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Abstract: For Luther, all Christians were called to a common spiritual life, the life of
faith in Christ. In contrast with various kinds of spirituality that were based on performance and
spiritual self-advancement, he taught the practice of receptive piety. By meditation of God’s
Word, Christians received the enlightening Holy Spirit as a gift from the Father through the Son.
Led by the Spirit through God’s Word with its commands and promises, they prayed to the
Father together with the Son in order to receive God’s gifts for living and working with him here
on earth. In his Small Catechism he provides a simple manual for the practice of evangelical
piety in the daily life of the Christian family.
Luther is largely unacknowledged as a teacher of the spiritual life even in the Lutheran
church. Yet that has begun to change as scholars gain a new appreciation of him as a pastoral
theologian. This, in turn, has led to growing appreciation of his teaching on Christian spirituality,
a teaching that is simple and yet profound, personal and yet communal, experiential and yet
sacramental.
It is, however, easy to misrepresent the spiritual riches and pastoral wisdom of teaching
because he developed it piecemeal by the ongoing application of the Scriptures to the problems
that he faced in his own life, the church, and the world around him. That tends to obscure the
comprehensive reach of his teaching and its practical coherence. While certain themes recur, he
did not draw together his insights into the nature and practice of evangelical piety systematically
in any work apart from the two catechisms in 1529 and the preface to the Wittenberg edition of
his German writings in 1539.
Receptive Piety
Luther repeatedly develops three themes in his teaching on the spiritual life: the common
call for all Christians to participate in it, its receptive stance, and its reliance on the power of
God’s Word as the instrument of the Spirit.
Luther maintains that the spiritual life is the common life of faith for all Christians. Karl
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Marx summed that up rather well by his witty remark that Luther “turned priests into laymen
because he turned laymen into priests.” In fact he went even further than that, for he promoted
the Christian family as a holy order, a kind of monastic institution. He advocated a form of
common piety for all the members of the congregation, the piety of lay man and lay woman, a
piety that was based on their common baptism and common participation in Holy Communion, a
down to earth piety for ordinary people rather than the super-piety of spiritual high fliers.
Through faith they all had hidden access to heavenly blessings here on earth. He presupposed
that since they were part of Christ’s holy priesthood by their union with Him in baptism, they all
shared a common call to a holy life in the church, the family, and the world. So, since Luther as a
monk was steeped in the rich monastic tradition that reached back to the early church, he drew
on it and adapted it for use by ordinary Christians in family prayer and personal devotions.
Luther also taught that spiritual life is basically a matter of reception rather than
performance. This comes as a corollary to the teaching of justification by grace of God the
Father through faith in his Son and as a result of interaction with late medieval thought.
There had been much profound reflection on the nature of theology throughout the
Middle Ages. This culminated in a discussion on whether theology was basically practical or
theoretical. That issue was associated with a related monastic debate, based on the story of
Martha and Mary in Luke 10:38-42, on whether the contemplative life of meditation and prayer
was superior to the practical life of obedience to God with self-discipline and ritual observance.
For Luther the Christian life is not basically a matter of doing or of thinking. Rather, it is
a “passive life,” a receptive state of being, the life that we have from God, the life in which we
hear what He says and experience what He does to us, the life in which we produce nothing by
ourselves but receive everything from God. We therefore receive and so “suffer” what God does.
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We can think and act spiritually only because He is active on us, in us, and through us. As people
of faith we are always “passive” recipients; we do not produce our own righteousness and
holiness but possess “passive righteousness” and “passive holiness” that we keep on receiving
from Christ and never possess apart from him.
Luther maintains that the practice of receptive piety combines both contemplation and
action, for Christ himself embraces both as God and man. Like Him we are called to embrace
both the contemplative and the active life. While the contemplative life is exercised liturgically
and devotionally by prayerful faith in God’s promises which receives and sees what is otherwise
unseen, the active life, which is ordained by God in the Decalogue, is exercised by faith that is
active in love toward God and the neighbor in the church and the world.
Luther also teaches that Christian meditation and prayer are empowered by God’s Word
and done with His Word. We do not devise our own spirituality but have it instituted for us by
God’s Word which establishes and empowers it. His Word does not just teach us how to meditate
and pray, but also enables us to meditate and pray in a God-pleasing way. We meditate and pray
with the Word.
