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

In today’s devotion, Luther has some interesting thoughts to share on dealing with suffering – how we view it – how we respond to it.  I will reprint his entire devotion for you.  I am still processing – pondering – what he writes.

“Then Jesus said, ‘I am the true vine, and my Father takes care of the vineyard.’”

“This passage presents a very comforting picture.  Christ understood all the suffering that he and his followers would experience as nothing else but the work of a diligent gardener.  Grapevines can only grow and produce much fruit with careful tending by the gardener.  Christ wants to teach us that we should look at trials and suffering very differently than the way it appears and feels to us in this world.  Suffering doesn’t occur apart from God’s will.  It’s not a sign of his anger, but of his mercy and of his fatherly love.  It will serve for the best.

It’s an art to believe that what hurts and distresses us doesn’t occur to harm us, but to make us improve.  What if the vine were aware of this, could talk, and could see the gardener cutting around its roots with a hoe?  What if it could see the gardener pruning its branches with his pruning knife?  After seeing and feeling all of this, it might say, ‘Oh!  What are you doing?  Now I will wither and spoil because you are working on me, taking the soil away from me, and scraping me with those iron teeth.  You are tearing and pinching me everywhere, leaving me to stand here half-naked.  You are more cruel to me than you are to other trees or plants.’

But the gardener would reply, ‘You just don’t understand.  If I cut off a branch, it’s because it’s a useless branch, which takes strength and sap away from you.  The other branches won’t be able to produce fruit and will also begin to fail.  So, off it goes.  It’s for your own good.  I am doing it so you will yield more fruit and will be able to produce good wine.’”

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

Today Luther does some teaching on the introduction to the Lord’s Prayer.  What does it mean to address God as our Father?  What does it mean to address God as our Father in heaven?

It certainly is describing a relationship – a relationship that God has called us into – a relationship secured by faith in Jesus Christ.  When Jesus teaches this prayer to His disciples, He is teaching them about their relationship with God.  God doesn’t want hired men or slaves.  He wants children.  By His work and by faith in Jesus Christ we are made children of God.  And so we address Him as Father.  Luther says: “By doing so, we acknowledge ourselves as children of God, which again stirs God’s heart.  For there is no voice more dear to a father than his own child’s voice.”

Luther also says that when we address Him as our Father in heaven, we are acknowledging that we are not yet home.  We are here on earth and heaven is our home.  We are not yet dwelling in the house of the Lord – in that place that Christ has prepared for us.  Luther says: “Anyone who prays this way soon feels a heartfelt yearning, like a child who lives far from his father’s land in misery and distress among strangers.”  Anyone who has ever felt homesick knows what that is like.  As we call Him Father, we are also speaking of our desire to be at home with Him – resting in His arms.

That is our hope and it is made secure for us by Jesus’ work.  By faith in Jesus, we rest in His peace – in that hope – even when we feel far from home.

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

Luther begins with these words from John 14:1 – “Don’t be troubled.  Believe in God, and believe in Me.”  He goes on to talk about the comfort that can be found in God’s Word – in His Word of promise – in times of trouble.  We may feel lonely, but (according to God’s promise) we are never alone.  We may be anxious, but (according to God’s promise and guaranteed by the empty tomb) our future is secure.  He talks about God’s desire to comfort us with His Word – with His living Word.  Jesus Himself (the Word made flesh) invites us to come to Him and He will give us rest.

Luther concludes: “We can be sure of this: A sorrowful, timid, and frightened heart doesn’t come from Christ.  Christ doesn’t frighten hearts or make them depressed.  He came to this earth, did everything, and ascended into heaven to take away sorrow and fearfulness from our hearts and replace them with a cheerful heart, conscience, and mind.  That’s why he promises to send the Holy Spirit to his followers.  Through the Spirit, he wants to strengthen and preserve his followers after he has left.  Whoever can trust in what Christ says in this passage will be in good shape and will have won more than half the battle.”

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

Today Luther writes about angels – a topic that connects with a lot of folks – Christian and non-Christian alike.  We probably have been influenced by TV series and movies that portray angels in a variety of ways – some good and some not so good.

Luther quotes Luke 2:13-14 (Suddenly, a large army of angels appeared with the angel.  They were praising God by saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those who have his good will!”) and makes two points.

“First of all, by joyfully singing about the honor of God, they show how full of light and fire they are.  They recognize how everything belongs to God.  They don’t take credit for anything.  They enthusiastically give honor to God, the one to whom it belongs.”

“The second characteristic is that they love us, just as we are taught to love other people.  Here you see that wonderful, great friends they are to us.  They love us as much as themselves, and they celebrate our salvation as if it were their own.  They give us good reason to regard them as highly as we would our best friends.”

That has some connection with the angels portrayed in shows like “Touched by an Angel.”  They show care and compassion for we human beings.  They always point people to God.  They always bear witness to Him and His glory.  That also shows that the secular world is not completely severed from God – even if it takes the form of wishful thinking – a hope that God’s angels are watching over us and guarding us from the devil’s snares.  There is some truth in their depictions.

Luther concludes: “It’s no use trying to understand them according to their essence as the worldly-wise teachers do, whose pursuits are futile anyway.  The right way to understand angels is according to their inner heart, attitude, and mind.  We might not know what they’re made of, but we do know what their highest desire is and what they’re continually doing.  In this way, we see into their hearts.”

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

Luther begins today with these words: “What should you do when the thought of death frightens you and your conscience bothers you?  Live in Christ.  You must believe you can accomplish nothing by your own works, but the only way is through Christ’s righteousness.”  He then points to John 6:29 that says that the work of God is believing in the one He has sent.

He goes on to talk about how God dealt with David through Nathan.  Nathan confronted David with his sin and David confessed.  Luther writes: “When Nathan said, ‘The Lord has taken away your sin,’ he was proclaiming the message of grace.  And David believed it.

The literal definition of confession is: to agree with.  When we confess our sin, we are agreeing with what God says about sin and our nature.  Sin is a barrier between us and God.  Our sinful nature is in constant rebellion against God.  And we agree that we are not worthy to be called His child.

But we also agree (or should) with God’s word of absolution – for the sake of Jesus Christ, your sin is forgiven.  David believed it and simply lived in that grace.  That is God’s promise to us as well.  Our response is to be like David’s and simply live in the gift.

But our sinful nature is always at work to get us to turn from the gift – to doubt His Word and the One He sent.  Luther concludes: “Our nature struggles fiercely against being saved without our works and tries to deceive us with a grand illusion of our own righteousness.  So we may find ourselves attracted to a life that merely appears to be righteous.  Or because we know we aren’t righteous, we may be frightened by death or sin.  Therefore, we must learn that we should have nothing to do with any other way of becoming righteous, except through Christ alone.”

