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One year the Green Bay Packers had a terrible season.  The first day of training 
camp in the new year, their legendary coach, Vince Lombardi, began the day by 
assembling all of his players in one room, looking them straight in the eye, and 
announcing, “Last year was so bad, this year we are beginning by going back to 
the basics!”  He then held up a brown, leather, inflated oval object, and 
declared in a loud voice to his team, “This, men, is a football!  Do we all have at 
least that much straight?”   
 
 Tonight is one of those times in our life together as fellow members in the CRC 
when we all, together, go back to the basics, to what is essential to our faith and 
our hope, to what is fundamental, to those deep truths that we embrace with 
all our heart because without them our faith has no foundation.  Because, if the 
right things are right, it really doesn’t matter what’s wrong. 
 
We all drive vehicles and most of us came here in one tonight.  I think it would 
be safe to say that virtually every one of those vehicles has something wrong 
with them.  (There’s a tear in the upholstery, a stain on the carpet.  The oil is 
overdue for a change.  There may be some rust in the wheel well, or a chip in 
the windshield.  But we all got here in them, and why?  Because the right things 
are right.  The engine hums, the tires turn, the transmission shifts and the 
brakes work.  And that’s what matters if you want to go somewhere.  It will 
serve its purpose, because if the right things are right, it doesn’t matter what is 
wrong. 
 
Let’s say you’re in high school.  And let’s say all kinds of stuff is wrong.  Your 
face has broken out in acne.  You’re too short to play basketball, too slow to run 
cross country, too off key to sing in the choir and too fearful of the stage to try 
out for the musical.  But, you are a good student, and you are seeing God’s 
beauty in many of your subjects.  You are going to do just fine because, if the 
right things are right it doesn’t matter what’s wrong. 
 



Let’s say you’re a busy young dad.  You have three children growing like weeds.  
You and your wife both work, but, by the time you’ve tithed, paid tuition, made 
the house payment, bought the groceries and kept your kids clothed, there is 
not a lot left…for anything.  Your vehicle is old and your house is small and your 
vacations local.  But your marriage is warm and your children are thriving.  You 
will be just fine because if the right things are right,  it doesn’t matter what’s 
wrong. 
 
Do you get my point? 
 
What is true for vehicles, teenagers and busy young parents is far more critically 
true for souls.  If our souls are right, we can face anything that’s wrong.  And 
what does a right soul look like?  Friends, a right soul is a soul that is right with 
God.  This is the most fundamental relationship of our life.  If we are at peace 
with God, it really doesn’t matter what else is wrong.  I know you expected me 
to say that tonight.  That’s what you expect to hear in church.  So you might not 
catch just how critical that is.  So let me say it again.  If you are at peace with 
God, it doesn’t matter what else is wrong.  Desmond Doss was a medic in WWII 
in the Pacific.  He was in the very thick of the fight when our troops attempted 
to seize Hacksaw Ridge in the battle for Okinawa.  His buddies were being shot 
to pieces all around him.  He showed more courage that anyone around him and 
became the first conscientious objector to win the Medal of Honor.  Everything 
around him was hell; but inside of him was a heavenly life because he was at 
peace with God, and that made all the difference. 
 
So, I must say it one more  time:  if the right things are right it doesn’t matter if 
you are dying of cancer, or your boyfriend just dumped you, or your child was 
born with Downs Syndrome, or your church is going through a very difficult 
chapter.  This is a profound truth, and when did it spring to life?  It was always 
there, but it almost died.  It sprang to life 500 years ago this coming Tuesday, 
the day when an ordinary monk nailed a sheet of parchment containing 95 
assertions to the front door of a Catholic church in Wittenberg, Germany.   It 
was the beginning of a reformation. 
 
The reformation was a moment in history when one man became convinced 
that the right thing wasn’t right.  The key truth about how people can have 
peace with God had been compromised and in some cases lost.  The right thing 



wasn’t right, and so it had to be repaired, and God moved to make that repair 
and tonight we, the beneficiaries of that major repair, have gathered, not just to 
celebrate it, but to make sure that that repair, that fix is still working, and still 
serves as the foundation of our very lives and enables us to live every day at 
peace with God, the most foundational relationship of our lives. 
 
