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

Today Luther writes about sinful desires and quotes Galatians 5:17 – “What your spiritual nature wants is contrary to what your corrupt nature wants.  They are opposed to each other.”  He goes on to write:

“When I was a monk, I though that my salvation was immediately lost if I experienced a sinful desire of the corrupt nature – for example, an evil emotion, sexual desire, anger, hatred, or envy toward any  brother.  I tried many spiritual exercises, such as confessing daily, but I made no headway.  The desires of the corrupt nature always returned so that I couldn’t find rest.  I was constantly tormented by thoughts such as these: ‘You committed this and that sin, and you are guilty of envy, impatience, and more.  AS a result, you have entered this monastic order in vain, and all your good works are useless.’  If I had at that time better understood Paul’s statements about the corrupt nature battling against the Spirit and that ‘they are opposed to each other,’ I would not have tortured myself so much.

I would have thought the way I do today, ‘Martin, you cannot be completely without sin because you are still in this body.  As a result, you will experience the conflict with the corrupt nature.  The corrupt nature battles against the Spirit, just as Paul teaches.  Therefore, don’t give up, but fight against it so that you do not gratify these evil desires.  Then you will no longer be under the law.’”

He is describing a life of faith living in God’s grace – in the forgiveness received.  We have been baptized into Christ and we have received the Holy Spirit.  Our old nature battles against the Spirit who is at work in us to bring to completion in our flesh all that we have received by faith in Jesus.  It is a battle that the Spirit will win.  It’s not in doubt.

That’s why Luther says if he had more fully understood what Paul wrote, then he wouldn’t have relied on his own strength and works to win the battle and tortured himself so much.  Now, while he still works by the power of the Spirit to keep from giving into those evil desires, He rests in the promise of God that He has won the war and will win the battle against the old nature.

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

Luther writes today about places of honor.  He uses Luke 14:7-8 as the basis for his meditations.  “Then Jesus noticed how the guests always chose the places of honor . . . When someone invites you to a wedding, don’t take the place of honor.”

For Luther the key to understanding Jesus’ meaning here is the word “chose.”  Those invited don’t get to choose the seats of honor.  They don’t know who has been invited.  They are guests.  The invitation is a gift.  Where they are to sit is determined by the host.  It would be extreme arrogance to presume that you are the one to sit in the highest seat of honor - to take your seat by your own choice.

Put that lesson in the context of our place in the kingdom – our place at the Lord’s table – to presume that we are in control of the seating arrangements would be the height of arrogance.  Our Lord’s invitation to come to Him and join Him at His table makes us worthy to come.  That each place at His table carries the same honor as any other seat at His table removes such selfish concerns.  It is honor enough that we have been invited – that there is a seat at the table for us.  That the host honors all at His table with the same honor – the same love and joy – is truly a gracious act.

We come not because we deserve to be there, but because He chose us.  Jesus has made His choice.  He has, by His life, death and resurrection, made a place for us at His table.  By His choice He makes us worthy to sit with Him in the seat that He has given.  It’s honor enough to simple be invited.

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

“All of Moses’ Teachings are summarized in a single statement, “Love your neighbor as you love yourself” (Galatians 5:14).  Luther goes on to write some interesting things about love – about practical application.  He writes:

“This statement is expressed in a beautiful and powerful way: ‘Love your neighbor as you love yourself.’  There is no attitude more outstanding, respected, and virtuous than love.  No one can show you a model that is better, more certain, and more real than yourself.  There is no better object to whom you can direct your lveo than your neighbor.  So the attitude, model, and object are all superior.

If you want to know how to love your neighbor and want to have a clear example of it, then pay careful attention to how you love yourself.  In times of need and danger, you certainly would want to be loved and helped with all of the advice, resources, and power of everyone everywhere.  So you don’t need a book to teach and admonish you how to love your neighbor.  For you have the best and the most lovely book about all laws right in your heart.  You don’t need a teacher, just consult your own heart.  It will thoroughly teach you that your neighbor should be loved the way you love yourself.  Further, love is the highest virtue.  It’s not only prepared to serve with words, hands, money, and possessions, but also with the body and even life itself. It’s not motivated by reward or anything else.  It’s not slowed down by any unworthiness or ungratefulness of a neighbor.  We should serve our neighbor out of love just as a mother cherishes and cares for her child simply out of love.”

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

The title of the devotion is “Bitten by Sin.”  Luther begins with this from 1 John 1:10 – “If we say, ‘We have never sinned,’ we turn God into a liar and his Word is not in us.”  He goes on to write:

“Not only have we sinned, but we also continue to sin.  Because of the weakness of our sinful, corrupt nature, which we will have as long as we have these bodies, there is an ongoing battle between the corrupt nature and the Spirit.  Paul talks about this: ‘I know that nothing good lives in me; that is, nothing good lives in my corrupt nature.  Although I have the desire to do what is right, I don’t do it’ (Roans 7:18).  Certainly, it’s not just the immoral sexual desire of a man towards a woman or a woman towards a man that is sin.  In the legends of the saints, there are also many sins that take on the form and the appearance of holiness and are passed on as good conduct.  For the church fathers usually looked at outward sins and not at inner ones – such as envy, jealousy, a hostile heart, and falling from faith and hope.

We still have sin that bites and entices us, but is doesn’t rule over us.  The sin within us is like a person who is tied up and is being led away to his death.  The weapons he might use to harm others have all been taken away from him.  But he isn’t dead yet.  Similarly, the sin in our bodies surges up, rages and rants, and doesn’t let up.  For we always love what is ours and depend on our own strength.  We don’t put our trust in the Word and don’t believe God.  Our corrupt nature doesn’t want it any other way.  But the best remedy against this is meditating diligently on God’s Word.”

By Faith Alone: Week Eleven – Day Five

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

Luther speaks of death.  He begins with these verses from 1 Corinthians 15:16-17 – “Certainly, if the dead don’t come back to life, then Christ hasn’t come back to life either.  If Christ hasn’t come back to life, your faith is worthless and sin still has you in its power.”

He then writes: “It has wisely been said, ‘He who fears death is a fool, for by doing this he loses his own life.’  This would be a good saying if anyone could do it.  Everyone knows that people won’t get anywhere by fearing death.  They will only ruin their lives and never be happy.  We see this with people who are in deep sadness.  They wouldn’t be comforted or feel joyful even if you wrapped them with golden robes, filled them with the best food and drink, and offered them all kinds of entertainment, even music on stringed instruments.  They don’t feel alive.  They walk around with morbid thoughts of death, and they are practically dead already.  So people tell us that the best thing to do is to throw off this fear, force it our of our minds, and say to ourselves, ‘Why should we worry?  When we are dead, we are dead.’  Just as the Corinthians said, ‘Let’s eat and drink because tomorrow we’re going to die’ (1 Corinthians 15:32).  However, this is a shortcut because it pretends God’s wrath, hell, and damnation don’t even exist.

But Christians can’t do that. They can’t just toss this fear out of a heart that wants to believe.  In fact, they only feel this fear even more as their faith struggles to grow.  We should comfort them by saying, ‘Dear friend, if you are continually distressed by living, if you feel poor and miserable, then take care and understand this is happening because you are a Christian.  Otherwise, you wouldn’t be tormented by this fear of death and hell.  But you must guard yourself against this fear and hold firmly to the fact that your Christ has risen from the dead.”

Our only hope is to trust in Him – in Jesus – who conquered death by His victorious resurrection.  The tomb is empty.  Because He lives, so do we.  We were baptized into Christ’s death so that we could also be united with Him in His resurrection.  That is God’s promise to us.  He is faithful and He will do it.

