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

Luther begins with a quote from 1 Peter 4:12-13 – “Don’t be surprised by the fiery troubles that are coming in order to test you.  Don’t feel as though something strange is happening to you, but be happy as you share Christ’s sufferings.”

What Luther goes on to write focuses on the cross – the cross where Jesus died and suffered the penalty that our sin deserves.  He focuses on the cross that we are called to pick and carry.  There is much in his words to think and meditate on.  What follows are Luther’s words.

“Peter uses unusual imagery to remind us what Scripture says about suffering.  Throughout the Bible, suffering is described as a hot, fiery oven.  Elsewhere, Peter says, ‘The purpose of these troubles is to test your faith as fire test how genuine gold is’ (1 Peter 1:7).  In the book of Isaiah, God says, ‘I have tested you in the furnace of suffering’ (Isaiah 48:10).  In Psalms, David says of God, ‘You have tested me like silver’ (Psalm 17:3).  And regarding Israel, the psalmist says, ‘We went through fire and water’ (Psalm 66:12).  So the Bible speaks of suffering as being engulfed in fire or tested by fire.  Peter says that we shouldn’t become upset or think it’s strange when we experience this fire.  We are tested by fire, just as gold is refined by fire.

When we begin to believe, God doesn’t abandon us but lays a holy cross upon our backs to strengthen faith.  The gospel is a powerful Word, but it cannot do hits work without trails.  No one will discover its power unless he experiences it.  The gospel can only show its power where there is a cross and where there is suffering.  Because it’s a Word of life, it must exercise all its power in death.  If dying and death are absent, then it can do nothing.  No one would discover that it’s stronger than sin and death.

Peter says fiery troubles ‘are coming in order to test you.’  This fire or heat is the cross suffering which makes you burn.  God inflicts this fire for no other reason except to test you, to see whether you’re depending on his Word.  That’s why God imposes the cross on al believers.  He wants them to experience and demonstrate God’s power.”

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

Luther begins with a quote from 1 Corinthians 15: 35-36.  It reads: “But someone will ask, ‘How do the dead come back to life?  With what kind of body will they come back?  You fool!  The seed you plant doesn’t come to life unless it dies first.”

Paul writes this in response to those influenced by Greek philosophy that contends there is no bodily resurrection.  The body – the material – is a prison.  It has to be destroyed in order to set free the spirit trapped within.  The object of Greek philosophy is to destroy the body so that the spirit can be set free to be united again with the elemental power of the universe.

So Luther talks about that bodily resurrection and focuses on the last part of that quote.  He focuses on the seed planted.  “When a person dies, we should not look at it any other way than as a seed planted in the ground.  If the seed could see and feel what was happening, it would fear that it was ruined forever.  But the farmer, if he could talk to the see, would paint a much different picture.  He would portray the seed as if it were already a growing plant with a beautiful stalk and tiny ears of grain.”

That is the language of promise and faith.  God tells us in His Word who we are – what He has made us become – what He is at work to complete in us.  We are His children – saints – forgiven and free from the power of sin and death.  That is His promise made complete in Jesus Christ.  That’s what God (the farmer) sees even though we are still in the ground – even though we struggle with the dirt around us – struggle to grow toward the Son.

Faith believes God’s Word spoken to us and about us.  We live by that faith.  “So we must picture in our own hearts that when we are buried under the ground, we will come up again and grow into a new existence and everlasting life.  We don’t have to think of ourselves as dead and decaying, but rather as planted.  We must learn a new way of speaking about death and the grave.  When we die, it doesn’t mean we are dead, but instead we are seeds planted for the coming summer.  The cemetery is not a mound for the dead, but a field full of little seeds, which are called God’s seeds.  They will one day blossom again and become more beautiful than anyone can imagine.”

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

Once again, Luther focuses on faith and the object of that faith – Jesus Christ.  He speaks of our constant need to fix our eyes on Jesus who is the author and perfecter of our faith.  He is our life and hope.

Luther says: “Some people imagine that faith is a quality that sticks to the heart on its own, with or without Christ.  This is a dangerous error.  Christ should be placed directly before our eyes so that we see and hear nothing apart from him and believe that nothing is closer to us than Christ.  For he doesn’t sit idly in heaven but is continually present in us.  He is working and living in us, for Paul says, “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 2:20).  He also says that you “have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Galatians 3:27).  Therefore, faith is an unswerving gaze that looks on Christ alone.  He is the conqueror of sin and death and the one who gives us righteousness, salvation, and eternal life.

This is beautifully illustrated by the story of the bronze snake, which points to Christ (John 3:14).  Moses commanded the Israelites, who had been bitten in the desert by poisonous snakes, to look at this bronze snake with an unswerving gaze.  Those who did so were healed, simply by steadily gazing at the snake alone.  In contrast, others, who didn’t obey Moses, looked at their wounds instead of the snake and died.  So if you want to be comforted when your conscience plagues you or when you are in dire distress, then you must do nothing but grasp Christ in faith and say, ‘I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s Son, who suffered, was crucified, and died for me.  In his wounds and death, I see my sin.  In his resurrection, I see the victory over sin, death, and the devil.  I see righteousness and eternal life as well.  I want to see and hear nothing except him.’  This is the true faith in Christ and the right way to believe.”

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

Luther quotes from John 14:6 where Jesus says that He is the way, the truth and the life.  He talks about the need to understand this in the simplest way.  Luther writes that Jesus is the beginning, the middle and the end of our salvation.  “For through him we must begin, continue and finally reach the life beyond.”

He then writes about the difficulties that come upon us in this life and our great need for Jesus’ constant and continued work in our lives.  Luther writes: “In the beginning it’s hard to find the way.  Then life becomes more difficult as we continue to walk along the way.  It becomes extremely tough when we have traveled on the way for a long time and are about to reach our final shelter – heaven.”

He concludes: “So if you hold on to Christ in faith, then you have started in the right place.  If you remain with him, then you will be walking on the right path.  If you persevere until the end, then you will be saved.  Christ wants to pry our hearts away from trusting anything else.  There is no other way, highway, bridge, or path for us than Christ alone.”

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

Luther writes about our need to pray.  He makes the point that too often when we are tempted or most feel our sin that we don’t pray because we don’t feel worthy.  He says that is exactly when we need to pray.  He says, “Pray the Lord’s Prayer or any other prayer you can think of to defend against the devil and his temptations.  Then you will feel the temptation decrease, and Satan will run away.  Those who think that you should wait until your mind is free from impure thoughts to pray only help Satan, who is already far too strong.”

From my own experience, I know that is good advice.  To pray in times of temptation puts our focus back where it needs to be – on the One who cares for us and promises to guard and keep us from the power of the devil.  That’s what Jesus was doing in the wilderness after His baptism.  He focused on His Father’s Word – on His Word of promise.  And the devil couldn’t combat that.  He had to flee.

That is God’s promise to us as well.  He tells us to resist the devil and he will flee from us.  What Luther writes here about prayer is one of those ways to resist.  We resist – not by our own strength – but by the strength and power of God.  We, like Jesus, stand on the power of God’s Word.  In our prayers and in our reading of God’s Word power comes and the devil flees.

