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“Has (North) American Christianity Failed?” 

Author: Rev. Bryan Wolfmueller 

Adult Study – Winter 2022 

Trinity Lutheran Church, Brooks, AB 

Session 8: Chapter 7–May 10, 2022 

 

Recap: “Go Play Outside” Chapter 6 

Chapter 7: “The How of Good Works” 

Sl: Ephesians 2:10 

Focus is everything. In American Christianity, the good news of the death of Jesus 

for sinners is for the ‘unconverted.’ Once one is a ‘believer’, a Christian, then you 

get the Law, instructions for living as a Christian, steps and programs to be a 

better person, better husband, better wife, better parent, better youth … etc. Jesus 

can became a personal ‘trainer’ or ‘cheerleader’.  

Sl: The focus is different. The emphasis is not on what God has done but on 

what we are to accomplish. 

People will talk about how they are really ‘growing their faith’. Yet the scriptures 

are clear that only God grows our faith and He does that through the power 

of His Holy Spirit at work in us through Word and Sacrament.  

Sl: “The Bible does spend significant time talking about the Christian’s life of 

love and good works.” (HACF pg. 141) 

The confusion comes in when one looks at the ‘how’, the ‘what’, and the ‘why’ of 

our good works.  

How:  ongoing battle of flesh and the spirit needs to be clear. Can we do 

good works by the strength and freedom of our own will. 

What: confusion about Christian vocation and the role of the Ten 

Commandments in the world. 

Why:  American Christianity requires good works for the ‘certainty of 

salvation’.  

Lutherans have been accused of prohibiting or being weak on ‘good works. This 

began in the Reformation already as Luther pushed against a ‘works 

theology’ and called the Church back to a scriptural theology of the Sola’s of 

Grace, Faith, Word. This is an unfair accusation, both then and now.   
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Sl: Lutherans have always taught the importance and necessity of good works, 

the how, the what and the why they are done.  

Turn to page 142. Read Quote from AC XX 27-31 

Sl: “To rightly understand good works, we must consider what it means to have 

two wills; the connection between faith, the Holy Spirit, and good works; the 

flexibility of our conscience; and how Jesus hands us over to suffering.” 

 It is important to understand the word ‘faith’ as we discuss ‘good works’. 

Augustine stressed what ‘faith’ is according to God’s Word, as did Luther 

and we need to keep it uppermost as well.  

Sl: “In the Scriptures the word “faith” is to be understood not as knowledge … 

but as trust that consoles and encourages terrified minds.” Augustine 

 God gifts us with faith to trust, faith to believe. This happens through the 

power of the Word and the Sacraments. Possessing this gift of faith we are 

now able to do the good works that God prepared for us to do.  

Sl: “Without faith human nature cannot possibly do the works of the First or 

Second Commandments. Without faith it does not call upon God, expect 

anything from God, or bear the cross, but seeks and trusts in human help.” 

AC Article XX37-39  

Sl: “Apart from me you can do nothing.” – Jesus (John 15:5) 

Luther’s experience in struggling with trying to ‘do better’, ‘do more’, ‘meet the 

mark’ fully convinced him that we cannot do it. Luther was trying to train and 

reform the sinful flesh. It cannot be done and this is the same error found in 

American Christianity – very hard work to train and reform the sinful flesh.  

Rather God’s Word said, ‘the righteous shall live by faith’. When Luther realized 

that God gives both the faith to trust and believe and that we are righteous 

because we have the righteousness of Christ – he could say with full clarity 

and conviction, ‘I am free’.  

He was free because God’s Word assured him that. 

Sl: Galatians 5:24 

Sl: Romans 8:13 

The freedom from the grueling power of sin, death and the devil is a freedom 

given by God FOR … for loving service to God and for neighbour.  

Being set free by Christ, justified before God, puts us at war with the flesh.  
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Sl: Romans 5:1 

We receive justification by Christ’s work for us on the cross and the peace that 

brings. But that very peace puts us ‘at enmity with the enemies of God.  

. Sl: Who are those enemies? The devil, the world, and our own sinful flesh 

Sl: John 15:18-19 

There are marks of the Church. Identifiers that you are the Church. What are 

they? The enmity of the world and the hatred of the devil.  

The Christian life is so often pictured as a ‘battle’. Until the 20th century that is and 

then scripture verses, hymn, sermons went very quiet with any language or 

message that was too militant.  

Yet there is a war going on … it began in the Garden, came to a climax at Calvary, 

and victory on Easter morn. The war is won but the battle continues until 

Christ returns.  

Sl: 1 Peter 2:11 

Outwardly we fight the world and the devil, inwardly we fight our own sinful flesh. 

There is a baptismal connection here.  

Sl: Romans 6:1-7 

Sl: Baptism, then, is this death of the flesh and the resurrection of the new man. 

(HACF pg. 145) 

Sl: “We are baptized into a life of repentance.” (pg. 145) 

 Through contrition over our sins, the flesh is put down, drowned. Through 

faith in the promise, the new man rises.  

