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For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of 

God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first 

and also to the Greek.   

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.” 

 

 The minister has been at the church for over twenty years.   

He has been there for their weddings, their children’s baptisms, 

and their parents’ funerals.  He has been there for a thousand 

worship services, coffee hours, conversations, Bible studies, 

meetings, meetings, and more meetings.  He has written over 

twenty thousand emails to church members.   

One Sunday after worship, the mother of an eleven-year-

old brings him through the receiving line and says, “What am I 

going to do with Aiden?  He didn’t want to come to church 

today.  He wanted to play soccer.  He said, ‘Church, church, 

church.  That’s all I hear.’  Reverend, what do you think of 

that?”   

The boy is embarrassed.  The minister looks at him, looks 

at her, “Aiden, I know exactly how you feel.  All I hear is 

church, church, church. Sometimes I get sick of it.  And when I 

get sick of church the next time, I’m coming to see you, because 

I know you’ll understand.”   

 He turns to the mother and says, “Anybody who’s never 

gotten sick of church must never have been to church much.” 

 Some of us have gone to church, church, church enough to 

get sick of it every now and then.  Do you not get frustrated that 

the church is not what it should be?  Why do we get caught up in 

little arguments?  Why is it that nothing ever changes?  Why is 

the church such a bureaucracy?  Why does the management of 

the church take as much time as being the church?  Why is the 

church not more fun?  Why is the church so safe?  Why is it all 

about us?  Why don’t we talk about God?  Why don’t we live 

like Christ?  Why is the church not more like Jesus? 



 What do we do when we get sick of church?  We can lower 

our expectations, walk away for a while, or stay irritated, but 

there is a better option than giving up or giving in. 

 Martin Luther got sick of church and did something about 

it.  In 1521, Luther stood before the leaders of the church to 

answer charges of heresy.  Johann von Eck, a brilliant 

theologian, confronted him: “Martin, how can you assume that 

you are the only one to understand scripture?  Would you put 

your judgment above that of so many famous men and claim 

that you know more than all of them?  I ask you, Martin, answer 

candidly.  Do you repudiate your books and the errors they 

contain?”   

Luther took a deep breath:  “Unless I am convinced by 

Scripture and plain reason—my conscience is captive to the 

Word of God.  I cannot and I will not recant anything, for to go 

against conscience is neither safe nor right.  God help me, here I 

stand. I cannot do otherwise”  

 What kind of Christian stands alone when all the church 

says that he is wrong?  Given the choice between accepting the 

church the way it was or working for the church that could be,  

Luther could not do otherwise.   

 Nothing in Luther’s beginnings indicated that he would 

change the church and change history.  He was the son of a 

miner whose first choice was for his son to be a lawyer, and 

whose last choice was for his son to be a minister.   

Luther was an intelligent child who was subject to 

depression.  The church encouraged this state of mind by 

stressing the fear of damnation and the wrath of God.  Luther 

was taught that God was a cold, severe judge, who found 

pleasure in assigning the unrighteous to hell.   

 While he was in law school, Luther got caught in a severe 

thunderstorm.  A bolt of lightning knocked him to the ground.   

Martin cried out, “Saint Anna, help me and I will become a 

monk.”  People have gone to seminary for worse reasons. 



 In the monastery, the monks had prayer seven times a day, 

manual labor, and study.  Luther worked hard for the salvation 

the church had taught him he had to earn.  If seven prayers a day 

were good, fourteen should be better.  If one day’s fast helped, 

three should be great.   

At confession, Luther listed every minute sin.  Finally his 

confessor remarked half-jokingly:  “Stop all these petty 

confessions.  Next time see that you have some good juicy sin to 

confess, like adultery or murder.”   

But with Luther it was not a joke.  He always asked:  “Have 

I fasted enough?”  “Am I humble enough?”   

Luther confessed that he hated the angry God of the church. 

He became more and more disillusioned with the church.  His 

superior at the monastery, a gentle man named Staupitz, loved 

Luther and wanted to help.   

He advised him:  “Fasten your eyes on Christ.”  He 

encouraged Luther to work on a doctorate, begin teaching, and 

preach every Sunday.  He said, “Martin, cure yourself by curing 

others.” 

So Luther began to teach at the university at Wittenberg.   

Teaching the Bible led him away from what he had experienced 

in the church to the grace of God.  He lectured on Psalms and 

discovered that God was loving.  He taught Romans and found 

that “there is no condemnation to those that are in Christ Jesus.”   

In Hebrews he read that we have no priest but Christ himself.  

From Galatians he learned of the freedom Christ brings.  And 

ultimately, Luther read Romans 1:17, “The just shall live by 

faith.”   

Luther wrote: “I began to understand that the righteousness 

of God is a gift of God.  Here I felt that I was altogether born 

again.” (Bill Leonard, Word of God Across the Ages, Nashville:  

Broadman, 1981, 37-38).     

Luther came to love the God he formerly hated and feared.   

He discovered that God loves sinful people.  It made Luther sick 

that this was not what he learned from the church. 



So on All Hallows’ Eve, 1517, 33-year-old Martin Luther 

challenged the church to change.  He nailed ninety-five theses to 

the door of the church at Wittenberg and the reformation began.   

