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Rachel Landers Vaagenes October 1, 2017 
Georgetown Presbyterian Church Colossians 1:13-23 
Pleased to Reconcile 
 
Let us pray. Dear Lord, May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be 
acceptable in your sight. Oh Lord our Rock, and our Redeemer. Amen. 
 
Good Morning! Today’s service begins a month-long series celebrating the 500th 
anniversary of the Reformation. Each weekend in October, for most Saturdays and every 
Sunday we will be exploring a different aspect of the reformation. Our sermon series is 
ordered after a collection of phrases that came to be known as the “Five Solas”: Christ 
Alone, Grace Alone, Faith Alone, Scripture Alone, and God’s Glory Alone.  
 
These slogans were embraced by Huldrych Zwingli, Marguerite de Navarre, John Calvin, 
Martin Luther, and other sixteenth century theologians who came to be known as “the 
Reformers.” As the title implies, their work did not develop in a vacuum, but came about 
because of abuses in the church that these leaders sought to reform.  
 
Today we take up “Solo Christus”—Christ alone. This slogan was asserted to counter a 
specific and onerous practice coming from the church: the sale of indulgences. To 
understand indulgences we need to take a step back.  
 
In the medieval era, life was hard. The church promised a possibility of life beyond the 
drudgeries of earthly toil and suffering. But promised paradise was not guaranteed. There 
were three possibilities for the afterlife: Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory. While there was little 
scriptural basis for purgatory, it was understood that it was where most people would go 
for a set amount of time to be made ready for heaven. While it wasn’t as bad as the threat of 
eternal damnation, it was a place to be avoided.  
 
But in a way, purgatory is not a surprising concept. It makes human sense to have a place 
where you can go after you die to continue your self-improvement until you are made 
ready. A salvation safety net. An eternal insurance policy. The hope is that you would 
eventually be holy and perfect, able to enter into heaven. 
 
The medieval Catholic church set up a system that would help avoid extended time in 
purgatory, both for yourself or for loved ones who had already died. This was called an 
indulgence. An indulgence was an official church forgiveness of a sin that lowered the 
number of sins you needed to work off in purgatory. Like a baptism or a marriage license, 
the church offered indulgences for purchase.  
 
This was enormously profitable for the church (it helped build St. Peter’s Bascillica) but it 
was enormously popular with believers too. It made it relatively easy to get forgiveness. No 
longer would you need to go through the divine. The church could do it for you, for a fee. 
And it kind of made sense: you are giving your treasure to the church, and inso doing you 
are showing devotion. A spiritual reward seems reasonable in that transaction.  
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I’m giving to my church, shouldn’t I get something in return? The priests are trained to be 
mediators to God, so why not leave it to the experts? What’s the problem? 
 
The problem is that this system has effectively bypassed Jesus Christ as the central actor of 
our salvation. If we can pay for forgiveness, who needs Jesus? Perhaps his life and work 
helped establish the church, and perhaps he provides a moral model for good behavior, but 
the transactional system of the medieval church completely removes his necessity. It is all 
about what I do, how I can reform, what I can pay, so that I can become acceptable to God. 
Jesus is an afterthought. Part of the cultural trappings adorning the all-powerful church. 
 
But, there is a dark consequence to this system. If salvation is placed into our hands, how 
can we know that we have done enough? The church can dole out forgiveness after 
forgiveness, but is this ever complete? Can’t we always do a little more?  
 
This is the torture that Martin Luther experienced. He tested the limits of self-sacrifice and 
human effort. He had given up a prosperous future to become a monk; he was in prayer and 
confession every moment; he denied himself every earthly comfort, and totally devoted 
himself to God. If anyone should have had a sense of assurance of God’s love, it was Luther. 
And yet, he was tortured every moment with the idea that he had still not done enough to 
deserve God’s love. Luther was in hell. This is where you end up with a half-way 
salvation. 
 
The attempt to bypass Christ was not only a practice of medieval Christians. It has its roots 
in the earliest churches. The situation Luther confronted was the situation Paul confronted.  
 
