. We receive our bodies, our 

minds, our families, our work, our congregation, our time, our faith, our breath. None of it begins 

with us. Yet, instinctively, the old self tightens its grip. 

We may not say it aloud, but we know the fear: if I do not hold life together, it will fall apart. And so 

the gift becomes a burden, and the vineyard becomes something we must defend even from God, 

especially from God. 

The commandments from Exodus speak into that illusion. “I am the Lord your God.” That is where 

the life of faith begins. The Lord brought Israel out of Egypt before He gave the commandments. 

He delivered them before He commanded them. But the One who delivers also lays claim to the 

whole life of His people. 

“You shall have no other gods before me.” 

That commandment reaches into every corner of the vineyard. It asks what we fear. It asks what we 

love. It asks what we trust. It asks where we have begun to live as owners instead of receivers. The 
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Law does not flatter us here. It shows us that the problem is not only that we occasionally break 

rules. The deeper problem is that we want the gifts of God without God’s claim upon them. 

In the parable, the owner sends servants to collect his fruit. That is reasonable. The vineyard belongs 

to him. The harvest belongs to him. But the tenants beat one servant, kill another, and stone 

another. More servants come, and they are treated the same way. 

This is Israel’s history with the prophets. It is also our history with the Word of God. 

The Word comes to us asking for fruit: faith, repentance, mercy, justice, truth, forgiveness, love for 

the neighbor. But the Word also reminds us that the vineyard is not ours. That is what we resist. 

We do not mind God being useful. We do not mind God being comforting. We do not even mind 

God being religious. But God as owner is another matter. God as Lord of the vineyard unsettles 

every little kingdom we have been building for ourselves. 

Then the owner sends his son. 

“Finally he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’” There is an almost unbearable 

patience in that sentence. Servant after servant has been rejected, yet the owner still sends his son. 

But when the tenants see the son, they say, “This is the heir. Come, let us kill him and have his 

inheritance.” 

Now the heart of sin is out in the open. 

They want the inheritance. They want the vineyard without the owner. They want gift without 

gratitude, fruit without accountability, life without Lordship. 

So they seize him, throw him out of the vineyard, and kill him. 

Jesus is speaking these words in the temple. The parable is moving toward Good Friday. The Son 

will be seized. The Son will be cast out. The Son will be killed. 

Here the Law has done its deepest work. It has not merely shown us tenants who failed to pay rent. 

It has shown us the human heart standing before the Son of God. 
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And yet Jesus does leave the murder of the Son as the last word.  

He says, “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord’s 

doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes.” 

There is the Gospel. The rejected Son becomes the cornerstone. 

Human beings cast Him out, but God makes Him the foundation. Sinners kill Him, but God raises 

Him. The builders reject the stone, but the Lord builds everything upon Him. 

God saves by making the cross the place where mercy is established forever. 

The Son is not sent because the tenants are faithful. He is sent because the owner is merciful. 

Christ comes into the vineyard of our rebellion. He comes to those who have misused the gift, 

resisted the Word, and treated the Father’s claim as an interruption. He comes knowing what sinners 

will do. 

And now I proclaim that mercy to you. This Son was given for you.  

You have misused the gift, resisted the Word, and treated the Father’s claim as an interruption. I 

know that rebellion in myself. We would like the vineyard very much if only the owner would stop 

calling it His own. Yet Christ has come into this very rebellion, knowing what we would do to Him, 

and gave Himself for us. 

That means your sin has not put you beyond His mercy. The One you have resisted has borne your 

judgment, and He is risen now to speak forgiveness to you. I announce to you, on His authority: 

your sins are forgiven. You are baptized. His death is for you. His risen life is yours. 

You do not have to build a foundation out of what remains of your faithfulness. The rejected Son 

has become your cornerstone. He will hold you, now and forever 

 

“May the peace of God that passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
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Proper 23, Year A 
October 11, 2026 

 

Exodus 32:1–14 

Psalm 106:1–6, 19–23 

Philippians 4:1–9 

Matthew 22:1–14 

 

CENTRAL THEME 

These lessons bring us before the God whose people repeatedly exchange His promise for 

something they can control, yet who continues to call sinners into His mercy. 

At Sinai, Israel manufactures a golden calf. Psalm 106 remembers the betrayal but also remembers 

Moses standing in the breach. Paul tells an anxious congregation to bring everything before God in 

prayer. In Matthew, a king prepares a wedding feast for his son, and when the invited refuse to 

come, the invitation goes out into the streets. 

We would often rather have a god we can manage than a Lord we must trust. Yet God continues to 

give despite our refusal. He hears intercession, guards anxious hearts, and sends His servants with 

the announcement: Everything is ready. Come to the wedding banquet. 
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COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

Exodus 32:1–14 

Israel has barely arrived at Sinai before impatience takes hold. Moses is gone, and the people cannot 

tolerate waiting for a God they cannot see. 

So they make a god that can be seen, carried, and controlled. 

Golden calves are attractive. That is why idolatry remains close to us. We may never bow before 

idols, but we still want gods that reassure without judging, bless our plans, and remain manageable. 

Luther’s First Commandment reaches the heart: “We should fear, love, and trust in God above all 

things.” An idol is whatever receives the trust that belongs to God. 

Then Moses intercedes. He does not defend Israel. He pleads what God has promised to Abraham, 

Isaac, and Israel. Faith has nothing to bring except God’s own Word. 

 

Psalm 106:1–6, 19–23 

Psalm 106 begins with praise and quickly becomes confession: “We have sinned as our ancestors 

did.” 

