2 Kings 23:1-3
2122

This past Thursday we observed the great festival of Halloween or Reformation Day.  Halloween is short for All Hallows’ Evening, the evening before All Hallows’ Day, or All Saints’ Day.  You could find a list of some of the saints’ days on page 160 in the hymnal, which does list October 31 as Reformation Day and November 1 as All Saints’ Day.  At Martin Luther’s time already, five centuries ago, many people would come to the churches on November 1, no matter what day of the week it fell on, in honor of all the saints, by which they meant dead believers in Jesus.  Already then, they had the idea that the devils would play the night before All Saints’ Day, causing all kinds of mischief or tricks, from which we derive the Halloween greeting, “Trick or Treat.”


Since so many people would be coming to the churches the next day, October 31 was the day Martin Luther chose to nail up his challenge on the town bulletin board, the church doors.  Luther’s challenge is called the 95 Theses, that is, ninety-five statements about what remained the main issue for Luther the rest of his life, that Jesus is the Savior and we cannot save ourselves.  At Luther’s time, Jesus was honored as the Judge before whom we would stand, the fierce Judge who loves to condemn.  If we would get past Him, we would have to do lots of good ourselves, or buy into the excess good others had done.  They were selling pieces of paper called indulgences which claimed to give people some of those excess good works.


Luther said in statement after statement that Jesus is the Savior who died for our sins, and that we cannot possibly do enough ourselves or buy what others have done.  In fact, to say that is to despise Jesus.  Also at that time the church said that we are saved by grace, but they did not mean by that that God was gracious to us and gave us forgiveness for our sins free of charge.  Rather, they thought that we are saved by grace meant that we were gracious and good and kept God’s commandments ourselves.


Luther’s 95 Theses were written in Latin for discussion among the learned.  In short order they were copied, printed, and distributed all over Europe in Latin, in German translation, and in other translations.  Luther’s theses were seen not so much as a defense of Jesus the Savior as an attack on the Roman Catholic Church which was trying to sell heaven for money.  Clearly, from their perspective, Luther had to be stopped.  One emissary after another was sent to deal with Luther, all unsuccessfully.  He would not back down from what he had learned from Scripture.  Finally, after Luther had been excommunicated from the church, he was summoned to appear before the governmental authorities at the German city of Worms.  That is where he famously said, “Here I stand on Scripture. I can do nothing else. God help me.”  The emperor declared Luther to be an outlaw who could be killed by anyone.


On the return journey to Wittenberg, Luther was kidnapped and taken to the Wartburg Castle near Eisenach, Germany.  There he was kept in hiding for the better part of a year.  A famous painter, Albrecht Dürer, wrote in his diary:

O God, if Luther is dead, who now will teach us the holy Gospel so clearly? Dear God, what would he still have been able to write in ten or twenty years! O all you pious Christians, help me earnestly to mourn this divinely inspired man, and pray, that God would send us another enlightened man.

€Å_Luther did not die and was not killed, but lived on another twenty-five years.  He had an extremely productive life.  He taught all those years as a university professor.  He preached 2300 sermons that are extant.  His lectures were published as commentaries on books of the Bible.  He wrote many other things.  But at the Wartburg Castle for the better part of a year, he was forced to stop all that other activity.  What was he to do?


Among other things, Luther translated the New Testament from Greek into good German over three months of his stay at the Wartburg.  Before his time, there were perhaps a half dozen German translations of the Bible, all of inferior quality.  The main translation at his time, the one with which Luther was extremely familiar, was the Latin Vulgate, done in large part by Jerome a millennium earlier.  Luther could freely quote large portions of the Vulgate from memory, but it was not the best translation.  For example, the Twenty-Third Psalm, familiar to us as, “The Lord is my Shepherd,” that is, the Lord guides me, watches over me, protects me, feeds me, was translated by the Vulgate as, “The Lord rules over me,” that is, the Lord is my Lawgiver, my Judge, even my Enemy.


Luther restored the Bible to his people in German.  He spent the next dozen years of his life working on the Old Testament.  When the entire Bible was published in his German translation in 1534, Luther began reviewing and revising that translation, and continued doing so for the rest of his life.  And Luther’s Bible isn’t only of benefit for those who read German.  In 1603, James VI of Scotland became James I of England and ordered a fresh Bible translation prepared in English.  That was published in 1611, and has been known for centuries as the King James Version.  The translators had open before them not just the original Greek, but also Luther’s German translation, which they followed time after time, so that Luther’s German translation became familiar to English-speaking people through the King James Version.



