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

	 “Truly,	truly,	I	say	to	you,	everyone	who	practices	sin	is	a	slave	to	sin.”	

 I have every sermon my childhood pastor preached memorized. Admittedly, Father 

Smith only preached the one time. You see, he was a Roman Catholic priest, trained prior to 

Vatican II, and he never had any homiletical training. So he didn’t preach. But one day, 

Archbishop Weakland told Father Smith that he’d be sending down a guy to review his 

sermon. I was privy to this because I was an altar boy, and I remember my pastor stressing 

out about it. His assistant, Deacon Pemper, suggested he just read something out of Lives	of	

the	Saints, but Father Smith scoffed at that. I remember him stomping around the vestry. It 

was the most Ylustered I’d ever seen him. 

 Well, the day came and the Archibishop’s man showed up. He was sitting off to the side, 

in the transept, and Father Smith was wringing his hands. He directed me out. I rang the 

bells as we paraded into the chancel and began the Mass. 

 This sermon is already longer than what Father Smith preached.  

 When time came for the sermon, he stepped up to the pulpit, cleared his throat, and said 

this: “You all know you sin. Now don’t do it no more.” That was it. He was done. “You all 

know you sin. Now don’t do it no more.” Later that week, the Archbishop rang and thanked 

Father Smith for his homily but told him that preaching wouldn’t be required of him in the 

future.  

 I mention this story because I want to draw out why I’m Lutheran and no longer Roman 

Catholic. I’m not doing so because I want to bash Roman Catholics. No, I loved Father Smith. 

He was a wonderfully kind man. He gave me Christ’s body and blood in the Sacrament for 

the Yirst time. He was patient and caring. He was a Christian—yes, even Roman Catholics 

can be Christian. Father Smith was. He’s since gone onto Glory. I look forward to seeing him 

in heaven one day. 

 But my childhood pastor wasn’t right about everything—none of us are—and his brief 

stint at sermonizing exposed that.  
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 He started where we’re all supposed to start: sin. We are sinners, every one of us. We 

could put a sign out front of church that reads “Everyone is welcome,” just as well as “Only 

sinners are welcome.” The problem only comes up when we don’t realize we’re sinful. “You 

all know you sin.” Do you? I know people who deny that they’ve ever sinned. They’ve never 

done anything wrong, been nothing less than perfect. No, we might not know we are 

sinners. Or, at least, we might acknowledge that we’ve sinned, but that was only the one 

time. It’s like saying, “I was wrong once, but then I found out I was mistaken.” And if we’ve 

done something wrong, we can excuse it, explain it, justify it.  

 Okay, why talk about sin? That’s old hat, passé, antiquated—this is the 21st century. 

Society’s changed, right? People aren’t concerned about sin. Furthermore, we all know 

people who don’t come to church because they’re always being condemned. Talk of sin 

keeps people away. People don’t like being accused of their sins or wrongdoings or faults. 

Can’t we just be nice? 

 No. We dare not! “Everyone who practices sin,” says Jesus, “is a slave to sin.” Slavery isn’t 

a good thing. We Americans have a visceral reaction to slavery talk. Imagine what our 

history would’ve looked like if the Abolitionists never bothered to talk about slavery. Well, 

there would’ve been no Civil War, no Emancipation Proclamation, no Civil Rights 

Movement. Those enslaved would never have been freed—and their children, and their 

children’s children would still have been enslaved. Thank God for the Abolitionists and for 

their speaking against slavery! 

 “Everyone who practices sin,” says Jesus, “is a slave to sin.” What sin still seeks to 

enslave you? Is it anger? You might feel justiYied in hating someone you think wronged you, 

but that anger and your lack of forgiving still controls you and what you do. Is it lust? Does 

pornography have a hold on you? Or maybe you’re having an affair. These base and sinful 

urges enslave many, do they not? Is it greed? Do you treat others poorly, cheat them, steal 

from them so that you can have more? Perhaps, it’s laziness like cutting out early from work 

or taking longer on the job than you need, which is just another type of stealing from 

others. And how about gossip? Is that what enslaves you? How many relationships have you 

lost because you said something hurtful?  

 Sin has consequences. And it has consequences in this life and in the next. Indeed, sin 

can deny you life in the next. “The wages of sin is death,” writes the apostle.  
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 So we start where we’re all supposed to start: sin. Are you a sinner? I am. You might 

think you’re perfect. But you’re not. “If we say we have no sin,” writes St. John, “we deceive 

ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” And if we don’t call out sin for what it is—including 

the sin of others—then sin still enslaves us. It will rule us, deny us, control us, kill us. 

 So what’s to be done about sin? Was Father Smith right when he preached, “Now don’t 

do it no more”? Is it that easy? Do we only need to just stop sinning and everything will be 

better? Can we? Is that even possible? It wasn’t for St. Paul—and he, a saint! “I do not do the 

good I want,” he writes, “but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing.”  