Luther took on a church that talked the language of the Bible but 

chose the way of comfort.   

This courageous German monk cried out to the stuffed 

shirts who could not stand new thoughts:  “You read the 

Scripture but you know little of the living Christ.  You claim to 

believe, but your worship is shallow.” 

It was rough going for Luther.  The church was 

comfortable the way it was.  Why would they want to change 

what they had been doing for years?  And yet, Luther defiantly 

preached that the church should be about God and not about the 

institution of the church.  He said that God and no one else is in 

charge of who is in and who is not.   

When Martin Luther wrote our opening hymn—the tune of 

which was from a drinking song— the line “The Prince of 

Darkness grim, we tremble not for him.  His rage we can endure, 

for lo his doom is sure” was not about the devil, but about the 

pope.  Luther was bravely fighting against the church as it was, 

in favor of the church as it could be (John Shelby Spong, Why 

Christianity Must Change or Die, San Francisco: Harper and 

Row, 1998, 171). 

Luther spoke the truth about the church until the church 

decided that Luther did not belong in the church.  He was 

excommunicated and brought to trial at Worms.  Friends begged 

Martin not to risk his life by going, but Luther was no longer 

driven by fear but by love.  Love for what the church could be 

led Luther to say, “Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise” and 

launch the biggest revolution in the history of the church. 

 The dream of a church given to God’s love broke out all 

over Europe.  Out of this sense of God’s hopes for the church, 

people found confidence instead of fear, liberty instead of 

bondage, and gratitude instead of the desire for recognition.  The 

church they began to build was centered not in fear, but in hope.   



The church changed because Martin Luther got sick of 

church the way it was and decided it could be better.   

The church could still be better.  Every time we get sick of 

church it is God’s invitation to make it better.   

 It is not news that the church is filled with imperfect people 

who do not always act like Christians.  We are a few parts 

hypocrite.  We enjoy complaining.  The church can be petty, 

phony, and greedy.  We are not always accepting.  The 

comfortable approach to faith is as popular now as it was when 

Luther challenged it.   

Churches are less likely to say, “Here I stand” than “What 

do people want?”  We would rather serve each other than those 

who most need our help.  When we listen to the Bible we are 

tempted to treat it as history rather than the invitation to be 

God’s people.  We are often content to sing about sharing God’s 

love, while wanting to be comfortable more than anything else.   

The church is drawn to what is easiest.   

This is Abraham Joshua Heschel: “It is customary to blame 

secular science and anti-religious philosophy for the eclipse of 

religion in modern society.  It would be more honest to blame 

religion for its own defeats.  Religion declined not because it 

was refuted, but because it became irrelevant, dull, oppressive, 

insipid.  When faith is completely replaced by creed, worship by 

discipline, love by habit; when the crisis of today is ignored 

because of the splendor of the past; when faith becomes an 

heirloom rather than a living fountain; when religion speaks 

only in the name of authority rather than with the voice of 

compassion—its message becomes meaningless” (Stephen 

Fried, The New Rabbi, New York, Bantam, 2002, 61-62). 

With God’s help, we can make the church more open, 

compassionate, and bold.  Our worship can be genuine 

confession, investment, and commitment.  Our ministry can be 

directed to those with the greatest needs.  Our conversations can 

lead us to be more like Christ.   



 The primary issue is not whether a church is healthy or 

growing.  The primary issue is whether the church is doing what 

is necessary to live more like Christ. 

 What does a holy people look like?  How does a genuine 

community of grace differ from what most people have come to 

expect of a church?  How can we deepen our sense of worship?  

What is a next step for us in ministry?  How do we need to push 

the envelope of what it means to be the church?  How do we 

reach out to those who have become disillusioned with ordinary 

churches?  Where do we see the Spirit at work? 

 Three weeks ago on World Hunger Sunday, we took up an 

offering for the Mission School of Hope in Cameroon to help 

the Baka people.  We gave enough to buy three acres of land and 

plant a cash crop.  People shared what they have so that others 

can provide for themselves.  The church acted like the church. 

 Two Sundays ago, during Faith Ed, Beth Fleisher led a 

discussion on anti-trafficking and said, “We need tutors for an 

after-school program for the children of the women we’re 

helping.”  Three people raised their hands and said, “I’ll do 

that.”  Is that not amazing?  Busy people volunteered to teach 

children they do not know, for free.  The church acted like the 

church.   

 On Friday morning, we finished five weeks of the 

Plymouth Shelter.  Ten homeless men ate good meals, had 

conversations with Plymouth members, and got a good night’s 

sleep.  Lawyers and business people talked to those who are 

having a hard time.  The church acted like the church.     

 We are always becoming a different church.  We are either 

becoming the church we are meant to be, or we are becoming 

less than we are meant to be.  We can be a church that gives 

ourselves to God in worship, a church that offers hope and 

receives kindness, a church that shares life with one another. 

 The next time you get sick of church, ask God what you 

need to do to change the church.  The church is always waiting 



for reformation, waiting for a rebirth of compassion in the hearts 

of God’s people. 
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