Luther presupposes that since the Scriptures are inspired by the God’s Spirit, they inspire
us with His Spirit. In them the Father speaks to us through His Son in order to give us His Holy
Spirit. As we listen to His Word, the Holy Spirit is at work on us and in us and through it. Its
power, Luther claims, is like the effect of Christ’s touch: “If a touch of Christ healed, how much
more will this most tender spiritual touch, this absorbing of the Word, communicate to the soul,
communicate to the soul all things that belong to the Word. . . . Just as heated iron glows like fire
because of the union of fire with it, so the Word imparts its qualities to the soul.”
This appreciation of God’s Word as a means of the Spirit is the reason for its
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“sacramental” use in meditation and prayer, for “just as baptism is the sacrament by which God
restores a person, and absolution is the sacrament by which God forgives sins, so the words of
Christ are sacraments through which he works our salvation.” Through faith they produce what
they say and portray in those who attend to them. He therefore speaks about “sacramental
meditation on the Gospel.” Thus those who meditate on a story of Jesus in the gospels and see it
as their story receive Christ and his gifts. Luther explains its impact in this way:
When you open the book containing the gospels and read or hear how Christ comes here
or there, or how someone is brought to him, you should therein perceive the sermon or
the gospel through which he is coming to you, or you are being brought to him. . . . When
you see how he works, however, and how he helps everyone to whom he comes or who is
brought to him, then rest assured that faith is accomplishing this in you and that he is
offering your soul exactly the same sort of help and favor through the gospel. If you
pause here and let him do you good, that is, if you believe that he benefits and helps you,
then you really have it. Then Christ is yours, presented to you as a gift.
When we meditate on Christ and His Word, God opens up heaven before us. Likewise, prayer
that is based on Christ’s “commandment and promise . . . may well be regarded as a sacrament
and a divine work rather than a work of our own.” We do not just pray as Christ has commanded
to receive what God has promised, but also to join our prayers with His to help us pray in a Godpleasing way.
When we meditate on God’s Word and pray with it, the Word delivers us from the devil
and makes us fruitful. Thus Luther maintains:
Even though you know the Word perfectly and have already mastered everything, you are
daily under the dominion of the devil. . . . Therefore you must constantly keep God’s
Word in your heart, on your lips, and in your ears. For where the heart stands idle and the
Word is not heard, the devil breaks in and does his damage before we realize it. On the
other hand, when we seriously ponder the Word, hear it, and put it to use, such is its
power that it never departs without fruit. It awakens new understanding, pleasure, and
devotion, and it constantly creates clean hearts and minds. For this Word is not idle or
dead, but effective and living . . . through the Word the devil is cast out and put to flight.
Since it is most holy, it also makes us and all we do holy:
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God’s Word is the treasure that makes everything holy. By it all the saints have
themselves been made holy. At whatever time God’s Word is taught, preached, heard,
read, or pondered, there the person, the day, and the work is hallowed. . . . Accordingly, I
constantly repeat that our life and work must be based on God’s Word if they are to be
God-pleasing and holy.
So through this use of God’s Word the life and work of a Christian becomes holy.
Luther’s three rules for the exercise of receptive piety
Luther developed his insights on the practice of receptive spirituality most fully in his
Preface to the Wittenberg Edition of his German writings. There he outlines “a correct way of
studying theology,” “the way taught by holy King David” in Psalm 119. Yet he does not, as we
would expect, propose a method for the study of academic theology. Rather, he describes the
practice of receptive spirituality that he had learned from singing, saying, and praying the
Psalms. But even that is misleading. He does not advocate a particular practice of spirituality, but
outlines the dynamic process of spiritual formation in every Christian’s life by the interplay
between three factors: the Holy Spirit, God’s Word, and Satan.
He begins with three “rules” for our practical, theological formation:
I want to point out to you a correct way of studying theology, for I have had practice
in that. . . . This is the way taught by holy King David (and doubtlessly used also by
all the patriarchs and prophets) in the one hundred and nineteenth Psalm. There you
will find three rules, amply presented in the whole Psalm. They are Oratio [prayer],
Meditatio [meditation], Tentatio [temptation].
Here Luther distinguishes his own practice of spirituality from the tradition of spiritual formation
that he had experienced as a monk. That tradition followed a well-tried sequence: reading the
Scriptures out aloud, meditation, and prayer. Its goal was contemplation, the experience of union
with the glorified Lord Jesus. To reach this goal, a monk ascended in three stages, as on a ladder,
from earth to heaven. The ascent began by reading a passage from the Scriptures aloud to
quicken the mind and arouse devotion in the heart; it proceeded to meditation by reflecting on
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heavenly things and heartfelt prayer for union with Christ; its goal was the experience of
contemplation, the bestowal of spiritual illumination.
