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

Today Luther writes about prayer.  He calls the Lord’s Prayer the greatest prayer because it’s taught to us by Jesus Himself.  While he doesn’t discourage using other prayers – especially praying the Psalms – he does warn us to keep from regarding them more highly than the Lord’s Prayer.  He writes:

“Because Jesus is the author of the prayer in this passage (Matthew 6:9), it’s undoubtedly the greatest and best prayer.  For if this good, faithful teacher had known a better one, he certainly would have taught it to us.  This doesn’t mean a prayer that doesn’t use these exact words is worthless.  For prior to Christ’s birth, many believers who had never heard these words also prayed.  But we should be cautious about other prayers that don’t convey the meaning of this prayer.  The psalms are good prayers, and they express the same thoughts as the Lord’s Prayer but don’t express them as clearly.

So it’s a mistake to prefer other prayers over this one.  Watch out especially for those written out with titles decorated in red ink, in the hope that Goad will give us health and long life, possessions and honor, indulgences to free us from punishment, and so on.  Through these kinds of prayers, we pursue our will and our honor more than God’s will and his honor.  Many people have begun regarding these other prayers more highly than the Lord’s Prayer.  Not that I completely disregard these prayers, but people put too much confidence in them.  Subsequently, the true Lord’s Prayer, which is inner and spiritual, is despised.  All forgiveness, all blessings, all that is useful, and everything else that a person needs of this body and soul on earth and in heaven overflow from this prayer.

It would be better if you prayed one Lord’s Prayer – praying it with all your heart, really thinking about the words, and letting it change your life for the better – than for you to recite all other prayers combined.”

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

Today Luther writes about good works and how we are to regard them.  They are useful in caring for our neighbor.  They can bring opportunities to share the salvation that is ours in Christ.  But they are of no use at all in gaining God’s approval.  Luther writes:

“Faith if very fragile and needs to hear the command: ‘Forget your father’s house’ (Psalm 45:10).  Something inside of us strongly compels us to keep trying to earn God’s approval.  We look for good works, in which we can place our trust and which will bring us praise.  We want to show God what we have done and say, ‘See, I have done this or that.  Therefore, you must give me your approval.’

None of us should be overconfident when it comes to forgetting our own good works.  Each one of us carries in our heart a horrible, religious fanatic.  We would all like to be able to do something so spectacular that we could brag, ‘Look what I’ve done!  With all my prayers and good works, I’ve done enough for God today that I can feel at peace.’  This happens to me, too, after I have accomplished something in my ministry.  I’m much happier than if I hadn’t done it.  Being happy isn’t wrong in itself.  But this joy is impure because it isn’t based on faith.  It’s the kind of happiness that can make your conscience confused.  Consciences are delicate.  We need to guard them against the sin of arrogance.  So, we can’t be overconfident.  We who confess Christ should always walk in fear and grow in faith.  We should realize that we all carry in our heart a horrible, religious fanatic, who will destroy our faith with foolish delusions of good works.

The Holy Spirit provides us with a way to counter this godless delusion.  We need to hold tightly to what we have received through the undeserved kindness of God.  God’s approval doesn’t come to us by what we do.  Rather, it comes through the holiness of Christ, who suffered for us and rose again from the dead.”

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

Isaac planted crops in that land.  In that same year he harvested a hundred times as much as he had planted because the Lord had blessed him.  He continued to be successful (Genesis 26:12-13).

Luther writes today about the blessings that follow testing.  He explains why the testing is necessary and how God works according to His promises to care for us and strengthen us in our faith.

“We must learn from Isaac’s example to be firm in our faith so that we don’t doubt or waver when hardships come our way.  After Isaac had sinned, God lovingly forgave him and even blessed him.  We learn from this that God doesn’t remain angry forever.  If we rely on his promises, we can remain faithful when things go wrong and say, “The Lord who asked me to believe in him will keep his promises.  Meanwhile, I will cling to him and trust him.”  The Psalms remind us: ‘Wait with hope for the Lord.  Be strong, and let your heart be courageous’ (Psalm 27:14).  ‘Be strong, all who wait with hope for the Lord, and let your heart be courageous’ (Psalm 31:24).  Believers can remain confident even in the worst dangers and hardships because God has promised to take care of them: ‘Turn all your anxiety over to God because he cares for you’ (1 Peter 5:7).