The psalmist refuses to keep Israel’s failure safely in the past. Their story becomes ours. 

“They exchanged the glory of God for the image of an ox that eats grass.” Idolatry finally looks 

absurd once its spell is broken. We place our trust in things unable to bear their own weight. 

“They forgot God, their Savior.” 

That is the deeper problem. Sin does more than forget. It trades the God who has spoken for 

something counterfeit. 
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Then Moses stands “in the breach.” The image points forward to Christ, who enters the breach 

fully. Hope does not rest in our restored faithfulness but in the One who stands between sinners 

and judgment. 

 

Philippians 4:1–9 

Paul writes with affection: “My brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for… stand firm in the 

Lord.” This beloved congregation knows conflict and anxiety. 

Paul says, “Rejoice in the Lord always.” The crucial words are “in the Lord.” Joy is not forced 

cheerfulness. Its source is Christ. The reason for confidence follows: “The Lord is near.” Prayer 

does not make God near. Prayer is possible because He is already near. 

And because He is near, fear and anxiety have a place to go. “In everything, by prayer and 

supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God.” 

Paul does not tell anxious people to toughen up and stop worrying. He gives an address where every 

worry may be delivered. 

And then comes the promise: the peace of God “will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ 

Jesus.” The circumstances may not change immediately, or ever, but God’s peace remains. 

The Christian is not asked to manufacture serenity. We are given the Lord, who is always near. 

 

Matthew 22:1–14 

Jesus says the kingdom is like a king who prepares a wedding banquet for his son. When a king 

throws a party, it’s a very big deal. The invitation goes out because everything is ready. 

But those invited refuse. Some simply return to ordinary life, while others turn violent against the 

servants. And remember, this is the king’s invitation they are throwing under the bus. 
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Grace can be refused not only by hostility but also by distraction. The reign of God is simply treated 

as less important than everything else. 

The king’s response? He sends servants into the roads and alleys: “Invite everyone you find.” They 

gather “both good and bad,” and the hall fills. The party will go on. 

That is pure Gospel. The guests do not first make themselves worthy. They are called and caught by 

surprise. Then comes the man without a wedding garment. The tragedy of the garmentless guest is 

that he wants the banquet without receiving the King’s gift on the King’s terms. 

The feast is ready. The King is calling. Faith receives what He gives. 

 

SIX KEY GREEK TERMS FROM MATTHEW 22:1–14 

1. γάμους — gamous 

Usually translated: “wedding feast” or “wedding banquet” 

“The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son.” 

The word γάμος can refer to a wedding or the feast that follows. Jesus begins the parable in 

celebration. The kingdom appears here as something prepared for joy. The king is not summoning 

people to a courtroom but to his son's wedding. 

The word sets the atmosphere of grace. Before anyone arrives, the banquet is already being prepared 

for them. 

 

2. καλέσαι — kalesai 

Usually translated: “to call” or “to invite” 
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“He sent his servants to call those who had been invited…” 

The verb καλέω means to call, summon, or invite. It drives the entire parable. The king sends 

messengers to extend the invitation. This word places salvation outside our initiative. The feast 

begins with the King’s call. 

That call creates faith, and the people are gathered. But not those on the curated guest list. The 

servants, at the king’s command, throw out the scandalously wide net of grace. 

 

3. ἠμέλησαν — ēmelēsan 

Usually translated: “they made light of it,” “ignored it,” or “paid no attention” 

“But they made light of it and went away…” 

The verb ἀμελέω means to neglect, disregard, or treat something as unimportant. The word renders 

the rejection of the king’s invitation painfully ordinary.  

This is chilling. Unbelief does not always announce itself with a clenched fist; sometimes it arrives 

politely, checks the calendar, and decides that God can be fitted in later, if at all. The tragedy is that 

“later” can become a lifetime, while the feast stands ready and the invited guest remains content 

elsewhere. 

The word exposes the banality of unbelief. 

 

4. διεξόδους τῶν ὁδῶν — diexodous tōn hodōn 

Usually translated: “main streets,” “crossroads,” or “highways” 

“Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find…” 
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The phrase points to places where roads lead outward and where people gather or pass through. The 

king extends the invitation beyond the original guest list. His servants move into public space and 

call out to whoever they can find. The phrase widens the reach of mercy. The banquet will not 

remain empty because the first invited guests refused. 

This is not a king anxiously assembling courtiers to flatter his importance. The scandal is precisely 

that the royal invitation is flung outward almost recklessly: go where the roads widen, find whoever 

happens to be there, and bring them in. 

Grace is not protecting the guest list. It is emptying the streets. 

 

5. ἔνδυμα γάμου — endyma gamou 

Usually translated: “wedding garment” 

“He noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding robe.” 

The word ἔνδυμα means clothing or something put on. When joined with γάμου, it denotes wedding 

attire. In the parable, the garment exposes a contradiction. The man has entered the banquet, but on 

his own terms. The word gives grace its seriousness. The King welcomes the unexpected, “both 

good and bad,” yet the invitation is not permission to remain untouched by the King who gives it. 

Christian faith has long heard an echo here of the righteousness we receive rather than manufacture. 

We come to the feast clothed in Christ, not dressed in our own merit. 

 

6. κλητοί / ἐκλεκτοί — klētoi / eklektoi 

Usually translated: “called” / “chosen” 

“Many are called, but few are chosen.” 
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κλητός describes one who has been called or invited. ἐκλεκτός means chosen or elected. 