In contrast to this, Luther proposed the practice of devotion for spiritual reception rather
than spiritual self-advancement. This involves three things: prayer, meditation, and
temptation, all which are interactively entwined. All three revolve around ongoing, faithful
attention to God’s Word. These three terms describe the life of faith as a cycle that begins with
prayer for the gift of the Holy Spirit, concentrates on the reception of the Holy Spirit through
meditation on God’s Word, and results in consequent spiritual attack. This, in turn, leads a
person back to further prayer and intensified meditation. Thus the spiritual life is viewed as a
process of reception that turns proud people into humble beggars before God.
Luther advises us to begin our devotions with prayer:
Firstly, you should know that the Holy Scriptures constitute a book which turns the
wisdom of all other books into foolishness, because not one teaches about eternal life
except this one alone. Therefore you should straightway despair of your own reason
and understanding. With them you will not attain eternal life, but, on the contrary,
your presumptuousness will plunge you and others with you out of heaven (as
happened to Lucifer) into the abyss of hell. But kneel down in your little room [Matt.
6:6] and pray to God with real humility and earnestness, that he through his dear Son
may give you his Holy Spirit, who will enlighten you, lead you, and give you
understanding. Thus you see how David keeps praying in the above-mentioned
Psalm, “Teach me, Lord, instruct me, lead me, show me,” and many more words like
these. Although he well knew and daily heard and read the text of Moses and other
books besides, still he wants to lay hold of the real teacher of the Scriptures himself,
so that he may not seize upon them pell-mell with his reason and become his own
teacher.
This advice presupposes that we have been given the gift of eternal life and can, by faith, enjoy it
now. No human teacher can either give it or teach it to us. Neither can we gain eternal life for
ourselves by reflecting on our experience of God or interpreting the Scriptures in the light of our
own experience. In fact, if we attempt to gain eternal life through theological speculation and
spiritual self-development, we may commit spiritual suicide. Those who make their own ladder
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for devotional ascent into heaven, will, like Lucifer, plunge themselves and others into hell.
But we have no need to climb up to heaven by ourselves. God has come down to earth for
us. God’s Son has become incarnate for us to give us eternal life here on earth and to draw us
into it through His Word. We also have “the real teacher of the Scriptures,” the Holy Spirit, who
uses them to teach us to understand that life and enables us to live it. We receive the hidden gift
of eternal life from God and live in it by relying on the Holy Spirit to be our instructor, our
spiritual director. We therefore need pray to God the Father through His Son to receive the Holy
Spirit as the teacher of eternal life in order to meditate on the Scriptures.
Luther does not claim that we will receive special insights and prophetic revelations
through prayer and the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Rather, he holds that God the Father grants
His life-giving, enlightening Holy Spirit through His Word. This Word is the means by which we
receive the Holy Spirit. So we may pray for the enlightenment, guidance, and understanding that
the Holy Spirit alone can give through the Scriptures, for fruitful meditation on the Scriptures is
produced by the Holy Spirit. The reason for this, Luther claims, is that “God will not give . . . his
Spirit without the external Word.” The Scriptures are the God-breathed, in-Spirited Word of
God. The same God who inspired them with His life-giving Spirit uses them to inspire and
energize us with His Spirit. So since God’s Word is the means by which the Father grants the
Holy Spirit through His dear Son, we receive the Holy Spirit through meditation on His Word.
The practice of receptive spirituality, then, is based on prayer for the gift of the Holy
Spirit. The Holy Spirit turns us would-be spiritual self-promoters into humble, lifelong students
of the Scriptures. Apart from the Spirit and the power that He gives, we have no access to eternal
life and know nothing about it. So prayer for God’s ongoing bestowal of the Holy Spirit through
Jesus and the ongoing reception of the Spirit is the foundation for Christian spirituality, the life
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that is produced and developed by His Spirit. And that is a lifelong undertaking!
After prayer for the Holy Spirit comes meditation on God’s Word.
Secondly, you should meditate, that is, not only in your heart but also externally, by
repeating the written words externally and rubbing them (like a herb for its flavor),
reading and re-reading them with diligent attention and reflection, so that you may
see what the Holy Spirit means by them. . . . Thus you see in this same Psalm how
David constantly boasts that he will talk, meditate, speak, sing, hear, and read, by day
and night and always, about nothing except God’s Word and commandments. For
God will not give you his Spirit without the external Word; so take your cue from
that. His command to write, preach, read, hear, sing, speak, etc., externally was not
given in vain.
