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Titus 2:11-15                                            Ruskin Falls, September 2, 2018
Salvation.                                                                                Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

                                                       15th Sunday after Pentecost
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)         

For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to
renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that
are self-controlled, upright, and godly, while we wait for the blessed hope and the
manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. He it is who
gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for
himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds. Declare these
things; exhort and reprove with all authority. Let no one look down on you.

(1)
We are going to spend three Sundays listening to this one text from the New Testament letter
to Titus, taking up a different emphasis each Sunday. The emphasis this morning will be on
salvation; the emphasis next Sunday will be on salvation to all; the emphasis the following
Sunday will be on while we wait.  

We begin this morning where our passage begins, with its proclamation of this good news: In
Jesus Christ, the grace of God has appeared among us, bringing salvation. And, today, I invite
you to ponder this good news with an ear to the opening hymn we sang this morning, Martin
Luther’s A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.

(2)
In the year 1517, Luther rose to prominence as a leading figure amidst the whirlwind of
controversies and events that, over against the Catholic religious establishment, would come to
be called the Protestant Reformation.  Prior to that, Luther had been a profoundly dutiful
Augustinian monk. He was deeply committed to the teachings and ways of the Catholic Church
and its papal leadership in Rome. By October, 1517, however, he found himself moved to
protest important aspects of those teachings and ways regarding salvation.

Luther’s protest spilled over into a controversy that engulfed all of Europe in a passionate and
rancorous dispute that left Christianity rigidly divided into Protestant and Catholic churches. And
what chiefly fueled that upheaval was rooted in Luther’s question: What is the church to teach
and practice regarding the good news of salvation through the grace of Jesus Christ? 

In the midst of all that upheaval, Luther penned A Mighty Fortress Is Our God. With this hymn,
Luther gave and gives comforting and encouraging voice to Protestant teaching and practice
regarding salvation. Listen again to its words:

A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing.
Our helper he, amid the flood of mortal ills prevailing.
For still our ancient foe doth seek to work us woe.
His craft and power are great, and armed with cruel hate,
on earth is not his equal.

Did we in our own strength confide, our striving would be losing,
were not the right man on our side, the man of God’s own choosing.
Dost ask who that may be? Christ Jesus, it is he. 
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Lord Sabaoth his name, from age to age the same, 
and he must win the battle.

And though this world, with devils filled, should threaten to undo us,
we will not fear, for God hath willed his truth to triumph through us.
The Prince of Darkness grim, we tremble not for him.
His rage we can endure, for lo, his doom is sure.
One little word shall fell him.

That word above all earthly powers, no thanks to them, abideth.
The Spirit and the gifts are ours through him who with us sideth.
Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also.
The body they may kill; God’s truth abideth still.
His kingdom is forever.

God, Luther preached and sang, kindly and compassionately intends for us to thrive and
flourish in keeping with God’s good aims and loving purposes. Presently, however, the world is
overrun by demonic forces, ungodly principalities, powers of death. And their knack for
intimidating us into subservience exceeds our readiness to resist them. Their sway over us is
stronger than is our willingness to live in ways that do God’s goodness justice. Their hold on us
is greater than is our ability to truly honor and reflect God’s love. Left to ourselves, we are
doomed to life shaped more by them than by God. That means: doomed to life distanced from
God’s good aims and loving purposes. Nevertheless, we need not fear!  These forces, these
principalities, these powers, are nothing compared to God’s determination to save us from
them. And how does God save us? By graciously – which is to say: freely, unconditionally, and
without waiting for us to think, feel, say, or do a thing – by graciously doing for us what we can’t
do for ourselves, namely, lifting us into and joining us to God’s own life. This is what God is up
to in Jesus Christ. Christ is God’s own word coming at us as God’s promise to save us for life
with God.  Christ is God’s own word coming toward us to assure us that God is preparing a
place and role for us in the future that God is calling into being. Jesus brings salvation to us by
taking hold of us with God’s gracious promise to be with us and for us forever.

Again: Our world is haunted by forces, principalities, and powers set on doing us ill and doing
us in by separating us from the will and way of God. Our world is haunted by forces,
principalities, and powers of anxiety, insecurity, fear, resentment, jealousy, hatred, cruelty,
callousness, haughtiness, arrogance, violence, injustice, iniquity, war, and death, all set on
steering us wide of God’s aims and purposes. We live entangled in what the Bible calls sin – life
that has fallen away from, life that even sneers at, the goodness and love that God desires and
intends for us to know, enjoy, and share. And yet, we need not fear sin’s power!  For God
graciously – which is to say: freely, unconditionally, and without our needing to deserve it – God
graciously has come among us in Jesus Christ to embrace us with and lift us into the assurance
of this divine promise: that God is determined to all eternity not to be God without us – which is
to say: that God is determined to be God with us and for us forever.

(3)
It is not my plan this morning to further explore the understanding of salvation that emerged as
part of the Protestant Reformation. I hope to do that over the next two Sundays, but not today.
What I mainly want to do today is to make a pretty obvious observation, namely this: A lot has
changed since Luther’s time. The question of what the church should be teaching and
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practicing as the good news of salvation through the grace of Jesus Christ – a question that,
five-hundred years ago, threw all of Europe into an antagonistic and culture-changing uproar –
no longer evokes the kind of contention, vitriol, and division that it once did. Yes, we’re still
divided into Protestant and Catholic churches. However, we no longer are fanning the flames of
a five-hundred-year-old conflict regarding salvation. 

