By Faith Alone: Week Twenty-Five: Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Luther entitles this devotion “Keep Your Eyes Open.”  He begins with this from Ecclesiastes: “A wise person uses the eyes in his head, but a fool walks in the dark” (Ecclesiastes 2:14).  He goes on to write about how we are to live our lives under God’s rule.  He writes:

“I’ve noticed that the same kinds of things happen to both wise and foolish people.  Both end up making mistakes.  Nevertheless wisdom is better than foolishness.  You may be familiar with the expression: ‘If you want to play chess, don’t hide your eyes in your pocket.’  That means that not only do you have to know the game well, but you also have to be an observant and careful player.  The author of Ecclesiastes says here, ‘A wise person uses the eyes in his head.’  In other words, wise people aren’t merely clever managers, but they’re also alert, conscientious and watchful.  They see how things ought to be done although they can never assure the outcome.  Foolish people, on the other hand, don’t use the eyes in their heads because they let themselves  be swept up by boldness and audacity.  In the end, the affairs of both appear to be determined by coincidence and luck.  In reality, God directs everything.  Neither wisdom nor boldness determines how things will turn out.

Both wise and foolish plans sometimes fail and sometimes succeed.  But God doesn’t want us to base our rules for living on whether or not something is successful.  That’s because what God has created is in his hands, not ours.  He allows us to use these things, but he accomplishes what he wants through us.  It’s pointless to add anything to what God wants or to try to determine how God should do things.  In this way, God teaches us not to rely on our own wisdom and insight, but to deal with matters as they come along.  If they don’t turn out well, then we should simply commit them to God.”

By Faith Alone: Week Twenty-Five: Day Two
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Luther writes about genuine forgiveness and begins with this from John 8: “When they persisted in asking him questions, he straightened up and said, ‘The person who is sinless should be the first to throw a stone at her.”

This is a very interesting episode in Jesus’ ministry.  This woman has been caught in adultery – caught in the act.  The penalty for such a sin is death.  The woman knows that.  Those who accuse her know that.  Jesus knows that.  They bring her before Jesus to use the law as a trap.

Some background into this event is needed for a full understanding of what is taking place here.  This is taking place in the temple courtyard – an area that is under constant surveillance by the Roman garrison in Jerusalem.  And because Palestine is under Roman control, the Jewish leaders don’t have the authority to execute the death penalty.

So if Jesus stones her, then He is arrested by the Romans.  If He doesn’t, then He isn’t keeping the Law of Moses.  Either way, they believe they have Jesus right where they want Him.  When they ask what should be done with her, Jesus stoops down and writes in the dirt.  At least one scholar believes that Jesus is writing out her death sentence.

He then stands up and says that the one among them without sin should throw the first stone.  Genuine forgiveness begins with a confrontation of sin.  Those who bring this woman to be stoned are in as great a need for forgiveness as she.  Now they begin to see that.  One by one they leave.

Imagine the woman, probably on her knees with her head bowed to the ground, waiting for the first stone to find its mark.  The time between Jesus’ remark and the last of the accusers leaving must have seemed an eternity.  The next sound she hears is Jesus speaking to her.  He asks where her accusers are and she responds, “They are not here.”  Jesus then says, “Neither do I condemn you.  Go and sin no more.”

The Law of God pins us to the wall.  We deserve to die.  This woman truly believed that she had come to her last hour.  And Jesus forgives her.  He does that, not because the Law doesn’t matter anymore.  He does that because He is going to receive her punishment in her place.  He already delivered her from her accusers in the courtyard.  He will go to the cross and deliver her from the curse of God’s Law by dying in her place.

That is genuine forgiveness.  It is God’s gift to us – a gift given by the One who bore the penalty we deserve.  When Jesus tells her to go and sin no more, He is saying to her, “Go and live in the gift.”  And now she has a story to tell to all those who know her – her saw her being dragged by the religious leaders to the temple courtyard.  When they see her alive, they’ll want to know why.  And she will have a story to tell.

By Faith Alone: Week Twenty-Five: Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Today, Luther writes about suffering – the benefits of suffering.  He uses Jacob as an example.  When he believed that his son Joseph was dead, he mourned.  He suffered loss.  When it was revealed to him that Joseph lived and, not only lived, he was the second most powerful person in Egypt, he considered the suffering worth it.  The events that caused him sorrow and grief, were being used by God to save many people – not just his family.

I think that we have all had those kind of experiences when we look back on where we were and the place we are now and see how God was at work to work all things together for good.  Luther writes: “So when we are being disciplined and feel sad, we shouldn’t fight against our troubles, but rather remind ourselves, “I will not die, but I will live” (Psalm 118:17).  Even when the opposite seems to be true, we should be able to say, “Whenever I feel helpless, I can put my trust in God, who is able to make everything out of nothing.  When I am totally devastated, no one can lift me up again the way he can.”

By Faith Alone: Week Twenty-Five: Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Luther writes today about the fruit of faith.  What he is really writing about is this: Do the works we do make us righteous or do we do good works because we have been made righteous?  Luther writes:

“You can’t show me one person in the whole world, outside the promise of the gospel, that you could rightfully call ‘a doer of the law.’  Therefore, the expression ‘doer of the law’ is an imaginary term that no one understands unless he is a true believer – one who is above the law and in the blessing and faith of Abraham.  A true doer of the law is a person who has received the Holy Spirit through faith in Christ and begins to love God and do good to his neighbor.  The good that this person does includes faith at the same time.  In other words, faith brings about a tree, and then the fruit, which is good works, grows.  First, the tree must be there, then the fruit will follow.  The fruit doesn’t produce the tree, but the tree produces the fruit.

Similarly, faith first transforms the person into someone who then can do good works.  So if someone wants to fulfill the law without faith, it’s like producing fruit without a tree or making fruit out of wood and clay. The result isn’t real fruit but simply an illusion.  After the tree is planted – after faith in Christ creates a new person – then the works will follow.  The door must come before the work, not the work before the doer.”

I like his illustration of the fruit tree.  The fruit doesn’t produce the tree.  It’s the other way around.  The works don’t produce saving faith, that saving faith produces the works.  That’s why James can write that faith without works is dead – isn’t really faith at all.  We are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  We then become His workmanship producing those good works that He created us to do.

By Faith Alone: Week Twenty-Five: Day Five

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Luther writes today about knowing God and the obstacles that exist to our knowing Him.  He writes about our corrupted nature that is ours as descendents of Adam and Eve.  That nature is an obstacle to our knowing God.  The sin of Adam and Eve was that they wanted to be like God.  They wanted to take for themselves what God had already given to them.  Eating the forbidden fruit was made to appear like a reasonable and logical way to achieve that.  We’ve inherited that sinful nature and often fall into the trap of wanting to take what God freely gives.  Too often that means we try to conform God to our image rather than our being conformed to His.

The only way we can overcome the obstacle of our sinful nature is to be in God’s Word.  We need to read it, study it and listen to it on a regular basis.  We need to let God speak to us about who He is and about who we are.  We also need to understand that being in God’s Word is more than reading a book.  It’s understanding God’s work done for us and in us.

In Baptism, we have been united together with Christ.  We have been united with Him in His death and life.  We have died with Him – crucified with Him.  Our old nature has been put death.  Nevertheless we live.  We have also been united with Christ in His life – in His resurrection.  We have been made a new creation.  We have been saved from sin and death – from their power to hold us captive and keep us separated from God.

We have been made children of God.  And God is at work, through His Word, to conform us into the image of His Son, Jesus Christ.  In that relationship established with us in Christ, we can know God.  We can grow up into the full stature that is ours in Christ.  It is truly an amazing gift.

