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

Today Luther writes about showing contempt for the world.  That is something that we don’t have too much trouble doing.  We point angry fingers at the lifestyles promoted in movies and on TV.  We try to distance ourselves from those influences.  And while there’s merit in such an approach, that isn’t the whole picture.

Luther begins with this from Ecclesiastes – “Absolutely points!” says the spokesman.  “Absolutely pointless!  Everything is pointless” (Ecclesiastes 1:2).  He then writes:

“The book of Ecclesiastes doesn’t condemn what God has created, but rather people’s evil tendencies and desires.  We aren’t satisfied withy what God created and gave us to use.  So we concern ourselves with accumulating more possessions and achieving more fame as if we were going to live on this earth forever.  We become bored with what we currently have, then we strive for more things, and then strive for even more.  Depriving ourselves of what we presently have because we’re desperately concerned about acquiring more for the future is shameful and pointless.

It’s these twisted tendencies and human striving that the author is condemning in this book, not the thing themselves.  Later, in Ecclesiastes 5:18, the author says that nothing is better for a person than being happy and making his life pleasant by eating, drinking, and finding joy in his work.  The author would be contradicting himself if he condemned these same things in this passage.  Instead, he’s only condemning the misuse of these things, which comes from having a wrong attitude.

Some foolish people haven’t understood this very well and have taught nonsensical ideas about hating the world and avoiding anything to do with it.  But living alone and isolating yourself from others doesn’t show the proper contempt for the world.  Neither does throwing money away or refusing to touch it show the proper contempt for money.  Those who live surrounded by what the world has to offer and yet don’t become attached to these things are the ones who display the proper attitude.”

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

Today Luther writes about submission to authority (something that we Americans have trouble with from time to time) and different kinds of authority.  He begins with this: “The chief priests and Pharisees asked them, ‘Why didn’t you bring Jesus?’  The temple guards answered, ‘No human has ever spoken like this man’” (John 7:45-46).

He then writes: “The words of the temple guards were humble yet powerful.  The guards didn’t arrogantly say, ‘You scoundrels, you want to kill the man who is from God.’  Instead, the guards remained humble and deferred to the authority of the chief priests and Pharisees.  They didn’t grab their swords or resort to force.  They remained servants who knew their place.  Their dispute was not about earthy matters.  They didn’t raise themselves higher than they were.  Their dispute concerned the spiritual realm.  The heart of the matter was that the faith and beliefs of the temple guards were different than those of the Pharisees.  They refused to go along with the Pharisees.

We must distinguish between civil and spiritual authority.  A servant shouldn’t run away from his master, even though one believes differently from the other.  God doesn’t want them separated.  The servant shouldn’t resist or murmur against his master, but recognize his authority.  Even though the servant humbly serves his master, he still has another Master – Christ, who is Lord over the conscience and soul.  Christ should also be served, for the earthly master has no authority over the servant’s conscience.  The servant can say to his master, ‘I have put myself in your service with body, hand, and foot, but not with my conscience.  I don’t get paid for learning God’s Word and believing in it.  In spiritual matters, I am free.  There, I answer to someone else.’

So if two people disagree about what to believe, they should remain unified in external matters of the world, even though they may be divided in matters of faith and conscience.”

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

Luther writes about what seems like a great inconsistency between what God promises and what we as His children receive.  Often the lament is that the wicked prosper while the good people suffer.  The devil uses that perception to plant the seed of distrust and disappointment.  What the devil is really at work to accomplish is to get us to take our eyes off of His promises altogether and focus on this life only.

Paul writes that if our hope in Christ is for this life only, then we are to be pitied.  We are to be pitied because we will end up right where the devil wants – despairing and angry with God.  But if we look to His promises – especially to Jesus who is the yes to every promise of God – then our focus is taken beyond the brokenness of this world.  Our eyes are drawn to Christ and His victory over sin and death.  We look to an empty tomb that tells us death has been swallowed up in victory.

Revelation is also a good place to find that assurance.  In the midst of terrible suffering described in the last days, there are throne scenes that show Christ upon His throne surrounded by multitudes beyond numbering.  That is the Church victorious raised and living a life that has no end.  This is what Paul had in mind when he wrote that we are more than conquerors in Christ.  Because we have been joined together with Him in His body, nothing in all of creation can separate us from Him.

Live in that hope.

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

Luther writes about a tension that is part of every Christian’s life.  It’s the tension that comes because we are new creations in Christ and, at the same time, still sinners by our old nature.  Our conscience accuses us.  The devil attacks us in an attempt to convince us that we are not loved by God.  At the same time, God tells us that we are truly loved – that we are His children – that He knows us by name.

“A Christian is truly humble when he genuinely feels his sin and recognizes that he is worthy of the wrath and judgment of God and eternal death.  So in this life, a Christian will be humbled.  At the same time, however, he possesses a pure and holy pride, which makes him turn to Christ.  By turning to Christ, he can pull himself out from under this feeling of God’s wrath and judgment.  A Christians believes that any remaining sin is not counted against him.  He also believes that he is loved by the Father.  A Christian is loved not for his own sake but for the sake of Christ – the one whom God loves.

From this it becomes clear how faith justifies without works.  It becomes clear why we still need Christ’s righteousness credited to us.  The sin, which God thoroughly hates, remains in us.  Because this sin still remains in us, Christ’s righteousness must be credited to us.  God gives us that righteousness for the sake of Christ – the one given to us, the one we grasp by faith.”

And so Paul writes that there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.

By Faith Alone: Week Forty: Day Five

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

Luther begins with this – “The teachings were given through Moses, but kindness and truth came into existence through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17).  Luther goes on to write about making and maintaining the proper distinction between the two.  He writes:

“We need to learn how to clearly distinguish the laws in Moses’ Teachings from the undeserved kindness in Christ.  We must always keep the role of Christ separate from the role of Moses and make a clear distinction between the two.  We need to know precisely what purpose each one fulfills so that we don’t become confused.  I was confused about this distinction myself for over thirty years.  I just couldn’t believe that Christ wanted to show his kindness to me.

The First Commandment teaches us that God wants us to sincerely trust him.  Yet, we must also fear him above everything else.  In other words, a Christian is like a child who has been punished but who still loves his father and is confident that his father still loves him.  The good works required by the First Commandment are far better than wearing special clothes, fasting, praying, and all the other good works religious people have invented.  So, the good works required by the First Commandment are holy and must be obeyed.  But who can live up to them?  Certainly, no one can completely obey the First Commandment.  Everyone is a sinner, except for Christ.

Christ, however, comes to you and says, ‘I have shed my blood for you.  My blood cries out on your behalf.’  Out of his undeserved kindness, he brings you the forgiveness of your sins at no cost to you whatsoever.”

