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

 

Our text, Jesus says, “Remain in my word and you will be my 
disciples and you will know the truth and the truth will set you 
free.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 When we hear Jesus say, “the truth will set you free,” 

we think of a natural starting point of bondage and a new 

reality of being “set free.” Likewise, when we consider the 

Reformation, we often think that Luther was “freeing” the 

Church into something new, creating a new identity for the 

Church. 

The reality is, the confession of Luther and other 

confessors of his day was not about something new. We do not 

celebrate Newformation Day, but Reformation Day. Luther was 

not striking out on new ventures unfounded in the Scriptures 

or unknown when Christ ascended into heaven. Rather, Luther 

was returning to the origins of Christianity pouring out from the 

cross of Christ in the Word of Truth.  

Indeed, Luther was not bringing us to something new, 

but something that always had been. Something that had 
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always concretely been, so that there’s no ‘continual 

reforming’ of the Church (as some would desire a ‘constantly 

evolving gospel’), but simply ‘the Reformation.’ And yet, that 

word Reformation is important to define rightly... not by 

thinking that the beginning scene was Roman Catholic tradition 

and Papacy; no the Papacy and ‘good-works-leading-to-

salvation’ sophistry was not the beginning of the Church, but a 

centuries’ long innovation that moved us away from our true 

source, comfort, and hope of being set free by the truth of 

God’s grace in offering up Christ Jesus on our behalf.  

 But, if it cannot be said of the Church’s life, “In the 

beginning was Rome, until Luther broke away from Rome,” 

then where was the Church’s beginning? The beginning (we 

could be pointed) was Pentecost, and over the centuries 

wrongheaded innovations and theological half-truths and 

sophistry led the Church away from the Word of that first 

Pentecost.  

 Or, perhaps we would say that the beginning of the 

Church was Christ crying from the cross, “It is finished” – thus 

declaring our earned and completed salvation… perhaps that 

was the beginning, and wrongheaded innovations, half-truths, 
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and sophistry over the centuries compromised the Church and 

led her away from the Word of Christ’s cross.  

 Or, perhaps we would say that the beginning of the 

Church was that first proclamation of the Gospel way back in 

the Garden of Eden, that prophecy that God triumphantly 

hurled at the Enemy, that a Messiah would be sent to save 

mankind from sin, redeem us from the Fall, renew Creation 

from the curse… perhaps that was the beginning, for even then 

faith had the Christ to cling to… but  wrongheaded innovations 

over the centuries compromised the Church and led her away 

from that first Word of prophecy finally fulfilled on the cross – 

and declared fulfilled when Christ descended into hell and 

triumphantly hurled that Word at the Enemy. 

 In all of this, we see clearly: innovations led us away 

from and outside of the Word, and our safety is running back to 

that Word. So, we do not celebrate a Newformation, but a 

Reformation… Luther and the confessors being brought by the 

Word of Christ – and thus bringing us back by their confession 

of Christ – bringing us back to the Gospel that is ours in Christ 

Jesus… that is rightly ours in Christ Jesus. 

 Yes, rightly ours in Christ Jesus. That’s an important 

point. Jesus mentions in our text that we will be set free, that 
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we are not slaves, but are free because of the Son. When we 

think of what it means to be a slave, a slave is not a slave 

because that is his rightful, natural disposition, his created 

disposition… his ‘beginning’ identity, if you will. A slave is not a 

slave because such a status was inherent to his nature, but 

rather because it is unnatural to his created beginning and 

worth. A slave – in any earthly or spiritual definition and 

example – the slave has been – even from birth – subdued by 

an unnatural bondage he cannot wrestle himself from so as to 

return to his natural and created beginning.  

 Thus, speaking of the children of mankind, our natural 

disposition – from creation, from the beginning – was not 

slavery, not bondage to sin. Our natural disposition was that 

“created by God”, pure and holy, free to be people of God. 

That’s the joy of the pre-Fall garden.  

And that’s also the joy of our redemption. Because the 

holy Law tells us quite plainly that our sin had caused us to fall 

short of God’s glory – indeed, dead in our sin were we – 

therefore, what joy is our redemption, the good news of being 

redeemed back to the natural intent, a new birth free from the 

curse of what had infected us shortly after that first beginning. 

Having been bought back by Christ, ransomed by the blood of 
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his cross, we have been brought back into a relationship with 

God that was natural in the sense that God always designed 

and created it to be so. Christ freed us from that sin and 

bondage that was (if you will) novel to our identity, the odd and 

unnatural state that we threw ourselves into so entirely and 

thoroughly that it rendered the Old Adam dead in sin. But, in 

Christ – the sinner has been redeemed from the curse of the 

Law and, in the rebirth of Baptism is given a new spirit, a new 

Adam, by the work of Christ’s Holy Spirit.  

We have been brought back to the joy of being people 

of God, free as we were in paradise – not free to be our own 

people, not free to disregard God’s holy will or to dabble in 

questions of “Did God really say?” That’s not holy freedom. But 

we’ve been redeemed and restored to be people of God… 

there’s your freedom… free from sin’s bondage to again live 

and breathe the objective truth of God’s Word and the comfort 

that, in Christ, you have been made anew the people of God. 

Free… because Sin is defeated, Old Adam is being drowned, 

and we live in the declared freedom of an inheritance rid of 

death and damnation. 

This freedom we refer to as justification. Justified before 

God; declared just in the face of our sins because our 
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Substitute is sufficient both as sacrifice and as mediator. Thus, 

we are freed from Sin’s curse, free to again be the people 

created (again) by God, having been returned to that 

relationship – that natural disposition – that was ours in 

Creation. 

And if justified by Christ, if New Adam’s natural 

disposition is favor before God, then “freedom” expands, from 

the objective judgment to the subjective conscience. 