The two words close the parable with a mystery rather than a formula. The call goes out broadly. It 

is publicly proclaimed and genuinely offered. The chosen, the elect, remain within God’s gracious 

purpose. The words do not invite us to speculate about God’s hidden decisions. That kind of 

speculation is usually the old Adam seeking one more way to get behind the Gospel and regain 

control. Instead, Jesus drives us back to the Word actually spoken to us. 

The King is calling. The feast is ready. 

 

SERMON 

Matthew 22:1–14 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Jesus says the kingdom of heaven is like a king who prepared a wedding banquet for his son. 

That is where the story begins, and we should not rush past it. The kingdom is already prepared. The 

tables are set, the food is ready. The king has done what needs to be done, and now servants are sent 

with an invitation: “Come to the wedding banquet.” 

But the invited guests do not come. 

The king sends his servants again, almost as if the first invitation had been misunderstood. “Tell 

those who have been invited: Look, I have prepared my dinner. Everything is ready. Come to the 

wedding banquet.” 

Still, they refuse. Some simply return to their farms and businesses. 

There is something almost more disturbing about that than the violence that follows. A farm is not 

wicked. Neither is a business. These people are not necessarily living scandalous lives. They simply 

have more pressing matters to attend to. They live under the king’s rule, but they are calling the 

shots. 
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Is that often how God is refused? 

Most of our idols are respectable. Israel grew impatient with a God they could not see and made a 

golden calf they could manage. We are usually less imaginative in our idolatries. We give ourselves to 

work, family, responsibility, success, security, even religion itself, making God's gifts substitutes for 

God. 

And then the invitation comes as an interruption. 

“Everything is ready. Come.” 

There is something offensive about those words to the religious self, because there is nothing left to 

accomplish. 

We would prefer a religious task. Give us something challenging enough, and perhaps we can 

distinguish ourselves. Give us a ladder, and we will start climbing. Give us a spiritual program, and 

we can compare our progress with those below us. 

But Jesus gives us a feast. God gives himself. 

That is the offense of grace. The decisive work has already been done by another. The Son has 

come. Sin has been borne. Death has been entered. The grave has been opened. God is not asking 

whether you can complete what Christ began. Of course you can’t. Nor do you need to. 

He announces that it is finished. Everything is ready. 

The refusal in the parable eventually turns violent. The servants are seized and killed. Jesus tells this 

story in Jerusalem, where the Son Himself will soon be rejected. God's invitation finally exposes 

human rebellion. 

But even that refusal does not leave the banquet hall empty. 

The king sends his servants out again, this time to the roads and crossroads. “Invite everyone you 

find.” 

And they do. Matthew adds a wonderful detail: they gather “both good and bad.”  
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Apparently, the servants are not given clipboards. They do not examine the moral histories of the 

people standing along the road. They call them because the king has told them to call. 

Soon, the wedding hall is filled. That is the Church before it is anything else. A Christian 

congregation is not a gathering of people who proved themselves worthy of an invitation, but a 

room full of people found along the road and baptized into Jesus Christ. 

The Gospel came looking for us. Then Jesus makes the story uncomfortable again. 

The king enters the hall and sees a man without a wedding garment. 

“Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?” 

The man is speechless. 

Then he is bound and thrown out. 

We should not soften this. Jesus does not. Judgment is real. 

But neither should we turn the wedding garment into a hidden entrance fee after spending the whole 

parable announcing a free feast. The garment cannot suddenly become the righteousness the sinner 

must provide after grace has done most of the work. 

Paul will not allow that. He wants to be found not by his own righteousness, but by the 

righteousness that comes from Christ. 

The same King who gives the invitation gives what belongs to the feast. 

The tragedy of this guest is that he wants the banquet yet finally refuses the King’s gift on the King’s 

terms. He will stand within grace, but he will enter the banquet hall on his terms. This has profound 

implications for the church. 

The old Adam and Eve are never content to arrive at the banquet empty-handed. We prefer to come 

draped in some garment of our own choosing: the correct politics, the approved moral cause, 

respectable convictions, carefully advertised virtue; anything that might permit us to say, however 

discreetly, “I belong here because I am on the right side.” 
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Even after grace has drowned us in baptism, the old sinner in each of us still wants to be clothed in 

the rags of our own righteousness. The King is not impressed by our ideological or theological 

tailoring. He clothes us, beggars all, in Christ. 

You come here wearing what you have been given. You come baptized in Christ. That is not cheap 

grace. It is grace so complete that it leaves you with nothing to boast about. 

The Gospel places us at a table we did not prepare. 

Everything is ready. 

That word comes to you before you have made yourself ready. 

And that is freedom.  

Christ has not waited for you to become sufficiently faithful, sufficiently repentant, or sufficiently 

anything. He has gone to the cross for you, risen from the dead, and prepared the feast for you. 

And now the Word comes to you once again. Not because you deserve it or have earned a place at 

the table. You have not. Neither has the person sitting next to you. Neither have I. That is why there 

is no room for boasting here. 

The final word is what God has done for you. 

Everything is ready in the Word that says, “Your sins are forgiven,” in the water of Baptism that 

bears your name, in that promise that declares you forgiven, and in the bread and wine placed into 

your hands: Christ’s body and blood, given and shed for you. 

Come. The feast is ready, and it is for you. 

 
“May the peace of God that passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds  

in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
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Proper 24, Year A 
October 18, 2026 

 

Exodus 33:12–23 

Psalm 99 

1 Thessalonians 1:1–10 

Matthew 22:15–22 

 

CENTRAL THEME 

What does it mean to belong to the living God? 

