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Jeremiah 31:31-34; Psalm 46; Romans 3:19-28; John 8:31-36 

In December of 2012, after a gunman shot and killed 20 children at the Sandy Hook Elementary School, the president of the 
National Rifle Association responded, “Only a good guy with a gun can stop a bad guy with a gun.”  That line has been 
repeated again and again, every time there is a mass shooting or anytime someone suggests that guns should be harder to get in 
the United States.  However, according to our reading from Romans this morning, there is a flaw in the NRA’s line of 
reasoning.  The flaw is this: there are no good guys.  In Romans, the Apostle Paul writes, “There is no distinction, since all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 
 
Many people find Paul’s assessment of the human condition overly gloomy and pessimistic.  “Why focus on sin?” they ask.  
How is the fact that there are no good guys good news for anyone? Well, for starters, if you are someone who feels burdened 
by shame and guilt, you should know: you are no worse a sinner than anyone else.  In the eyes of God, we are all equally lost 
and in need of salvation.  And if you are someone who looks around at other people and thinks, “I’m so glad I’m not like 
those losers,” you might consider how your accomplishments have more to do with the circumstances into which you were 
born than they have to do with any inherent righteousness for which you can take credit.  All the good things that exist in the 
world - and the world IS full of goodness - we don’t have to pretend that we are responsible for producing them.  Rather, we 
can receive goodness with gratitude as a gift from a merciful God, a gift that God offers for our enjoyment and for the 
enjoyment of others. 
 
The idea that righteousness is a gift from God and not something that any of us can achieve on our own was one of the 
central teachings of the Reformation, which we are celebrating today.  Today is Reformation Sunday because, according to the 
tradition, on October 31, 1517, Martin Luther nailed a list of 95 theological assertions on the door of his church in Wittenberg, 
Germany.  This act began a period of reforming the church and calling it back to the Good News of God’s mercy toward us 
human beings in Jesus Christ. 
 
In those 95 theological assertions or theses, Luther argued against the practice of selling indulgences.   Indulgences were 
certificates that you could buy from the church and these certificates were said to reduce the amount of time that your loved 
one would spend in purgatory.  The belief was that if a person died with unrepented sins, they would go to purgatory for a 
period of time to “pay off” the debt of their sins.  Loved ones could reduce the amount of time that their deceased relatives 
suffered in purgatory by purchasing an indulgence.  Now, there is no Biblical basis for this teaching; but it was a really good 
fundraising technique, so it caught on and the practice was pretty widespread during Luther’s time.  But Luther recognized 
that not only was the sale of indulgences a bunch a superstitious baloney; it undermined the Good News by making our 
salvation dependent on human actions rather than on God’s mercy and forgiveness. 
 
Churches no longer sell indulgences, but that doesn’t mean that the mindset behind the sale of indulgences has disappeared.  
The mindset that drove people to sell and purchase indulgences was this: that life belongs only to those who prove themselves 
worthy.  According to this mindset, only some people are deserving of life.  If you follow this line of reasoning, you can come 
up with all kinds of ways of determining who is worthy and who is not.  A person’s worth can be determined by the number 
of his accomplishments, or by the size of her bank account, by what kind of car he drives or what kind of job she has.  We 
human beings have found all kinds of ways to decide who is worthy of life and who is not.  We have found all kinds of ways to 
decide who is a good guy and who is a bad guy.  But just as Martin Luther rejected the sale of indulgences, so would he reject 
all these other ways of proving ourselves.  Life is a gift from God, not something that we accomplish on our own.  Everything 
that we are and everything that we have is a gift from God, including our faith. 
 
So, the goal of life is not to prove that we are entitled to the goodness that we receive.  The goal of life is to recognize the 
truth: that the goodness we receive as the gift of a loving and merciful God.  The goal of life is to receive God’s goodness with 
gratitude.   
 
In Vienna, Austria, underneath a very modest and unpretentious church, there is a crypt containing the remains of some of the 
most powerful emperors in history.  The church is run by Capuchin monks, and it is the burial place of the emperors of the 
Austro-Hungarian empire.  Whenever one of these emperors died, there was a ritual that took place before the body of the 
deceased emperor could be buried in the church.   This last time this happened was in 2011, when Otto, the son of the 
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Austrian emperor Karl died.  The procession would arrive at the church with the casket and the master of ceremonies would 
knock three times on the door.  One of the friars, standing inside the locked door of the church, would ask, “Who desires 
entry?”   
 
The master of ceremonies would identify the deceased ruler by saying his name and listing all his titles: This is Otto, once 
Crown Prince of Austria-Hungary; Royal Prince of Hungary and Bohemia, of Dalmatia, Croatia, Slavonia, Galicia, Lodomeria 
and Illyria; Grand Duke of Tuscany and Cracow; Duke of Lorraine, Salzburg, Styria, Carinthia; Grand Prince of Transylvania; 
Margrave of Moravia; Duke of Upper and Lower Silesia; Princely Count of Habsburg and Tyrol; Prince of Trent and Brixen; 
Margrave of Upper and Lower Lusatia; Lord of Trieste. 
 
After the master of ceremonies was done listing the ruler’s titles, the friar standing inside would respond, “We don’t know 
him.” 
 
So, the master of ceremonies would again knock three times and the friar would ask, “Who desires entry?” 
 
This time, the master of ceremonies would list all of the deceased ruler’s accomplishments: This is Dr. Otto von Habsburg, 
President of the Paneuropean Union, Member and President of the European Parliament, honorary doctor of many 
universities, honorary citizen of many cities in Central Europe, member of numerous venerable academies and institutes, 
recipient of high civil and ecclesiastical honours, awards, and medals, which were given him in recognition of his decades-long 
struggle for the freedom of peoples for justice and right. 
 
Again, the friar standing inside would respond, “We don’t know him.” 
 
Once again, the master of ceremonies would knock three times and the friar would ask, “Who desires entry?” 
 
This time, the master of ceremonies would state simply, “This is Otto, a sinful human being.”  To which the friar would finally 
reply, “Then let him come in.” 
 
God’s mercy is abundant and everlasting, and it is for you.  Receive it as the gift of a God who wants to bathe you in love 
forever. 

 


