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

Luther begins with this – “Some people are like seeds that were planted along the road.  Whenever they hear the word, Satan comes at once and takes away the word that was planted in them” (Mark 4:15).  He then goes on to talk about our need to be reading and learning God’s Word.  He writes:

“When the gospel is taught clearly, believers are confirmed in their faith, and they are able to guard themselves from idolatry.  Satan is upset when the truth of the gospel is taught.  He uses various methods to distort the Word and keep people from hearing it.  In the early church, a number of heresies appeared.  One claimed that Christ isn’t the Son of God.  Another claimed that he isn’t Mary’s son.  In Basil’s time, some denied that the Holy Spirit is God.

We have examples of Satan snatching away God’s Word in our own day.  When I and my followers began to preach the pure message of the gospel, many people arose who were against God’s Word and his work in the world.  Of course, none of the other temptations lessened.  Satan keeps on tempting people to commit sexual sins and other terrible crimes because he doesn’t want people to believe in what God says and does.  But the church and God’s people should regard Satan’s attacks on God’s Word and work as especially dangerous.

This is how Satan deceived Adam and Eve.  They lost their trust in God and no longer believed what he said.  Instead, they believed Satan’s lies.  When Satan deprives people of their trust in God, it’s not surprising that they become proud and despise God and other people. Eventually, they will turn to adultery, murder, and so on.  Letting go of God’s Word is the root of all temptations.  It results in the destruction and violation of all God’s commandments.  Unbelief is the source of every sin.  If Satan is able to tamper with God’s Word or snatch it out of people’s hearts, he will achieve his goal – people will no longer believe in God.”

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

Luther begins with this – “Therefore, God’s choice does not depend on a person’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy” (Romans 9:16).  He then goes on to write about how difficult it is to live in God’s grace – how often we fall back on our own works and standards as a way to commend ourselves to God.  Luther would probably consider his early years as a time when he was stuck in the mud of his own works and his desire to prove himself worthy of God’s love.  Luther writes:

“Even with extreme effort, learning to depend on God’s mercy is difficult – especially for us who have been raised in the doctrine of works and have been told to look to the law and our own efforts.  Moreover, our nature leans towards doing works.  We are so rooted in our habits, and our hearts are so used to it that we can’t stop thinking this way: ‘If I have lived a holy life and have done great and many works, then God will be merciful to me.’  So we struggle both against our nature and our ingrained habits.  It’s extraordinarily difficult to change our thinking and clearly distinguish between faith and love.

Even if we already have faith, the mud still sticks and clings to us.  We keep wanting to brag: ‘I have preached so long, have lived so well, and have done so much.  Surely God will take note of that.’  We want to bargain with God.  We want him to look at our lives and change the judgment seat into the mercy seat because of what we have done.  But nothing will come of this.  You may be able to tell other people, ‘I have tried to do good to everyone.  Where I have fallen short, I will try to make it up.’  But when you come before God, leave such bragging at home.  Remember that you are appealing for grace not justice.  Let anyone try this.  He will see how difficult and troublesome it is.  A person who has been stuck in his own works his whole life finds it difficult to pull himself out of it and let himself be lifted by faith.”

A key phrase here is: “Remember that you are appealing for grace not justice.”  If we appeal to justice, then all we can hope for is a quick death.  The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is life in Christ.

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

Today Luther writes about helping those in need.  In so doing, he also touches on a common criticism of the Church – hypocrisy.  We don’t do what we preach.  In Luther’s day, the Church was criticized for accumulating wealth often at the expense of those in need – those the Church was called to care for.  In times past, a common comment was that the Church if full of hypocrites.  Today, I don’t think many who are outside the Church spend much time thinking about the Church.  We have become irrelevant.

And the only way to become relevant is to walk the walk while we talk the talk.  We have been raised from death in sin to life in Christ.  Jesus now invites us to be His hands and feet as He continues to care for the needs of His people – of His sheep.  Love is an action.  The love that Jesus has shown to us and given to us compels us to look on our neighbor with compassion – to listen to their stories – to hear their cries – to sit with them in the midst of their trials so that we might be invited to share the hope that is ours in Jesus.

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

Luther has some wise words to share with us today about being content with and enjoying what you have.  He begins with this – “It is better to look at what is in front of you than to go looking for what you want.  Even this is pointless.  [It’s like] trying to catch the wind.  He then writes:

“Enjoying what you currently have is better than letting your heart wander.  You should make use of what is in front of you instead of wandering around full of desires.  This is what the dog in Aesop’s writings did when he chased after the reflection in the water and lost the meat he had in his mouth.  You should use what God has placed before you and be satisfied with it.  You shouldn’t try to satisfy your desires because they will never be satisfied.  Instead, you should use whatever God has placed in front of you.  All of it is very good (Genesis 1:31).

We should keep our eyes on what we already have in front of us.  We should delight in all of it.  We should enjoy it and give thanks to God for it.  Therefore, God doesn’t want our hearts to wander to thoughts of other things.  This passage points out that we should make use of what we currently have.  Letting our hearts wander around filled with desires is pointless.”

By Faith Alone: Week Forty-two: Day Five

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

Today Luther writes about freedom from sin.  He writes about the clear and simple message of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  He also writes about the arrogance that he encountered at the university and leaders from Rome.  He begins – “So if the Son sets you free, you will be absolutely free” (John 8:36).  He then writes:

“True freedom is being free from sin.  How does this happen?  It happens when we hear his Word – Christ was crucified, died, was buried, and rose again from the dead on the third day.  “Oh,” we might say, “I know that message well.  It is a very familiar sermon.”  But let’s learn this lesson again from our children, for it tells us yow we can be saved and be set free.  “Yes,” we might even say, “This teaching is too simple. That’s why it won’t work.”  But it’s a virtue that children can pray these words and understand them so easily.  We are old fools.  The more educated and intelligent we become, the less we know and understand.

We must preach this message again and again so that all of us may be satisfied and filled with its teaching.  My hunger, however, has not yet been satisfied.  This teaching is like bread.  No one ever grows tired of eating bread.  We fill ourselves with all kinds of food, but we never have enough bread, unless we are ill and can’t eat.  A healthy person will never grow tired of bread.  In the same way, Christians will never learn this completely during their lifetimes, whether they are saints or even Mary or John the Baptizer.

So we must sit with the children by the stove and learn the lesson again.  There are some who say they have already been taught the message and think they know everything about it.  But when troubles come, they desperately need someone to recite these words to them again.  They end up needing a four-year-old child to show them how to believe.”