Moses refuses to go forward without God’s presence and asks to see His glory. Psalm 99 praises the 

Holy One who hears, forgives, and judges. The Thessalonians have turned from idols “to serve a 

living and true God.” In Matthew, Jesus is handed a coin bearing Caesar’s image and asked to 

choose between political danger and religious compromise. 

Whose image do you bear, and therefore to whom do you belong? 
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COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

Exodus 33:12–23 

Moses has reached the point where the promise of a destination is no longer enough. Israel has been 

delivered, the journey has begun, and yet after the golden calf Moses knows that a promised land 

without the presence of God would be no promise at all. So he says, “If your presence will not go, 

do not carry us up from here.” 

Israel has just demonstrated its willingness to embrace a counterfeit god. The calf could be carried 

wherever the people wished, celebrated on schedule, and blamed for nothing. The living God is less 

accommodating. 

Then Moses asks, “Show me your glory.” 

The hidden God does not submit Himself for inspection. Moses is placed in the cleft of the rock 

and sheltered by God’s hand. He will see what God chooses to reveal. 

Faith receives God where He gives Himself. 

For the Christian, the scandal becomes even greater. God finally reveals His glory under its apparent 

opposite: a despised, crucified man. We go looking for majesty and are given Christ hanging under 

judgment. We seek a God we can ascend toward, and God comes downward into our death. The 

glory of God is not ours to seize.  It takes us up in its grip through Word and sacrament. 

God’s glory is Christ given for sinners. 

Psalm 99 

“The Lord is king; let the peoples tremble.” 

Modern religion often treats God as the agreeable chaplain to our existing convictions, always ready 

to bless whatever we have already decided to do. The Lord loves justice, judges wrongdoing, and is 

holy. 
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Yet this Holy One hears Moses, Aaron, and Samuel when they call. 

“You answered them; you were a forgiving God to them, but an avenger of their wrongdoings.” 

The psalm will not let us cheapen either judgment or forgiveness. God does not forgive because sin 

was exaggerated. He forgives sinners whose sin deserves judgment. 

At the cross those realities cease to be abstractions. God does not simply overlook the guilty. He 

puts Himself where the guilty belong. That is the strange holiness of the Gospel. The Judge assumes 

the judgment. 

Christian worship, therefore, stands neither on the presumption exhibited in casual familiarity nor 

on the fear that we are approaching a celestial despot. We come because the Holy One has opened 

His own way for sinners to approach in the freedom of faith. 

 

1 Thessalonians 1:1–10 

Paul remembers the Thessalonians for their “work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of 

hope,” but he refuses to flatter them by suggesting they manufactured this new life themselves. The 

Gospel came to them “not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit.” 

Something happened because something was spoken. In one way or another, everything is rooted in 

those most ancient of words, “And God said.” 

They turned “to God from idols, to serve a living and true God.” The Gospel did not give them a 

more tasteful idol to place within the old pantheon. It broke the old claims entirely. 

That is what our idols resent most. They are happy to coexist with religion provided religion leaves 

their thrones untouched. 

But the living God claims His creatures, all of them. 

The Thessalonians now wait for the Son “whom he raised from the dead, Jesus, who rescues us 

from the wrath that is coming.” 
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Death, rescue, and wrath are not glory words. For the Christian, they are the grammar of the cross. 

Salvation rests not on our impressive collection of idols, but on the crucified One in whom faith 

trusts. 

 

Matthew 22:15–22 

The Pharisees and Herodians make unlikely partners, but their opposition to Jesus has produced a 

coalition. They ask, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” 

The question is designed so that either answer can be weaponized. Jesus asks for the coin. 

“Whose image is this, and whose title?” 

“The emperor’s.” 

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are 

God’s.” 

Jesus escapes their trap and exposes something far deeper. Caesar’s image is stamped on the coin, 

but what bears God’s image? You do. Caesar may have his coin. His claim is real but limited. God’s 

claim extends to the whole person. 

And here, political enthusiasm of every variety meets an uncomfortable boundary. Caesar is forever 

tempted to demand not merely taxes or civic obedience but also conscience, fear, hope, and ultimate 

loyalty. Human powers have rarely suffered from excessive modesty. 

Jesus refuses them that claim. But the Law cuts deeper still. We have not given God what belongs to 

God either. 

A stolen coin can be returned to its owner easily enough. The same cannot be said for the sinner 

who has stolen her life from God. 
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FIVE KEY GREEK TERMS FROM MATTHEW 22:15–22 

1. παγιδεύσωσιν — pagideusōsin 

Usually translated: “to trap” or “to ensnare” 

“The Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said.” 

The verb comes from the language of setting a snare. The opponents are not seeking instruction. 

They are arranging the question so that any answer can be used against Jesus. 

The word exposes a religious habit still familiar to us: approaching God’s Word not to be judged by 

it, but to discover whether we can make it serve the verdict we have already reached. 

Jesus walks straight into their trap and leaves it empty. 

 

2. κῆνσον — kēnson 

Usually translated: “tax” or “tribute” 

“Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” 

The word refers to the Roman imperial tax and therefore carries the weight of occupation, authority, 

and resentment. 

This is no abstract discussion of taxation. Roman provincial rule was most fundamentally about 

taxation. The coin represents a foreign ruler whose power is felt in everyday life. 

Jesus’ response places him within the unavoidable realities of earthly government while refusing to 

make that government ultimate. 
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3. νόμισμα — nomisma 

Usually translated: “coin” or “currency” 

“Show me the coin used for the tax.” 

