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

Faith brings freedom is the theme for today.  Luther quotes from Galatians: “Yet, we know that people don’t receive God’s approval because of their own efforts to live according to a set of standards, but only by believing in Jesus Christ” (Galatians 2:16).  Luther goes on to write:”

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking that Christians are people who never sin or feel sinful.  Rather, because of their faith in Christ, God simply doesn’t attribute their sin to them.  This teaching is comforting to those who have terrified consciences.  For good reason, we often try to impress on people that sins are forgiven and that righteousness is attributed to believers for the sake of Christ.  In the same way, Christians shouldn’t have anything to do with the law and sin, especially in times of temptation.

To the extent we are Christians, we stand above the law and sin.  Christ is the Lord of the law.  He is present and locked in our hearts, just as a precious stone is firmly mounted in a ring.  When the law accuses us and sin terrifies us, all we need to do is look to Christ.  When we have taken hold of him in faith, we have the victor over the law, sin, death, and the devil with us.  Because Christ rules over all of these, we won’t be harmed.

That’s why a Christian, correctly defined, is free from all laws and subject to no one, either inwardly or outwardly.  But notice that I said, ‘to the extent we are Christians,’ not just to the extent we are human and had a conscience.  We are free to the extent we have a conscience that is transformed and made rich through faith.  This faith is a great and immeasurable treasure, as Paul says, a ‘gift that words cannot describe’ (2 Corinthians 9:15), a gift that cannot be raised high enough or praised enough.  It makes us children and heirs of God.”

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

Luther writes about Jesus as the true Light of the world in a context that was very familiar to the culture of his day.  The Church had elevated saints to a level on par with Christ.  People prayed to the saints, venerated them and sought their aid in times of trouble.  Luther would be the first to commend the saints as examples of a life lived in faith.  But they are not the Light.  They are only a witness to the Light.

Luther writes: “My opponents accuse me of teaching that God alone should be respected and revered.  They claim that I treat the saints as though they had never done anything good or useful in their lives.  They ask, ‘Wouldn’t you at least say that John the Baptizer was worth something.’

I haven’t snubbed John.  I honor and respect him.  However, John is a servant of the Lord and is not the Lord himself.  John points to the true light and leads people to it, but he is not the light.  He certainly had a more important role than the prophets did.  John didn’t prophesy, as others did, that the Lord would come one of these days.  Instead, he pointed with his finger at the Lord who was standing right there and said, ‘Look, there he is!’  That’s why I greatly respect John.  I am thankful that God gave us such a faithful prophet, whose mouth spoke about the true light and whose finger pointed out the Lamb of God.  Yet, I won’t depend on John to save me.  I can’t rely on his holiness, ascetic life, and good works.  John admitted that he wasn’t the Messiah when he said, ‘I am not the Messiah’ (John 3:28).  But regarding Christ, he said, ‘He must increase in importance, while I must decrease in importance’ (John 3:30).

Christ said that John was the greatest of all people ever born (Matthew 11:11) and that he was far more than a prophet (Matthew 11:9).  Yet, John was not the light.  So, if John’s holiness, ascetic life, strange clothes and food, and refusal to drink wine can’t help you obtain eternal life and salvation, then any saint who is less significant than John will be able to do even less for you.”

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

Today Luther writes about praying in times of trouble.  He writes about the difficulty we have in stressful times to remember to pray.  He begins with this from Isaiah – “Hezekiah took the letter from the messengers, read it, and went to the Lord’s temple.  He spread it out in font of the Lord and prayed to the Lord” (Isaiah 37:14-15).

Luther then writes: “This chapter of Isaiah contains an interesting story about King Hezekiah.  The Assyrians were attacking Jerusalem with a large army and beginning to overpower it.  The situation looked hopeless.  King Sennacherib ridiculed Hezekiah mercilessly.  Sennacherib made fun of Hezekiah’s misfortune by writing him a letter filled with insults about God in order to make the devout king lose all hope.  Instead of losing hope, Hezekiah went into the temple spread out the letter in front of God, bowed down with his face touching the ground, and prayed a heartfelt prayer.