 I couldn’t stop my sinning. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop myself. My 

brothers gave up even trying, falling deeper into slavery to sin. And all I felt from God was 

judgment, wrath, condemnation. I could understand why God would punish me. But I 

couldn’t understand why bad things would happen to people I thought were good—like my 

mom getting ALS, or my cousin Billy dying from a heart attack at the age of 27. I thought 

God was a jerk. But I was still afraid of Him. He’s God, after all. He made heaven and earth. 

Who was I compared to Him? Nothing. Less than nothing. I was miserable in my sin. I 

constantly lived with guilt, constantly lived in fear. God had no reason to forgive me. I 

couldn’t be good enough. Never good enough. 

 But this isn’t why I stopped being Roman Catholic. I thought I had to be to have any 

chance. I had tried other churches—Southern Baptist, Methodist, Arminian, Assemblies of 

God, American Baptist, Disciples of Christ, the Vineyard, Campus Crusade for Christ—and 

even Faith Christian Church, which turned out to be a cult. But I got variations of the same 

message Father Smith had preached: “You all know you sin. Now don’t do it no more.” So I 

ended up back in the Roman Catholic Church. At least they had a system to work with: 

saying prayers to Mary and the other saints. Also, I could go to church and that would make 

God happy with me—or, at least, not as angry with me. The result was that I was enslaved 

to the Roman Catholic Church. 

 What saved me from Roman Catholicism was reading Martin Luther. He started where 

we’re all supposed to start: sin. But he didn’t stop there. He wrote of the One who deals 

with sin. He wrote of being made right with God—justiYied before the heavenly Father. And 

so God became in my mind not a jerk who punished us but rather a heavenly Father. 
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 Yeah, I knew the Lord’s Prayer. I prayed “Our Father, who art in heaven.” (I could do it in 

record time, too!) But I thought of Him as a Father not unlike my own. My dad was bigger 

than I. He’d get angry with me. Sometimes I knew why, sometimes not. He’d yell. He’d get 

drunk. He’d whip me when I misbehaved. Other times he’d love me and kiss me and teach 

me how to ride a bike or make a lay-up. That’s how I thought God the Father was. 

 But our heavenly Father is nothing like that. My earthly father, whom I still dearly love 

and miss, was a sinner through and through. Nothing good was in him. He fell short of the 

glory of God, as do we all. Our Father who art in heaven is above all that. He is perfectly 

holy, perfectly righteous, perfectly just, perfectly perfect. And He loves us perfectly. When 

He points out our sin, when He chastises us and disciplines us, He only does it out of pure 

love and for our good. Growing up, I didn’t know God as a Father in that way. I didn’t think 

of Him as my dear Father and myself as His dear child. I felt more like a slave, fearing that 

I’d get kicked out of the house. 

 This God Martin Luther preached was the God I wanted. I wanted to remain in the house 

forever. I didn’t want to fear that I was never good enough, never worthy enough. Instead, I 

heard through Luther that God had sent His Son, His only and unique Son, to save me from 

judgment, wrath, condemnation. “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, 

that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.” That verse, John 3:16, 

is so familiar to all of you, but I don’t recall hearing it while growing up. And Luther 

preached to me—words he wrote almost 500 years earlier—that God loved me. 

 It was as if heaven itself opened up. Luther describes it that way. And I know no better 

way to describe it. Heaven opened and I beheld a God who loved me. 

 He had always loved me. He is the creator of heaven and earth. He made me and all 

creatures. Without His working, I wouldn’t exist. If that isn’t love, I don’t know what is. And 

He spoke to me through His preacher, Martin Luther. And Luther didn’t preach himself (like 

it might seem I’m doing this morning), but he preached the very Word of God—the 

Scriptures, which proclaim God’s abiding love for us sinners. Though we are sinners, He 

loves us. He made us. We are His creation. He didn’t make us to be sinners—He made us to 

be better than that. But we’ve ruined ourselves. Sinners beget sinners. And sinners wallow 

in their sin. But God desired to rescue us from our guilt and shame, our fear and sin. “God 
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desires all men to be saved,” Apostle Paul wrote to Pastor Timothy, “and to come to a 

knowledge of the truth.”  

 Christ is the Truth. “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life,” He preached. “No one comes 

to the Father but by Me.” He is the Truth that sets sinners free. He has rescued us from sin—

sin, which makes slaves of us. He does it by taking our place, by becoming a slave. The 

beautiful hymn in Philippians 2 puts it this way: “Christ Jesus, who, though He was in the 

form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, by 

taking the form of a servant [that is, the form of a slave], being born in the likeness of men.” 

This God loves us so very much. He loved us by taking the form of a slave to rescue us slaves 

to sin. 

