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

Luther begins with this from Paul’s letter to the Galatians: “We were kept under control by Moses’ laws until this faith came.  We were under their control until this faith which was about to come would be revealed” (Galatians 3:23).  He goes on to write about the art of faith – the art of living by faith in the grace of God revealed and given to us in Jesus Christ.

Luther writes: “Grace is present when your heart is restored by the promise of God’s free mercy.  Then your heart can say with the author of Psalm 42, ‘O my soul, why are you so troubled and restless?  Do you only see the law, sin, terror, sadness, despair, death, hell, and the devil?  Aren’t grace, forgiveness of sins, righteousness, comfort, joy, peace, life, heaven, Christ, and God also present?  Stop being troubled, my soul.  What are the law, sin, and everything evil compared to them?  Trust God.  He didn’t spare his own Son but offered him up to death on a across for your sins.’

So when you are frightened by the law, you can say, ‘Lady Law, you are not the only thing, and you are not everything.  Besides you there is something even greater and better, specifically, grace, faith, and blessing.  They don’t accuse, frighten, or condemn me.  They comfort me, tell me to expect the best, and assure me of my certain victory and salvation in Christ.  So there’s no reason for me to despair.’

Whoever truly understands this can be called a theologian.  Certain leaders who are always boasting about the Spirit believe that they understand living by faith extremely well.  I, however, and others like me, know that we scarcely possess the fundamentals.  We are diligent students in the school where the art of faith is taught.  No matter how well it’s taught, as long as we remain in these sinful bodies, we will never finish learning.”

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

Luther writes today about procrastination – something that I struggle with often.  Too often we put off doing what needs to get done.  Sometimes it’s because the task isn’t pleasant or it’s difficult.  But much of the time, it’s just because we’d rather do something else – or do nothing at all.

He begins with this quote from Genesis: “When they got up in the morning, [Eleazar] said, ‘Let me go back to my master. . . . Don’t delay me now that the Lord has made my trip successful.  Let me go back to my master’ (Genesis 24:54-56).”

He goes on to write: “This Scripture passage provides a good example for us.  Isaac’s servant was eager to take his master’s future bride to her groom.  We are reminded here that when it comes to doing God’s work, we shouldn’t keep stalling and procrastinating.  We should clear away all the obstacles that keep us from completing what we are supposed to do.”

In a culture where so many things compete for our time and energy, doing what God requires is often set aside – I’ll get to that later.  There are other pressing needs that I have to take care of first.  And the list could go on and on.

We could resolve to occupy ourselves with sacred activities – practice our piety before man – put the work of the Church above everything else.  And that would be good.  But we also need to understand that God doesn’t do His work at church or in church activities only.  He is at work in the world.  And He has placed us in the world.

So what we need to do today – the one thing that we should not put off – is to ask God what He is up to and what is He inviting us to join Him in doing with the people where we live, work or play.  May God give us eyes to see the opportunities and hearts to take advantage of those open doors to share the hope who lives in us.

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

Today Luther writes about the struggle that is ours as children of God.  We are new creations.  But we are still sinful human beings.  Our old self struggles for control with the new creation of God that He has made us.  He begins with this verse from the Gospel of John – “Don’t be surprised when I tell you that all of you must be born from above” (John 3:7).  He goes on to write:

“This new birth shows itself most clearly when trials and death draw near.  Then it becomes clear whether or not a person has experienced the new birth.  At that time, human reason – the old light – twists and wrestles, refusing to let go of its own thinking.  It doesn’t want to give up and turn to the gospel.  Reason simply won’t let go of its own light.  But those who are born anew, or who are being born anew surrender and follow God.  They give up their old light, life, possessions, honor, and whatever else they have.  They trust what John records in his Gospel and cling to it.  As true children of God they will receive their eternal inheritance.