In that light, I would like to note two factors that I believe play a significant role in the modern-
day tamping down of the theological fires regarding salvation. The first, I will suggest, is a good
thing. The second, however, gives me pause.

The first – the good – factor is this: Rather than jumping to demonize those who disagree with
our own understanding of salvation, we now tend to dialog with each other about our
differences. And that dialog is being carried out in a graciously ecumenical and hope-filled
atmosphere – an atmosphere that impresses upon us the invisible oneness of Christ’s church
and the importance of our striving to let the visible church manifest that oneness. In this
changed atmosphere, adversarial positioning has been replaced by an attitude of
rapprochement, reconciliation, forbearance, and understanding. Indeed, recent surveys by
prominent opinion research organizations indicate that there now is a deep and pervasive
sense that commonalities and agreement far outrun our differences and outweigh our
disagreements in this matter. In fact, the antagonistic disputes that took place in Luther’s day
now seems as if replaced by something of a virtual unawareness of major differences worth
fighting about at all regarding salvation.

The ecumenical spirit is a good thing. It is important, right, and good that the church, amidst all
its divisions, strive for the visible realization of what, for now, is its invisible unity in Jesus Christ.

I suspect, however, that there also is a second factor playing a role in the tamping down of the
fires regarding salvation, and it’s a factor that, I believe, should give us pause. 

I suspect that one reason the question of salvation evoked such a passionately different
reaction in Luther’s time than it does in ours is this: We today have transformed the question of
salvation into a question of happiness. Let me explain what I mean.

Luther’s question really was about being saved from sin – being saved from the ungodly forces,
principalities, and powers that so deviously and insidiously have turned us and our world away
from God’s good aims and loving purposes. Luther was convinced that we simply cannot save
ourselves, and, so, that, if God doesn’t save us, then the final word over our life will be spoken
by the demonic forces, ungodly principalities, and powers of death that presently separate us
from the life that God intends. For Luther, the question was this: How can I, as a creature
destined one day to die and be buried in a world of sin, nevertheless be saved for life in the
future that God intends? For Luther, the question of salvation focuses us heart, soul, mind, and
strength, on the character of our relationship with God. It focuses us on our and our world’s
sinfulness, on our absolute dependence on God to save us from sin, and on what it means to
live here and now in absolute dependence on God to save us. Again: for Luther, the question of
salvation focuses us heart and soul and mind and strength on our absolute dependence on God
to grant us life in a future genuinely formed by God’s good aims and loving purposes.

That was Luther. But today it’s different. I don’t mean different for every single individual. I do
believe, though, that a very different atmosphere now hovers over Christian life generally.
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In this new atmosphere, our foremost concern is not so much for the character of our
relationship with God in light of our entanglement in sin; it’s not so much about our absolute
dependence on God to save us from sin and for life in a God-intended future; it’s not so much
the question: What does it mean to live in absolute dependence on God to save us and our
world from sin?  Rather, our foremost concern is: feeling happy. Our constant question now is:
How in the world can I find happiness? How in the world can I fill my life with good things, glad
thoughts, pleasant feelings, fulfilling relationships, success, and other satisfactions, so as to
make my life in this world happy, meaningful, and worthwhile?  Then, when we look to God, it’s
to ask what God can do to further the happiness we already seek.

Please don’t get me wrong! I’m not saying that God doesn’t want our lives filled with good
things, glad thoughts, pleasant feelings, fulfilling relationships, success, and other satisfactions. 
God does intend for us lives that thrive and flourish – just not first and foremost lives that thrive
and flourish on the world’s terms. 

What God intends for us all is life that thrives and flourishes in keeping with God’s good aims
and loving purposes. Yet, as long as we are in this world, we and our quests for happiness are
entangled in forces, principalities, and powers set on separating us from the aims and purposes
of God – and, so, separating us from life that really, truly, and rightly thrives and flourishes. 

As long as our first and foremost concern is: How in the world can I find happiness?, we will not
thrive and flourish as God knows we can and should. If we and our world are to thrive and
flourish as God knows we can and should, then we need to hear from God before we go to
seeking happiness in this world. We must make the question of our happiness secondary to –
we must let it be shaped by – the question of the character of our relationship with God; the
question of our absolute dependence on God to save us from sin;  the question: What does it
mean to live here and now in absolute dependence on God to save us? 

To be sure, when our first and foremost concern is how in the world to find happiness, passions
are not going to run as high and disagreements are not going to feel as sharp as when our
leading concern has to do with the character of our relationship with God. We can remain
dispassionate, calm, and unworried about the fact that the quest for worldly happiness takes
different people in disparate and even radically differing directions. To each, we shake our
heads, his or her own.  But, it’s different when our foremost concern is our absolute
dependence on God to save us. For then we feel ourselves on a tightrope between life and
death, with only one of two ways to go: the right way or the wrong way. And that makes for
tension. It makes us passionately sensitive to charges that we’ve chosen wrong. It turns
disagreement with others into emotionally charged situations. It even tempts us to disparage
and demonize those who disagree with us, rather than dialoging with them. 

Which is why it’s so important that we relate to those we disagree with, in an ecumenical spirit:
a spirit set on letting the visible church manifest the oneness that Christ intends – a spirit that
replaces adversarial positioning with an attitude of rapprochement, reconciliation, forbearance.
and understanding. For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to
renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-
controlled, upright, and godly, while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the
glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.  