The word names officially recognized money. Jesus asks them to produce it, and they do. The very 

people trying to trap Him are carrying Caesar’s money into the argument. 

The very real coin becomes an object lesson. Earthly life has its currencies, systems, and obligations. 

All of these are governed by the law. Jesus acknowledges them without confusing them with the 

kingdom of God. The main currency of the kingdom lies outside the law. 

 

4. εἰκών — eikōn 

Usually translated: “image” 

“Whose image is this?” 

The word εἰκών means image, likeness, or representation. Caesar’s portrait on the coin announces 

whose authority governs its circulation. But power is not content to administer the currency. Sooner 

or later, it wants to define the human being holding it. 

Here, political authority becomes idolatry: when the ruler demands the trust, allegiance, and hope 

that belong to God. The state may collect its taxes; it cannot thereby purchase your conscience. Nor 

does putting a face on a coin make its owner the author of your existence, however enthusiastically 

his supporters encourage such confusion. 

Genesis supplies the decisive distinction. You bear the image of God. Every ruler’s claim upon you 

therefore encounters a limit he did not establish and cannot repeal. 

Politicians can have their coins. They cannot have your worship, nor should you give it. 
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5. ἀπόδοτε — apodote 

Usually translated: “give,” “render,” or “give back” 

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are 

God’s.” 

 The verb carries the sense of returning what is owed. Under the law, this is the language of 

obligation: pay the tax, give your neighbor what you owe. Neither religious conviction nor an 

unfavorable opinion of the emperor makes the bill disappear. 

But what does it mean to give back to God? Certainly more than reserving an hour on Sunday after 

Caesar has finished with the rest of the week. You owe God the whole of your life: love without 

reservation, trust without a rival, and love for the neighbor whose needs interrupt your own. 

Here the law exposes us, to put it mildly. We have taken what belongs to God and treated it as our 

private property. Even our piety can become an attempt to offer him a manageable installment while 

retaining ownership of ourselves. 

“Give back to God,” therefore, is not a comfortable instruction to balance civic and religious duties. 

Balance is a sinner’s word. It is a demand we cannot claim to have fulfilled. Caesar’s tax can be paid. 

God’s law leaves no part of us beyond its claim. 

The gospel proclaims that Christ gives himself for those who have withheld themselves from God 

(“While we were yet sinners,…”). He bears the judgment and makes you his own, freely and without 

condition. Your life with God begins in that gift; thanksgiving and service to your neighbor follow. 

Caesar receives what you owe. God gives you what you could never repay. 
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SERMON 

Matthew 22:15–22 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

The Pharisees and Herodians come to Jesus with a question about taxes, though Matthew has 

already spoiled the pretense by telling us why they are there. They have come to trap Him. 

Their partnership is itself revealing. These groups did not naturally belong together. They differed 

sharply about Rome and religious faithfulness, but hostility and resentment can produce alliances 

that principle never could. For the moment, Jesus is enemy enough to make them friends. 

They begin with flattery. “Teacher, we know that you are sincere and teach the way of God in 

accordance with truth.” 

Jesus survives the compliment. Then comes the carefully prepared question: “Is it lawful to pay 

taxes to the emperor, or not?” 

If He says yes, they can portray Him as a friend of Roman occupation. If He says no, Rome itself 

may take an interest and investigate. 

Jesus asks for the coin used for the tax. They produce a denarius. 

“Whose image is this, and whose inscription?” 

“Caesar’s.” 

Then comes the answer that has survived every Caesar who ever imagined himself permanent: 

“Give therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 

We often domesticate the sentence by turning it into a neat division of territory. Politics over here. 

Religion over there. Caesar gets one drawer of life and God another. 

But Jesus has already asked the dangerous question. Whose image is on the coin? 
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Caesar’s. And whose image is on you? God’s. Now the trap has sprung in the other direction. 

Caesar may have his coin. Earthly government has legitimate claims. Christians do not become 

exempt from civic life simply because they know the Gospel. We live fully under the law. And the 

law offers no exemptions for idealism or utopian dreams. 

Caesar’s authority has a boundary. God’s does not. 

And that is where we become uncomfortable, because sinners prefer limited obligations. Give us a 

tax rate. Give us a regulation. Give us a command we can perform and then be finished with. Tell us 

what to do. We rather like a God who can be bargained with. 

But the First Commandment will have none of it. God does not merely demand a contribution. 

He claims you. Your fear, love, trust, conscience, hope, body, future, everything. Caesar could stamp 

his image on a coin. You have been made in God’s image. 

Adam and Eve reached for the fig leaves, beginning humanity’s long career of mistaking 

concealment for innocence. They covered more than their nakedness: they tried to hide the creatures 

God had made in his own image, as though a little foliage could cancel the Creator’s claim. The 

image was not theirs to erase, but they could begin the business we have pursued ever since: dressing 

it in something of our own choosing and insisting that we belong to ourselves.  

That is why idolatry is not an exotic religious problem from the ancient world. It is the ordinary 

human project of finding something less demanding than God to trust absolutely.  

Israel made a golden calf.  We put our trust in money, success, family, reputation, morality, nation, 

political movement, or ideology. The great advantage of such gods is that they frequently agree with 

us. 

Every earthly power is tempted eventually to reach beyond taxes and laws toward the heart itself. 