When Luther speaks about “the external Word,” he implicitly criticizes two other kinds of
meditation, both of which bypass the incarnation of our Lord and His physical interaction with us
through the Word. On the one hand, Luther is critical of the method of meditation that he learned
as a monk. This method used the Scriptures as a kind of spiritual springboard for mental
reflection on heavenly realities and ardent prayer for the ecstatic union of the heart with its
heavenly bridegroom. On the other hand, he is equally critical of the practice of meditation on
the inner word of the Holy Spirit, spoken as prophecy in the hearts of Spirit-filled people. Luther
instead advocates meditation on “the external Word,” the embodied Word of Christ, spoken from
human lips, written with human hands, and heard with human ears. Like the light of the sun, the
Word is present with us here on earth, addressed to us by a pastor, written in a book, enacted in
the divine service. Meditation is indeed a matter of “the heart,” but not only of the heart. The
way to the heart is from the outside to the inside, from the mouth through the ears and into it. In
meditation we hear inwardly what is outwardly spoken to us.
This understanding of God’s Word as the physical means by which He gives the Holy
Spirit led to two profound changes in the practice of meditation for Luther. First, whereas as he
had initially regarded meditation as a mental act, an attentive state of being marked by inward,
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silent reflection, he later realized that Christian meditation was primarily an oral, verbal activity.
As we speak God’s words to ourselves, we listen attentively to them with our whole heart, “so
that you may see what the Holy Spirit means by them.” In this Luther was influenced by his
study of the Psalms in Hebrew. He discovered that all the Hebrew words for the practice of
meditation referred to various forms of vocalization and sub-vocalization, ranging from speaking
to murmuring, chattering to musing, singing to humming, muttering to groaning. So when we
meditate, we listen closely to God’s spoken Word to us. We concentrate on the Word and attend
to it; we speak it aloud to ourselves again and again; we read and reread it; we compare what is
said in this place with what is said about it elsewhere in the Bible; we ruminate on it, like a cow
chewing its cud, in order to digest it; we rub at it, like a herb that releases its fragrance and its
healing medicine by being crushed; we take it in, physically, cognitively, emotionally, and
personally, so that it reaches our hearts, the centre of our being. There we receive what God
gives to us through His Word.
Second, in his teaching on affective meditation Luther connects our personal devotions
with our involvement in public worship, for there God’s Word is spoken and enacted publicly.
God commanded the Church to read, preach, speak, sing, and hear His Word, so that through it
He could deliver His Holy Spirit to His people. So the enactment of God’s Word in the divine
service determines how to meditate, and on what. Just as the Scriptures are read in the divine
service, so we read them out loud to ourselves as we meditate on them. Just as the psalms are
sung there, so we sing them to ourselves. Just as God’s Word is preached there, so we preach it
to ourselves in order to hear the Holy Spirit preaching it as His sermon to us.
Luther claims that the practice of prayerful meditation shapes our experience. We
experience what the Word does to us by the fruit it produces in us. Strangely, we discover the
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power of God’s Word, the hidden work of the Holy Spirit in and through the Word, most clearly
in temptation. Luther says:
Thirdly, there is tentatio [testing/temptation], Anfechtung [attack/assault]. This is the
touchstone which teaches you not only to know and understand, but also to
experience how right, how true, how sweet, how lovely, how mighty, how comforting
God's Word is, wisdom beyond all wisdom. Thus you see how David, in the Psalm
mentioned, complains so often about all kinds of enemies, arrogant princes or tyrants,
false spirits and factions, whom he must tolerate because he meditates, that is,
because he is occupied with God’s word (as has been said) in all manner of ways. For
as soon as God’s Word takes root and grows in you, the devil will harry you, and will
make a real doctor [of theology] of you, and by his assaults will teach you to seek and
love God’s Word.
The kind of experience that Luther describes differs quite radically from what we would
normally regard as a spiritual experience. He describes what we experience passively from the
work of God’s Word in us. While this experience begins with the conscience, it touches all parts
of us and affects the whole person, mentally, emotionally, and physically. The Spirit-filled Word
attunes us to God the Father by conforming us to His dear Son. We do not internalize Scripture
and assimilate it to our way of being; rather, the Word assimilates us to Christ and makes us
godly like him. We do not use Scriptures to make something of ourselves with them; instead the
Holy Spirit uses them to unmake us and remake us in the likeness of Christ.
