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

Today Luther writes about being made alive in Christ.  He writes about that in the context of death – in particular, our fear of death.  That we are made alive in Christ is and should be a great comfort to us who believe – who have been baptized into Christ.

Luther writes:

“Paul is speaking here only about Christians.  He wants to teach and comfort them about being made alive in Christ.  Although non-Christians will also rise from the dead, it will not be a comfort or a joy to them because they will be raised to judgment, not to life.  This is not a comforting or happy message to the world.  Godless people don’t want to hear about this.  This is the way I felt when I wanted to be a holy monk and tried to be pious.  I would rather have heard about all the devils in hell than about judgment day. The hair on my head stood on end when I thought about it.  The whole world hates to think about leaving this life. They don’t want to die, and they are terrified when we speak of death and the after life.  Aside from that, all of us are stuck in the muck of our own holiness and think that by our life and works we can pacify God’s judgment and earn a place in heaven.  All we accomplish by this is that we become even worse and grow more hostile towards judgment day.

I won’t say anything about the large group of people who look for all their pleasure and comfort here in this life, despise God’s Word, and won’t give a penny for God and his kingdom.  It’s no surprise if such people are aggravated by hearing about the resurrection.  But to us, this message is pure comfort and joy because we hear that our greatest treasure is already in heaven.  Only a small part remains on earth, which Christ will resurrect and draw to himself, as easily as person awakening from sleep.”

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

Today Luther writes a very interesting piece about preserving purity.  Sexual immorality isn’t, as some in my parents’ generation would say, grew out of the rebellion of the sixties.  It’s been with us for a long time.  And it was certainly an issue in Luther’s day.  The need to honor marriage as a gift of God was as important in Luther’s day as it is in ours.

Luther begins with this from 1 Thessalonians: “Each of you should know that finding a husband or wife for yourself is to be done in a holy and honorable way, not in the passionate, lustful way of people who don’t know God” (1 Thessalonians 4:4-5).  He goes on to write:

“All young people should avoid casual sex and preserve their purity.  They should resolve to strengthen themselves against lust and sexual passions by reading and meditating on a psalm or some other portion of God’s Word.  When the flames of passion plague you and sexual arousal reaches unmanageable proportions, go to a psalm or any other chapter or two in the Bible and read.  After the flames of passion die down, devote yourself to serious prayer.

If your sexual appetites continually tempt you, be patient.  Resist them as long as necessary, even if it takes more than a year.  But above all, keep praying!  If you feel that you can’t stand it any longer, pray that God will give you a devout spouse with whom you can live in harmony and true love.

I have known many people who, because of their crude and shameful fantasies, indulged their passions with unrestrained lust.  Because of their insatiable desires, they abandoned self-control and lapsed into terrible immorality.  In the end, they had to endure dreadful punishment.  Blinded to the realities of married life, some of them took unsuitable mates and ended up  in incompatible relationships.  They got what they deserved.

You must pray diligently and strive to resist the desires of your corrupt nature.  Ask God to give you a Rebekah or Isaac instead of a Delilah or Samson – or someone even worse.  Finding a devoted, loyal wife or husband isn’t a matter of good luck.  It’s not the result of good judgment, as unbelievers think.  Rather, a devout spouse is a gift from God.”

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

Luther begins with this from Galatians: “Certainly, it doesn’t matter whether a person is circumcised or not.  Rather, what matters is being a new creation” (Galatians 6:15).  He goes on to write: “A change in clothing or other externals doesn’t’ make a new creation, as some imagine.  It happens through the renewal of the mind by the Holy Spirit.  This is subsequently followed by a change in the body, limbs, and senses.  For when the heart receive s new light, new judgment, and new impulses through the gospel, the external senses are also renewed.  Then the ears have the desire to hear God’s Word instead of human ideas and dreams.  The mouth and the tongue no longer praise their own works, righteousness, and rules, but joyfully praise God’s mercy, which was revealed in Christ.  These are not merely changes in words, but real changes.  They include a new mind, new will, new senses, and also new ways of behaving.  The eyes, ears, mouth, and tongue not only see, hear, and speak differently than before, but the mind itself resolves and follows a different way of living.”

