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

Luther writes about the relationship between physical and spiritual blessings.  In some ways, what Luther writes here echoes what Paul wrote in his letters to the church in Corinth – “If our hope in Christ is for this world only, then we most to be pitied” (I paraphrase) because that hope is really no hope at all.

Luther begins with this from Hebrews 11:11 – “Faith enabled Abraham to become a father, even though he was old and Sarah had never been able to have children.  Abraham trusted that God would keep his promise.”  He goes on to write:

“The Bible clearly shows that promises of physical blessings also include spiritual blessings.  We weren’t created for an existence like that of cattle and donkeys.  Instead, we were created for eternity.  When God gives us a promise, he doesn’t’ limit himself to our physical needs.  He isn’t concerned only about our stomachs.  He also wants to keep our souls from being destroyed and wants to give us eternal life.

Consequently, promises concerning external and physical matters are like the shell of a nut.  But the real essence, or inner kernel, is Christ and eternal life.  God, who makes the promises, isn’t speaking to donkeys and cattle, as Paul points out, ‘God’s concern isn’t for oxen’ (1 Corinthians 9:9).  Rather, he’s concerned about intelligent human beings created in his image to live with him for eternity.

Clearly, the promises of physical blessings are like the nuts and apples we use to get the attention of our children.  God gets our attention with physical blessings so that we will learn to appreciate the external blessings.  This is how God encourages us to expect eternal life.  God’s purpose in giving us food and water isn’t merely that we would eat and drink without thinking, as horses and donkeys do.  Rather, he gives us physical blessings so that we will realize that he is loving and kind.  This will help us to believe he will take care of all our needs.  Even if God only gave you a piece of straw, he would want you to acknowledge him as the eternal God whose kindness is overflowing.  If you still believe in him, you will have eternal life.  Even though Abraham didn’t see all of these promises fulfilled in his own lifetime, he still believed God.  That’s why he was given eternal life.”

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

Today Luther talks about ways people set aside the gift of life that is given to us by faith in Jesus Christ.  He speaks about the dangers of believing that we can merit anything from God as a result of our works.  He begins with this from Galatians 2:21 – “I don’t reject God’s kindness.  If we receive God’s approval by obeying laws, then Christ’s death was pointless.”  He goes on to write:

“Wanting to receive God’s approval by our own works through the law is so wrong that the apostle Paul calls this throwing God’s kindness away.  It shows not only ingratitude – which is extremely bad in itself – but also shows contempt because we should eagerly seek God’s kindness.  Instead, we shove aside his kindness, which we receive free of charge.  This is a serious error. Consider Paul’s argument, “If we receive God’s approval by obeying laws, then Christ’s death was pointless.”  Paul confidently declares that either Christ’s death was pointless, which is the highest blasphemy against God, or Christ’s death was essential, and through the law we can have nothing but sin.

Some teachers categorize various kinds of righteousness using distinctions they have made up in their heads.  If these teachers try to bring these ideas to theology, they should be kept far away from the Holy Scriptures.  For these people say one kind is moral righteousness, another is righteousness of faith, and they describe others I don’t even know about.  Let civil government have its kind of righteousness, the philosophers have theirs, and each person have his own.  But we must understand righteousness the way the Bible explains it.  The apostle clearly says that there is no other righteousness than through faith in Jesus Christ.  All other works, even those according to the most holy laws of God, do not offer righteousness.  Not only that, they are actually sins.

Our sins are so great and so far away from righteousness that it was necessary for the Son of God to die so that righteousness could be given to us.  When discussing theology, don’t call anything righteousness that is apart from faith in Christ.”

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

Today Luther writes about the certainty of God’s promises as he writes about the differences between God’s promises and His commands.  He begins with this from Genesis 15:6 – “Then Abram believed the Lord, and the Lord regarded that faith to be his approval of Abram.”  Luther goes on to write:

“We must recognize that God’s promises and commands are distinctly different.  God’s promises require faith.  God’s commands demand action.  God’s promises are absolute and will certainly happen because God himself carries them out.  On the other hand, his commands are never fully obeyed.  People don’t live up to God’s standards because they are pathetic sinners.  Fortunately, God’s approval doesn’t depend on our efforts to obey his commands.  We can never live up to God’s standards.  Instead, God’s approval depends on his promise, which is firmly established and cannot be changed.  The promise will certainly happen when we believe it.  Therefore, it’s undeniably true that faith is what secures God’s approval because faith alone accepts the promise.

