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

Luther has some interesting things to say about lives lived in the context of community – with people who are burdened or in need.  It’s really about focus.  Is the focus on others or on self?

Luther begins with this: “Help carry each other’s burdens.  In this way you will follow Christ’s teachings” (Galatians 6:2).  He then writes:

“Everywhere love turns it finds burdens to carry and ways to help.  Love is the teaching of Christ.  To love means to wish another person good from the heart.  It means to seek what is best for the other person.  What if there were no one who made a mistake?  What if no one fell?  What if no one needed someone to help him?  To whom would you show love?  To whom could you show favor?  Whose best could you seek?  Love would not be able to exist if there were no people who made mistakes and sinned.  The philosophers say that each of these people is the appropriate and adequate ‘object’ of love or the ‘material’ with which love has to work.

The corrupt nature – or the kind of love that is really lust – wants others to wish it well and to give it what it desires.  In other words, it seeks its own interests.  The ‘material’ it works with is a righteous, holy, godly, and good person.  People who follow this corrupt nature completely reverse God’s teaching.  They want others to bear their burdens, serve them, and carry them.  These are the kind of people who despise having uneducated, useless, angry, foolish, troublesome, and gloomy people as their life companions.  Instead, they look for friendly, charming, good-natured, quiet, and holy people.  They don’t want to live on earth but in paradise, not among sinners but among angels, not in the world but in heaven.  Wee should feel sorry for these people because they are receiving their reward here on earth and possessing their heaven in this life.”

Luther talks about this as if it is two different people.  The reality is that, because we are both saint and sinner at the same time (we have been made new creations in Christ, but our old sinful nature still is with us), we are both.  We struggle with being other directed and not self-centered.  And when our love becomes self-serving – we turn to Him whose love has set us free from sin and death through the forgiveness of our sins.  We turn to Him whose love never fails 

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

Today Luther shares a clear word of hope that speaks to us in the midst of trials and troubles.  He gives a good word for living in the promises of God – in spite of the contrary realities we encounter each day.  He begins with this: “My Father wants all those who see the Son and believe in him to have eternal life.  He wants me to bring them back to life on the last day” (John 6:40).

He then writes: “This passage is a glorious promise to us.  It’s repeated twice because we tend to think: ‘That doesn’t quite make sense.  These words are difficult to believe.’  No one could foresee that faith would be so important until Christ actually said, ‘Everyone who believes in me will have eternal life.’  Now Jerome, Ambrose, and Cyprian all believed in Christ, yet they were executed.  How do we fit this together with the promise of eternal life?  When we see how people who believe in Christ are cursed, condemned, exiled, even beheaded and burned, it’s like having the rug pulled out from under us.  Christians aren’t allowed to live in peace. This promise about eternal life seems like al lie to us.  If this is what eternal life means – that one is pursued and killed – then let the devil have that type of life.

But faith must close its eyes and refuse to pass judgment on what it sees or feels in the world.  Believers won’t become aware of eternal life until Christ raises them from the dead.  Meanwhile, their eternal life is hidden in death.  It’s covered up and out of sight.  But remember that as long as you live, and even when you’re dying, you have forgiveness.  If you feel the weight of sin crushing you, you can still say, ‘My sins are forgiven.’  When your sins hunt you down, bite at you, and terrify you, you can look to Christ, put your feeble faith in him, and hold on tightly.”

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

Luther uses Lot’s prayer recorded in Genesis 19:19-20 (Though you’ve been very kind to me by saving my life, I can’t run as far as the hills. . . . Look, there’s a city near enough to flee to, and it’s small. Why don’t you let me run there?) as an opportunity to give some instructions about prayer.  He writes:

“Take a look at the different parts of Lot’s prayer.  The first part of a good prayer is giving thanks to God.  Giving thanks includes acknowledging God’s wonderful acts of kindness and praising God.  When we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we certainly do ask for daily bread.  But we first address God as our Father right at the beginning of the prayer.  With these very words, we are acknowledging that he has already provided food and protection for us, as a father would, up to that very day.  Praising and thanking God are good ways to acknowledge his kindness.