 Luther’s small catechism page 214. 

Sl: “Baptism is the battleground of the Christian life.” (pg. 146) 

 Our flesh is daily crucified and killed by the Law. I am a sinner. The new 

man daily hears the Gospel, the forgiveness of sins and rejoices for I have a 

Saviour.  

Sl: Our life is a life of repentance and faith. How different is this to the “Do 

better!” “Try harder!” of American Christianity. (Pg 146) 

 We are not engaged in the insane futility of training and reforming the sinful 

flesh. We are the joyful objects of God’s work, His craftmanship. God 

shapes and grows us through repentance through the Law and the Gospel.  
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Consider Paul’s words,  

Sl: Romans 7:21-25 

Video: Sin and Freedom in the Conscience 

Sl: Two Wills 

 The unbeliever has only one will, a fallen, sinful will of the flesh. The 

Christian has two wills, the will of the flesh and the will of the Spirit. 

Sl: “Simul Justus et Peccatur” – Luther 

 At the same time, we are both just and sinner. Let’s look at two charts and 

consider the ‘Four States of Man’s Will” that the Bible presents.  

Sl: Chart 1 

Sl: Chart 2 

Sl: This teaching that after conversion the Christian has two wills is uniquely 

Lutheran. It is in the third column that the Lutheran distinction emerges. 

Our sinful flesh cannot be whipped into shape. We daily die to sin and live to 

Christ. This is a lifelong experience of repentance. Godly sorrow over sin 

and trust in God’s promise that in Christ we are forgiven.  

Sl; Romans 6:10-11 

Sl: The Law produces contrition, and the Gospel produces faith. Confusion or 

an unclear distinction of these two, is dangerous. 

American Christianity teaches that our Christian life is a matter of training, getting 

better and better by our efforts, our commitment, our consistency. The Bible 

teaches that our Christian life is a life of repentance. God works repentance, 

God gives repentance through His Law and His Gospel.  

Sl: Galatians 3:2-3 

Paul warns about the danger of beginning with the Spirit, by faith and then 

continuing it by our works. Our Christian lives are to be begun, continued 

and ended in the Spirit, in the Lord’s work and promises.  

Bank of river picture 

Sl: pg. 153 “The Law gives shape to our good works of love for God and 

neighbour (like the banks of a river that keep the water headed for the 

ocean), but the impulse and power behind our works of service and sacrifice 
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is the Holy Spirit Himself, working in us “both to will and to work for His good 

pleasure.” (Phil 2:13) 

Sl: “Faith and good works are bound up to each other… even our Christian life 

of good works, is bound up to the preaching of the Gospel.” Pg. 154 

Sl: “WE NEVER OUTGROW THE GOSPEL”. Pg. 154 

Sl: Anatomy of a Christian good work: 

1. Done in faith in God; 

2. In obedience to the Ten Commandments. 

3. For the Glory of God; and 

4. For the benefit of our neighbour. 

Sl: “The important parts of the Ten Commandments are locked up behind a 

door that is opened only by faith”. (pg. 155ff)    

Sl: Conscience Training 

 

Sl: 1 Timothy 1:18-19    

  Our conscience is a gift of God. It is our innate and natural ability to know 

the Law. It pushes us to repentance and trust in God’s mercy and grace. 

Sl: 3 Dangers when it comes to Conscience. 

Sl: Calloused Conscience 

 If we keep on sinning, continue in sinful actions, thoughts, words, our 

conscience becomes hardened. It ceases to feel the pain of sin.  

 Habitual sins, addictions, sins that we are convinced by other voices are not 

sin. Each sin registers less and less until we may forget they even are a sin. 

(consider missing worship, living together.) 

Antidote: Ten Commandments 

 Through God’s Law the Holy Spirit works to tenderize our consciences, 

show us our sin and our need for the Lord’s forgiveness. 

Sl: An Evil Conscience 

 The devil knows Law and Gospel and delights in confusing them. The devil 

preaches a false Gospel. God wants you to be happy. As long as no one gets 

hurt. God never gets mad. Then he switches gears and accuses. The conscience 



6 | P a g e  
 

becomes confused and loses all certainty and hope – best remedy is the hearing 

of the clear Absolution of sins.  

Sl: A Counterfeit Conscience 

 One that thinks it can become good apart from forgiveness of sins. Good 

works, being good, doing good, thinking good thoughts. Obedience.  

Sl: “Forgiveness of sins is the only way the Lord restores a right conscience.” 

(pg. 161) 

Sl: Suffering and the Christian Life 

Sl: Romans 5:3 

Video: “Why Suffering?” (Bethany & Adam Dirks and Bryan Wolfmueller)stop 

at 10 something 

Sl: John 16:33 

Homework Video: Baptism Q&A with FLAME, Bryan Wolfmueller, and Lex 

Lutheran 

Our Last Session will be on Tuesday, May 24th @ 6:30 p.m. 

We will cover Chapters 8-10. See you there~! 