This experience of transformation happens through “temptation,” “trial.” When Luther
speaks of temptation, he uses the word in a special way. Here he does not refer to the enticement
by the devil to sin. The German word Anfechtung describes Satan’s “attack” upon our faith in
Christ. As long as we operate by our own power, with our own intellect and our all-too-human
notions, the devil lets us be. But as soon as we meditate on God’s Word and draw on the power
of the Holy Spirit by meditating on it, the devil attacks us by arousing misunderstanding,
contradiction, opposition, and persecution. He mounts his attack through the enemies of the
gospel in the Church and in the world. The purpose of this attack is to destroy our faith and undo
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the hidden work of God’s Word in us. As soon as God’s Word is planted in our hearts, the devil
tries to drive it out, so that we can no longer operate by the power of the Holy Spirit.
But, paradoxically, these attacks are counterproductive, “for as soon as God’s Word takes
root and grows in you, the devil will harry you, and will make a real doctor [of theology] of you,
and by his assaults will teach you to seek and love God's Word.” Thus the devil’s attacks on us
serve to strengthen our faith because they drive us back to God’s Word as the only basis for our
spiritual life. If we rely on our own resources in the battle against Satan and the powers of
darkness, we will fail. In that situation our only hope is in Christ and His Word. Our experience
of utter spiritual weakness makes us trust in the power of the Holy Spirit and the wisdom of
God’s Word, which is “wisdom above all wisdom.” So through temptation we learn to seek help
from God in meditation and prayer. Through the attacks of the evil one we are drawn further out
of ourselves and deeper into Christ. We become more receptive to him and His gifts.
By these attacks on us we also become spiritually mature and fruitful. We thereby
“experience” the righteousness and truth, the sweetness and loveliness, the power and comfort of
God’s Word with our whole being, rather than just with our minds or emotions or senses. Since
God uses temptation to make us spiritually mature, it is the touchstone for our spirituality.
Temptation discloses what is otherwise hidden from us. Just as a pawnbroker uses a touchstone
to test the presence and purity of gold in a coin or a piece of jewelry, so temptation tests the
authenticity of our faith and proves our spiritual maturity.
Luther’s handbook for evangelical piety
The theological profundity of Luther’s teaching results, rather surprisingly, in a simple
pattern of daily devotions both for himself and others. In his daily devotions Luther prayed the
catechism. That, for him, consisted of three main texts: the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and
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the Lord’s Prayer. That is also what he advocates for all Christians and teaches in his Small
Catechism.
The Small Catechism is his handbook for family devotions, his textbook for evangelical
piety. Like a handbook for the training of an artisan, it gives instruction in “the rules and
practices” of the Christian life. The core of each section is a foundational scriptural text for
recitation and memorization. Those texts do not just give God’s foundation for the practice of
faith and love in the Christian family; they also consecrate the life and work of all its members
who do as they say.
In his Small Catechism Luther provides two kinds of resources for the head of each
Christian household to use in teaching its members to live fruitful holy lives. In it he teaches the
seven basic elements of evangelical piety. First, we have the Ten Commandments, which teach
us what “God wishes us to do and not to do.” In them God shows us how to use our holy gifts
from Him in the first table as well as His common gifts for all people in the second table of His
law. Second, we have the Creed, which “sets forth all that we can receive from God . . . to help
us to do what the Ten Commandments require of us.” It “tells us what God does for us and gives
us,” so that we can see “how God gives himself completely to us, with all his gifts and power, to
help us keep the Ten Commandments: the Father gives us all creation, Christ all his works, the
Holy Spirit all his gifts.” Third, we have the Lord’s Prayer, so that we can “obtain the power to
do” what God requires of us by spreading our apron wide “to receive many good things” from
God.
Luther then adds four other practical matters to this foundational teaching of the spiritual
life for ordinary people. The fourth item is the teaching on the Sacrament of Holy Baptism, so
that those who have received the gifts of forgiveness, redemption, and eternal life may put to
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death the old self by daily repentance and daily be raised up “to live before God in righteousness
and purity forever.” The teaching on public and private confession and absolution is included in
this section. The fifth item, the teaching on the Sacrament of the Altar, encourages Christians to
receive forgiveness, life, and salvation from Christ’s body and blood. The sixth item is an order
for morning and evening prayer as well as an order for grace before and after meals to
acknowledge God as the Host and consecrate the food “by the Word of God and prayer” (1 Tim
4:5). The seventh item is a list of Bible passages for the performance of holy, priestly service in
the three holy orders of the church, politics, and the family. That list with its admonitions for
Christians in their particular station and vocation culminates in two general directives for the
whole church: Rom 13:9 and 1 Tim 2:1, for wherever they are located all Christians have a
common calling to serve as priests by mediating God’s love to others in the world and
interceding for them before God in heaven.
