A Great Cloud of Witnesses

A Worship Service for Reformation Sunday

Ron Man
Lutherans celebrate Reformation Day (or the Sunday closest to it as Reformation Sunday) in commemoration of Martin Luther’s posting of the 95 Theses on the church door at Wittenberg on October 31, 1517—an action which helped to spark the Protestant Reformation. Reformation Day is a legal and school holiday in Lutheran parts of Europe.
But this celebration is not just for Lutherans. In fact, all Protestants of whatever stream trace their roots, and owe a great to, Luther and the other Reformers. All believers are indebted to their courageous stand for the purity of the gospel over against virtually all the civil and ecclesiastical forces of their day, armed only with an unshakable confidence in God and His Word. All were persecuted; some paid with their lives.
Two crucial facts about the Reformation are often overlooked: 1) Luther never intended to start a new branch of Christendom; his initial desire was to reform the Church from within. 2) The teachings of Luther, Calvin and the other Reformers were not new teachings; rather they were an attempt to recover and restore to the Church the apostolic, New Testament teachings regarding faith and salvation, which had been obscured in the Church of that day.

In a day where there are too few heroes to hold up before our people, there is a place for an appropriate, balanced observance of Reformation Day and celebration of the lives and work of the great Reformers. It is fitting to honor these heroes of the faith, for by so doing we bring a greater honor to the God who was “their rock, their fortress and their might” (from the hymn “For All the Saints”).
A Great Cloud of Witnesses
Prelude
Call to Remembrance 


O most holy Christ, draw me, weak as I am, after Yourself, for if You do not draw us we cannot follow You. Strengthen my spirit, that it may be willing. If the flesh is weak, let Your grace precede us; come between and follow, for without we cannot go for Your sake to cruel death. Give me a fearless heart, a right faith, a firm hope, a perfect love, that for Your sake I may lay down my life with patience and joy. Amen.
(words from prison by Czech reformer Jan Hus, before being burned at the stake July 6, 1415)

Hymn of Remembrance

 “For All the Saints”

Words of Remembrance (an affirmation of Reformation Principles)

(Congregation) The Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century was a tremendous movement of spiritual and ecclesiastical renewal which called the church back to its biblical and evangelical roots. As heirs of this great tradition, we own afresh the principles for which our forebears in the faith struggled, and by which they lived and died.*
SOLA GRATIA (by Grace Alone)
(Leader) The true purpose of human life is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever This purpose can be achieved only through Gods unmerited favor freely bestowed by God through Jesus Christ who is the only way of salvation for all peoples everywhere. As heralds of God’s gracious love, we are called to proclaim the message of Jesus Christ throughout all the world.

(Cong.) “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus.” [Romans 3:23-24]
Song of Response:
Marvelous grace of our loving Lord;

Grace that exceeds our sin and our guilt.

Yonder on Calvary’s mount outpoured,

There where the blood of the Lamb was spilt

Grace, grace, God’s grace,

Grace that will pardon and cleanse within;

Grace, grace, God’s grace,

Grace that is greater than all our sin.

SOLA FIDE (by Faith alone)
(Leader) We respond to God’s initiative in salvation through personal trust in the Redeemer We are made right with God by faith alone, which means that we belong, body and soul, in life and in death, not to ourselves but to our faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, who has fully paid for all our sins and empowers us to live for Him from now on.

(Cong.) “Nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we may be justified by faith in Christ, and not by the works of the law; since by the works of the Law shall no flesh be justified.” [Galatians 2:16]
Song of Response: 
My faith has found a resting place, not in device nor creed;

I trust the Everliving One, His wounds for me shall plead.
I need no other argument, I need no other plea,

It is enough that Jesus died, and that He died for me.





Enough for me that Jesus saves, this ends my fear and doubt;

A sinful soul I come to Him, He’ll never cast me out.

I need no other argument, I need no other plea,

It is enough that Jesus died, and that He died for me.

SOLA SCRIPTURA (The Scriptures Alone)
(Leader) God has once and for all revealed Himself to us through the words of Holy Scripture. The Bible is the supreme standard by which all human conduct and opinion should be tried.

(Cong.) “All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.” [2 Timothy 3: 16-17]
Song of Response: 
My heart is leaning on the Word; the written Word of God;

Salvation by my Savior’s name, salvation through His blood.

I need no other argument, I need no other plea,

It is enough that Jesus died; and that He died for me.

(Leader) “Therefore since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance, and the sin which so easily entangles us,”

(Cong.) “and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith.” [Heb. 12:1-2]
Hymn of Response

            “The Solid Rock”
Choral Reflection

         “We Are Surrounded”

(based on Heb. 12:1-3; J Williams/J. Martin; Harold Flammer/Shawnee A 7137)*
Reading 


