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The Augsburg Confession:  Justification
“Favor Dei Propter Christum Per Fidom”
“The Favor of God Because of Christ Through Trust”


The Fourth Sunday after Pentecost							 June 20, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									   Isaiah 65:1-9
Epistle Lesson									      Galatians 3:23-4:7
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 8:26-39


The text for this morning is Romans 3:19-26; 4:3-5:  “Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God.  For no human being will be justified in his sight by works of the law, since through the law comes knowledge of sin.  But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from law, although the law and the prophets bear witness to it, the righteousness of God through confidence in Jesus Christ for all who believe.  For there is no distinction; since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by God’s grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice by his blood, to be received by confidence.  This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins; it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies him who has faith in Jesus.  For what does the scripture say?  ‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.’  Now to one who works, his wages are not reckoned as a gift but as his due.   And to one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness.”

I would like you to turn to the part of the service folder on page 7, where it says sermon.  At the top of the page there are six underlined words.  No one would ever expect you to know those words or to remember them, but I’m going to use them as an outline for the sermon.  I think it would be beneficial for you if you had that available, so you could look at those words as I mention them. 

The article of the Augsburg Confession we’re going to look at today is printed on page 10.  It is the Article on “Justification.”  It’s quite short.  But if you could think of the Augsburg Confession as an engagement ring—Article Four is the diamond in the engagement ring.  Everything else is the setting; the Fourth Article is the diamond, the heart, the essence of the Christian faith. 

1.  Our churches teach that people cannot be justified before God by their own strength, merits, or works.
2. People are freely justified for Christ’s sake, through faith, when they believe that they are received into favor and that their sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake.  By His death, Christ made satisfaction for our sins.
3. God counts this faith for righteousness in His sight (Romans 3:21-26; 4:5).

The sermon today is in five parts.  The first part is entitled, “The Christian Faith in Six Words.”  The second part, “What Is the Heart of Christianity?”  The third part, “Why Does God Respond This Way?”  The fourth part, “How One Belong To This?”  And the fifth part, “Abraham Lincoln Had a Dog.”

“The Christian Faith in Six Words.”  The Christian Faith is only about one thing—God’s justification of the ungodly because of Jesus Christ, which justification people receive through confidence that it is God’s gift to them.  That is what the Christian faith is about.  All other Christian teaching is either foundation for receiving this truth or application of this truth to our lives.  For example:  We teach about creation and about sin to lay a foundation.  To tell us who God is and why justification is necessary in our lives.  Then we teach about Christian life to help us see how this justification of the ungodly changes our lives and is applied to a new way of life in the Holy Spirit.  It is three steps.  Here is why you need what Christ did for you.  Here is what Christ did for you.  Here is how you can apply this truth to lead a more honest, peaceful, mature, positive, hopeful, thoughtful, gentle, courageous, and useful life.  The central teaching of the Christian faith can be stated in six words, and they’re printed in the bulletin where it says sermon:  Favor Dei Propter Christum Per Fidem.  And yes, that is Latin.  And though you won’t remember these six words, I’m going to use them as a way to organize this sermon on justification—the Fourth Article of the Augsburg Confession, and the very heart of the Christian faith.

The second part of the sermon:  “What is the heart of Christianity?”  The heart of the Christian faith is found in the first two of these six words—Favor Dei.  The word “favor” in Latin is exactly the same as the English word “favor.”  And “dei” is the possessive form of “God.”  You can translate it “the favor of God.”  I think a better translation is “the good will of God.”  That is the very heart of the Christian faith—the good will of God.  You may notice that it is my habit to begin most prayers with the words, “Kind and gracious heavenly Father.”  I do this because it is how I express the most amazing and wonderful facts in all of creation:  God is kind.  God is gracious.  God is our heavenly Father.  That is the very heart of the Christian faith.  It is not about us.  We are not the center of the Christian faith—it is about God.  God is at the center of the Christian faith.  The heart of our faith is not God’s rules; the heart of our faith is not our efforts; the heart of our faith is not religious information; the heart of our faith is the nature of God and his response toward those whom he has created.  The heart of our faith is the fact that God looks at those he has created with kind and gracious good will.  That’s what the Christian faith is about.  

The good will of God describes his attitude toward his creation.  God looks at his creation with friendly and kind regard.  He is indulgent toward his creation—almost as grandparents are indulgent toward their grandchildren.  It is his desire to help that which he has created, and to support that which he has created.  

This goodwill of God also describes the way he acts toward his creation.  A favor is defined as a kind, friendly, generous act.  God’s goodwill leads him to desire to do kind, friendly and generous acts toward those he has created.  That’s the heart of the Christian faith.  Perhaps the typical human being doesn’t see this, but you don’t have time to hear the complete list of what the typical human being doesn’t see.  The world is filled with people who think the world is a bad place and that God doesn’t care.  They don’t see that God is kind and gracious.  That’s OK.  Many people think that America is a bad place to live—they’re wrong.  Many children think that their loving parents are awful people—just another manifestation of the sinful nature of human beings.  Many parents mistakenly think their children are a great disappointments when they are actually pretty good kids.  Many people think they are getting a raw deal in life, when in reality if they would just open their eyes they would see that they have no reason to complain, and they have no right to complain--they just have a strong sinful desire to complain.  No matter what; no matter how good they have it.  So it doesn’t matter that the typical human being doesn’t see this.  