That’s a remarkable joy of the Reformation often missed 

because of its subtlety. Luther didn’t find any new objective 

path to God. He didn’t find a new Gospel that wasn’t already 

ours. Rather, he stumbled over the great peace and joy and 

freedom that – because we are justified before God in Christ, 

because that’s always been and always will be what the Word 

of Truth declares – we may have a free conscience. In other 

words, the Reformation didn’t just return us to the objective 

truth of justification once accomplished in history and poured 

out freely for our sakes. No, on the basis and certainty of all of 

that objective truth of justification, the Reformation also 

restored to us the free and clear conscience… before God, 

before men, and before mirror.  
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Before God I may have a free conscience, for I am no 

longer condemned by my sin, because Christ and his 

righteousness and his sacrifice upon the cross has made that 

justification once in history and forever after to be objectively 

true. This is the eternal gospel to proclaim… the Word that 

remains forever. No unknown or unnoticed fine print of a 

‘contractual clause’ or ‘conditional detail’ of a new word can 

renew the threat my sins carried before the judgment seat of 

God. The Word stands firm: In Christ, the justification is 

objectively and forever and irrevocably true.  

The Reformation did not re-create or re-accomplish 

justification. It simply rediscovered that man has always been 

justified since the time that Christ cried “It is finished.” Since 

then, justification has always belonged to us. Thus, the true 

freedom of the Reformation – the true freedom that is ours if 

we remain in the Word of Christ, that it may constantly tell us 

of this freedom – is the freedom that gives us a clear 

conscience before God. 

And, if before God, then also before men. A clear 

conscience that shares its freedom with the fellow penitent; a 

clear conscience when the fellow Christian shares anew that 

freedom of forgiveness with me. Even a clear conscience when 
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hated by the non-Christian, when dealt with unmercifully by 

the non-Christian, when bearing the impenitence of the non-

Christian and, with it, the unjust stain upon my reputation left 

by the impenitent. When the non-Christian will not repent and 

when the non-Christian will not forgive, nevertheless you who 

hide in Christ and inhale and exhale the life of repentance and 

forgiveness in Christ… you may have a clear conscience before 

men. A clear and bold conscience with the psalmist: “I will 

speak of your testimonies before kings, O Lord, and shall not be 

put to shame.”  And, if a bold and clear conscience before men 

out there who do not rejoice in the Gospel, then certainly a 

clear conscience before your brothers and sisters in Christ 

around you who do rejoice in the Gospel.  

And, if a clear conscience before men, also then a clear 

conscience before the mirror. We can look in the mirror and, 

though we know the stench of our sin and the depth of our 

depravity, if the blood of Christ and the forgiveness of sins is 

strong enough to give me a clear conscience before God, then 

certainly I must have a clear conscience before the mirror. For, 

if I claim I cannot have a clear conscience before the mirror, if I 

claim that Christ’s blood is rich enough to forgive me before 

God but not before myself, then my judgment is more holy than 
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God’s, and Christ died in vain. No, such Me-theism will not do. 

It cannot remain. It is destroyed by the blood of Christ, that I 

may stand before the mirror and see not the self-condemned 

sinner, but the Jesus-justified saint. 

What joy is ours to live in the freedom of what God had 

always intended for us. For, as Paul says, in our free conscience 

we not only no longer fear God, but we love God and trust His 

infinite wisdom in not only His redemptive work, but also His 

creative and sanctifying work.  

You see, the freedom of the Gospel means we are no 

longer in bondage to or restrained by mistrust of God’s plans. I 

am free to see and love and trust His plans for His creation. To 

love his holy Law. To trust and depend upon His holy will as it 

works for, in, and through our daily lives. Free to marvel at His 

good order in His creation and His designs for marriage, family, 

society, and government.  

And, just as Christ’s justification has given me a free 

conscience and emboldened confidence for God’s plans for 

creation, so also it gives me a free conscience and bold 

confidence in His plans to sustain and sanctify His redeemed.  

Those who misunderstand justification are also those 

who see God’s sustaining and sanctifying gifts – His 
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sacramental gifts – as ordinances, as commands, as 

observances and memorials… to keep and obey, that they may 

try and satisfy their own conscience. All because they 

misunderstand justification. But, with a free conscience toward 

God in justification, I may love the sacraments for what He 

promises them to be: gifts. Divine gifts. Forgiving and 

sustaining gifts. Gifts of life everlasting to bring those in the old 

creation who await his final deliverance into the new creation 

and unto that Zion that awaits us.  

Yes, there’s the final joy of this free conscience that is 

ours in the justification procured by Christ crucified: God will 

reform this old world and take it out of its slavery to the Fall – 

its unnatural disposition of slavery to the Fall – and He will 

bring it into its “re-formed” and natural disposition in the New 

Creation and the everlasting life known by the Church. Doesn’t 

St Paul say that the creation groans in eagerly longing for the 

Last-Day revealing of the Sons of God?… Yes, the Lord will “re-

form” and “make all things new.” 

This is all included in Jesus’ words: “Remain in my word 

and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

Notice where and how we can rest securely in this freedom? – 

In the Word, by the authority and trustworthiness of that 
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Word. That’s specifically what the Reformation was about, isn’t 

it? – the Church being reformed from its wandering innovations 

and brought back to the Word of Truth, the Word that remains 

forever. For, where the Word remains forever, its 

proclamation/declaration remains forever. And where its 

proclamation/declaration remains forever, justification by 

grace through faith in Christ remains forever. And where 

justification by grace through faith in Christ remains forever, 

you are free forever… for if the Son sets you free, you are 

forever free indeed. 

 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
October 30, 2022 


