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

Luther begins with this verse from Matthew: “No one can serve two masters.  He will hate the first master and love the second, or he will be devoted to the first and despise the second.  You cannot serve God and wealth” (Matthew 6:24).  Luther then writes about the key to understanding what Jesus is saying here.

He writes: “The little word serve is key to this verse.  It isn’t sinful to have money and property, a spouse and children, and a house or home.  But don’t let these possessions control you.  Rather, make them your servants and be their master.”

Dave Ramsey and others have echoed that understanding.  It’s not the money that is evil.  It’s the love of that money – the selfish pursuit of that money – that is the root of all kinds of evil.  As Jesus says here, if you are devoted to money – to the accumulation of money – then it becomes your master.  And you will hate and despise any other master.  And that becomes a great danger to us and our relationship with God.

Luther goes on to write: “So, Christ spoke sternly when he said, ‘He will hate the first master and love the second, or he will be devoted to the first and despise the second.’  This is the same as saying, ‘The love of money makes people enemies of God.’  That’s ultimately what happens when we serve wealth.  Christ also said, ‘Your heart will be where your treasure is” (Matthew 6:21).  We pursue what we love. . . . Augustine came right to the point when he said: ‘Whatever I love is my god.’”

Luther writes that service is the key to keep from becoming a prisoner to money.  Money becomes just one more gift – one more resource – to be used in service to others – to family, to friends and even the stranger.  Luther writes: “Remember what people say about a kind and generous individual, ‘He is master of his money.’  Money has no control over him, unlike a greedy miser who ignores God’s Word and everything else God wants.  A miser would rather withhold a helping hand than let go of his money.”

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

Today Luther writes about the devil who is described in 1 Peter 5:8 as a roaring lion seeking someone to devour.  The devil is on the prowl.  And we as children of God need to know that.  We need to know that the devil is also alive and active.  Maybe we would take this warning more seriously if we all had the opportunity to sleep on the savannah in Africa with lions roaring in the night.  We would certainly have an emotional connection with Peter’s warning.  It would no longer be simply a theoretical point to consider.

Luther gives this illustration.  “We’re living on the devil’s turf.  Our situation is similar to a traveler who stays at an inn where he finds out that everyone in the place is a robber.  If he had to stay there, he would arm himself in the best possible way and probably wouldn’t get much sleep.  In the same way, we now live on this earth, where the evil spirit is the prince.”

And we could throw up our hands and despair.  We don’t have the strength to resist.  We would be at the devil’s mercy – which means we would be devoured.  But all is not lost.  God is greater than the devil.  By Jesus death and resurrection, the devil has been defeated.  He has been robbed of his power.  We have been baptized into Jesus.  We have received the Holy Spirit and greater is He (the Holy Spirit) who lives in us than he (the devil) who is in the world.

Our defense against that roaring lion is the Word of God – in particular the Word of God made flesh in the person of Jesus Christ.  All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Him.  The devil might be the prince of this world, but Jesus is King!  Joined together with Him, we live.

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

Today Luther writes about coming down from the mountain.  We’ve all had our mountaintop experiences.  We’ve all wished we could have stayed there.  It’s hard to leave those mountaintops.  It’s hard to walk away.  There’s always the fear that we will come down from the mountain and return to business as usual – as if nothing happened – as if nothing changed.

Luther quotes from Genesis: “Then Abraham returned to his servants and together they left for Beersheba.  Abraham remained in Beersheba” (Genesis 22:19).  Luther then writes: “Abraham left Mount Moriah.  This was the mountain where he had been asked to sacrifice Isaac – where he had heard the voice of the angel and experienced God’s presence.  This place was a holy mountain – a place unlike any other in the whole world.  It was where Abraham had received God’s promise and pledge.”

Abraham left and returned to his normal activities as husband, father and master over his servants.  And it would seem that Abraham does what we all fear.  He acts as if nothing happened on that mountain.

But Luther makes the point that he returned to those activities because God had not given him any further commands – no further directions.  So rather than wait or take things into his own hands, he goes back home.  The work that God had called him to and God’s own purposes had been completed.  There was nothing left to do – at least not at this time.  He didn’t use his experience to lord it over others – to stop doing what husbands and fathers and masters are called to do.  Such menial tasks were not beneath him just because he had been in the presence of God and had heard the angel’s voice.

