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

We are done with our journey through The Story.  It was a good journey.  It’s good to see how the thread of God’s saving work winds its way through every page of Scripture.

Now I’m going to spend time each day with Martin Luther.  I have a devotional book of Martin Luther’s that has been updated in today’s language.  I hope that you will walk with me on this journey as well.

The title of the first devotion is: “Faith Comes First.”  He begins by saying that the Christian life has two dimensions.  The first is faith and the second is good works.  He says that a believer should live a devout life and always do what is right.  But faith in Christ and His saving work is more essential.

We should do good works and respect their importance, but we need to be careful not to elevate them to the point where faith and Christ become secondary.  I remember growing up in the Methodist Church at a time when the social gospel was very influential in the Church (as a whole, not just in the Methodist Church).  I came into contact with many in various denominations who were busy doing good works but rarely talked about Jesus and faith.

Luther says that if we esteem good works too highly, they can become the greatest idolatry.  Ultimately such attitudes will ignore faith in Christ and preach about and praise their own works instead of God’s saving work.

Luther ends this devotion with these words: “Faith should come first.  After faith is preached, then we should teach about good works.  It is faith – without good works and prior to good works – that takes us to heaven.  We come to God through faith alone.” 

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

The title of today’s devotion is: “We Live by Faith.”  The emphasis here for Luther is on the faith that trusts God at His Word.  In this life, we are involved daily in many activities – some good and some not so good.  But life doesn’t come through those works.

Luther writes: “When I was a monk, I didn’t accomplish anything through fasting and prayer.  This is because neither I, nor any of the other monks, acknowledged our sin and lack of reverence for God.  We didn’t understand original sin, and we didn’t realize that unbelief was also sin.  We believed and taught that no matter what a person did, he could never be certain of God’s kindness and mercy.  As a result, the more I ran after and looked for Christ, the more he eluded me.”

Luther speaks of his own struggles concerning peace with God – gaining God’s approval.  He tried to accomplish that through his good works and his study.  But he was taught that God’s righteousness was interpreted as God’s anger.  And that brought Luther to ask this question: “Who could love a God who is angry and who judges and condemns us?

Luther credits the Holy Spirit for opening his eyes to the truth of the Gospel.  A man is justified before God through faith.  Paul writes that we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  Luther concluded that life must come through faith.  In other words, “a person receives God’s approval by faith.  That opened the whole Bible – even heaven itself – to me!”

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

Luther answers the question: What does it mean to believe?  And because it is such a clear answer, I’m going to quote it for you.

“There are two ways to believe.  The first way is to believe about God, meaning that we believe what is taught about God is really true.  It’s similar to believing that what is taught about the devil or hell is true.  This type of belief is more a statement of knowledge than an expression of faith.

The second way is to believe in God.  This not only includes believing what is taught about God is true but also includes trusting him and daring to be in relationship with him.  It means believing without any doubt that he really is who he says he is, and he will do all he says he will do.  I wouldn’t believe any person to this same degree, no matter how highly others might praise him.  It’s easy to believe that someone is godly, but it’s another matter to completely rely on him.

A person who believes in God believes everything written about God in Scripture.  He dares to believe this in life and in death.  This faith makes a person a true Christian and gives him everything he desires from God.  A person with an evil, hypocritical heart can’t have this type of faith, for it’s a living faith, as described in the first commandment: “I am the Lord your God . . . Never have any other god” (Exodus 20:2-3).

Therefore, the little word in is well placed and should be carefully noted.  We don’t say I believe God the Father, or I believe about God the Father, but I believe in God the Father, in Jesus Christ, in the Holy Spirit.  Only God can give us this type of faith.”

We talk about head knowledge and heart knowledge – an intellectual assent to what Scripture says about the nature and character of God in contrast to the knowledge that comes from being in a relationship with God.  God calls us into a relationship with Himself.  We believe in God because of all that He has done for us and continues to do for us as we trust ourselves to His faithful care.
By Faith Alone: Week One – Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Luther begins his devotion today with these words: “We receive God’s approval through faith in Christ, not through our own efforts.  You shouldn’t let anyone confuse you by saying that faith only justifies people when love and good works are added to it.”

In Luther’s day, the Roman Church taught that faith fashioned by love justified us before God.  With each act of love, God gave more grace.  Justification was, by that teaching, a work in progress.  It was not a completed work.  Its completion depended on our good works.

Luther is speaking against that teaching.  It takes the focus off of Christ and His works and puts it on us and ours.  Good works are part of the Christian life, but they are the fruit of God’s continued work in us.  They aren’t a means by which we achieve peace with God.

Luther concludes with these words: “Instead, you should conclude with Paul that we are justified by faith alone, not through faith formed by love.  So we shouldn’t attribute the power of justification to something formed in us that makes us pleasing to God.  We must attribute it to faith, which takes hold of Christ the Savior and keeps him in our hearts.  This faith justifies us apart from love and prior to love.  We concede that we must also teach about good works and love.  But we only teach these at the proper time and place – when the question deals with how we should live, not how we justified.  But the question here is: How do we become justified and receive eternal life?  We answer with Paul that we receive God’s approval through faith in Christ alone, not by our own efforts.”

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

Luther talks today about prayer – about our need to pray and our own doubts that work against our praying.  His devotion today is an encouragement to pray.  He writes:

“Some say, ‘ I would fee better about God hearing my prayer if I were more worthy and lived a better life.’  I simply answer: If you don’t want to pray before you feel that you are worthy or qualified, then you will never pray again.  Prayer must not be based on or depend on your personal worthiness or the quality of the prayer itself but on the unchanging truth of God’s promise.  If the prayer is based on itself, or an anything else besides God’s promise, then it’s a false prayer that deceives you – even if your heart was breaking with intense devotion, and you were weeping drops of blood.

We pray because we are unworthy to pray.  Our prayers are heard precisely because we believe that we are unworthy.  We become worthy to pray when we risk everything on God’s faithfulness alone.

So go ahead and feel unworthy.  But know in your heart that it’s a thousand times more important to honor God’s truthfulness.  Yes, everything depends on this alone.  Don’t turn his faithful promise into a lie by your doubts.  For your worthiness doesn’t help you and neither does your unworthiness hinder you.  A lack of faith is what condemns you, but confidence in God is what makes you worthy.”