So what was that critical, foundational, essential truth without which our hearts 
live in torment and have no place to rest?  It is this truth which we just read 
here in Romans 5: 1 – 5, so let me briefly sum up what we read here.  It goes like 
this: 
 
If it is true that  

 I can know for sure that (vs. 1a)  I have been justified before God 
(remember, to be justified is to be, in the sight of God, “just as if I’d never 
sinned’) and  

 if I can know for sure that (vs. 1b) I myself am at peace with God (which is 
not just a feeling, but a settled fact that God has no conflict with me nor I 
with him—there are no relationship breaking issues between us) and 

 if I can know for sure (vs. 2a) that I have access to God (I have a working 
connection with God; I am not on the outside; I am not excluded from his 
presence, ever; I’m “in” with God all the time), and that is a certainty 
because of  

 his reliable grace toward me, (vs. 2b) which he will never revoke,  and 
which gives me a status with him, a standing with him that I can never 
lose, and, as a result 

 if I know that my hope that my little life (which has, we must all admit, 
has so much in it that is not very glorious at all—we all have tainted 
records) will still most surely enter into more and more of his glory (vs. 
2c)  starting already in this life as he uses our sufferings to transform us, 
(vss. 3 and 4) and if, finally, therefore, 

 I can know for sure that my hope that the day will come when I will be 
made perfect in love (because God has already poured that love like a 
cascading waterfall into my heart by the Holy Spirit (vs. 5)… 

 
…if each of those six realities is true, then brothers and sisters, it just doesn’t 
matter what else is wrong.  It doesn’t  matter.  If I am justified before God, at 
peace with him, have access to him, stand in grace before him, and know that 



my suffering here will transform me more and more into a person who knows 
how to love deeper and deeper and deeper, if those things are right, it just 
doesn’t matter what might be wrong. 
 
My former neighbor is in his 80’s and he is at peace with God.  He has been for 
years.  His wife has been in the Christian Health Care Center for 7 years now 
with Alzheimer’s, and she just passed away a few days ago.  He visited her every 
evening, which means that he suffered every evening, because she didn’t know 
him at all, which means that he has grown deeper and deeper in love.   
 
Now, brothers and sisters, there was a time when those great truths here in 
Romans 5: 1 - 5 were lost to most Christians, and the result was hundreds of 
people living without peace with God.  They were desperately afraid of God.  
They were scared of him.  They had no peace with him.  Their souls lived in 
quiet but real spiritual terror.  The last thing they ever wanted to do was to 
come face to face with God.  All because this great truth, this anchor of the soul, 
was lost to them. 
 
It is amazing to me to watch how Jesus brings his church back home to the 
truth.  So often, he uses just one person, and usually it is a person who went 
through a mighty spiritual struggle of their own and in that struggle 
rediscovered truth, and when it happens, all the lights go on, not only for that 
person, but through them, for thousands of people.  And one of those people 
was Martin Luther, a man who struggled with all his might to find what Paul is 
celebrating here in Romans 5: being justified, having peace with God, access, 
hope of glory, and the power to love.   
 
Now just a couple of weeks ago, I was working on this message in my office in 
my backyard shed and my grandson came by to pick up our riding lawn mower 
in the equipment bay right next to my shed/office.  He asked me, “Grandpa, 
what are you doing?” 
 
I said, “I’m working on a sermon for the churches around Mt. Vernon.  It’s about 
Martin Luther.  Do you know who that was?”  (He’s an 8th grader.) 
 
He looked like he was thinking real hard.  Then he said, “I think so.  Wasn’t he 
the one who worked with black people and white people?”  It took me a 



second, but then I realized he was thinking of Martin Luther King, Jr., so I said to 
him, “The man you’re thinking of is not the one, but it’s very likely he was 
named after this man, the real Martin Luther.  The man you are thinking of lived 
about 50 years ago.  The real Martin Luther lived 500 years ago!  Might you 
know who that was? 
 
