Staying Balanced in an Extreme World #1

“Essential Elements for Maintain Balance”

John 1:14-17

We live in a world of extremes.

Politically we are polarized. Political differences are not new—there have been liberals and conservatives in American politics since Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson squared off in the first presidential cabinet—but now the divisions between parties have become so stark that there is no middle ground, no room for compromise, no way to work with the other side. More than fifty years ago Barry Goldwater said at the 1964 Republican National Convention, “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice; moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.” That November he was crushed at the polls as an extremist; today he would probably seem middle of the road. 

Socially we see this same phenomenon. Proponents who claim that certain lives “matter” call for the extermination of other racial groups, while those who claim that “all lives matter” are condemned as racist. Advocates of “alternate lifestyles” that have been considered abhorrent for centuries are not only demanding acceptance but are criticizing those who disagree with them as being hateful, intolerant, and even unnatural themselves. Unfortunately, those who disagree with both camps often do resort to hateful—even violent—intolerance. 

This tendency to go to one end of the spectrum or the other is captured in the lyrics of a Billy Joel song:

I don’t know why I go to extremes

Too high or too low—there ain’t no in-betweens

And if I stand or I fall, it’s all or nothing at all

I don’t know why I go to extremes.

Sadly, this happens all too often in the Church of Jesus Christ as well. John Stott published a small book a generation ago entitled Balanced Christianity, in which he writes,

My concern is to draw attention to one of the great tragedies of contemporary Christendom, a tragedy which is especially apparent among those of us who are called (and indeed call ourselves) evangelical Christians. In a single word, this tragedy is polarization…for one of the greatest weaknesses which we Christians (especially evangelical Christians) display is our tendency to extremism or imbalance…. By our “imbalance” I mean that we seem to enjoy inhabiting one or other of the polar regions of truth. If we could straddle both poles simultaneously, we would exhibit a healthy biblical balance. Instead, we tend to polarize. Like Abraham and Lot we separate from one another. We push other people over to one pole while keeping the opposite pole as our preserve.
 

Where does this come from? Stott suggests,

It seems that there is almost no pastime the devil enjoys more than tipping Christians off balance. Although I claim neither close acquaintance with his person nor inside information into his strategy, I guess that this is one of his favorite hobbies. My conviction is that we should love balance as much as the devil hates it and seek to promote it as vigorously as he seeks to destroy it.

Chuck Swindoll agrees,

The adversary of our souls is the expert of extremes. He never runs out of ways to push us to the limit…to get us so far out on one end we start looking freaky and sounding fanatical as we cast perspective to the winds. The longer I live, the more I must fight the tendency to go to extremes…and the more I value balance.

For the next several weeks, I want to consider “Staying Balanced in an Extreme World.” The longer I live and study God’s Word, the more I discover that the answers are seldom seen at one extreme or another, but rather in the balance. 

Our first message is entitled, “Essential Elements for Maintaining Balance.” I will confess from the outset that much of this message—and this series—have been inspired by a small book by Randy Alcorn, The Grace and Truth Paradox, though you will hear from a number of authors and resources throughout. Rather than taking on a number of topics and trying to strike a balance between them, I want to focus on two qualities that will help us to keep our equilibrium as individual Christians and as a local church.

The Balance Seen in Eternal Christ

Growing up in church, I remember a simple chorus we often sang:

To be like Jesus, to be like Jesus,

All I ask—to be like Him

All through life’s journey 

From earth to glory

All I ask—to be like Him

But what does it mean to “be like Jesus”? We could come up with long lists of His character qualities. The longer the list, though, the less we can wrap our minds around it…let alone do it! 

But what if the character of Christ was reducible to two ingredients? In fact, it is:

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 1:14, emphasis added)

Jesus is full of two things: grace and truth. Not “full of patience, wisdom, beauty, compassion, and creativity.” In the list there are no commas and only one conjunction—grace and truth. Scripture distills Christ’s attributes into a two-point checklist of Christlikeness.

Reflecting on his days with Jesus, John remembers there was something about Him that was like no other. First there is the “glory” that represented the very presence of God, just as in the Old Testament wilderness the cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night represented God’s shekinah, or glory.  In addition, this glorious One was “full of grace and truth.” In a world of darkness and demands, rules and regulations, requirements and expectations demanded by the hypocritical religious leaders, Jesus ministered in a new and different way—He alone, full of grace and full of truth, introduced a different way of life.

We continue reading in John 1:16-17, “From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” This fullness was embodied that it might be expressed: fullness of grace to restore and fullness of truth to reveal. The first of these runs through His works; the second through His words.

