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

Today, Luther writes about exclusive claims that Jesus makes – claims that our culture today wants to disregard.  We can be accepting.  We can say that it really doesn’t matter what a person believes.  We can say.  We can do that.  But we still have to deal with the words of Jesus when He says, “I am the way, the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”

Luther writes: “What does it mean to come to the Father?  It means nothing else but to come from death to life, from sin and condemnation to innocence and godliness, from distress and sorrow to eternal joy and blessedness.  Christ is saying, ‘No one should try to come to the Father through a different way than through me.  I alone am the way, the truth, and the life.’  Christ clearly rules out and powerfully disproves all teaching that salvation can be obtained by works.  He completely denies that we can get to heaven by any other way.  For Jesus says, ‘No one comes to the Father except through me.’  There is no other way.

Salvation can only be obtained by a faith that clings to Christ.  No work of ours – or of any other person or saint – can have this same honor.  On the other hand, we shouldn’t think that we don’t have to do good works.  Rather, we must first come to Christ in order to receive God’s mercy and eternal life.  After that, we should do good works and show love.  We should make this distinction clear.  We should never consider the way we live or the works we do as powerful enough to take us up to the Father.

Though everyone else may abandon me and leave me lying in ruins, I will still have an eternal treasure that can never fail me.  This treasure isn’t the result of my own works or efforts.  The treasure is Christ – the way, the truth, and the life.  Only through Christ do I come to the Father.  I will hold to this, live by this, and die by it.”

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

Luther writes today about waiting on God.  I am amazed (and I shouldn’t be) by the similarities between Luther’s days and our own.  He quotes this from 2 Peter: “The Lord isn’t slow to do what he promised . . . Rather he is patient for your sake.  He doesn’t want to destroy anyone but wants all people to have an opportunity to turn to him” (2 Peter 3:9).  He then writes:

“God sometimes postpones answering prayers.  He doesn’t do this in order to destroy or abandon his people.  Instead, he does it to fulfill his promises even more generously.  Paul tells us that God ‘can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine’ (Ephesians 3:20).  Therefore, God wants us to wait patiently during the delay, trusting with certainty that he will give us even more than he has promised.

Human nature makes us so overconfident and wicked that we distrust God’s promises and ignore his threats.  Because punishment doesn’t come right away, we don’t take God’s warnings seriously.  Foolish people hear that sin will bring judgment and punishment, but they just brush it off and say, ‘That won’t happen for a long time.  I wish I had lots of money to count in the meantime.’  But God wants us to fear his warnings and wait for his promises to be fulfilled.  Of course, that can only be done if we have faith.

People of the world couldn’t care less about God’s warnings.  They take his warnings about as seriously as a goose hissing at them.  But God is patient.  He postpones both fulfilling his promises and carrying out his threats. That doesn’t mean he’s lying.  God will eventually punish the wicked and shower even greater and richer blessings on the faithful because of the delay.  But in the end, he will certainly come.

Unbelievers don’t fear God, don’t believe in him, don’t hope in him, don’t even care about God.  Believers, on the other hand, pay attention to God’s warnings and trust his promises.”

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

Luther has some good words to share today concerning the internal battle that is taking place in us all – as a result of God creating in us a new and clean heart.  We are saint and sinner at the same time and the old sinful nature struggles against the Spirit of God – the new creation that we are in Christ.  Luther begins with this from Galatians: “What your spiritual nature wants is contrary to what your corrupt nature wants.  They are opposed to each other” (Galatians 5:17).  He goes on to write:

“You shouldn’t despair when you feel that the corrupt nature continuously struggles against the Spirit.  You shouldn’t despair if you can’t immediately force the corrupt nature to be subject to the Spirit.

