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

Today Luther writes about the limits of government.  What he writes has application to conversations about the separation of Church and State.  He affirms the authority of the secular government to levy taxes, to provide protection for those they rule and punishing criminals.  But in matters of faith, the secular government has no authority.

Luther writes: “The secular government doesn’t extend any further than external and physical matters. God can tolerate secular government because it doesn’t concern itself with sins, good works, or spiritual matters.  Instead, it handles other maters, such as guarding cities, buildings bridges, collecting tolls and taxes, providing protection, defending the land and the people, and punishing criminals.  So Christians should obey government officials as long as these officials don’t command them to do something against their conscience.  Christians obey without having to be forced because they’re free in all matters.

If an emperor or prince were to ask me about my faith, I surely would tell him, not because of his governmental authority, but because I should confess my faith publicly.  If, however, he ordered me to believe this or that, I would say, ‘Sir, take care of the secular government.  You have no authority intruding on God’s kingdom.  I will not obey you.  You cannot tolerate anyone intruding on your domain.  If someone oversteps their boundary without your permission, you shoot him.  Do you think that God should tolerate your desire to push him off his throne and seat yourself in his place?’

Peter calls the secular government merely a human institution.  It has no power to interfere with the way God has arranged the world.  It has no power to give orders about faith.”

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

Today Luther writes a clear and certain word about eternal life – about our salvation.  It is ours right now by faith in Jesus – by faith in Jesus’ words and work.  Luther begins with his translation of John 6:47 – “I can guarantee this truth: Every believer has eternal life.”  Jesus Himself guarantees this.  Luther writes:

“One could preach a hundred thousand years about these words and emphasize them again and again.  Yes, one can’t speak enough about it.  Here, Christ explicitly promises eternal life to the believer.  He doesn’t say that if you believe in him you will have eternal life.  Rather he says that as soon as you believe in him you already have eternal life.  He doesn’t speak of future gifts but of present ones.  He is saying, ‘If you believe in me, you are saved.  You already have eternal life.’

This passage is the cornerstone of our justification.  With it, we can settle the disputes we’re having about how we receive God’s approval.  Good works don’t lead us to heave or help us in the sight of God.  Only faith can do this.  Of course, you should do good works and live a holy life in obedience to God.  But these efforts won’t help you earn salvation.  You already have eternal life.  If you don’t receive it while here on earth, you’ll never receive it after you leave.  Eternal life must be attained and received in this body.

Yet how does a person acquire eternal life?  God becomes your teacher, for he tells you about eternal life through those who preach his Word.  He convinces you that you should accept his Word and believe in him.  That is how it begins.  Those same words that you hear and believe will lead you to none other than the person of Christ, born of the virgin Mary.  God will take you nowhere else.  If you believe in Christ and cling to him, you are redeemed from both physical and spiritual death.  You already have eternal life.”

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

Today Luther writes about Christian freedom – the freedom that we have in Christ.  We are free from the curse of the law.  We no longer have to prove ourselves worthy of God by our keeping of that law.  But it is also a freedom with boundaries.  Freedom without boundaries is chaos.  We are still subject to the Ten Commandments.  We are to live a life of obedience in response to the love God has poured out on us through the forgiveness of sins.  We live a life of purpose now.  The law is no longer a tool by which we are to make ourselves worthy of God.  It is a guide that shows us how to live as God’s children – as servants of our neighbors.  It is a guide to give us opportunities through our service to share with them the hope that is ours in Jesus.

Luther writes: “Here Paul forbids us to become slaves.  No doubt he says this as a general guideline against people who try to destroy the freedom and equality of belief and clamp down too tightly on consciences.  For example, if someone teaches that a Christian man absolutely cannot marry a non-Christian woman and stay married to her, as some churches teach, then that person hinders the freedom taught here by Paul.  That person actually steers people to be more obedient to him than to God’s Word.  Paul says that this is serving people.  The people following this teacher think they are God’s slaves and serving him when in fact they are serving human teaching and becoming slaves of others.  This is also true of those who preached that Christians must be circumcised and nullified Christian freedom as a result.