Blank look.   
 
I gave him a hint.  “He used a hammer and nailed up something on a church 
door.  Does that ring any bells?”   
 
Some lights went on.  “Ya, what were those called, grandpa?”   
 
They were called “Theses.  You know what they were about?” 
 
Another blank stare. 
 
“They were about indulgences.  Did you ever hear about indulgences?”  (Here’s 
a grandfather grabbing a perfect opportunity to teach a history lesson to a 
grandson—what a gift!)   
 
Again, a blank stare. 
 
“Well,” I said, “Andrew, you will hardly believe what I am about to tell you.  You 
see, in those days people really believed that you had to live a very good life to 
be at peace with God, and most of them knew that they just weren’t good 
enough.  But the church told them that there were other people who had lived 
extra good lives, and they did so many good things, they had more than they 
needed to have peace with God.  So, the church told them that those extra good 
works of other people were for sale, and they could buy them and then use 
them to earn peace with God.  It was sorta like telling them to say to God, “I’m 
not very good; I’m flunking out with you.  But look at what these people did.  
Could you give me credit for that, so that I can get a passing grade with you? 
You kids in high school, this is like buying somebody else’s great homework and 
passing it off as your own, to stay on the good side of the teacher. ” 
 



By now, I have a grandson whose face is slack-jawed and whose eyes are wide 
with disbelief.  “Really, grandpa?”  
 
“Yea, really.”  And one day a priest came through Martin Luther’s town selling 
these extra good works.  He had papers that you could buy that transferred 
them to you.  Those papers were called “Indulgences.” They were signed by the 
pope, so they were actually called, “Papal Indulgences.”  They looked very 
official.  If you bought them, all the good deeds listed on that paper suddenly 
became yours, as if you had done them, and he claimed that that’s what got you 
peace with God. He taught that you could buy your way in to peace with God. 
 
He’s looking at me like, “Really!”  “Yes,” I said, and the name of the man who 
sold them was Tetzel, and he was a very good salesman.  He raised a lot of 
money that way to build St Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.  And this is what fired up 
Martin Luther to nail those 95 theses to the front door of the Catholic Church in 
Wittenberg, Germany.” 
 
And then I told him why that was so wrong.  I told him, as simply as I could, the 
heart of the gospel as summarized in LD Q&A 60, that it’s the good works of 
Jesus that are credited to us, and all of our sins are charged to him, and that is 
the only way we know real peace with God. 
 
Friends, this great truth can so easily be lost.  The older you get, the greater the 
danger.  Why?  Because the moment when we will actually meet God, stand 
before him, and be judged is getting closer every day.  And secondly, because 
those of us who have lived with ourselves for 50 years or more (for me, its 74) 
and are honest, will have to admit that we are a great disappointment to 
ourselves.  We’re far from being as good as we should be at this age.  No 
wonder, when Jesus invited people without sin to throw the first stone at the 
woman caught in the act of adultery, it was the older ones who left first.  In that 
moment of great truth, when Jesus invited the sinless ones to go right ahead 
and pick up a stone and sling it at her, it was the oldest ones who were the first 
to leave.  As a result I have met far too many elderly Christians who just aren’t 
so sure about how it will go for them when they come face to face with the Holy 
and Righteous Judge of all men.  I’ve known a pastor who struggled with this.  
I’ve known too many lay people who’ve struggled with this.  When I was a 
teenager I struggled with this. 