And we should not assume that he went home unchanged.  He was different.  That difference may have shown itself in the way he carried out those menial responsibilities.  Certainly the eyes of faith were now much stronger.  He certainly understood what it meant to submit to God and His plan – something that he had some difficulty with earlier when he, at his wife’s urging tried to help God’s plan along with Hagar – resulting in the birth of Ishmael.

Every vocation is given and directed by God.  No one vocation is greater than another because all provide us opportunities to share the hope that is ours in Jesus Christ with those we see on a regular basis.

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

Luther begins with this: “God also decided ahead of time to choose us through Christ according to his plan, which makes everything work the way he intends” (Ephesians 1:11).  He then goes on to write about how we are to deal with the unforeseeable future.

He writes: “Beware of the philosophy that leads people to say, ‘What can I do?  What’s the use of praying?  What good is it to worry?  If it’s predestined, it must happen.’  Yes, it’s true that what is predestined will happen.  However, we aren’t commanded to know what is predestined.  In fact, we are forbidden to know it.  We test God when we delve into unknowable matters.  God has given Scripture to us so that we can know what we should and shouldn’t do.  He expects us to act on this knowledge.  What we cannot know, we should leave to God.  We should stick to our responsibilities, vocation, and position in life.  God and God alone knows what is predestined.  You aren’t supposed to know.”

There is something in our nature that compels us to spend time with those things that we can’t know.  The sin in us drives us to focus on those details and uses our inability to figure out the future or find justification for events beyond our control to convince us that God is not involved in our lives or that He has let something slip.

And that can’t be farther from the truth.  As Luther explains here, God is at work being God and instructs us to live as His children.  He alls us to take care of those things that are in our sphere of influence and leave the rest to God.  Certainly our future is one of those things.  We can make plans.  We can make our choices.  We can take care of our daily responsibilities.  And while all of that can have an impact on the future, they don’t help us see our future – not as clearly as we would like.

So it all comes down to faith – to trusting God to be God and to work according to His promises – to work all things together for good for us His children.  We would do well to spend more time focused on what we are called to do in service to our neighbor.

By Faith Alone: Week Sixteen – Day Five

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

Today Luther writes about God’s secret works – how is work is often carried out behind the scenes – covered over by the harsh realities of life in this broken world.  Faith is of the utmost importance if we are to see those secret works – chief among those is God’s saving work accomplished through death and burial – that life comes to us through death is a great mystery and part of God’s secret work.

Luther begins with this from Genesis: “As the Midianite merchants were passing by, the brothers pulled Joseph out of the cistern.  They sold him to the Ishmaelites for eight ounces of silver.  The Ishmaelites took him to Egypt” (Genesis 37:28).  He goes on to write:

“God humbles his people before he elevates them.  He kills them in order to bring them back to life.  He devastates them before honoring them.  He knocks them down in order to pick them up.  God’s methods show the highest artistry and wisdom.  We cannot understand how events like these are a part of God’s plan until we see his plan completed.  When these events are happening, they can’t be understood, except through faith alone.

In the same way, faith in the Son of God will comfort me when I leave this earth.  And yet, I will be buried in the ground, eaten by worms, rot and decay (Job 17:14).  I don’t see God’s plan for me when I look at death.  Yet, God has promised that I will come back to life.  Christ said, “You will live because I live” (John 14:19).  But how will I live?  I will live in eternal life, in a body that is more beautiful and bright than the sun.  I can’t see or feel any of this yet.  But I believe it, and I can tolerate the short delay.  Eternal life is already prepared.  As Paul says, “The prize that shows I have God’s approval is now waiting for me.  The Lord, who is a fair judge, will give me that prized on that day” (2 Timothy 4:8).

But God does everything in secret.  We have to be patient while God hides his intentions from us.  Jacob and Joseph couldn’t see the future prize.  But with the sale of Joseph to the Ishmaelites, the future was being prepared.  God sees everything as if it has all taken place already.  Everything he wants to happen will certainly happen!”