The second part of a prayer is to pour out our deepest concerns to God about personal problems and needs.  In Lot’s case, he was saying, ‘I’ll be in danger if I do what you say and run for the hills.  In the past, I have gotten into trouble for being too slow.  I could be in bigger trouble now if I’m too slow.  Please give me what I’m asking, for I know you are merciful.’

In the third part of Lot’s prayer, he proposed his own solution to the problem and asked God’s permission to carry it out.  He wanted to run to a nearby city where he thought he would be safe.  He pointed out it was a small town, which would provide a safe place to stay.

This was Lot’s prayer.  Think carefully about this incident and what happened as a result.  Lot prayed, and then God changed his plan.  At this point, we shouldn’t debate about whether or not God changes his mind.  Rather, we should learn what Psalm 145:19 teaches, ‘He fills the needs of those who fear him.  He hears their cries for help and saves them.’”

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

Luther begins with Matthew 5:8 – “Blessed are those whose thoughts are pure.  They will see God.”  He goes on to write about the necessity of faith in that seeing.  We all have good thoughts – at least what would be considered good by the culture in which we live.  But when Jesus says that there is no one who is good except God Himself, He is raising good to a level beyond the grasp of society.

Good, by the world’s definition, is not pure.  We can have good thoughts that can have a positive impact in our lives and that of our neighbor – when those thoughts become words and deeds.  But, because we are sinful by nature – according to the flesh – even our good thoughts are tainted by that sinful condition.

And there’s nothing we can do to change that.  We don’t have to power to create a new and pure heart that then produces pure thoughts.  We can’t make that kind of change.  No amount of resolve or determination can make or thoughts absolutely pure.

Only God can do that.  And He began that work when He called us to faith – when He created in us a new and clean heart.  As new creations, we are being conformed to the image of Jesus.  We are being re-made from the inside out.  We are a work in progress that will not be brought to completion until Christ’s returns and we are all gathered together before His throne.

For now we live by faith and, by faith, we see God through His Word.  In that Word, He reveals Himself to us.  Having been made new and through the eyes of faith, we see Him – His mercy and love – His fatherly care – and His word of discipline when needed.  We see God not because we have purged ourselves of our impurities, but because God has created in us a clean heart.  By faith, we live in His grace until that day when we will see Jesus face to face.

By Faith Alone: Week Thirty-four: Day Five

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

“We have been born into a new life which has an inheritance that . . . is kept in heaven for you, since you are guarded by God’s power through faith” (1 Peter 1:4-5).  And so Luther begins.  He goes on to write about God’s power and our absolute dependence on His power for salvation and life.

He writes: “Peter says, ‘You are guarded by God’s power through faith.’  He says this because when certain people hear the gospel – how faith alone without works makes us godly – they jump in and say, ‘Yes, I believe too.’  They confuse their own thoughts, which they make up, with faith.  We have previously taught from Scripture that none of us can do even the smallest works without God’s Spirit.  How then out of our own strength could we do the greatest work – to believe?  Such thoughts are nothing but a dream.  IF we are to believe, then God’s power must be working in us.  Paul says, ‘I pray that the glorious Father, the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, would give you a spirit of wisdom. . . . You will also know the unlimited greatness of his power as it works with might and strength for us, the believers’ (Ephesians 1:17-19).  Not only is it God’s will, but he also has the power to spend a great deal on us.  For when God creates faith in us it is a great work.  It’s as if he were creating heaven and earth again.

People are being foolish when they say, ‘How can faith alone save us?  There are some people who believe, yet they don’t do any; good works.’  For they think that their own thoughts are faith and that faith can exist without good works.  In contrast, we agree with Peter who says faith is a power that comes from God.  When God gives faith, the individual is born again and becomes a new creature.  As a result, good works naturally flow from faith.”