So in every way, Paul is concerned about Christian freedom and guards it against the chains and prison of human rules.  Paul verifies this when he says, ‘You were bought for a price.’  Paul means that Christ bought us with his own blood and set us free from all sins and laws, as it says in Galatians 5:1.

The freedom Christ purchased, however, isn’t what the world means by freedom.  It doesn’t affect the roles people have with one another, such as a servant with a master or a wife with a husband.  God doesn’t want these roles to be changed.  Instead, he wants them to be honored.  He changes us inwardly and spiritually.  Before God, no law binds us or holds us captive.  We are truly free in all things.  Before, we were caught in our sins, but now all of our sins are gone.   So whatever outward roles or relationships still exist, they have nothing to do with sin or merit before God.”

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

Today Luther, in his writings, has some interesting things to say about faith and reason.  This gives some detail in what is meant when we read in the Scriptures that Jesus is both the author and perfecter of our faith.  Luther writes:

“Some people listen to what Jesus says but don’t believe that the Father is speaking. They don’t believe that his words are the words of the Father.  That’s why God must draw them further along.  When they hear the Word, God impresses it on their hearts.  Then they’re able to believe that they’re hearing the Father’s Word when they hear Christ speaking.

I plead with you to learn what it means for the Father to draw you.  This means you must listen to the words from Christ’s mouth.  You must learn from him.  You must not stray from his words.

So it’s not reason that brings you to faith.  Christ overthrows your own self-deceit and reason.  He condemns people who reject his spoken Word and want to wait for something special to happen.  They hope the Father will speak personally to them from heaven and give them the Spirit directly.  They want to hear an audible voice from heaven, but it won’t happen.

The only way to hear the Father speak is through the Son.  You will hear the words of Christ, but these aren’t enough to draw you.  Your reason says that Christ is only a man, and his words are only the words of a man.  But if you delight in reflecting on the Word – reading it, listening to it being preached, and loving it – soon you will come to the point where you say, ‘Truly, this is God’s Word!’  In this way, faith comes alongside reason.”

By Faith Alone: Week Thirty-Seven: Day Five

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

In today’s devotion, Luther writes about God’s promise to work all things together for good.  He also writes about humility and confession – taking an honest look at ourselves and our choices – knowing our weakness and our dependence upon God.

He writes: “You should beware of two extremes.  One is becoming arrogant about your wisdom and plans.  The other is becoming depressed when things go wrong.  God forgives and even blesses the mistakes of faithful people.  In my ignorance, I often made the biggest mistakes and did the most foolish things when I was sincerely trying to help people and give them good advice.  When I made these mistakes, I prayed fervently to God, asking him to forgive me and correct what I had done.  Important and faithful leaders often cause great harm through their advice and actions.  If God didn’t have mercy on them and didn’t straighten everything out, the world would be in a terrible mess.

All of us make mistakes.  We consider ourselves wise and knowledgeable.  Yet, in our sincere desire to help, we can end up causing a lot of damage.  If God in his wisdom and compassion didn’t correct our mistakes, we would make a mess out of our lives.  We are like the farmer whose horses had trouble moving a heavy load. Thinking the wheels on the wagon were too wide, he sharpened them.  This only made the load sink so deep into the mud hat the wagon couldn’t be moved at all.

Does that mean that people should do nothing and just run away from all their responsibilities?  Not at all.  You should faithfully do the job that God has given you to do.  Don’t rely on your own wisdom and strength, and don’t pretend to be so smart and important that everything ahs to be done your way.  Don’t be ashamed to get on your knees and pray, ‘Dear God, you gave me this job.  Please teach and guide me.  Give me the knowledge, wisdom, and strength to perform my duties tirelessly and well.’”

