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

Today Luther has an interesting perspective on Christian vocation – on the bearing of good fruit – and what he calls false Christians.  He begins with this from John – “I am the vine.  You are the branches.  Those who live in me while I live in them will produce a lot of fruit.  But you can’t produce anything without me” (John15:5).  He writes:

“False Christians cannot understand what Jesus is saying in this passage.  They wonder, ‘What kind of Christians are these people?  They can’t do anything more than eat and drink, work in their homes, take care of their children, and push a plow.  We can do all that and better.’  False Christians want to do something different and special – something above the everyday activities of an ordinary person.  They want to join a convent, lie on the ground, wear rough hair shirts, and pray day and night. They believe these works are Christian fruit and produce a holy life.  Accordingly, they believe that raising children, doing housework, and other ordinary chores aren’t part of a holy life.  For false Christians look on external appearances and don’t consider the source of their works – whether or not they grow out of the vine.

But in this passage, Christ says that the only works that are good fruit are those accomplished by people who live in him.  What believers do and how they live are considered good fruit – even if these works are more menial than loading a wagon with manure and driving it away.  Those false believers can’t understand this.  They see these works as ordinary, everyday tasks.  But there is a big difference between a believer’s works and an unbeliever’s works – even if they do the exact same thing.  For an unbeliever’s works don’t spring from the vine – Jesus Christ.  That’s why unbelievers cannot please God.  Their works are not Christian fruit. But because a believer’s works come from faith in Christ, they are all genuine fruit.”

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

Quoting from Psalm 23, Luther writes: “Even though I walk through the dark valley of death, because you are with me, I fear no harm.  Your rod and your staff give me courage” (Psalm 23:4).  He then share some excellent words about God’s presence with – how and why He is with us.  Luther writes:

“Even though David couldn’t see or hear the Lord, David said, ‘You are with me.’  The Lord’s presence can’t be perceived by the five senses.  Only faith enables us to know that he’s there.  Faith convinces us that the Lord is nearer to us than we are to ourselves.  In what way is God near?  He is near to us through his Word.

When David said, ‘Your rod and your staff give me courage,’ it’s as if he wanted to say, ‘Nothing else on earth can help me through my worries and troubles.  God’s Word alone is my rod and staff.  I will hang on to it and use it to pull myself up again.  I will be certain that the Lord is with me and that he gives me courage in all anxieties and troubles.  He defies the devil and the world and rescues me from my enemies.

With the words, ‘your rod and your staff,’ David was referring to the image of a shepherd with his sheep.  He wanted to say, ‘A shepherd guides his sheep with his rod and staff and leads them to graze in the meadow and drink fresh water.  He also uses his staff to protect them from all dangers.  This is the way the Lord, the True Shepherd, leads and guides me with his staff.  In other words, he leads me with his Word.  Then, I can walk with him on the right path in firm faith and with a clear conscience.  I can also protect myself from the false doctrine and false piety.  In addition, the Lord protects me from all spiritual and physical dangers and uses his staff to rescue me from all my enemies.  God’s Word so richly strengthens and comforts me that no spiritual or physical trial is too much to endure and overcome.’”

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

Today Luther writes about the need to be watchful – to watch how we speak or act.  And connected to that, he also speaks of pride and how it is always at work to puff us up with a false sense of our own worth and then to cause us to fall.  He begins with this from Galatians: “IF a person gets trapped by wrongdoing, those who are spiritual should help that person . . . At the same time watch yourself so that you also are not tempted” (Galatians 6:1).

He goes on to write: “This passage gives us a very serious warning.  It’s meant to restrain the severity of those who don’t help or console those who have fallen into sin.  Augustine says, ‘There is no sin committed by a person which could not also be committed by someone else.’  We are always walking on a slippery path.  It’s very easy to fall off if we become proud or get out of line.  ‘So, people who think they are standing firmly should be careful that they don’t fall’ (1 Corinthians 10:12).

David was a holy man, full of faith and of the Spirit of God.  He received glorious promises from God and did great things for God. But he fell in such a shameful way.  After successfully enduring many trials that God used to test him, and even though he was advanced in age, he was carried away by the passion of youth.  If this could happen to such a man as David, how can we ever take for granted our own ability to remain steady?  Through this example, God shows us our own weakness so that we will not exalt ourselves but stand in fear. God also shows us his judgment.  He finds nothing more intolerable than pride, whether against him or against a brother or sister.  So Paul does not uselessly say, ‘Watch yourself so that you also are not tempted.’

Those who have faced temptations know how important this is. Some haven’t, so they don’t understand what Paul is saying, and they lack compassion for those who have fallen.”

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

Today Luther talks about the shortsightedness of man.  We have difficulty seeing beyond the moment or past our own desires and needs.  There is a connection here with what Paul writes when he says that if our hope in Christ is for this life only, then we are most to be pitied.  It also connects with what Jesus said when He told His followers to seek first the kingdom of God and all these other things will added to you.

Luther begins with this quote: “Jesus replied to them, ‘I can guarantee this truth: You’re not looking for me because you saw miracles.  You are looking for me because you ate as much of those loaves as you wanted’” (John 6:26).  He then writes:’

“Christ tells the people that they’re not following him because of his teaching but because of their stomachs, which they hold dear.  They were thinking to themselves, ‘Jesus is a great teacher for us!  He’ll give us freedom.  We will all be full and satisfied, getting whatever we want.’  In this passage, the Lord reveals what type of followers the gospel will attract.  Even today, the gospel attracts people who think it will fill their bellies, satisfy their desires, and help them here in this life.

This idea is so common today that I have almost become tired of preaching and teaching it.  People, pretending to be sincere disciples, come to hear a sermon.  But under this guise, they come only for personal gain.  However, the gospel wasn’t sent from heaven in order to allow people to fill their own bellies, take whatever they want, and do whatever they please.  Christ didn’t shed his blood for this purpose!

The gospel proclaims God’s glory and teaches us how to praise the Lord.  God wants us to praise him.  He wants us to do what please him.  If we make God’s honor and kingdom our first priority, then not only will he give us life in this world and everything we need, he will give us eternal life as well.”

By Faith Alone: Week Forty-seven: Day Five

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

Today, Luther writes about living with ingratitude – living as if you deserved all the things that you receive.  We have trouble living thankful lives.  By nature, we are inclined to take too much credit for the good things that happen to us or the blessings that we receive.

I have also noticed in the past decade or so a growing attitude of entitlement.  Folks live as if they deserve all the good that comes to them – that they are entitled to it or that it is somehow their right.  With that kind of attitude, it is almost impossible to be thankful.

God does pour out His blessings on the righteous and unrighteous alike.  He does that not because we deserve it, but He does it out of mercy – even to those who reject Him and deny that He exists.  He pours out His blessings even when we fail to give thanks – even when we receive them as our due.

Because of our sin, the only thing that we deserve is death.  That’s the only thing that we are entitled to – the only thing that is our due.

But God did a work so that we could receive life rather than the death we deserve.  He took on Himself our sin and suffered its due.  He received in His body wages for our sin.  He did that so we could live – so that we could live with Him and dwell in His house forever.

The cross and the empty tomb need to always be before our eyes.  We need to keep our focus locked on Jesus and His saving work done for us.  That is the only way that we can live truly thankful lives – that we can learn to receive with gratitude all that God freely gives.

