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

“Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, ‘I now put you in charge of Egypt.’  Then Pharaoh took off his signet ring and put it on Joseph’s finger (Genesis 41:41-42).”  Luther uses this as an illustration of God “doing infinitely more than we can ask or imagine (Ephesians 3:20).”

Joseph prayed for release from prison and a return to his father.  He had been sold into slavery and he wanted to go home.  Never in his prayers did Joseph even imagine being put in charge of Egypt – of being the second most powerful individual in all of Egypt (behind Pharaoh himself).

In comparison to how God answers our prayers, Luther calls our prayers weak and insignificant.  We don’t truly know our need nor the purpose that God has for us in His kingdom work.  Joseph wanted freedom and he got that.  He wanted to see his father again.  And he did when Jacob came to Egypt so that he and his family could survive the famine that threatened them.  God’s work through Joseph was also a great benefit to all of Egypt as well.  The surplus built up during the years of plenty were more than enough to supply their needs during the seven years of famine.

Joseph couldn’t have possibly known that as he prayed to God for deliverance.  He saw it after the fact – after the answer had come.  At that point he was able to say to his brothers that what they meant for harm, God was working for the good.  That God was at work doing infinitely more than he could ask or imagine, became clear when the answer unfolded before Joseph’s eyes.

So pray, trusting God to continue to work for the good of those who love Him and in ways that we can’t always anticipate.

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

What Luther writes today is a picture of what the Church taught and many, including Luther, felt as a result.  God was angry with them because of their sin and that they couldn’t do enough to appease His wrath.  Then Luther heard the Gospel – that a man is justified by faith in Jesus Christ AND JESUS’ WORK done for him.  That put his struggles in a new light.

He writes: “Very few people know how weak and feeble faith and hope can be when they are suffering and struggling under the cross.  At such times faith and hope appear to be ‘a smoking wick’ that a strong wind could easily blow out (Isaiah 42:3).  But during these terrifying struggles, come continue to believe and hjope, even when it seems there is nothing left to hope for (Romans 4:18).  Trusting in the promises of Christ, they fight against the feelings of sin and God’s wrath.  Eventually, they will experience this little flicker of faith, at least this is how faith appears to their human reason because they can hardly sense it.  They will watch this flicker of faith become a great fire that will fill the entire heavens and devour all terror and sin (2 Peter 3:10-12).

Truly faithful people have nothing more precious in the whole world than this teaching. They hold on to it tightly, and they know what the whole world doesn’t.  They know that sin, death, misfortune, and physical and spiritual evils work for the good of God’s chosen ones.  Likewise, they know that God is nearest to them when he seems to be furthest away.  He is the most merciful and truly a Savior when he seems to be angry and punishing them.  They know that they have eternal righteousness when they are feeling the terrors of sin and death the most.  With hope, they look for eternal righteousness as their certain possession laid aside for them in heaven.  They are lords over all things when they are the poorest, as Paul says, ‘We have nothing although we possess everything’ (2 Corinthians 6:10).  This is what Scripture calls receiving comfort through hope.  But we can’t learn this skill without going through many great trials.”

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

Today Luther is writing about good works and what makes them good.  He makes the point that we can only do good works after we have been born again – after we have been made children of God.

He writes: “A child who will be born two years from now doesn’t yet exist. . . . That child can do nothing, for that child does not yet exist.  Everyone can understand that.  In the same way, all works, no matter how precious and good they might be, amount to nothing if a person does them before he has been spiritually born.  These works lead only to sin and death.”

Luther doesn’t discount the fact that good things can be done by people who are not believers – who reject Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  But that good is defined by the world.  The world tries to find comfort in good works.  How many times have you heard someone say at a funeral that he or she was a good man or woman?  Doing good things won’t save us.  They won’t make us worthy of God’s love.  At best, they are only poor imitations of the good that, as Jesus points out, resides only in God.

For us to do truly good works, we have to be first born again – born of God.  We have to be united with Jesus in His death and life (Romans 6:3-11).  Jesus takes us into His heart and fills us with His presence – with the good that comes from God – so that we can then do those good works that God has prepared beforehand for us to do (Ephesians 2:8-10).

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

Today Luther writes about God’s approval of us and the role that faith plays in that.  He begins with this: “The Lord approved of Abel and his offering, but he didn’t approve of Cain and his offering.  So Cain became very angry and was disappointed” (Genesis 4:4-5).

Luther writes: “God’s approval isn’t based on what a person does.  Rather, he accepts what a person does because he already approves of the person.  The person hasn’t earned God’s approval through the good that he does.  Because God approved of Abel, he also accepted Abel’s offering.  God didn’t approve of Cain, so he didn’t accept his offering.  So Abel had God’s approval even before he had done anything.

The author of Hebrews writes, ‘Faith led Abel to offer God a better sacrifice than Cain’s sacrifice.  Through his faith Abel received God’s approval, since God accepted his sacrifices’ (Hebrews 11:4).  Cain also brought an offering.  In fact, he brought his offering before Abel brought his.  But he brought his offering with an arrogant and overconfident attitude.  He assumed that God would be pleased with his sacrifice for the simple reason that he was the firstborn.  Because he lacked faith and didn’t acknowledge his sinfulness, he felt no need to pray and didn’t place his confidence in the mercy of God.

This is exactly how those who rely on their own efforts to earn God’s approval still act today. They concentrate on the good that they do, which they hope will please God.  They don’t trust in God’s mercy and his undeserved kindness.  They aren’t hoping that God will forgive their sins through Christ.  This passage is definite proof that God cannot be influenced by outward appearances or impressed by the good that people do.  He only looks at faith of the individual.  Yet God doesn’t reject any acts of human kindness, no matter how insignificant or meaningless they seem to be.  Indeed, the only thing God hates and condemns is unbelief.”

By Faith Alone: Week Forty-three: Day Five

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

Today Luther has some interesting things to say about prayer.  He writes:

“All teaching of Scripture concludes that the essence and nature of prayer is simply lifting up the heart to God.  But if the essence and nature of prayer is the lifting up of the heart to God, it follows that everything else that doesn’t lift the heart to God is not prayer.  Therefore singing, talking, and whistling without this lifting up of your heart to God are as much like prayer as scarecrows in the garden are like people.  The name and appearance might be there, but the essence is missing.

Jerome confirmed this truth about prayer when he wrote about an early church leader named Agathon.  Agathon lived in the desert for thirty years and carried a stone in his mouth so that he would learn to stay quiet.  But how did he pray?  In his heart, undoubtedly.  This is the kind of prayer God likes the best.  In fact, this is the only kind of prayer God regards and wants.  But hearing the words helps us think about what we’re saying and helps us pray correctly.  We should consider our spoken words to be like a trumpet, drum, organ, or other kind of sound that moves our heart and lifts it up to God.

You shouldn’t attempt to pray without words, relying on your own heart, unless you are well-trained spiritually and skilled in removing stray thoughts from your mind.  Otherwise, the devil will lead you astray and quickly destroy the prayer in your heart.  So you should cling to the words and let them lift you up – let them lift you until your feathers grow and you’re able to soar high without the help of words.”

