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What is a Saint? 
November 6, 2016 
Rev. David Goode 
See selected readings found at the end of this sermon. 
 
Today is All Saints Sunday. It is a day to remember those in our 
family and in our church family who have died in the past year. 
The Bible has a lot to say about the saints. Not the New Orleans 
Saints, but the saints in heaven and the saints on earth.  
 
What is a saint? The definition of a saint has changed over the 
years, so let me start by giving a brief history. In the first three 
hundred years of the church, a saint was someone who died for 
Christ’s sake, the martyrs of the church. St. Ignatius said that the 
“blood of the martyrs were the seeds of the church.” Therefore, to 
qualify for sainthood in the first three hundred years of the church, 
you had to die for Jesus’ sake. Christians died by lions in the 
coliseum, by being burned at the stake or crucified. That was how 
you became a saint.  
 
Then, things changed around the year 313. In 313 AD, 
Constantine became emperor of the Roman Empire and he made 
it a law that everybody had to be a Christian. It was not that 
Constantine was religious; but he was a smart politician and was 
using Christianity to be the glue which held his empire together. 
So, what was a saint now? A saint was a famous person who died 
and the Roman Catholic Church said that they were now a saint. 
The church built a chapel in honor of that saint and you could go 
into that chapel and pray to that saint. These saints would then 
have a talk with God up in heaven, because they believed that the 
saints had God’s ear. This was an important part of the medieval 
Christian religion. For around thirteen hundred years, saints were 
the dead religious heroes who were up in heaven, who heard our 
prayers and then talked them over with God. 
 



2 
 

Then the Reformation came, which we celebrated last week. 
Martin Luther and all the other reformers did not like the idea of 
praying to and through the saints. The new idea was that we do 
not have to talk to a saint who would then talk with God on our 
behalf. The Reformation taught that we could pray directly to God, 
without a saint, without a priest and even without the church. 
Therefore, during the Reformation, the meaning of a saint 
changes again. Christians began to refer to loved ones who had 
died as saints.  
 
Well, about a hundred years ago, things began to change again in 
the church. They started making lists of people who died in the 
past year and published those names in the bulletin, as we have 
in our morning bulletin. A saint then is a person in the 
congregation who died this past year.  
 
However, do you need to be dead to be a saint? No. When we 
were putting together the bulletin this week, our church office 
administrator Kaliane asked me “what is a saint?” Saints are 
people of great holiness, virtue and benevolence. Saints are 
good, kind, and patient. Saints are people who live with 
unbearable circumstances, or with people who are miserable to 
live with. We have considered two thousand years of history of 
the word saint.  
 
Now let us look at what the Bible has to say about saints. We 
read several of the passages in the Bible that talks about saints. 
The word, saint it seems, is never singular - It is always plural. 
The word, “saints” means “God’s holy ones”. We are God’s holy 
people.  
 
The first scripture verse in our reading this morning says: As for 
the saints in the land, they are excellent in God's sight. God's 
greatest pleasure is to be with them. (Psalm 16:3). My greatest 
pleasure is to be with my wife, family, friends, and church family. 
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They like me. They love me. They enjoy being with me. I like 
them, I love them and I enjoy being with them. There is no greater 
pleasure in life for me than to be with these people. It is the same 
with God. According to the Bible, God’s greatest pleasure is to be 
with his people; who walk with him and talk with him and simply 
enjoy being with God.  
 
What is a saint? A saint is a person who was killed for Christ in 
the first three centuries. What is a saint? Those people who were 
religious heroes of the church, had chapels and churches built in 
honor of them and they are now up in heaven interceding with 
God for us. What is a saint? Our grandmothers and grandfathers, 
mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, 
friends, and those who have died and gone before us into 
heaven.  
 
What is a saint? I think Jesus has the best answer to this 
question: Those who love God with all their heart, soul, mind and 

strength. Those who love their neighbor as they love themselves. 

That makes you and you and you a saint. You are all saints. You 
are the living saints of God.  In addition, we are saints bound for 
the Promised Land (anthem title that follows). 
 
 
RESPONSIVE BIBLE READING: THE OLD TESTAMENT  
 
One: As for the saints in the land, they are excellent in God's 
sight. God's greatest pleasure is to be with them. (Psalm 16:3)  
All: Sing praises to the Lord, O you his saints, and give 
thanks to his holy name. (Psalm 30:4)  
One: Love the Lord, all you his saints! (Psalm 31:23)  
All: Fear the Lord, you his saints, for those who fear him 
have all they need. (Psalm 34:9)  
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One: Let me hear what God the Lord will speak, for God will 
speak peace to his people, to his saints, to those who turn to him 
in their hearts. Psalm 85:8  
All: Let the saints shout for joy. (Psalm 132:9)  
One: All of creation will give thanks to the Lord, and all of you 
saints will bless God. (Psalm 145:10)  
 
RESPONSIVE BIBLE READING: THE NEW TESTAMENT  
 
One: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, to the 
saints who are also faithful in Christ Jesus. (Ephesians 1:1)  
All: I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love 
toward all the saints. (Ephesians 1:15)  
One: Having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, it is my prayer 
that you may know what is the hope to which Christ has called 
you, ... that you may know what are the riches of his glorious 
inheritance for the saints. (Ephesians 1:18)  
All: I pray that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may 
have power to comprehend with all the saints what is the 
breadth and length and height and depth of the love of God. 
(Ephesians 3:17b-18)  
One: And his gifts were that some should be apostles, some 
prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip 
the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of 
Christ. (Ephesians 4:11-12) 


