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 As we continue in this series “Renewal,” we’re exploring what a particular part of Scripture 
might have to say as we consider what it means to be transformed, renewed, restored in the Lord. 
We’ve been walking through a couple of chapters toward the end of the Book of Deuteronomy, 
featuring words of the prophet Moses to the people of Israel just as they’re about to cross into the 
Promised Land after forty years in the wilderness.  

 If you were with us last week, you’ll remember that this address by Moses took something 
of a turn, from what had been fairly stern words of warning into this uplifting promise that no 
matter how far the people might become scattered or broken, it would not be too far for God to 
bring them back, to restore them, to renew them, if the people truly return to the Lord “with all 
your heart and with all your soul.” 

 Those were words of comfort, assuring them and us as God’s faithfulness, power, and 
grace, but maybe there’s another layer of insecurity that can set in: what if my heart’s not always 
in it? 

 Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? 

 Gracious God, by your Word you sew seeds of new growth. We pray that by your Spirit 
you would be with us this morning, and that you would prepare our hearts to receive what you 
would say to us. And for the Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 “Help me, Saint Anne! And I will become a monk!” That’s what a young Martin Luther 
cried out one day five hundred twenty years ago. 

 In his early twenties, Luther was studying to become a lawyer. He was returning to the 
university after visiting his family and was on the road on horseback. 

 He got caught, then, in a violent thunderstorm, right in the heart of it. You know what I’m 
talking about. There’s a difference between the thunderstorm you know is a little ways away, 
when you’ve still got a few seconds between the flash of lightning and the muffled crack of the 
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thunder, the difference between that and the one that’s right on top of you. Even more so when 
lightning strikes very close to you, the simultaneous flash and crack, maybe striking a tree right 
next to you. It’s terrifying. 

 That’s where Luther was, caught in the middle of the downpour and the wind and the cracks 
of lightning, so much so that he got off the road, couldn’t find any actual shelter, so the best he 
could manage to find was this big granite rock. So clinging to that rock, he cried out, “Help me, 
Saint Anne! And I will become a monk!” 

 Obviously he survived the storm. But whereas I dare say many of us might have walked 
back any lightning storm-promises we made, Luther considered it a binding oath. So, true to his 
word, two weeks later he withdrew from law school and entered the Augustinian monastery. 

 One might consider that story to be a powerful account of catharsis, conviction, even 
renewal. Luther going one way in his life, into a promising career practicing law, but then at the 
crack of thunder, turning not just to the Lord—I don’t mean to imply that one can’t be a lawyer 
and follow the Lord faithfully at the same time—turning not just to the Lord, but vocationally, 
turning his entire life over to a life of monasticism and theological study. 

 And so, this being a powerful, transformative moment in Luther’s life, you might think that 
he went forward with the assurance that he had committed his life to God, so he would feel assured 
of God’s commitment and faithfulness to him. 

 Except he didn’t. 

 One might have felt the same thing if you were following along with Moses’ words to the 
people of Israel. Really, if you might feel there any number of points for transformation or renewal 
or maybe just opportunities where we might have been inclined to give some kind of promise or 
vow of faith before God, “Help me, Saint Anne! And I will become a monk!” Or “Get me out of 
this, God, and I’ll never _______ again,” or “If you help me now, God, I’ll recommit to you and 
get back to church,” or something like that.  

 On the shores of the Red Sea, with the Egyptian army bearing down on them, they might’ve 
thought, “Save us, God, and we’ll always be faithful to you.” So when God delivered them 
through the water, you might think, hey, that’s a pretty formative spiritual experience. That’ll have 
some staying power. 

 Or at Mt. Sinai, when the thunder and lightning and clouds all enveloped the mountain, 
maybe they would’ve been so struck by the power of the presence of God that they would have 
committed in their hearts and souls always to follow the covenant made there at the mountain. 
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 Or maybe even here in Moab, a new generation of people would’ve been so convicted by 
this renewed covenant and the deliverance out of the wilderness and into the Promised Land that 
they would’ve resolved in their hearts never to stray from the Lord. 

 Or maybe even in the scenario this passage has been describing, of the people harboring 
second thoughts or hesitations, leading to their exile to the ends of the world, but even then (and 
this was what the passage right before this was talking about) God bringing them back and 
restoring them, maybe then, the people would feel the conviction to finally say, “We are all in, 
Lord. We will love you with all our heart and with all our soul and will follow your 
commandments and will keep to the covenant we have made with you.” 

 You might be able to get where this is going. Again and again, the people of Israel had 
these moments of conviction, transformation, even renewal, or at least the opportunities for it, 
and maybe it would come for a season, but over and over, the people would drift away from it. 

 And so, even when one hears this word of grace in Deuteronomy 30, of God restoring the 
people no matter how far they had been scattered, this promise that there is no distance too great, 
no pit too deep, for God’s reach to extend, if the people but return to the Lord and love him with 
all their heart and with all their soul, when you combine that with what you know is a history, a 
pattern of falling away, drifting away from God, again and again, bringing about yet another cycle 
of being broken or scattered and needing renewal and restoration again, the words of grace which 
should and do bring the comfort of God’s faithfulness might also bring about an insecurity: what 
if I’m not holding up my end of the bargain, what if I’m not living rightly enough, what if I can’t 
really say I’m loving God with all my heart and all my soul, what if the best I could say is that 
I’m loving God maybe with part of it? 

