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ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda secundum verbum Dei 

Reading from the New Testament:  Romans 3:19-28 

I cannot say I am much of a devotee of the film genre known as a 

period piece. Maybe it’s the men in stockings and puffy shirts, a look I 

just don’t think I could pull off … even on Halloween … so I’ll just have 

to go out and buy my own Snickers. Maybe it’s because most period 

pieces are basically soap operas with dress up clothes. Maybe it’s 

because when American actors try to sound British, they just don’t. I 

think it should be a law that only British actors be allowed to appear in 

period pieces. That said, a few years ago we did watch the 1971 version 

of Mary Queen of Scots. 

A young Vanessa Redgrave plays Mary Stuart, the refugee Queen 

of Scotland abroad in France, grieving the death of her husband, the 

Dauphin Francis, heir to the French throne. They were formally 

engaged when Mary was 5 and Francis was 4 (he probably popped the 

question during snacktime at preschool.) They were married at the ripe 

old ages of 16 and 15, but alas, their marital bliss would last only two 

years before Francis died from a middle ear infection. And guess what? 

Mary’s mother-in-law in France, Catherine de Medici, did not like 
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Mary, and so it would not be long before France’s short-tenured queen 

returned to Scotland to take her place on Scotland’s throne.  

In the movie, as the royal party drew close to Edinburgh, there 

appears on a bluff above them, a long bearded man dressed in black and 

throwing what you or I might call a hissy fit. He’s running along the 

bluff, screaming at them and gesticulating wildly. So, in my typically 

eloquent way, I asked, “Who in the heck is that nut job?”  

My question was still hanging in the air like the banner behind a 

plane in Myrtle Beach, when it dawned on me who the nut job was 

supposed to be … John Knox, the founding leader of the Church of 

Scotland and thus, the patriarch of what we know as the Presbyterian 

Church.  Oh … that nut job.  Granted, Hollywood’s image of the clergy 

is rarely flattering, and in this case, the film unfairly characterizes and 

stereotypes a complex and most pious man.  

However, truth be told, Knox was known to be fiercely passionate 

in his convictions. Educated to be a priest, Knox’s early ministry was 

marked by serving as a bodyguard for the rebellious, reform-minded 

priest, George Wischert. In this capacity, Knox was typically armed 
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with a two-handed sword. After Wischert was martyred, Knox declared 

himself Protestant, was tied to the plot to assassinate the Catholic 

bishop, was captured by the French Navy and subsequently sent to 

work as a galley slave on a ship. Being Protestant, his Catholic French 

captors reportedly demanded that Knox kiss a picture of the Virgin 

Mary. It is said, Knox grabbed the picture and flinging it into the sea, 

said, “Let the lady learn to swim.” 

A subtle diplomat John Knox was not. At Knox’s burial, Regent 

Morton said, “Here lies a man who neither feared nor flattered human 

flesh.” And it could be said that is how Knox saw himself as evidenced 

by this classic quote: 

“Considering myself called of my God to instruct the ignorant, 

comfort the sorrowful, confirm the weak, and rebuke the proud; by 

tongue and lively voice in these corrupt days rather than to compose 

books for the age to come, seeing that so much is written, and yet so 

little well observed, I decree to contain myself within the bounds of that 

vocation whereunto I found myself especially called.” 
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I think it’s safe to say that John Knox never had the honor of 

having someone say to him, “Dude! I want to party with you!” Come to 

think of it, I don’t think anyone ever expressed that sentiment to me, 

either. Knox was a complicated individual as were Calvin and Luther.  

John Calvin was regarded by many as severe, prickly, and 

uncompromising, loved by some and loathed by his foes. To say Calvin 

was assertive, even aggressive would be an understatement, hence his 

assertion, “It would be the height of absurdity to label ignorance 

tempered by humility "faith"!  Calvin was often harsh, yet in his 

harshness there was very often imbedded provocative truth. He once 

said, God “regards it as the highest insult for the wicked to boast of His 

covenant while profaning His sacred Name by their whole lives.” That is 

a truth as relevant today as it was 500 years ago. And, it was Calvin 

who once observed, “Men in prayer give greater license to their 

unlawful desires than if they were telling jocular tales among their 

equals.” So true, if we are honest about the time we spend in prayer 

trying to sell God on our agendas, thus vainly trying to shape God in 

our image. 
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Martin Luther, too, had his quirks. “He was both zealous and 

uncertain. He was faithful and yet self-loathing; contemplative but 

combative.” (Relevant Magazine)  Luther was known for his stomach issues, 

and consequently the amount of time he spent in bathrooms. He once 

confessed to coming up with his most significant theological ideas while 

contemplating on the commode. It was Luther who often referred to the 

Pope’s teachings as flatulence and it was Luther who offered this image, 

He said, “I resist the devil, and often it is with a fart that I chase him 

away. When he tempts me with silly sins I say, ‘Devil, yesterday I broke 

wind too. Have you written it down on your list’” 