     “Last and Dying Testimony”*
(John Nisbet, Scottish Covenanter, 1685; written in prison shortly before his hanging)
Be not afraid at His sweet, lovely and desirable cross, for although I have not been able because of my wounds to lift up or lay down my head but as I was helped, yet I was never in better case all my life. ... He has wonderfully shined on me with the sense of His redeeming, strengthening, assisting, supporting, through-bearing, pardoning and reconciling love, grace and mercy, that my soul doth long to be freed of bodily infirmities and earthly organs, so that I may flee to His Royal Palace, even the Heavenly Habitation of my God, where I am sure of a crown put on my head and a palm put in my hand and a new song in my mouth, even the song of Moses and of the Lamb, so that I may bless, praise, magnify and extol Him for what He hath done to me and for me. Wherefore I bid farewell to all my dear fellow-sufferers for the testimony of Jesus, who are wandering in dens and caves. Farewell, my children; study holiness in all your ways, and praise the Lord for what He hath done for me, and tell all my Christian friends to praise Him on my account. Farewell, sweet Bible, and wanderings and contendings for truth. Welcome, death. Welcome, the City of my God where I shall see Him and be enabled to serve Him eternally with full freedom. Welcome, blessed company, the angels and spirits of just men made perfect. But above all, welcome, welcome, welcome, our glorious and alone God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost. Into Thy hands I commit my spirit, for Thou art worthy. Amen.
Words of Response                                   (Psalm 46:1-3, 10-11)

(Leader) “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.”
(Cong.) “Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change and though the mountains slip into the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult.”

(Leader) “Be still and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.”

People: “The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.”
Hymn of Response: 


“A Mighty Fortress”

Sermon

 “God’s Truth Abideth Still” (Hebrews 13:5b-8)
John Wesley: “I am a creature of a day, passing through life as an arrow through the air. I am a spirit come from God, and returning to God: Just hovering over the great gulf; till, a few moments hence, I am no more seen; I drop into an unchangeable eternity! I want to know one thing, -- the way to heaven; how to land safe on that happy shore. God himself has condescended to teach the way: For this very end he came from heaven. He hath written it down in a book. O give me that book! At any price, give me the book of God! I have it: Here is knowledge enough for me. Let me be homo unius libri. [A man of one book.]”

Martin Luther: “My conscience is captive to the word of God. To go against conscience is neither right nor safe. I cannot and I will not recant. Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me.”
I. Remembering Those Who Led Us  (13:7)

A. We are here because of their leadership

B. They preserved and protected and transmitted the Word of God

C. We should imitate their faith (their unswerving trust, devotion and commitment, no matter what the odds)

II. Realizing the Source of Their Strength  (13:5b-6, 8)
A. An ever-present, unchangeable, faithful Lord

B. The Church’s One Foundation

C. He will build His Church upon His Word

III. Rejoicing in Their Legacy

A. Sola Scripture, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide, Solus Christus, Soli Deo Gloria

B. The Scriptures in the language of the people

C. Congregational song

D. The sole Priesthood of Christ

Benediction
“Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith. . . .  Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen.” [Hebrews 13:7; Jude 24-25]

OTHER APPROPRIATE HYMNS:

Break Thou the Bread of Life

Faith of Our Fathers


How Firm a Foundation

I Sing a Song of the Saints of God

O Word of God Incarnate

The Church’s One Foundation

Thy Word

Who Is on the Lord’s Side?
SIDEBAR: A Hymn of Testimony by Martin Luther
“Dear Christians, One and All, Rejoice”

Dear Christians, one and all, rejoice, with exultation springing,

And with united heart and voice and holy rapture singing,

Proclaim the wonders God has done, how His right arm the vict’ry won.

What price our ransom cost Him!

Fast bound in Satan’s chains I lay, death brooded darkly o’er me,

Sin was my torment night and day; in sin my mother bore me.

But daily deeper still I fell; my life became a living hell,

So firmly sin possessed me.

But God has seen my wretched state before the world’s foundation,

And mindful of His mercies great, He planned for my salvation.

He turned to me a Father’s heart; He did not choose the easy part

But gave His dearest treasure.

God sent then His beloved Son to show to men compassion.

He came, bright jewel of God’s own crown, to bring to us salvation;

From sin and guilt to set us free, He died for us on Calvary

That we might live forever. 
Ten verses are given in the Missouri Synod Lutherans’ 1982 hymnal Lutheran Worship. Luther’s text was translated by Richard Massie (1800-87); the tune used is Nun Freut Euch, but the words can be effectively sung to the more familiar tune Mit Freuden Zart (“Sing Praise to God, Who Reigns Above”). There is a concertato setting by James Engel (Concordia 98-2816).
* The non-Scripture texts used here are from a brochure published by Beeson Divinity School for their Reformation Heritage Lectures series, and are used by permission.


* Other appropriate anthems include:


“Dear Christians, One and All, Rejoice” (Martin Luther/arr. J. Engle; Concordia 98-2816; see sidebar)


“Here We Stand” (Ken Bible/Tom Fettke; Allegis AG-1003)


“His Word Will Stand” (N. Borop & D. Liles/arr. J. Lee; Word 3010491166)


“I Will Serve the Lord” (Jon Mohr & Randall Dennis; Sparrow 6102/Brentwood)


“A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” (concertato setting by Donald Busarow; Morning Star MSM-60-800)


“A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” (arr. James Denton; Lorenz BC-21)


“Psalm 46” (John Ness Beck; Beckenhorst BP1153)


“Who Now Would Follow Christ” (Lee Dengler; Lorenz E 268-3)


* Quoted in Raymond C. Ortlund, Jr., A Passion for God: Prayers and Meditations on the Book of Romans (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1994), 122.