In the Colossian church, believers had taken up practices that they thought could help 
secure their salvation. They believed that fasting, denying the body, praying to angels, and 
other acts would bring them closer to God and farther from evil fleshly existence. 
 
These practices came to be seen as necessary for the completion of salvation. Yes, Christ 
died for the sins of human kind, but in order to secure salvation, you needed to do certain 
things to achieve it. Again, Christ was relegated to the edges of salvation. 
 
Paul counters this view in no uncertain terms. “[God] has rescued us from darkness and has 
transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son.” With his words, we get an image of 
being plucked from our normal surroundings and placed down in a totally different 
kingdom. We have been rescued from darkness. We have been transferred to the kingdom. 
This image serves us well if we are to think about the drastic nature of salvation. There is 
no “half-saved.” You either are, or you aren’t. 
 
Christ has reconciled we who were estranged and hostile. He has reconciled us in his 
fleshly body through the cross so as to present us as holy and blameless and irreproachable 
before God. 
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Summing up Paul’s words, Martin Luther wrote, "I must listen to the gospel. It tells me not 
what I must do, but what Jesus Christ the Son of God has done for me.”1 
 
If we do not trust in Christ’s work, if we think something still must be done, we lose the 
solid rock on which we stand. What’s more, if we think of Christ’s work as something 
mechanical, or transactional, we turn Christ into something that we can understand and 
control. I do x, and you do y. But this is not the case! 
 
Jesus is not just a middle man. He is the mediator. A mediator fully human and fully divine. 
Jesus does not simply broker a path to salvation, he brings us through and sets us on solid 
ground. And even more than that, he is the means of our salvation by his work on the cross. 
“In Jesus, God has transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved son.” In Christ, God has at 
once initiated and completed the redemptive act. There is nothing that can be added to it or 
taken from it in order to make it more effectual. Christ Alone is necessary and sufficient for 
our redemption.  
 
So say “you are saved, but here are a few other little things you can do,” is to say “actually 
you’re not.” As I said, half-way redemption is no redemption at all. 
 
It is like the story of the hitchhiker who was walking with a heavy load. She struggled and 
sweat under its weight. A farmer eventually offered her a ride and told her to set the load 
down in the back.  
 
“Oh no,” she answered. “I appreciate you carrying me, but it would be too much for me to 
ask you to carry my pack too. I’ll carry it myself.” So she climbed in the passenger seat and 
piled her load on her lap. 
 
They went on for a while and she was no less exhausted. Finally the farmer said, “Look, I 
am already carrying you and your burdens. There is no need for you to carry them too.”  
 
A half-way salvation is not God’s message to us. God’s message is Solo Christus—Christ 
alone has rescued you. So that you can be free from sin. Not just forgiven for the bad 
things you do, but free from your desire to save yourself.  
 
Solo Christus means that in Christ alone you stand, and you do not need any other 
assurance, or to do anything else to deserve that love. Solo Christus means that God loves 
you completely, fully, unabashedly. Solo Christus means that Christ Alone has removed our 
sins as a barrier between us and God. Solo Christus means that Christ alone has saved us. 
 
We worship a God whose love does not meet us half-way. We worship a God who is not just 
out of reach. God gives us all of himself in Jesus Christ. God does not hold back, but 
demonstrates a love that goes to the very end, that goes to the cross. As we read today, God 
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 Commentary on Galatians 2:4,5 
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in Christ was “pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by 
making peace through the blood of his cross.”  
 
In Christ we can see what it means for God to love us. Not from afar, though we have 
strayed far from God. Not impersonally but intimately. In Christ we see the fullness of our 
God who did not save us grudgingly, but who was “pleased to reconcile” us back to himself. 
 
In Christ we are freed from our sin and freed from the obligation to complete the work of 
redemption. We are transported to a new place, given a new citizenship. We have been 
presented holy and blameless before the Lord. 
 
To this we can only say, “Thanks be to God!” Amen.  