Learning to pray when there’s an emergency or when something is frightening us requires a lot of discipline.  Instead of praying, we tend to torture ourselves with anxiety and worry.  All we can think about is trying to get rid of the problem.  The devil often tricks us when temptation or suffering first begins, whether dealing with spiritual or physical matters.  He immediately barges in and makes us so upset about the problem that we become consumed by it.  In this way, eh tears us away from praying.  He makes us so confused that we don’t even think about praying.  When we finally begin to pray, we have already tortured ourselves half to death.  The devil knows what prayer can accomplish.  That’s why he creates so many obstacles and makes it so inconvenient for us that we never get around to prayer.

On the basis of this story in Isaiah, you should get into the habit of falling on your knees and spreading out your needs in front of God the moment you have an emergency or become frightened.  Prayer is the very best medicine there is.  It always works and never fails – if you would just use it!”

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

Today Luther is writing about Jesus’ person and authority – who is He and what is in His power to do.  He writes about in the context of prayer quoting from John: “I will do anything you ask [the Father] in my name so that the Father will be given glory because of the Son” (John 14:13).

He writes: “What does it mean when Christ says, ‘I will do anything you ask the Father in my name’?  I would think he should say, ‘What you ask the Father in my name, he will do.’  But Christ is pointing to himself in this passage.  These are peculiar words coming from a human being.  How can a mere man make such lofty claims?  With these simple words, Christ clearly states that he is the true and almighty God, equal with the Father.  For whoever says, ‘What you ask, I will do,’ is saying, ‘I am god, who can and will give you everything.’  Why else should Christians pray in Jesus’ name?

Why do people call on saints as helpers in times of need – Saint George for protection in war, Saint Sebastian for protection from pestilence, and on others for other circumstances – unless they believe that these saints will answer their prayers?  But Christ claims this role for himself.  In other words, he is saying, ‘I won’t command others to do whatever you ask for.  I will do it myself.’  So he is the one who can help in every situation with what we need.  He is mightier than the devil, sin, death, the world, and all creation.

No being – whether human or angelic – has ever had or ever will have such power.  Christ possesses all of God’s power and strength.  Here, Christ sums up what we can ask him for in prayer.  He doesn’t limit his promise by adding, ‘that is, only if you ask for gold and silver or for something that other people can give you.’  Rather, he says that he will do ‘anything you ask.’

That is helpful in understanding Jesus’ person and authority, but it leaves the question of how those answers are evidenced and when they come in specific circumstances to another time.  If you would like to continue this conversation, then send me a response and I will do my best to respond under the authority of God’s Word.

By Faith Alone: Week Thirty-Nine: Day Five

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

Luther begins with “Therefore, brothers and sisters, use more effort to make God’s calling and choosing of you secure.  If you keep doing this, you will never fall away” (2 Peter 1:19).  He goes on to discuss the relationship between faith and works.  And the certainty that he talks about here is more about growing up into the certainty proclaimed by God in His Word that salvation is made complete in Jesus’ work done for us and given to us rather than working to claim those gifts.

Luther writes: “Although the calling and the choosing Peter talks about here is strong enough by itself, it doesn’t feel strong and firm enough to you.  This is because you’re not yet certain that it’s meant for you.  So Peter wants to make this calling and choosing feel more firm with good works.

Peter considers the fruits of faith to be very important.  These fruits are directed towards our neighbors for service to them.  But the fruit doesn’t remain outside of us.  Faith is strengthened by the fruit so that we do more and more good works.  So this power is very different from physical strength.  We get tired and injure ourselves if we overuse our physical strength.  But with spiritual power, the more we use it, the stronger it becomes.  And if we don’t exercise it, it diminishes.

We shouldn’t let faith rest and lie quietly.  It becomes more powerful with cultivation and practice until we become certain of our calling and choosing.  We become certain that we cannot fail.  In addition, this passage gives us a guideline for dealing with election.  There are many frivolous spirits who don’t know what strong faith feels like.  They jump in, start at the top, and want to find out through their human reason whether God has chosen them.  They do this so that they can feel certain of their position.  Quickly back away from this approach because it’s not the correct way.  If you want to become certain, you must approach it the way Peer suggests here.  If you choose a different way, you have already failed.  You will see if you try it.  But if you cultivate and practice your faith over time, you will become certain so that you will never fall away.”