Luther, Zwingli, Calvin, Knox, and a parade of Reformation 

messengers through the centuries provide a colorful tapestry of the 

flawed faithful that make up the church of Jesus Christ. We have to be 

honest in acknowledging that our heritage does nothing to dispel the 

notion of the church as a sanatorium of the sinful. As stated in the great 

hymn we sang last week,  

Though with a scornful wonder 

We see her sore oppressed, 

By schisms rent asunder, By heresies distressed, 

Yet saints their watch are keeping; 
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Their cry goes up, “How long?”  [Psalm 13:1] 

And soon the night of weeping 

Shall be the morn of song. [Psalm 30:5]   

The Puritans were never pure; the Scots were never spotless; and 

Presbyterians do not sparkle. And yet, we are the heirs of a tradition 

through which our Lord offers our broken world great hope, for 

wherever it was that those reformers found themselves contemplating, 

they came to understand some pretty important things about the 

nature of God, the challenge of the human condition, and the role of 

Christ in redemption. 

Their thoughts and writings have had and continue to have a 

profound effect on the way we look at our world, sometimes without our 

even knowing it. 

Total Depravity. When we can acknowledge that, as Paul says, all 

have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and that this all includes 

you and me, we have no reason to feel, act, or live as though we are 

better or worse than anyone. In the simplest terms: Humility good; Self-

righteousness bad. Though we often fail in honoring it, where do you 

think notions of equality in this land have their root.     
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Justification by grace through faith: You don’t earn God’s favor, it 

is given, you have it; You can’t purchase a faith license or reserve a 

ticket to heaven, it is given, you have it. The life of faith is a response to 

the gift. As Paul phrases it, “For we hold that a person is justified by 

faith apart from works prescribed by the law.” Thus, your life should be 

a thank you note to God. 

The authority of Scripture. A Declaration of Faith says, “We 

believe God's Word is God's communication to us. Although God is free 

to speak to us in unexpected ways, we confidently listen for his Word in 

Jesus Christ, in holy Scripture, in preaching and the sacraments … 

accept[ing] the Old and New Testaments as the canon, or authoritative 

standard of faith and life … [we] test any word that comes to us from 

church, world, or inner experience by the Word of God in Scripture 

[subject to the prior authority of Jesus Christ]. (A Declaration of Faith) Your 

access to and the availability of the Scriptures is in a profound way due 

to the Reformers’ desire to make the Bible available to the people in 

their own language. Not only that, but your ability to read the 

Scriptures at all is a significant outgrowth of the Reformers’ 

commitment to public education. And while we’re at it, the freedom of 
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speech, the freedom of assembly, the separation of church and state all 

have roots in the Reformation. And coming full circle, the ecumenical 

relationships we honor with Catholics, Episcopalians, Methodists, 

Baptists, Pentecostals, Jews, and Muslims are influenced by the 

Reformed understanding of human finitude in regard to theological 

truths. God alone is the Lord of the conscience. 

Yes, the Reformation era is marked with stories curious, odd, 

reprobate, and shameful, but there is also great reason to give thanks 

for those faithful witnesses to the sovereignty of God, the Lordship of 

Christ, and our justification by grace through faith. 

ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda secundum verbum Dei. The 

Church reformed, always being reformed, according to the word of God. 

The reformers understood that in our humanity, error is inevitable and 

so their ideas have never been static. We gratefully receive the tradition 

but we remain prayerfully sensitive to how the church needs to be 

reformed in our time, acknowledging our faults and listening for God’s 

Spirit. And certainly today, Christ’s church is in need of reformation. 

The tenor of our politics and culture are so inflamed by voices that 

claim the authority of Christ but bear so little resemblance to the Jesus 
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who welcomed the outcast, touched the leper, crossed racial barriers, 

loved the enemy, offered mercy to the broken. Folks, I am convinced our 

Lord has equipped us for this time so that we may reframe the witness. 

I challenge you to take the time to read The Barmen Declaration, The 

Confession of 1967, The Belhar Confession, statements that offer a 

witness to Jesus Christ that our world desperately needs to hear.   

We have been equipped for such a time as this through a heritage 

of thoughtful wrestling with ideas and issues in a way that values 

diverse views and civility in difficult conversation, always trusting our 

communion in Christ and our call to humility before a Sovereign God. It 

is a tradition that allows us the eyes to see the faults in the twitterverse 

and the places where accountability is absent in the wireless world.  

Yes, the reformers had their quirks, but we are the beneficiaries of the 

tools they prepared for such a time as this. The church reformed, 

always being reformed according to the word of God.  Let’s do this. 

Amen. 

 

  