God the creator has such goodwill toward those he has created that he forgives them when they are destructive.  When you do destructive things in your life, and when you do destructive things in other people’s lives God forgives you.  That’s because you live in the goodwill of God—“The Favor Dei.”  God puts up with you when you use his forgiveness as license to keep living out your old habits, rather than use forgiveness as the power to grow in a different direction—God indulges you.  God cleans up after sinful people when they make a mess of his creation.  Will the Gulf of Mexico ever be clean and pure again?  Yes it will, and it will have nothing to do with BP or the United States government.  It will have to do with God’s good, kind, gracious attitude toward that which he has created.  He will eventually clean it up, just like he continually cleans up the messes that people make in his creation.  God continues to create beauty to replace the ugliness that people come up with.  God reconciles when people hate each other.  God pours hope into his world when people destroy the reason for hope.  And God lifts up any wrong-headed, pitiful excuse for a human being the moment, the very moment, that he or she humbles himself or herself and depends upon God’s goodwill for a new direction in their life.  That’s how indulgent God is toward his creation.  That’s what the “Favor Dei” is; that’s what the goodwill of God is; and that is the first great fact—God’s will—God’s goodwill toward his creation “The Favor Dei.”  

Why Does God Respond In This Way?  What is the cause of this goodwill of God?  That is expressed in the next two words—Propter Christum—Favor Dei Propter Christum.  “Propter Christum” means “Because of Christ”—the goodwill of God because of Christ.  It occasionally happens that you say you’re going to do a certain thing and then in the end you do something else.  You might say, “I’m going to Arizona.”  And in the end you go to Florida.  You might say, “I’m going to buy a pickup.”  And you end up buying a convertible.  You might say, “That’s it.  I’m leaving him.”  But you stay.  When this happens, what question do people ask you?  They ask, “What made you change your mind?”  That is a pivotal question isn’t it?  What made you change your mind?  This is the very thing that has happened with God.  Listen to the words of God, as I’ve written them, “Those whom I have created have rebelled against me and destroyed my vision of life for them.  My first thought is to destroy it all as a hopeless mess, but that is not what I’m going to do.  Instead, I’m going to extend my gracious goodwill toward these people as a gift to redeem what has been ruined.  That’s what I’m going to do.”  

After God speaks, now we ask the question, “What made you change your mind?  Why are you going to do something different?  Was it our general good looks?  Was it the fact that some of us aren’t as bad as the others?  Did you decide to lower your standards and lower your expectations?  Was it because you found some of us to be truly exceptional human beings?  Was it the quality of our worship that changed your mind?  Was it the clarity of our religious understanding?  Was it the great church to which we belong?  Was it the fact that we have suffered enough?  God, why did you change your mind?”  God’s answer is, “I changed my mind about it because of what Jesus Christ has done for you in his obedience to my vision for human life, and his obedience in accepting the punishment of your rebellion in your place.”  And then God goes on to say, “I didn’t notice any general good looks on your part.  I’m not convinced that some of you aren’t as bad as the others.  I would never lower my standards or my expectations.  I have searched the entire earth and I have found not one exceptional human being.  Not one,” God says.  “I live amidst the constant worship of the angels, and compared to that the quality of your worship isn’t really all that impressive at all.  Personally, I don’t find that much clarity in your religious understanding.  There is no church that is what it ought to be.  So no, I was not impressed with the great church to which you belong.  And in reality, no one on earth has yet to suffer the full consequences of their rebellion.  So, I didn’t change my mind because you have suffered enough.  I have changed my mind about my creation, but I have changed it because of Christ, and not at all in any way because of you.”  The first two facts put together, “Favor Dei Propter Christum” the gracious goodwill of God extended to his creation because of the obedience of Christ.  

Part four:  “How does one become a part of this?”  That is found in the last two words “Per Fidem.”  Per Fidem means, now please listen carefully, “Per Fidem” means “through trust—through trust.”  We must be very clear that it does not mean “because of faith.”  Belief is not the good work that saves.  People will occasionally ask the question:  “Is my faith strong enough to save me?”  The unequivocal answer to that question is, “No, no, no, no, a thousand times no.  Your faith is not strong enough to save you.”  To ask the question is to assume that belief is a good work that saves, to assume that one is saved because of the faith that they generate.  People are saved because of the obedience of Jesus Christ on their behalf.  Jesus Christ is the cause of salvation; Jesus Christ changed God’s mind about you.  Jesus Christ changed God’s mind about me.  No one, no one will ever be saved because of what they believe or how hard they believe it.  Salvation does not come to us because of what we believe.  It comes to us because of what Christ has done for us, and it is given to us through our confidence in him.  