If your old, arrogant light of reason grows dark, becomes dead, and is replaced by a new light, then your entire life will be transformed.  For when your reason is changed, your will follows soon after.  And when your will is changed, what you love and desire change as well.  In order to become new, you must crawl into the gospel with your whole self.  You must shed off the old skin, as a snake does.  When its skin becomes old, a snake looks for a narrow hole in the rock.  It crawls through it and sheds its skin, leaving it outside in front of the hole.  Similarly, you must also go into the gospel and God’s Word.  You must confidently believe its promise that God does not lie.  So you shed off your old skin, leaving behind your old light, arrogance, will, love, desires, and what you say and do.  You become a new and different person who views everything differently than before.”

I think the key to understanding what Luther writes here is the change that God brings about.  Your reason is not thrown out.  It’s changed.  It is conformed to God’s will and no longer an enemy of it.  You still think.  You still reason.  But it’s all done from God’s point of view.  We are being transformed by the renewing of our minds.  That’s what God is at work to bring to completion through His Word that we read and proclaim.

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

As Luther writes today about living in harmony, he touches on a variety of important issues – vocation, one body but many members.  It seems to be a simple lesson, but it’s one that the Church struggles with and probably will until Jesus returns.  Luther writes:

“We should strive to live in harmony with each other.  Both Peter and Paul emphasize that we all should be of one heart, one spirit, and one mind.  What seems right and good to one person should be regarded with consideration by others also.  This is a powerful teaching that we should strive to understand.

All of us cannot do the same work.  Each one of us must pursue his own work.  It’s foolish to teach that we should all do one kind of work, as some preachers have taught.  They preach about the legends of saints – that this saint has done one work, another a different one.  Then they conclude we should also do these works.  Undoubtedly, Abraham did a precious work when he offered his son because it was specifically commanded by God.  But then the pagans wanted to sacrifice their children too.  That was an outrage to God.  Similarly, King Solomon did well when he built the temple, and God rewarded him for it.  Now these blind fools come along and tell us to build churches and temples when God has commanded nothing of the sort.  So it’s reversed today: They say that we should all do one work, but there are various opinions about which one.  This is directly against the gospel.

So we must teach that there should be one mind and many works, one heart and many hands.  We all shouldn’t try to do the same work.  Rather, each one should pay attention to his own responsibilities.  Otherwise, we cannot be of one mind and one heart.  We must allow the works to be varied so that each person can remain with what God has entrusted to him.  We should simply do the work at hand.”
By Faith Alone: Week Fifteen – Day Five

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

“Abraham picked up the knife and took it in his hand to sacrifice his son.  But the Messenger of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, ‘Abraham! Abraham!’” (Genesis 22:10-11)

Luther begins here and goes on to write:

“An angel from heaven was an eyewitness to what Abraham was doing.  Yes, God himself and all the angels were watching.  The angel didn’t come flying in at the last moment from a distant corner of the world.  Instead, he was watching over Abraham and Isaac all along.  He observed as Abraham tied up his son and raised the knife.  The son willingly obeyed and waited for the deadly thrust.  Tears were undoubtedly streaming down Abraham’s cheeks, and Isaac was lying on his back looking up toward heaven.  All the while, the angel was watching.  Right when Abraham was raising the knife, the angel shouted to him and called him by name.

How closely the holy angels gather around those of us who follow God and live faithfully!  Obedience like Abraham’s gives God immense pleasure.  Of all the sacrifices we can make, the one most acceptable to God is this: getting rid of sin, living a holy life, obeying God and killing our corrupt nature.  This is very painful and unpleasant for us to do.  Still, we must get used to determining what “God really wants – what is good, pleasing, and perfect” (Romans 12:2).

We merely talk about these matters, but Abraham and Isaac actually lived them out.  They did what God wanted.  In comparison, we haven’t even begun to do this.  Careful obedience pleases God, but it’s unpleasant and distasteful to us.  Nothing is more agonizing than getting rid of sin and killing our corrupt nature.  Still, we must get used to obeying God and start following Abraham’s example.  Abraham didn’t try to get out of what he had to do.  Instead, he looked forward to pleasing God with eager anticipation.”