Political movements ask not merely for agreement but devotion. Causes acquire liturgies, saints, 

heretics, and excommunications. People who would laugh at the thought of religious orthodoxy can 

become remarkably inquisitorial about political and ideological orthodoxy. 
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Jesus takes the coin and draws the boundary. Give Caesar his coin. Do not give him your soul. 

But before we congratulate ourselves for having properly limited Caesar, the Law turns on us. 

Have we given God what belongs to God? 

Hardly. 

Money is easy enough. The government’s face is on it; hand it back to the IRS. 

But what do you do with a creature stamped with God’s image who has spent years rendering his 

fear to one idol, his trust to another, and his hope to a third? That is where political advice ends and 

the Gospel must begin. 

God gives us Christ. God himself hidden under flesh, weakness, suffering, and a cross. Here is a 

glory Caesar would never have invented, because Caesar’s glory depends on others dying for him. 

Christ’s glory is that he dies for others: for idolaters, for compromised people, for people whose 

loyalties are hopelessly divided. He dies for you. 

At the cross, Christ bears the judgment due to those who have rendered themselves everywhere 

except to God. He does not wait for the divine image in us to be restored to a respectable condition. 

He comes to reclaim what is his. When Paul says the Thessalonians turned from idols “to serve a 

living and true God,” he does not hand them a medal for spiritual insight. He says the gospel came 

to them “in power and in the Holy Spirit.” The Word found them, and through that Word God 

reclaimed them. That is what the gospel does. 

Christ does not stand before you today merely repeating the demand, “Give God what belongs to 

God,” as though salvation depended on your finally completing the transaction. He gives himself to 

you and says, “You are mine.” That claim is not another tyranny. It is liberation, because if you 

belong to Christ, your politics, reputation, money, fear, failure, or death can finally own you. None 

of them has the authority to pronounce the final word about you. 

Someone else has already placed his name upon you. In Baptism, you were marked with the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. This is where you return when the competing 
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claims become deafening, and your own loyalties accuse you. Your assurance rests in his promise to 

hold you. 

You belong to Christ. You do not have to make yourself worthy of that name or settle your account 

before you can trust his promise.  

 

“May the peace of God that passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds  
in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
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Reformation Sunday 

October 25, 2026 

 

Jeremiah 31:31–34 

Psalm 46 

Romans 3:19–28 

John 8:31–36 

 

CENTRAL THEME 

These lessons announce a freedom human beings cannot manufacture for themselves. 

Jeremiah promises a new covenant in which God writes His Word upon the heart and remembers 

sin no more. Psalm 46 confesses God as refuge when everything that appears permanent begins to 

shake. Paul closes every religious mouth before the Law and then announces a righteousness given 

apart from the Law. In John, Jesus tells people confident of their freedom that sin has made them 

slaves, and that only the Son can make them free. 

 

That is the Reformation in its deepest sense. It is not first the recovery of a religious principle, an 

ecclesiastical protest, or even a doctrine correctly stated. It is the recovery of a Word that does 

something to sinners: Christ takes those bound to themselves and gives them a righteousness they could 

never produce and a freedom they could never seize. 

 

 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

 

Jeremiah 31:31–34 

Jeremiah speaks his promise into a history of covenant breaking. Israel has not merely 

misunderstood God’s will. The people have been given the covenant and broken it, again and again. 

Yet God’s answer is astonishing: “The days are surely coming when I will make a new covenant.” 

Notice who acts. God says, “I will make.” “I will put.” “I will write.” “I will forgive.” God will act 

on behalf of those who have failed. 

“I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts.” 
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This makes God’s claim unavoidable. His Word presses that claim and reaches the person from the 

inside out. 

But the promise reaches its climax somewhere else: “I will forgive their iniquity and remember their 

sin no more.” That is the heart of the covenant. God does not improve sinners. He forgives them. 

The Reformation begins again whenever the Church stops treating grace as divine assistance for the 

religiously ambitious and hears it instead as God’s verdict upon the ungodly: your sin is forgiven. 

 

Psalm 46 

“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” 

Mountains fall into the sea, waters roar, nations rage, kingdoms totter. Sound familiar? 

The psalm simply refuses to let any of those things have the final word. 

We spend much of our lives trying to construct something that cannot be shaken. We put our 

confidence in institutions, possessions, reputations, relationships, and carefully managed futures. 

Then life performs the rude service of reminding us that none of them is God. 

“Be still and know that I am God.” 

God is God. You are not. 

For the sinner, that sounds initially like judgment. For faith, it comes as enormous relief. 

The city of God stands because God is in her midst. The Church stands for the same reason. 

Not because she has successfully defended herself. Because Christ is present. 

 

 

Romans 3:19–28 

Paul brings the entire religious project to a halt. “Every mouth” is silenced. That phrase deserves to 

be heard before we rush toward grace. The Law leaves us with nothing to boast about and nowhere 

to hide behind comparison. 

“By deeds prescribed by the law no human being will be justified.” 

The Law can tell the truth about us. It can expose sin, accuse the conscience, and remove every 

flattering illusion. And it does so with ruthless efficiency. 

What it cannot do is make us right. Good advice does not create a new heart. 

Then Paul writes two of the most important words in Scripture: 

“But now.” 

“But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed.” 
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“Men de”. Those two little Greek words are the Reformation turn. They erase everything that came 

before them. 

Righteousness comes from outside us, in Jesus Christ, and is given to those who have no 

righteousness to present. God justifies the ungodly by grace as a gift, apart from law. 

The old Adam finds this insulting, unnerving, destabilizing. Surely, I must be able to point to 

something in myself that is worthy of approval. 

“Where, then, is boasting?” 

