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

Again, Luther writes today about the incomparable mercy of God – of the gracious gift of salvation that comes through the forgiveness of sin.  The focus is on Christ and His work.  He is our life and salvation.  Luther begins with this from John 1:29 – “John saw Jesus coming toward him the next day and said, ‘Look!  This is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.’”

He goes on to write: “God’s laws tell us how we should live.  They command us: ‘Never desire to take your neighbor’s wife.  Never murder.  Never commit adultery.  Give to the poor.’  It’s good to follow God’s laws in order to guard against outward sins.  Before God, however, it won’t work to try to get rid of sin by obeying God’s laws.  What does work is stated in this verse: ‘Look!  This is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.’  Isaiah explains that ‘the Lord has laid all our sin on him’ (Isaiah 53:6) and ‘he was killed because of my people’s rebellion’ (Isaiah 53:9).  Everything points to Christ.

As Christians, you should hold tightly to these words and not let them be taken away from you.  Then, you will know that godless people and religious people who hope to satisfy God with their pilgrimages and good works are blind.  Many boast of their good works and console themselves by thinking they will get a second chance to be saved.  The Holy Scripture, in contrast, says that the sins of the world aren’t laid on the world.  John’s sins weren’t laid on John, and Peter’s sins weren’t laid on Peter, for on one can bear his own sins.  Rather, the sins of the world were laid on Christ.  He is the Lamb of God.  He stepped forward to become a sinner for us, to even become sin itself, and to act as though he had committed the sins of the entire world from the beginning of its creation (2 Corinthians 5:21).  The Lamb’s mission, role, and function were to take away the sins of the world.  The Lamb carried them all.”

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

Luther writes about the problem of temptation.  But he doesn’t focus on that fact that by their existence they cause us trouble.  He doesn’t talk about the problems that come if we give into the temptation.  He focuses on the question.  Why does God allow such things to take place?  Why did God allow the devil to tempt Adam and Eve?  Why did He allow them to sin?

So he spends time on the struggles we often have trying to understand why God acts the way that He does – why He doesn’t act more like me?  Luther says this, “Since we are merely clay in God’s hands (Isaiah 64:8), we should avoid debating these matters.  We can’t sit in judgment over the all-knowing God.  Instead, we should allow him to judge us.”

God is God and we are not.  That I can’t understand why He does certain things or doesn’t do certain things in any given time and space, should not discourage me from following Him or listening to His Word.  Luther concludes saying, “The only satisfactory answer to these and similar questions should be that it pleased God for Adam to be tempted in order to test his ability to resist.  That is how God still works today.  After we have been baptized and brought into Christ’s kingdom, God doesn’t want us to become idle.  Instead, he wants us to pay attention to his Word and make use of his gifts.  So even today, he allows poor, weak people like us to be sifted and strained by the devil.”

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

Today Luther writes about God’s judgment and mercy.  That can often lead to confusion.  Which God do we follow and trust?  Is He a God of mercy or judgment – or can He be both?  Luther answers, in a brief way, all of those questions.

He begins with this from 2 Corinthians 5:10 – “All of us must appear in front of Christ’s judgment seat.  Then all people will receive what they deserve for the good or evil they have done while living in their bodies.”  He goes on to write:

“Scripture teaches us that God has set up two seats.  One is the judgment seat for those who are proud and don’t acknowledge or want to confess their sins.  The other is the mercy seat for the poor, timid consciences who feel their sins and confess them, who despair of his judgment, and who hope to find God’s kindness.

In Romans 3:25, Paul says this mercy seat is Christ.  God has given this seat to us as a place where we can find refuge because we cannot withstand God’s judgment on our own.  I want to find my refuge there too, for I have done and am still doing too little.  I keep sinning against God’s law even after my justification and sanctification.  My heart and conscience, no matter how pure they might appear to others, will count for nothing there.  But they will be covered with a vaulted ceiling called mercy and forgiveness of sins.  It will serve as a strong protection and defense for me.  My heart and conscience will crawl under it and be safe.