Look at it this way.  You go to the doctor and the doctor tells you that you’re going to need surgery.  You are certainly not excited about the prospect of undergoing surgery, but you are finally convinced that it is necessary.  You talk to the doctor enough that you trust his judgment, you trust his skill, you trust his abilities, and you submit to the surgery.  You have the surgery, and it works out fine.  Your problem is solved, and now you’re walking around healthy.  You had the surgery when you had confidence in the surgeon.  You are walking around healthy, because of the surgeon’s skill in what he did for you, while you were unconscious I might add, and he did this through your confidence in his skill.  Your confidence in the doctor did not cure you.  You aren’t healthy because you believed.  His skill cured you, but your confidence in his skill led you into the operating room.  Please note this final comment in this area.  Your confidence in the surgeon is not something you generated.  Your confidence in the surgeon was generated by his skill, by his training, by his goodwill toward you.  He generated the confidence through which you submitted to surgery and were healed.  Our confidence in Jesus Christ, leads us to surrender and enter his operating room, so to speak.  So we are saved through our trust in Christ, but we are saved because of Jesus Christ.  What Jesus Christ has done for us is our justification through our confidence in him.  Just as we take no credit for our successful surgery, we take no credit for our salvation.  Just as we were unconscious when we underwent surgery, we were dead in our trespasses in sin when we were saved.  The three facts put together “Favor Dei Propter Christum Per Fidem”—the gracious goodwill of God extended to his creation, because of the obedience of Christ through their confidence in Christ, which God has generated in them through his gracious goodwill.  

The conclusion to the sermon.  “Abraham Lincoln had a dog.”  Abraham Lincoln did have a dog.  Interesting.  He did.  He named his dog “Fido.”  Lincoln knew enough Roman history to know this was a name that Romans gave to their dogs.  They probably pronounced it “Fedo.”  The name is a common Latin verb, and it means “I trust.”  It means “I am faithful.”  This became a popular name for dogs in America for a time as people copied the President.  This is a good name for a dog, because it describes the proper relationship between a master and a dog.  The master chooses a dog and takes the dog into his home, into his life, into his family, into his affection.  The master feeds the dog, houses the dog, sees to the dogs needs, pets the dog, grooms the dog, accepts the dog as a companion as part of the family.  The master does not do this because of the dog.  You’ve got to get that straight in your thinking.  The master does not do this because of the dog.  We think he does, but he doesn’t.  The master does this because he is a dog lover, who feels that a dog will complete his life, complete his home, complete his family.  That’s why the dog is there, because the master is a dog lover.  The best dog in the world will not find a place in the home of a person who is not a dog lover.  So, dogs find homes not because of themselves, but because of the master’s desire to have a pet dog.  Then the master cares for the dog after bringing the dog into his family, into his home.  How does the dog respond to the master’s actions on his behalf?  Dogs who speak Latin say, “Fido.  I trust you master.  I trust your gracious acceptance.  I trust how you have brought me into your home and into your family.”  When the master comes home and is greeted by his excited, leaping, panting, tail-wagging doy, this is the dog’s way of saying, “Your goodness has led me to trust you.”  Dogs who speak Latin come up to their masters in excitement and say, “Fido, you are the best master.  And because I trust you, I will be faithful to you.  I am with you to the end, master--friend of mine.”  

The Latin word “Fido” is the same as the Latin noun “Fidem.”  The name that Abraham Lincoln gave to his dog is the same as the last word in these six words which describe the heart of the Christian faith.  As the name Fido is a good description of the relationship between the master and the dog, “Fidem”—that is trust and confidence—is a good description of the relationship between the true God and people whom he has created and redeemed.  God takes the sinful human being into his family.  God takes the sinful human being into his life, into his affection, into his goodwill.  God feeds the sinful human being, sees to his needs, comforts the human being, forgives the human being, accepts the sinful human being as a companion, and calls him justified in his eyes.  God does this not because of the human being, but because of the obedient life and death of Jesus Christ which has changed his mind about human beings.

And how does the human being respond to God’s gracious actions?  Like the faithful puppy the human being runs to God and says, “I trust you.  I trust your gracious acceptance of me.  I trust your support of my life.  You are the best God; because I trust you I will be faithful to you.  I am with you to the end, Master, Savior and friend of mine.”  And that’s the relationship between the Living God and people whom he has created and redeemed.  Six Latin words:  “Favor Dei Propter Christum Per Fidem”—the eternal goodwill of God extended to me as a sinful human being, because of Christ’s obedience in my behalf, which is mine through the confidence in this promise, which God has brought about within me.  People who live in that trust of God have a great deal of weight lifted off their conscious, off their lives, off of everything.  People who live in that confidence in God walk a happy, peaceful road.  And that’s why it is called “Good News.”  Amen