O God, our Lord, Your holy Word



Was long a hidden treasure



Till to its place It was by grace



Restored in fullest measure.



For this today Our thanks we say



And gladly glorify You.



Your mercy show And grace bestow



On all who still deny You. CW204v1.

The portion of God’s Word before us this morning is about a king of Judah who also restored God’s Word to the people.  King Josiah did no translating, but only ordered that the temple in Jerusalem be cleaned up.  The temple had fallen into disrepair as people had turned more and more to idolatry.  As they cleaned up the temple, they found a portion of the Bible that they had forgotten existed.  It is called “the Book of the Law,” 2Kg22v8, and also “the Book of the Covenant,” 2Kg23v2.  It’s not entirely clear today what part of the Bible they found, although it seems to have been a major portion of the writings of Moses.


At that time, they of course had only parts of our Bible.  They had the books of Moses, Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy.  They had the next history books, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel.  They had the writings of David and Solomon, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon.  They had the prophet Isaiah and a few of the minor prophets.  But what is important for us today is what they did with “the Book of the Law” when they found it.



Then the king called together all the elders of Judah and Jerusalem. 
He went up to the temple of the Lord with the men of Judah, the people of Jerusalem, the priests and the prophets—all the people from the least to the greatest. He read in their hearing all the words of the Book of the Covenant, which had been found in the temple of the Lord. 
The king stood by the pillar and renewed the covenant in the presence of the Lord—to follow the Lord and keep His commands, regulations and decrees with all his heart and all his soul, thus confirming the words of the covenant written in this book. Then all the people pledged themselves to the covenant.

€Å_
They did three things with God’s Word: (1) they treasured it; (2) they read it; and (3) they put it into practice.  We can do no better today.


They recognize what they had found as God’s Word and so treasured it.  We also recognize the Bible to be God’s Word and so we also must treasure it as such.  Since God has given us His message for all times written down by many people over the years, the Bible deserves a place of prominence in our houses and in our hearts.


They didn’t just treasure God’s Word, but they read it, and they heard it read.  Can we do any less?  Of course we can do much less, and most Americans do much less than read and hear God’s Word.  The evidence for that is obvious in our crime statistics and marriage problems.  It is said that people whose Bibles are falling apart lead lives which aren’t.  So what condition is your Bible in?  First, of course, where is your Bible?  Can you find it?  Do you yourself personally have a Bible?  Are you familiar enough with your Bible to find things in it?  How long will it take you, for example, to find Isaiah 53?


We need, at minimum, to hear the Bible read to us.  We need, if pos​sible, to read it for ourselves.  Bible reading is not something that is done and finished, but something that is ongoing.  The book of the Bible which follows Revelation is Genesis.  God is a much more important writer than anyone else we might read.  God is a much more important speaker than anyone else we might listen to.  Thanks to Luther and many other Bible translators, we have the Bible in many accurate and readable editions.


Third, we need to put the Bible into practice.  The account in 2 Kings 23 continues with a listing of what King Josiah led the people to do in putting “the Book of the Law” into practice.  The king removed all the idolatry from the land, and there is a long list of the various kinds of idolatry that had entered their land.  The king also arranged for the Passover to be celebrated as it had not been celebrated for centuries.  The Passover was an annual celebration, similar to our regular observance of the Lord’s Supper.


As we put the Bible into practice today, we must correctly interpret the Bible, since many have done strange things with the Bible, like saying we must worship on Saturday, or that we may not have blood transfusions.  The Bible consists of two chief doctrines, the Law and the Gospel.  The Law shows us our sins and our need for the Savior.  The Gospel shows us our Savior, Jesus, who fulfilled the Law for us and died to pay for our breaking of the Law.  An easy summary of the teachings of the Bible is provided in Martin Luther’s Catechism.  There are six parts of the Cate​chism.  We have already heard two today, that on confession and that on the Apostles’ Creed.  We will hear two more parts, that on the Lord’s Prayer, and that on the Lord’s Supper.  The other two parts which we are not hearing today are on the Ten Commandments and on Baptism.


“Then all the people pledged themselves to the covenant.”  It is a fitting observation of the Reformation this year if we do the same.  We too can pledge ourselves to treasure God’s Word, to read and hear God’s Word, and to put it into practice.  The year in which Luther nailed up the 95 Theses was 1517.  Four years from now will be the 500th anniversary of that event.  I would suggest that it is not too early to think about a goal to achieve in the next four years.  At minimum, most of us can pledge to read through the Bible before then once, twice, three times, four times, your choice.  Amen.
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