 
But I wonder if anybody struggled with this more than Martin Luther.  As a 
young man, he lived in fear of God.  One day, riding in a thunderstorm, lighting 
struck very close to him.  It could have killed him.  He was so terrified, that day 
he vowed to become a monk, hoping that keeping the vows of a monk would 
somehow give him those six gifts of Romans 5: 1 – 5.  So he did.  And he was one 
devoted monk.  It was a hard life.  Each day began at 3 AM with prayers.  It 
involved fasting, praying, working.  Luther would spend hours confessing his 
sins, trying with all his might to make peace with that holy God of whom he was 
so afraid.  He went on a pilgrimage to Rome, hoping that would do the trick.  It 
didn’t.  But one thing monks did do was study the scriptures.  Most people 
couldn’t read, but Martin could because he was a very successful student on the 
way to law school when he became a monk.  And in those studies, he 
discovered, for himself, this great truth:  that the wrath of God against us 
because of our sins had been satisfied by the perfect life and sacrificial death of 
Jesus Christ for us, so that there actually was a way for us to be declared 
righteous before God by putting our faith in Jesus.  He discovered a great old 
doctrine called “Justification By Faith.”  He found it in Romans 1 and in the book 
of Galatians, and that discovery finally gave Martin the standing, the status with 
God he had worked so hard to earn for himself.  He discovered it was a gift, and 
that changed his life, and that changed the church, and that is what made him 
so mad when Tetzel showed up in Germany, trying to sell righteousness. 
 
If we lose what he found we are in trouble.  Because it means losing our status 
with God.   
 
So let me finish talking out status and how important that is.   
 
Now you folks live mostly in the Skagit Valley and there are, as there are up in 
the Nooksack Valley, a lot of Mexican immigrants around.  They milk our cows 
and harvest our fruits and vegetables. What is the biggest question in the heart 
of our Mexican friends?  Status.  What is your status?  When the almighty 
immigration law enforcers come around, the question is never how fast they 
can milk cows, tie up raspberries, or harvest leeks.  It’s never  about stature; it’s 
only, ever, always about status:  Are you legal?  It’s only, ever, always about 
how you stand in relationship to the law.  And so those of you who employ 
them know just how critical this is.  One of your farmers,  who raises vegetables 



for the grocery stores and restaurants of Seattle was recently interviewed on a 
Seattle TV Newschannel, and he said, “This is the heart of our whole operation 
here.  If these folks are deported, if there is not a way for them to become legal, 
we go broke.  It’s a simple as that.”   
 
Status—that’s everything in the life of a Mexican immigrant in the Skagit Valley. 
 
Status, standing—that’s everything in the life of a human being before the living 
God.  That’s everything.  If you’re not  legal, you cannot possibly live at peace 
with him.   
 
If that one thing isn’t right, it just doesn’t matter what else is—as Monk Martin 
will tell you. 
But if that one thing is right, it just doesn’t matter what else is wrong, as 
Enlightened Martin discovered.  Life was very hard for Martin Luther after he 
found peace with God.  Very hard.  He was put on  trial by the church.  He spent 
a full year in hiding in a castle because there was a price on his head.  It didn’t 
matter.  It just didn’t matter.  Because the right thing was finally right. 
 
Now friends, let us never lose this great discovery.   
 
Let me try to say this in three final ways: 
 
Don’t ever let your peace with God depend on your stature.  It depends on your 
status. 
Don’t ever let your peace with God depend upon your fellowship with him.  It 
depends upon your relationship with him.   
Don’t ever let your peace with God depend upon your performance.  It depends 
upon your position. 
 
It’s status, not stature. (Stature comes and goes, and sometimes, we lose a lot 
of it) 
It’s relationship, not fellowship.  (Fellowship comes and goes, and sometimes, 
God is so distant) 
It’s position, not performance.  (Performance sometimes shines and sometimes 
is so shameful, but it can never undo our position before God, earned for us by 
Jesus) 



 
That’s the rock.  Justified, we have peace with God, access to God, all because of 
the grace of God, and as a result, the capacity to love from God.  That’s our 
address.  That is our place to stand.   That’s our home, our spiritual address.  
That’s why Martin Luther could finally say, to bishops and cardinals, “Here I 
stand.”  It’s all about grace.   
 
The Gerrit Rientjes story. He said, while dying from cancer, “I hope that I will 
have one more opportunity to preach about the grace of God.”  And he did—
one last time, before he died. 
 
And I do most dearly hope, brothers and sisters, that that is where you find your 
standing as well.   