Gone. Faith is God’s work in us that receives what Christ has done. 

That is justification. 

 

 

John 8:31–36 

Jesus speaks to people who have believed in Him and tells them, “If you continue in my word, you 

are truly my disciples.” 

Do not land on that little word “if” as though you have discovered an emergency exit from grace. 

The so-called free will wants to seize it at once: here, surely, is our contribution, the condition we 

fulfill, the small but indispensable service without which the Savior’s work remains incomplete.  

Freedom begins and ends by remaining in a Word. 

That Word runs against our instincts. We usually imagine freedom as independence: no one above 

me, no claim upon me, no word I did not choose for myself. 

Jesus describes something quite different. 

“You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” 

His hearers object immediately. “We are descendants of Abraham and have never been slaves to 

anyone.” 

It is a claim from a people whose Scriptures include Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, and whose country is 

presently occupied by Rome. We can become remarkably inventive when defending the illusion of 

freedom. 

Jesus cuts through it. 

“Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.” There is the bondage of the will in a sentence. 

Sin is not merely a collection of poor choices made by otherwise autonomous people. The sinner is 

bound. The will curves back upon itself and then congratulates itself for being free. 

That is why liberation cannot finally come from within us. 
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“The slave does not have a permanent place in the household; the son has a place there forever.” 

Then comes the promise: 

“If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.” 

There is an “if” with teeth in it. Freedom is not something the sinner achieves. It is something the 

Son does for you. 

 

 

SIX KEY GREEK TERMS FROM JOHN 8:31–36 

1. μείνητε — meinēte 

Usually translated: “continue,” “remain,” or “abide” 

“If you continue in my word…” 

The verb μένω means to remain, stay, dwell, or continue. 

Jesus places discipleship inside an ongoing encounter with His Word. Faith lives by remaining where 

the freeing word of Christ continues to address the bound sinner. For we have an unerring instinct 

to put ourselves back in chains. We want to be bound. 

The Word does not merely begin faith and then retire. It keeps faith alive. 

 

2. λόγῳ — logō 

Usually translated: “word” 

“If you continue in my word…” 

λόγος here is not merely information about Jesus. It is the Word Jesus speaking. 

That Word accuses, promises, forgives, and creates faith. The Christian is sustained by a voice 

coming from outside the self. 

Reformation faith lives from that external Word: Christ spoken to you, delivered concretely in Word 

and sacrament. 

 

3. ἀλήθειαν — alētheian 

Usually translated: “truth” 

“You will know the truth…” 

The word ἀλήθεια names what is true, real, and disclosed. 

In this passage, truth exposes the false story we tell about ourselves. The hearers say they are free. 

Jesus tells them they are slaves. That truth hurts before it frees. 
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But Christ does not expose the bondage in order to leave sinners chained beneath an accurate 

diagnosis. The truth He speaks names the sin and leads toward the freedom He gives. 

 

4. ἐλευθερώσει — eleutherōsei 

Usually translated: “will make free” or “will set free” 

“The truth will make you free.” 

The verb ἐλευθερόω describes release from slavery or bondage. Luther loved the word so much he 

recast his name to reflect it: Luder to Luther. 

Grammar matters. The captive does not gradually evolve into liberty. Faith is not a hacksaw we use 

to cut our way out of bondage. Freedom comes from beyond captivity and breaks its claim. 

That is Gospel grammar. Christ sets the prisoner free. Period. 

 

5. δοῦλος — doulos 

Usually translated: “slave” or “servant” 

“Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.” 

The word δοῦλος names one who belongs to a master. Jesus therefore speaks of sin as more than 

occasional moral failure. Sin rules, possesses, and binds. 

The sinner may insist upon autonomy while serving masters he scarcely recognizes. One of sin’s 

more successful tricks is persuading its servants that obedience to it is freedom. 

Jesus names the bondage to sin because only those who are actually bound need a liberator. 

 

6. ὄντως ἐλεύθεροι — ontōs eleutheroi 

Usually translated: “free indeed” or “truly free” 

“If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.” 

The adverb ὄντως means truly, really, actually. 

Jesus distinguishes genuine freedom from the freedom His hearers claim for themselves. 

True freedom rests in the Son's action. He enters the household with an authority the slave lacks and 

gives what the slave cannot secure. The final word in the passage therefore belongs neither to 

bondage nor to human resolve. It belongs to the Son. 

And the Son sets sinners free. 
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SERMON 

John 8:31–36 

 

Beloved hearers of the Word of God, grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ. 

 

There is something particularly revealing about the answer Jesus receives when he speaks of 

freedom. His hearers insist they have never been enslaved to anyone. That is quite a claim from a 

people whose Scriptures remember slavery in Egypt and captivity in Babylon, and whose present 

circumstances include Roman rule. But pride has always been an accomplished editor of history. We 

can overlook our chains when our dignity demands it. 

 

Their appeal is to Abraham, to tradition, to pedigree. They possess the right inheritance, therefore 

they know where they stand. Yet Jesus addresses a captivity that ancestry cannot remove. A person 

may inherit the stories of deliverance and still resist being delivered.  

 

We do much the same. We make our choices, defend our independence, and resent anyone who 

suggests that we are governed by powers we cannot master. Yet how often does the approval of 

others determine what we say? Resentment can occupy our thoughts for years. A person may spend 

an entire life proving his independence while remaining helplessly dependent on the opinions of 

others. 