 Powerful as Martin Luther’s oath was on the road in the thunderstorm, and committed as 
he was in entering the monastic life and continuing in theological study and spiritual conviction, 
he never felt settled in faith. More to the point, he never felt secure in his salvation. There’s a 
German word, Anfechtung, a spiritual anxiety, that came to describe what he was feeling, a 
consuming insecurity as to whether he was saved, whether he had done the right things, lived the 
right ways, prayed the right prayers, made the right commitments that God would indeed look 
upon him favorably. 

 And I mean, my goodness, the man had up and left his course of study, uprooted the whole 
trajectory of his life, and dedicated himself to the structured life in faithful community and 
monastic practice. If you were looking for an example of holy, righteous living, by the look of it 
at least Luther was coming pretty close. 
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 And yet, he was consumed by this anxiety that maybe he wasn’t quite loving God with all 
his heart, with all his soul, and as a result, maybe God didn’t look upon him so favorably after 
all.  

 This all culminated, so the story goes, in reaching out to his mentor and superior in the 
monastic order about his longing to feel accepted by God. The mentor then advised him to cling 
to Christ, and to do so reciting these words from Psalm 119: “I am yours. Save me.” 

 As Luther later retells, those words served as something of a lynchpin for his 
understandings of faith and grace, leading him to reconsider how some practices were being 
taught in the church at the time: things we could or should do to live righteous lives, things we 
could or should do to be accepted by God or saved, things we could or should do in order for faith 
to be proven true. And the answer, as he turned to Scripture, was that it wasn’t anything that we 
did that brought about that acceptance, that salvation, that faith, that righteousness. But rather, at 
every turn, it was God showing grace to us. 

 There’s something of that kind of assurance embedded in these words of Deuteronomy. In 
v. 6: “Moreover the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, 
so that you will love the Lord with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may 
live.” 

 Consider what that’s saying, because we can miss it. One of the conditions of God restoring 
and renewing this broken and scattered people, just from the language of the passage before this, 
was that they love the Lord with all their heart and all their soul. The promise to renew and restore 
is powerful, but still there’s that condition that you are to love the Lord fully with all your heart 
and soul. So, one might wonder, what if I don’t? What if I slip? What if I couldn’t justifiably say 
that every waking moment of my life is 100% committed to loving the Lord with 100% of my 
heart and 100% of my soul? Is the deal off then? 

 More to the point of the Israelites, if they slipped, if their hearts wavered, from this full, 
all-consuming commitment to God, even just a little, would they be broken and scattered once 
again? The answer, just from that one verse, isn’t a yes or a no, but reframes the entire question. 

“The Lord your God will circumcise your heart…, so that you will love the Lord with all your 
heart and with all your soul, in order that you may live.” That’s another way of saying, God will 
consecrate our hearts, bind our hearts in the covenant, to the point that they are transformed 
themselves to love God with all our heart and all our soul. 

 Thinking about what that means. If loving God with all your heart and with all your soul 
is offered as a condition for God’s renewal and restoration, then yeah that would be a pretty strong 
potential place of anxiety, because it means God’s acceptance is still conditional on whether we 
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are actually able to make a commitment like that of our whole selves and to sustain that all the 
time. But what this is saying is that even the very condition of your heart and soul is something 
that I will change. 

 In other words, at every point, on every side, it is not our action or response to God that 
earns us acceptance or restoration or renewal or salvation or keeps us in God’s favor, but rather 
at every point, on every side, even in the turning of our hearts back to God that brings about this 
restoration, this renewal, God is setting things in motion; God is making something new. 

 Does that resonate with you? Have you wrestled with whether you’re good enough, or 
whether you can continue to be good enough? Have you felt unsettled in your standing with the 
Lord or with the world or with yourself? Do you feel a gnawing insecurity that you’re not living 
up to whatever standard it is that God or someone else holds for you? 

 If that’s you today, hear the assurance from these verses, these promises to renew, to 
prosper, to flourish, all based not in what we do, but what God does. 

 And that turns the whole way of thinking that we have to do or think or say something in 
order for God to accept us, to love us, to save us, to renew us, that we have to live the right way 
for God to renew us, completely on its head. And this extends and is fulfilled in the covenant of 
grace in Christ. 

 It means, in Christ, we don’t live a certain way in order for God’s grace to be shown. We 
don’t have to live in a constant state of anxiety as to whether we’re behaving good enough or 
righteous enough to be worthy of the love of the Lord, because you go down that road, there’s 
only one conclusion you’ll reach: “I can’t.” We don’t have to live in fear of the cracks of thunder 
or whether there’s another coming if we don’t do right. Doesn’t mean that we throw our hands up 
and say, “Okay, well it doesn’t matter what I do because God’s gonna change what I do, so I’ll 
just wait for him to do that.” It means we are deeply concerned about what we do and how we 
live, not from the standpoint of whether our lives bear enough fruit to warrant grace, love, and 
acceptance, but from the standpoint of how our lives bear fruit of the grace, love, and acceptance 
that’s already been shown. 

 That premise became a calling card of Martin Luther’s, and really of the whole Protestant 
Reformation. “Saved by faith alone,” not by works, not by what we do. But it wasn’t that what 
we do became unimportant. They were just signs of a faith at work within us, and there would be 
signs that God was renewing something in us. 

 Or as Luther put it once, “We are saved by faith alone, but if faith is alone, it is not faith.” 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.  