Don’t be surprised or frightened when you become aware of this conflict between the corrupt nature and the Spirit in your body. But you should take courage when Paul says the desires of the corrupt nature are against the Spirit.  ‘They are opposed to each other.  As a result, you don’t always do what you intend to do.’  With these words, he comforts those who are being tested.  It’s as if Paul wanted to say, ‘It’s impossible to follow the Spirit as your leader in all situations without the corrupt nature interfering.  The corrupt nature will get in the way so that you can’t do what you really want to do.  At that point, it’s enough to resist the corrupt nature so that you won’t gratify its desires.  Follow the Spirit, not the corrupt nature, which quickly becomes powerless because it’s so impatient.  It seeks revenge, bites, doubts, complains, hates God, fights against him, and despairs.’

If you are aware of this battle with the corrupt nature, don’t lose heart, but resist in the Spirit and say, ‘I am a sinner and feel sinful because I am still in this body.  As long as I live, sin will cling to this body.  I will obey the Spirit, not the corrupt nature.  I will grasp Christ by faith, trust in him, and find comfort in his word.’  You won’t gratify your evil desires when you are strengthened this way.”

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

Today, Luther deals with mystery – the mystery of the nature of Jesus Christ.  He is both true God and true man – conceived by the Holy Spirit – born of the virgin Mary – two natures joined together in the one person.  That is a profound mystery.  And, as is usually the case with mystery, nothing we say can adequately describe how such a union can exist.  But it is possible to see how it works and why.  Luther writes:

“How do we being together the two truths that Jesus is Lord over all and at the same time is a human being?  If Jesus is God, how could God put everything in Jesus’ power?  If Jesus is God, he already has everything.  So how can anything else be given to him?

You already know that there are two natures in Jesus Christ, but there is only one person.  These two natures keep their characteristics, but also transfer them to each other.  This has caused some confusion.  For example, Mary gave birth to Jesus 1,539 years ago.  So some ask, ‘If he’s only 1,539 years old, then how can he be eternal?’  Jesus suffered on the cross when Pontius Pilate was governor in Judea.  So some wonder, ‘If he suffered under Pilate, then how can he have everything in his power?’  How do we reconcile all of this?

The two natures of Christ, the human and divine, are inseparable, and they are united in one person.  The characteristics of one nature are attributed to the other nature.  For instance, dying is a part of being human.  When human nature is united with the divine in one person, death also becomes a divine attribute.  Therefore we can say, ‘God became a man.  God suffered.  God died.’  If you separate the human from the divine, that statement would be a lie, for God cannot die.  But if we say that two natures reside in one person, then we have spoken correctly.”

By Faith Alone: Week Twenty-Nine: Day Five

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

Today Luther begins with this from Genesis: “May God give you dew from the sky, fertile fields on the earth, and plenty of fresh grain and new wine.  May nations serve you.  May people bow down to you” (Genesis 27:28-29).  He goes on to write about what a true blessing is.

“Wishing you good things or nice, obedient children could hardly be considered giving you a blessing because of the uncertainty of the outcome.  But the blessing Isaac gave Jacob was neither empty words nor good wishes from one person to another.  Isaac’s blessing was definite and would certainly come to pass.  It wasn’t just a wish.  Isaac actually gave Jacob something, telling him in effect, ‘Take the gifts that I am promising with my word.’

Saying, ‘I wish you a strong and healthy body and mind,’ doesn’t mean much.  But if I were to hand you a thousand dollars and say, ‘I would like you to have this money,’ now that would be different.  Similarly, Jesus told the paralyzed man, ‘Get up, pick us your stretcher, and go home’ (Matthew 9:6).  If he were merely wishing the best, he would have said, ‘Poor man, I wish you were healthy and strong.’  But that wouldn’t have cured or strengthened the sick man.  Those good wishes would have accomplished little.

The Bible isn’t filled with good wishes.  It contains real blessings that actually come to pass.  We have these kinds of blessings in the New Testament through Christ.  We receive a blessing when the pastor says, ‘Receive forgiveness of your sins.’  If he were to say, ‘I wish that God would show you favor and mercy, give you eternal life, and forgive your sins,’ it would be merely an expression of love.  Instead, he says, ‘I forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.’  These words have the power to actually forgive you, if you believe.”