It’s important for believers to be tested by trials.  Without these tests, their faith would grow cold and weak.  It could eventually disappear completely.  But if they are tested with hardships, believers will discover what faith is and will be strengthened in their knowledge of Christ.  They will become so strong that even when they have troubles and anxieties, they can be just as happy as they are in good times.  They can look at each hardship as if it were a cloud or a fog that will soon vanish.”

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

We begin with these words from John 3:19 – This is why people are condemned: “The light came into the world.  Yet, people loved the dark rather than the light because their actions were evil.”  Today in his devotion, Luther gives us an interesting picture of why people are condemned even when God has done everything to lift that penalty from them and give them life as a gift.  He writes:

“To us, God may appear to be angry.  He seems to be an unjust, harsh, and stern judge.  But God is saying here, ‘Now then, I will cancel the charges against you.  You will no longer have to mourn.  To be sure, you have sinned and earned the judgment of God.  But your sin will be pardoned.  The death penalty will be removed.  I will no longer remember the sinfulness of the world – the sin in which people were born and in which they lived.  Everything is settled.  I will no longer look at your sin.  Simply believe in my Son.’

What’s missing?  Why does judgment still hang over us if the Son has removed our sins?  This judgment remains because people reject Christ, the Son of God.

Suppose a physician were treating a sick person whom he definitely knew he could help.  Suppose he had promised to get rid of his patient’s pain.  The physician suggests a remedy for his patient’s illness or an antidote to counteract the poison his patient had ingested.  Suppose further that the sick person knew without a doubt that the physician was capable of helping him.  In spite of this, the patient says, “Get out of here.  I don’t need your advice.  You’re not a physician.  You’re a fraud.  I’m not sick.  I didn’t eat any poison.  And besides, it probably won’t hurt me.”  Then what if the patient tried to choke and even kill his doctor?  Wouldn’t you say that person was not only sick but also stark raving mad?  The spiritual madness of refusing the help God’s Son wants to give us is ten times worse than this.”

By Faith Alone: Week Twelve – Day Five

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

Today Luther begins with Joshua 23:14.  It says: “You know with all your heart and soul that not one single promise which the Lord your God has given you has ever failed to come true.  Every single word has come true.”  He goes on to write of the difficulties of living in those promises in a world broken by sin.

“Christians are wise when they accept what God has planned and persevere in believing the promises they have from him.  His promises are dependable and lasting.  The Lord’s own pledge is permanent, as we read in the Psalms: ‘Indeed, the Guardian of Israel never rests or sleeps’ (Psalm 121:4).

But human reason responds, ‘That’s all fine and good.  It even sounds nice.  But I’m experiencing the exact opposite.  God not only sleeps, he snores!  In reality, there isn’t a God who takes care of me or watches over me.’

Jacob was certain of God’s promises.  He knew that God’s pledge was permanent.  Yet, when Joseph’s brothers were angry at Joseph, God didn’t spare either Jacob or his son Joseph.  It was as if they had no protection at all from the holy angels.  Nobody resisted the anger of Joseph’s brothers (Genesis 37:12-28).  God and the angels remained dead silent.  Even today, they appear to let the devil wreak havoc on the church and believers.  Where is God in all of this?

Examples like these remind us that we must believe God’s promises and never doubt his words.  Because God can’t lie, he won’t stop constantly watching over us, especially if we believe his promise.  Because he is faithful, God can’t abandon us when we hang on to what he has promised.  God may allow us to be attacked, led to the edge of hell, or even killed.  It’s during those times we need to remember that God promised to be our guardian – one who never rests or sleeps.”

Those are the conflicting realities that we live with in this world.  We know that all of God’s promises are made YES in Jesus.  They have been fulfilled – made complete.  But we also have the daily reality of the consequences of sin at work both in the world and in us.  May God, through the power of His Word, strengthen us to stand on His promises even when faced with death.  As Paul writes if our hope in Jesus is for this world only, then we are to be pitied more than any other man.  Our hope in Christ is for His care in and through the trials of this life.  It also reaches beyond the grave.  The tomb is empty.  The victory is won.