 Now, how do you rescue a slave? You can either capture one on the battleYield, or you 

can purchase one. Jesus purchased and won us to set us free. And with what did He do 

battle? How did He pay? He purchased and won us “not with gold or silver, but with His 

holy, precious blood and with His innocent suffering and death.” His blood was the sacriYice. 

His body tortured and nailed to the cross was the payment. There, on the cross, Jesus took 

the judgment, wrath, and condemnation we deserve. He took our place on the cross, so that 

we might have His place before the Father. He died so we might have His life. He died as a 

slave to sin, becoming sin, says St. Paul, so that we can be set free. It is for Christ’s sake—

because of what Jesus has done in His dying on the cross for sin—that we are reconciled to 

God the Father. 

 I never heard this growing up. We didn’t sing “Jesus Loves Me.” But hearing this for the 

Yirst time, I knew then the reason for the alleluias in Handel’s Messiah.  

  I wanted to be set free from trying to justify myself, from trying to make God be kind to 

me. You might think that I’m just mistaken. Maybe I was just one of those kids who didn’t 

pay attention, eh? My pastor must’ve talked about Jesus dying for my sins, just once. But my 

mom said something to me after I became Lutheran. She thought it was funny. Her pastor 

told a joke in a homily about a computer coding competition between Jesus and the devil. 

Both of them were going about their task, writing their code down to the wire. And just 

before time ran out, God pulled the plug on both of their computers. The devil lost 

everything. Jesus, though… Jesus won because “Jesus saves.” She said that it was the Yirst 

time that she ever heard a priest say that “Jesus saves.” She laughed. I cried. 
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 I cried because I was taught that sinners needed to save themselves. Okay, Father Smith 

wasn’t as crass as all that. What he taught me and the other children was that God gave us 

grace when we were baptized. Then he told us that we needed to grow that grace. We could 

do it by going to the Lord’s Supper or by doing good works or by praying to the saints. It 

was our job to grow that grace and seek out ways to get more grace so that we could live 

lives that made God happy. If we made God happy, then we’d go to heaven. In effect, he was 

telling us that we need to work to save ourselves. 

 But sinners can’t save themselves. Sinners before the heavenly Judge may plead “not 

guilty,” but they will be found out. Earthly justice may be blind, but God is not. No one gets 

off scot-free. Punishment must be met. Otherwise, there’d be no justice at all. But we have 

an advocate before the Father. Jesus Christ, His Son, takes our place and gives us His. He is 

condemned and executed. And we? We are set free, declared righteous. The heavens are 

opened, and God beholds us in favor and love, mercy and goodness. 

 This favor and love, mercy and goodness is the very grace of God. It’s what we want—

what Roman Catholics work to get but what we Lutherans understand God gives freely. We 

don’t earn it. We can’t. We’re sinners, after all. But Jesus has earned it for us, and He gives it 

to us. He can. He is sinless. He is the Son of the Father. And He gave us the right to become 

children of God, who were born, not because of our ancestry nor because of our works nor 

because of our decision, but born of God. 

 This is what the Scriptures proclaim, that’s why Jesus’ said, “If you abide in My Word, 

you are truly My disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”	And 

this Word of Jesus is powerful, able to give us faith. “Faith comes by hearing,” says St. Paul, 

“and hearing through the Word of Christ.” We must abide, abide in God’s Word. It is by and 

through the Word that we are given the faith. Baptism doesn’t inject into us a grace, as I was 

taught, so that we can then work out our salvation with fear and trembling. Rather, Baptism 

joins us to Christ’s work of salvation for us, saving us completely. The Lord’s Supper isn’t 

where we sacriYice Jesus over again, as I was taught, to further pay for our sins. Rather, the 

Lord’s Supper is us partaking of the fruits of Christ’s cross and feasting on forgiveness. Faith 

is created and strengthened by these means. 

 Faith, indeed, is God’s work in us as well. And it is through this faith—the faith, freely 

given to us by the Holy Spirit—that we can receive Christ and His saving work. This is the 

 6



only way we can be saved. Only by faith in Christ. Because it is by faith that we are justiYied. 

“He who believes and is baptized will be saved,” says our Lord. Also, “For by grace you have 

been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of 

works, so that no one may boast.” “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” 

 Can you understand why I would be Lutheran instead of Roman Catholic? We have the 

purest and sweetest Gospel. It’s the eternal Gospel, with which the angel in Revelation Ylies 

overhead: “Fear God and give Him glory!” He justiYies sinners. He justiYies them purely for 

Christ’s sake. He regards them not as slaves, but graciously as sons. This sonship we receive 

only through faith. That’s what I needed to hear, and still need to hear. And that’s why I am

—as are you—most certainly blessed to be Lutheran. 

 In Jesus’ name. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ + 
Jesus.
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