As part of this elementary teaching on evangelical piety Luther also provides a simple
order of family prayer in its sixth section in which he shows how to use the catechism in family
meditation and prayer. It is significant that he calls it an order of “blessing” which is to be prayed
by the whole family each morning on getting up from bed and each evening before going to bed.
It is so short and simple that it could be done in any family and yet it is flexible enough to
include other devotional acts. It consists four main parts: a Trinitarian blessing, the Creed, the
Lord’s Prayer, and short personal collect.
The order begins with a Trinitarian blessing: “God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit watch
over me. Amen.” This is accompanied by the sign of the cross. By its enactment this benediction
claims the heavenly blessings of Holy Baptism for daily life as lived with God and in His
presence here on earth.
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By the recitation of the Apostles’ Creed the family, standing as free royal children in their
Father’s presence, or kneeling in homage to their heavenly King, confesses its faith in the triune
God. As at baptism, it renounces the devil and declares its allegiance to the triune God. The faith
that is proclaimed in that Creed is the foundation for their life of faith, their reliance on God at
work and in sleep.
After the confession of faith comes the Lord’s Prayer, because Christian prayer
presupposes faith in the triune God and exercises that faith. As with the Creed, the family stands
or kneels when it prays. It is “the very best prayer” because “God the Father composed it through
His Son and placed it in His mouth.” It is both His Word to us and His prayer for us. In it “He
takes the initiative and puts into our mouths the very words and approach we are to use.” When
we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we ascend heavenwards to God the Father “in his skin and on his
back”; we come to the Father in the name of Jesus and pray together with him. This is how
Luther describes what happens when we pray in the name of Jesus:
I am justified in saying: “I know that my heavenly Father is heartily glad to hear all my
prayers, inasmuch as I have Christ, this Savior in my heart. Christ prayed for me, and for
this reason my prayers are acceptable through His.” Accordingly we must weave our
praying into His. He is forever the Mediator for all men. Through Him I come to God. In
Him we must incorporate and envelop all our prayers. . . . He unites us with Himself,
really puts us on a par with Him, and merges our praying into His and His into ours.
The personal needs of the household are brought before God in a model prayer that
differs slightly from the morning to the evening. In the morning each person gives thanks for
protection during the night and asks for protection during the coming day for the performance of
God-pleasing service, before entrusting themselves and their possessions to God and seeking the
company of a guardian angel in the daily battle against the accusation and condemnation of the
devil. The evening prayer differs from this with its focus on God’s gracious protection, its lack of
reference to God-pleasing work, and its request for pardon for the sins of that day. Whereas the
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morning order of prayer prepared for joyful work with God, the evening order prepared for
joyful rest with Him.
The purpose of this family blessing is simple and yet profound. Through its enactment
the daily life of the family is consecrated by the Word of God and prayer (1 Tim 4:5). Through it
the whole household claims God’s protection for the daily battle against the devil and receives
God’s heavenly gifts for daily service in the church and in the world.
Conclusion
The life of faith receives its shape from its location in Christ, for just as the Father gives
His Spirit through His Son to those who meditate on God’s Word, so by the Spirit the Son brings
them to the Father as they pray with His Word. In a sermon on John 1:50 Luther portrays this
most vividly by linking the opening of heaven at the baptism of Jesus with the story of Jacob’s
ladder in Genesis 28:10-22. Since we are united with Jesus we are located with Him under an
open heaven. There we hear the Father addressing us with Jesus as His dear children; there we,
like Jesus and in Him, address God as our dear Father. Luther adds:
Thus we still see the heaven open; indeed, we ourselves live in heaven. Although we in a
sense still dwell on earth, in a spiritual sense our names are recorded among those of the
celestial citizens in heaven. There we have our being before God in prayer, in faith, and
in the divine word, likewise in the Sacraments. There we walk in love toward our
neighbor; there we grow in the Word and in the knowledge of Christ, and we also
increase in all things necessary for eternal life. This is our heavenly life, begun here in
faith. Yes, heaven is open for us. We live and have our being in heaven; we dwell there
as citizens even though we are still on earth according to our physical body.
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