For God has led his apostles to preach and proclaim that everyone who believes in his name will receive forgiveness of sins (Acts 10:43).  Likewise, ‘Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved’ (Mark 16:16).  And Jesus says, ‘God loved the world this way: He gave his only Son so that everyone who believes in him will not die but will have eternal life’ (John 3:16).  Therefore, God himself as established this mercy seat.  He is the one who directs us away from the judgment seat and towards the mercy seat.”

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

The title of today’s devotion might make one think that Luther was the first to come up with a twelve step program.  He speaks about accepting and enduring and trusting God to work all things together for good.  He begins with this from Ecclesiastes 5:16-17 – “What advantage do they gain from working so hard for the wind?  They spend their entire lives in darkness, in constant frustration, sickness, and resentment.”

He goes on to write: “Living in darkness is a Hebrew expression for ‘living in sadness.’  The phrase is derived from the way people look when they’re feeling sad.  When a person’s heart is sad, his eyes almost look as though they are covered by a cloud.  But when a person’s heart is happy, his face lights up and shines.  Light represents happiness, and darkness represents sadness.  For example, we read in the Psalms, ‘The Lord is my light and my salvation’ (Psalm 27:1), and ‘O Lord my God!  Light up my eyes’ (Psalm 13:3).  To live in darkness, therefore, means to lead a harsh life of sadness.

The only cases that come before judges are bad ones.  A judge who is unwise will torture himself and wear himself out with worry because he doesn’t think he’s making any difference.  But someone who is wise will say, ‘I plan and do everything that I can.  But what I can’t change, I’ll accept.  I have to endure it.  In the meantime, I’ll commit everything to God.  He alone knows how to make things better according to his will.  He is the only one who can make my efforts succeed.’

Therefore, just like a judge, our eyes and ears must get used to seeing and hearing bad things, even if this isn’t what we want.  We shouldn’t think we’ll se and hear only good things that please us.  That’s not what the world offers.  So, we should prepare ourselves for bad things, for we know that this is the way life goes.  The person who doesn’t want to have any trouble will find more things that trouble him than others will.”

By Faith Alone: Week Fifty-six: Day Five

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

Luther writes today about two kinds of freedom – true and false freedom.  In his writing he reveals the issues that he struggled with.  He found, among the clergy (especially those in Rome), evidence of the false freedom that he describes.  That freedom is indeed no freedom at all.  It is a prison and a trap.

Luther begins with this from John 4:36 – “So if the Son sets you free, you will be absolutely free.”  He then writes: “There are two kinds of freedom.  The first is a false freedom of false disciples.  These people want freedom for satisfying their desires.  They become Christians for that reason, just as the people in this passage became followers of Christ because they heard his follower were devout, good, patient, and gentle people, not thirsting for revenge.  His followers freely gave to the poor and were generous.  They also heard that his followers worshiped a merciful God, not an angry one.  When they heard all of this, they liked the idea that believers would give to them and serve them. So they said, “I will gladly have others give to me, serve me, and forgive me.  The Lord God will also forgive my sins and help me get to heaven.”  They were glad to be on the receiving end of all this.

However, people like this are scoundrels and don’t’ want to leave their life of sin and idolatry or give anything to anyone.  They want to live lives of sexual immorality and self-gratification as they did before coming to Christ.  Yet they still want to be considered Christians.  These are false disciples who only want freedom for their physical desires.  They praise the gospel, and at first, follow it earnestly.  Soon after, they do what they want, following their evil lusts and desires.  They become worse and more indecent than before.  They are more smug, wild, and greedy.  They even steal more than others do.

The second type of freedom is the true freedom of genuine disciples.  Those who stick to God’s Word and endure, suffer, and tolerate what they must are the ones who will be set free.  They will become stronger as time goes on.”

I would add that note that the true freedom is a “now and not yet” kind of thing.  By faith in Christ and His work done to save us from sin and death, we are free.  And when we stand before Jesus and see Him face to face, we will enjoy that freedom in all of its fullness.