Luther is talking about how God works in our lives.  He works from the inside out.  Once the heart is set right, the rest of the body follows.  This is the work that Paul is confident God will complete in us.  He will complete it because He is the one who began it when He called us to faith – when He raised us to life together with Jesus in His resurrection.  His intent is to conform us to the image of His Son – Jesus.  He is faithful and He will do it.

Luther also describes the reality of this work.  We see the fruit of God’s work – righteousness, peace, joy, self-control, gentleness, faithfulness.  We also see the work of our flesh as it rebels against God’s sanctifying work.  Often it’s a two steps forward, one step back experience.  Too often we do the things we hate.  We give into the temptations and our own sinful desires.  We stumble and fall.

But God is faithful.  He comes and by His Word of forgiveness, picks us up and sets our feet on solid ground.  He walks with us as He continues to bring to completion His work that He began – from the inside out – until the renewal is complete – until He has completed in our flesh what is ours now by faith.

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

Today Luther writes about trusting God.  He talks about the tension – the fine line – between giving up control and being lazy.  He begins with this verse from Genesis: “Jacob wouldn’t send Joseph’s brother Benjamin with the other brothers, because he was afraid that something would happen to him” (Genesis 42:4).  He had already lost one favorite son (or so he thought) and he was not willing to another.  They were the only two sons of his beloved wife Rachel.

Luther writes: “Jacob decided to keep Benjamin close to himself in order to prevent him from being killed, as his brother Joseph was.  This was a very human, but foolish, thought – as if Benjamin couldn’t die at home!”  Jacob wanted to be in control of his son’s life – of his welling-being.  Perhaps he is also still feeling guilt over the lost of Joseph – that he didn’t do all that he could do to prevent Joseph from being taken from him.  But Jacob didn’t have that kind of control.  And in fact, what God was at work to accomplish for the good of the whole family would never have happened if Jacob could have prevented Joseph’s disappearance.

Luther then goes to write that, even as we trust God in all things, we are to take care of our children.  We are to do those things that are ours to do.  We have responsibilities that need to be attended to and we can’t neglect them.  We can’t say, “I’m trusting God to take care of that” and then sit back waiting.  To those in Thessalonica who sat and did nothing while they waited for Jesus’ second coming, Paul said, “If they won’t work, then neither will they eat.”

Luther concludes saying, “We must always remember God’s promise and be firm in our faith.  We must pray and do our daily work, but everything we do must flow from faith.”

By Faith Alone: Week Nineteen – Day Five

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

Luther writes about crucifying the corrupt nature.  He begins with this verse from Galatians: “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified their corrupt nature along with its passions and desires” (Galatians 5:24).  Luther is dealing with the tension that exists in us between what God declares to be true and what we see at work in our lives.

We are saint and sinner at the same time.  We have died with Christ (our old sinful nature with all of its passions) and we have been raised together with Him to new life.  But that’s a now and not yet sort of thing.  We are, by God’s declaration to us, justified children of God – saints.  But our old nature is still with us along with its passions.

And the sin that is still at work in us uses those passions to draw us away from God – to tempt us to rebel and follow our own will.  Luther writes that part of being crucified with Christ, while first and foremost God’s gracious work done in us, is also a responsibility that we share.  Luther would talk about it also in connection with Baptism as a daily drowning of the old nature with its desires.  What Luther means by that is when we recognize the temptations and desires of our old nature at work in our thoughts, we resist them.  We suppress them.  By the power of the Holy Spirit who lives in us, we are enabled to do that.

And we should.  We shouldn’t give our old sinful nature an opportunity to gain a foothold.  Luther talks about fasting, prayer and other spiritual exercises that can be a help in suppressing our old nature – helps in crucifying our corrupt nature.

And when we fall – when we give into those temptations and follow the desires of our corrupt nature – we continue to crucify that nature by confessing our sin and letting Christ put it to death by the power of His forgiving word.  We don’t continue to follow our corrupt nature’s desires by trying to justify ourselves, by denying or rationalizing our actions.  We fall at the cross and confess that we have sinned and Christ tells us that He died to set us free from sin.  By His forgiveness, we are free indeed.

So we live in His grace trusting in His mercy and faithfulness until that day when the full reality of His salvation is completed in our flesh.  He is at work to complete in our flesh what is ours now by faith.  Rest in His faithfulness and the promises of God made YES in Jesus Christ.

