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

“That helper is the Spirit of Truth.  The world cannot accept him, because it doesn’t see or know him.  You know him because he lives with you and will be in you” (John 14:17).  What Luther writes about today is what enabled him to stand before Emperor Charles V at Worms, to defy the Pope and refuse to recant what he had learned and written from his study of God’s Word.  He writes of a confidence that comes from the Spirit who lives in us – a confidence that focuses on Christ alone.  Luther could not recant because Christ is his only hope.

“Christians can depend on nothing except Christ, their Lord and God.  For the sake of Christ, they surrender everything and declare, ‘Before I deny or leave my Christ, I will abandon food and drink, honor and possessions, house and property, wife and child – everything.’  A Christian’s courage cannot be fake or weak.  It must genuine and certain.  For a Christian cannot encourage himself with any temporary thing on this earth.  Instead, he clings only to the Lord Jesus Christ, who was crucified and died for us.  So Christ will say, as he promises in this passage, ‘Because you acknowledge me, you have this advantage and this comfort.  Your courage won’t mislead you, for your helper is the Spirit of Truth.’  All other courage comes from the spirit of lies – a false spirit that cannot please God.  But whatever a Christian does, or suffer, for his faith in the Lord Christ is done for the truth.  He has done what is proper and right.  He can boast truthfully and joyfully that what he has done is pleasing to God and the angels.  A Christian can feel so confident that he doesn’t have to fear the devil or the world.  He doesn’t have to be afraid of any threat or terror.

Let this encourage you, for nothing on earth can comfort you more during times of need than a confident heart.  As long as your heart is plagued with uncertainty and doubts, you cannot be courageous.  But if you live in truth, you can be sure that any suffering you experience isn’t caused by your own sin.  You’re not suffering because you tried to attain possessions, honor, or praise for yourself.  The only charge against you is that you believe in the Lord Christ and trust in his Word.”

That is what enabled Luther to stand before Charles V and the representatives of Rome at Worms and declare that he would not recant.  This is the confidence that he witnessed to when he said, “Here I stand.  I can do no other.”

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

Today Luther writes about the hidden kingdom – the kingdom that is ours by faith in Jesus Christ.  It is a now and not yet sort of thing.  We are fellow heirs with Christ.  Joined together with Him in His life and death, we become children of God.  By faith in Jesus’ work and His Word, the kingdom of heaven is ours right now.

But we still live here in this time and space.  The kingdom that we possess is hidden.   Luther says that Jesus “wants to reign secretly and invisibly in our hearts, by the Word alone.  Through the Word, he protects and upholds us in our weakness against the world’s might and power.”

What is ours by faith and hidden in Christ will one day be revealed in all of its glory.  Luther writes: “A gold coin remains a gold coin whether I hide it in my pocket or pull it out and hold it in my hand.  In the same way Christ will present and publicly display before the eyes of the whole world the treasure that is now concealed from us.”

By faith in Christ, that kingdom is ours now and forever.

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

 “Examine me, O Lord, and test me.  Look closely into my heart and mind” (Psalm 26:2).  Today Luther warns about selfish ambition.  He writes:

“In this passage, David is saying, ‘If the doctrine is pure and nothing is lacking in the Word and preaching, then the heart should also be pure.  At the same time, I still feel the sinfulness of my corrupt nature.  I feel a tendency toward pride, lust, hate, and envy.  In particular, the subtle poison of selfish ambition is always beneath the surface.  Even people who understand God’s Word very well often stumble over this sin.’

This sin causes all heresies.  As the saying goes, ‘Ambition is the mother of heresies and sects.’  Some people always want to be special. They’re never content being like everyone else.  This is how they wander off the path without even realizing it.  People must pray every day that God would keep this secret rebel inside of them in check.  As Paul says, ‘Excel in showing respect for each other’ (Romans 12:10).  Here, Paul acknowledges that the ego – that old idiot – always wants to be the center of attention.  As soon as a person learns something and can speak about the Lord Jesus Christ, he wants to become someone special.  He wants people to say, ‘Yes, he can get the job done.  He’s an educated man.  He’s a cut above the rest.’  Like a kitten adorning itself, people like to make themselves look good.  But afterwards, faith and God’s Word are no longer important.

We can’t do enough to protect ourselves from this shameful wickedness.  Other human vices are so crude that we easily perceive them, but this one sneaks up on us.  It disguises itself as honoring God and doing what his Word tells us to do.  However, selfish ambition lies hiding like a secret rebel behind it all.”

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

“Jacob was terrified and distressed.  So he divided the people, the sheep and goats, the cattle, and the camels into two camps” (Genesis 32:7).  Controlling your thoughts is Luther’s theme today.  He writes:

“While Jacob was on his way to be reunited with his brother Esau, he was plagued with doubts.  He learned that his brother Esau was wealthy and had a large family.  He thought, ‘What if God has changed his mind?  Maybe God has rejected me in favor of my brother.’  These were Jacob’s thoughts, but they remained just that – thoughts.  Because of human nature and weak faith, people can’t keep from having these thoughts any more than they can avoid other emotions, such as impatience, anger, and lust.  You can’t keep thoughts and temptations from coming into your head.  Just don’t let these thoughts become fixed in your mind so that they begin to affect your judgment.

You should follow the advice of a hermit who was approached by a young man complaining of having lustful thoughts and other temptations.  The old man told him, ‘You can’t stop the birds from flying over your head.  But only let them fly.  Don’t let them nest in your hair.’  It’s all right to have these thoughts, but let them remain just that – thoughts.  Don’t let them grow to the point where you have to act on these thoughts.”

Luther goes on to write that letting those birds nest in your hair will lead to despair.  He sites Cain, Saul and Judas as examples of folks who let those thoughts turn into action.  Despair led them to turn from God.  He then returns to Jacob who, in spite of his thoughts and temptations, never despaired.  “He didn’t throw his faith away.”

By Faith Alone: Week Thirteen – Day Five

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

“When you pray, don’t ramble like heathens who think they’ll be heard if they talk a lot.  Don’t be like them.  Your Father knows what you need before you ask him (Matthew 6:7-8).

God is not impressed with our many words or our eloquent speech.  He just wants to hear our voice.  Short and sweet – let God know the desires of your heart.  And then wait for the answer.

Short prayers are prayers of trust.  We say what we need to say and then trust that God hears and will answer.  Lengthy prayers are often the result of a lack of trust.  I’m not sure I’m being heard, so I keep on talking – even when I don’t have anything to say.

The prophets of Baal fell into that category.  They spent the day praying with many words.  They were busy with many activities – all of it designed to get Baal’s attention.  And none of it produced any fruit – no evidence that they were heard for their many words and activities.

Then Elijah prayed a simple prayer asking God to make Himself known as the only true God.  And fire came down from heaven and consumed the offering, the altar and the water that had filled the trenches around the altar.

We don’t need to use many words.  We say what’s on our heart and we trust God to hear according to His promise.  We trust Him to answer according to His will and for our good.  We pray with confidence because Christ, who lived, died and rose again for us, is our mediator.  He is the door through which all of our prayers are heard.