 

Sometimes the captivity is painfully ordinary. You rehearse an old argument. You remember a 

humiliation from twenty years ago more vividly than a kindness received yesterday. You do 

something generous and find yourself waiting to be noticed. Even when the deed is good, the self 

demands the limelight. 

 

Jesus names the captivity beneath these arrangements: everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. 

The evidence for our bondage is woven through our thoughts, words, and deeds. The problem 

reaches deeper than a few unfortunate decisions. Even our attempts to escape can become further 

exercises in self-justification. We confess our faults and immediately begin explaining why they were 
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understandable. Before the confession is finished, we have appointed ourselves counsel for our own 

defense. 

 

Martin Luther knew this captivity from within. Looking back on his early years, he recalled that even 

his disciplined life as a monk had left his conscience deeply troubled. While studying Romans, he 

struggled with Paul’s language about the righteousness of God. He understood it as the 

righteousness by which God judges sinners, and the words frightened and angered him. Then, as he 

continued attending to Paul’s argument, he came to understand the righteousness revealed in the 

Gospel as God’s gift, received by grace through faith. Recalling that discovery in 1545, Luther wrote 

that he felt he had “entered into paradise itself through open gates.”  

 

That is a fitting image for this Gospel reading.  

 

Luther’s troubled conscience may be familiar to you. You know what it is to nurture the argument 

long after everyone else has left the family gathering. You remember what you said, what you failed 

to do, the person you wounded. You offer your explanations, but they do not quite silence the 

accusing voice. Even your better days cannot settle the question of where you stand before God. 

You need a word of assurance that does not originate in your own assessment of yourself. 

 

And then you hear Jesus say, “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples.” And the 

accountant in you settles on that little word “if.” Perhaps there is something you can do, a condition 

you can satisfy, some evidence you can present. Before long, you are examining yourself with even 

more seriousness. Have you believed sincerely enough? Have you remained faithful enough? Have 

you done enough? 

 

The church is too often an accomplice in this unfortunate enterprise. It can proclaim Christ’s 

generosity and, in the same breath, wonder whether you have received too much of it. You come 

asking whether Christ can be trusted, only to be sent home to investigate whether you can trust 

yourself.  

 

But listen to where Jesus directs you: “Continue in my word.” He calls you to remain where he 

speaks, to listen to His Word. You have heard enough from the voice that excuses you and then 
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condemns you, sometimes within the same sentence.  Jesus does not balk at telling you the truth 

about your captivity and, at the same time, He has the authority to free you. 

 

Now hear the promise addressed to you: “If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.” Your 

place as a child of God rests in his authority, and he has come to exercise that authority for you. 

He takes the judgment against you upon himself. The sins you remember, and the ones you have 

become practiced at overlooking, are borne by this crucified Savior. He enters the death you cannot 

escape and rises from it. You are not being asked to finish what he began. He has come through 

death to give you the life you could never secure. 

 

Do you feel unforgiven? Is your conscience still troubled? Do you feel empty and vulnerable with 

nothing left to offer in your defense? Christ gives himself to you there. In his name, your sins are 

forgiven. 

 

And because your life before God rests in him, you may begin to look away from yourself. Your 

neighbor need no longer serve as a witness to your importance. You can hear a criticism without 

having to destroy the person who speaks it. You can acknowledge an injury you have caused without 

first securing an apology for the injuries you have suffered. You have someone to turn to with your 

guilt, and his forgiveness frees you to attend to the neighbor who needs you. 

 

Tomorrow, you may find yourself rehearsing the old defenses again. You may catch yourself keeping 

the very accounts you thought you had put away. Bring all of it into the hearing of his word. You 

have not discovered anything about yourself that Christ failed to consider when he went to the cross 

for you. 

 

You belong to the Son into whose death and life you were baptized. He has taken your sin and made 

his righteousness yours. You may place your whole weight, every burden, on his promise: “If the 

Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.” 

 

“May the peace of God that passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
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A REFORMATION SUNDAY LITANY 
The Word Is Loose 

Leader: God of the Word, you speak, and morning opens its eyes. 
All: Speak into our darkness. Let there be light. 

Leader: We have made small rooms for your mercy and kept the keys ourselves. 
All: We have shut out our neighbors and called the silence peace. 

Leader: We have counted our goodness like coins in a pocket. 
All: Our hands are full of reasons why you ought to love us. 

Leader: But your love begins before our counting. Your Son comes with empty hands stretched 
wide upon a cross. 
All: Nothing in our hands can purchase what he gives. 

Leader: Hear the living Word: Jesus Christ has taken your sin into his death. You are forgiven. 
All: Here is a word wide enough to live in! 

Leader: Let the church doors hear it. Let the steeple tell the sky. 
All: Christ has made us free. His mercy is for you. 

Leader: At the font, water splashes an old, old promise onto another forehead. 
All: God has put his name upon us. We belong to him. 

Leader: At the table, bread is broken. The cup comes all the way to you. 
All: Christ gives himself to hungry people. There is a place for us. 

Leader: When our faith is no bigger than a whisper, your promise still has breath. 
All: Hold us in the strong grip of your Word. 

Leader: Reform your church, O God. Open the windows where fear has nailed them shut. 
All: Let the good news find its voice among us. 

Leader: Give our freedom somewhere to go: a neighbor’s doorstep, a hospital room, a chair beside 
the lonely. 
All: Give us ears for another’s sorrow and hands available for love. 

Leader: When evening comes, and all our unfinished work lies down beside us, 
All: Your mercy will still be awake. 

Leader: The crucified is risen. The Word is loose in the world. 
All: And the promise is for us. Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 