Our own efforts to obey God’s commands don’t earn us God’s approval.  Still, we must teach God’s commands and try to obey them in order to become aware of how desperate our situation is.  We need to realize just how much we need God’s mercy and goodwill.  We didn’t make this theology up, and it didn’t grow inside our heads, as our opponents keep yelling and screaming.  Paul teaches it by quoting Moses, who says that Abraham believed God and that God regarded that faith to be his approval.  In other words, Abraham received God’s approval because he believed the promise.

All of God’s promises are based on Christ.  If we didn’t have Christ as our mediator, God would have nothing to do with us.  Abraham believed in the promised Christ who was still to come.  We believe in the Christ who has already come.  We all receive God’s approval because of this same faith.”

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

Luther talks about God as our refuge.  He shares in different ways how that Word can be a great source of comfort to anyone going through trials and troubles – to anyone facing their own death or struggling with the deaths of others.  He begins with this from Psalm 90:1 – “A prayer of Moses, the man of God. ‘O Lord, you have been our refuge throughout every generation.”  He goes on to write:

“Moses begins this psalm with comforting words for people who fear death.  They have learned to trust in God’s mercy because of this fear.  They are glad they have life.  They recognize they’re sinners and don’t ignore their sins or laugh them off.  They are teachable and willing to be comforted.  When I was a monk, I often had to set down the Bible when I came to this psalm.  I didn’t understand the harsh language in the later verses.  Back then, I didn’t understand that this psalm wasn’t meant for those who are already frightened by their sins. Moses is primarily preaching to the indifferent and arrogant masses of humanity who aren’t concerned about God’s anger, their impending deaths, or their own misfortune.

Look at the title of this psalm, and you will see it’s called a prayer.  The most important requirement of a true, sincere prayer is that a person firmly believes that he has eternal life and that God merciful.  It’s only because God is merciful that a person can be sure that the Lord will protect him from eternal death.  If this weren’t true, why would Moses call God our refuge?  Therefore, these words assure us that God is able to give us eternal life.

Although Moses was aware of his sin and God’s anger, he dared to say, ‘Lord, even though you are rightfully angry with us because of our sins, you have never abandoned us.  You have always preserved your faithful people on earth in spite of our sins.  You have continued to be a refuge and safe harbor for those who, through you, confidently expect eternal life.’  The most important requirement of prayer is firmly holding on to God and believing that he is merciful and compassionate – someone who wants to help you.”

By Faith Alone: Week Sixty-six: Day Five

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

Today Luther shares again a word about prayer.  He begins with this from Matthew 6:5-6 – “don’t be like hypocrites.  They like to stand in synagogues and on street corners to pray so that everyone can see them. . . . When you pray, go to your room and close the door.”  He goes on to write:

“In this passage, Jesus emphasizes that our prayers must be sincere.  Christ teaches us the right way to pray so that our prayers won’t be hypocritical.  Instead of standing on street corners reciting long prayers, it would be more appropriate if we would pray at home in private.  Most of all, Christ wants to make it clear that we need to get rid of improper motives.  We shouldn’t pray in order to be recognized or to gain something from others.

This doesn’t mean that you should never pray in public.  Christians aren’t restricted to certain places where they may or may not pray.  Locations, like street corners, marketplaces, outdoor areas and churches, are certainly not off limits for prayer.  You can pray anywhere.

But you shouldn’t show off when you pray or use prayer to gain admiration or profit.  Christ doesn’t denounce blowing trumpets or ringing bells to attract attention for good causes.  But he does rule out impure motives in prayer when he says emphatically, ‘so that everyone can see them.’

Going into a private room and locking the door isn’t required when you pray.  However, you might want to be alone to pour out your wants and needs to god with words and gestures that you wouldn’t feel comfortable having others see.  Although you can pray in your heart without saying anything aloud, words and gestures help kindle the spirit.  So the Christians’ entire life should be devoted to God – spreading his Word and praising his kingdom.  Whatever a Christian does must be grounded in sincere prayer.”

