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

Luther begins with this from 1 Peter: “Above all, love each other warmly, because love covers many sins” (1 Peter 4:8).  He goes on to write about how that works.  He writes about doing the loving thing – making the choice to love your neighbor (especially those who offend).  We don’t overlook their sin, but we don’t respond with anger and hate either.  That really is the goal of church discipline.  Love the sinner so that you might rescue them from their sin – that you might give God the opportunity to work to remove their sin.

Love as you have been loved.  Forgive as you have been forgiven.  God’s love for us is both the motivation and foundation for our choice to love.  God loved us and was born into this world so that He could rescue us from the chains of sin.  He took our place under the Law so that He could fulfill it – so that He could accomplish what we cannot.  He then took our place and suffered the penalty that our sin deserves.  He died.  Sin was paid its wage.  The ransom needed to set us free was paid in full.

His love covered all of our sin.  Like the father put his best robe on his prodigal son, so Christ has clothed us in His white robes of righteousness.  That bond of love keeps us united with Christ even when we sin – even when we do the things we hate.  He comes to us in love so that we can confess our sin to Him and He can tell us that even for those sins He died.

To love as we’ve been loved opens the door for healing and reconciliation.  It opens to door to changed lives and relationships – changed for the good.  To do anything less opens the door for more walls to be built – for gaps to widen – for hurts to grow and harden our hearts.  God is all about community and love, His love shared with us and through us, it the bond of peace that keeps us united together with Him and each other.

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

Luther writes about giving thanks to God.  What he shares today is a reminder that poor stewardship has been a problem in the Church for a long time.  It also provides a foundation for becoming good stewardship.  It begins by recognizing who the Giver of all good gifts is and that we deserve none of what He gives.  He paints some good pictures of thanksgiving to spur us on to thankful living.

He begins with this from Psalm 147 – “Praise the Lord, Jerusalem!  Praise your God, Zion!”  He goes on to write:

“We should be ashamed that we’re so lazy we need to be prodded into praising God or awakened to do so, as if we were sleeping.  We’re showered with blessings every day, and we’re always using what God gives us.  Why do we need to be continually reminded of the wonderful things God does for us?  We should be able to remember to thank him without reminders from the psalms.  God’s gifts alone should inspire us to praise God.  But this doesn’t happen.  We have to be yelled at before we start praising the Lord.  The words have to be written down for us and spoon-fed into our mouths, as this psalm does.

More shocking still is that the one who is giving us all these blessings has to be pointed out to us.  Jerusalem must be admonished, “Do praise the Lord,” and Zion told, “Go ahead and praise your God.”  We all use God’s blessings every day, but we never think about where they come from – God.  He is the one who gives us everything.  Instead, we accept his gifts as if they simply appeared out of nowhere or as if we had earned them through our own efforts, diligence, or wisdom.  We think that God somehow owes us these things, and therefore we don’t need to thank him.  Even animals don’t live that shamefully.  Pigs recognize the person who gives them their food.  They’ll run after her and cry to her.  But the world doesn’t even recognize God, let alone thank and praise him for these blessings.  If God’s people must be encouraged to praise him, how can the world be expected to do any better?  It’s astounding how unwilling people are to acknowledge what God has done for them and to praise him for it.”

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

Luther begins with this from John 7 – “Stop judging by outward appearances!  Instead, judge correctly.”  He then goes on to describe what happens when we judge.  He says that those who judge are looking through colored glass.  That glass colors everything they see.  It colors the way they look at others.  They see them as enemies – as the problem that needs to be fixed.

On the other hand, we should ask God to give us clear eyes – to help us to see others with the eyes of Christ – through the clear glass that is Jesus – so that we don’t see them as enemies or as a problem that needs to be fixed.  Then we will see them with the eyes of mercy and compassion.  We will pray that God would give them clear eyes as well and deliver them from their bitterness.

Judging, in a negative sense, is always motivated by a need for self-justification.  As forgiven Christians, we have no need to justify ourselves.  We are convinced of the futility of such attempts.  We rejoice in the salvation we have received and that is the glass we are to see others through.  They, like us, are dearly loved by God and we share with them the mercy we have received from God.

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

Luther writes today about leaving the outcome to God.  He quotes from Genesis: “Jacob saw Esau coming with 400 men.  So he divided the children among Leah, Rachel, and the two slaves” (Genesis 33:1).  He then has some good things to say about leaving the outcome to God.  He writes:

“This story is a good example of doing what you can and leaving the outcome to God.  Jacob doesn’t hesitate to do what he is able to do in this situation.  He divides the people who are with him into two groups, sends presents to his brother, and travels ahead to take are of every possible thing.  Someone in despair would have said, ‘I’m not going to do anything.  If I’m meant to be killed, I can’t prevent it anyway.’

People will draw the same conclusion regarding their salvation and say, ‘If I’m meant to be saved, I won’t be lost no matter what I do.’  Beware of those wicked words!  Certainly, it’s true that what is meant to happen will happen. But you have to remember that you don’t know what will happen.  You don’t even know if you will be dead or alive tomorrow.  God doesn’t want you to know.  That’s why it’s foolish to search for something that God in his wisdom has intentionally hidden from you.

Similarly, it’s foolish to blame everything on what God has predestined.  God’s plan includes his secret wisdom.  We can’t understand it.  God doesn’t want you to know the future.  So stick with your calling, remain within the limits of God’s Word, and use whatever resources and wisdom God has given you.  For instance, I can’t foresee what my preaching will produce – who will be converted and who won’t. What if I were to say, ‘Those who are meant to be converted will be converted even without my efforts, and what’s the use of trying to convert those who aren’t meant to be saved?’  Saying that would be foolish and irreverent. Who are we to ask such questions?  Take care of your responsibilities and leave the outcome to God.”

By Faith Alone: Week Twenty-Three: Day Five

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

Today Luther writes about the impossibility of belief.  Belief itself is not impossible.  We have been saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  We do believe.  We do believe in the clear testimony of Scripture.  We believe Jesus at His Word.

But there are things that are impossible to believe on reason alone.  And that is often an obstacle to faith.  If I can’t make sense of it scientifically – rationally – reasonably – then I can’t believe it.  Human reason raises questions like this: How can Jesus be in heaven at His Father’s right hand and continue to be with us here according to His promise?  He told His disciples (and us) that He will be with us always.  How can Jesus be in two places at the same time?

When we try to subject God – who is infinite and exists beyond any limits of time and space – to our time and space; when we think about God in human terms, we are left with questions that are unreasonable – with realities that are impossible to reconcile by human reason alone.

So we have to trust God at His Word.  We have to trust ourselves to His Word and promises.  We have to trust Him to be faithful and to work for our salvation in spite of the limits of our reason.  When we find ourselves struggling with things that are beyond our rational comprehension, then we cling to what is clearly revealed.  We cling to Jesus who, by His life, death and resurrection, is the YES to every promise of God.  We have been joined together with Him in His death and life.  United with Him, we live and continue to grow in the wisdom that comes down from above – in the salvation that we have received.

Trust Him and His Word as He works to complete in the work that He began when He called us to faith.  He is faithful and He will do it.