“Grace and truth” are comparable to another of John’s favorite couplets: “love and light.” In his first letter John writes more than once, “God is love,” corresponding to grace, and he also states, “God is light,” corresponding to truth. We must be careful, though, not to separate the two. We often still speak of the grace of God and the truth of God as though they were opposites. Yet in Scripture they are never separated. Grace and truth always go together.
 Thus Swindoll can refer to Jesus as “the Bulwark of Balance.”

Yet it is also true that Jesus did not come to strike a balance between grace and truth. He brought the full measure of both.
 Jesus wasn’t 50 percent grace and 50 percent truth, but 100 percent grace and 100 percent truth.
 And the two are not incompatible. In fact, it is only when one exists in the absence of the other that extremes are reached.

John had seen this balance firsthand. He had watched Jesus apply the perfect blend of grace and truth to each individual he encountered. For example, He could say to a woman caught in adultery, “I do not condemn you…. From now on sin no more” (John 8:11 nasb). Translated: “You’re a sinner—that’s the truth. But I don’t condemn you; I’m not going to give you what you deserve. I’m extending to you exactly what you don’t deserve: grace.” Jesus didn’t try to balance grace and truth. He gave her a full dose of both. This is so important. If you don’t get this, you will default to a diluted form of grace that is no grace at all.
 Or you will find a way to dilute the truth to the point that it is meaningless. Only as both grace and truth are completely embraced and expressed will we maintain our balance.

The Balance Seen in the Early Christians

After Jesus was crucified, buried, rose again, and ascended back to Heaven, He commissioned His followers to make disciples of all nations, communicating His message around the world. From the very beginning, this balance was seen in the early Christians. 

On the Day of Pentecost—the inauguration day of the Holy Spirit, you might say—three thousand souls were brought to saving faith in Christ. In the weeks and months that followed, thousands more joined their ranks. In a relatively short period of time, these Christians were accused of “turning the world upside down” (Acts 17:6, kjv). 

What was their secret? It wasn’t their buildings. They had none. It wasn’t their programs. They had none. It wasn’t their political power. They had none. It wasn’t their slick publications, TV networks, bumper stickers, or celebrities. They had none. What was it? According to Acts 4:33, “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all.” They testified to the truth about Christ and lived by His grace. Truth was the food they ate and the message they spoke. Grace was the air they breathed and the life they lived. The world around them had never seen anything like it. It still hasn’t. The only “church growth formula” the early church possessed was the body of truth flowing with the blood of grace. They drew thousands to Jesus by being like Jesus.

These twin elements of grace and truth appear again and again in the writings of the apostles. Paul writes in Colossians 1:6, “All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God's grace in all its truth.” Peter concluded his second letter in 2 Peter 3:18, “But grow in the grace and knowledge [the truth] of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” And John, who seemed to coin this connection, writes in 2 John 3, “Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and from Jesus Christ, the Father's Son, will be with us in truth and love.”
Not that the early Christians were unchallenged by extremists in the first century. There were the legalists on the one side—the Judaizers—who tried to make the truth of God’s Word into an impossible system of do’s and don’ts. On the other side were the libertines, those who tried to pervert the grace of God into a license to sin. Both had to be dealt with by the apostles and church leaders…and still must be dealt with today.

But when the early Christians maintained their balance of grace and truth, they were the most effective in spreading the gospel of Jesus Christ throughout their world. We can learn from them.

The Balance Seen in Existing Church

That brings us to the balance seen in the existing church. Jesus was full of both grace and truth, and the same must also increasingly be true of the church today.
 Some churches today embrace truth but need a heavy dose of grace. Other churches talk about grace but cry out for a heavy dose of truth.
 One does not exclude the other. In fact, being strong in grace goes hand in hand with being committed to living the truth. There is no contradiction in those two commitments. Grace provides the context for God’s commands to be taught. Truth equips our minds and shapes up our lives. Truth therefore must be taught!
 And grace must be practiced! The two are not in conflict.

The apparent conflict that exists between grace and truth isn’t because they’re incompatible, but because we lack perspective to resolve their paradox. The two are interdependent. We should never approach truth except in a spirit of grace, or grace except in a spirit of truth. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:15 of “speaking the truth in love,” which I believe is a biblical definition of “tact.”

Truth-oriented Christians love studying Scripture and theology. But sometimes they’re quick to judge and slow to forgive. They’re strong on truth, weak on grace. Grace-oriented Christians love forgiveness and freedom. But sometimes they neglect Bible study and see moral standards as “legalism.” They’re strong on grace, weak on truth. Countless mistakes in marriage, parenting, ministry, and other relationships are failures to balance grace and truth. Sometimes we neglect both. Often we choose one over the other.

A paradox is an apparent contradiction. Grace and truth aren’t really contradictory. Jesus didn’t switch on truth and then turn it off so He could switch on grace. Both are permanently switched on in Jesus. Both should be switched on in us.

What would Jesus do? There is always one answer: He would act in grace and truth. Truth without grace breeds a self-righteous legalism that poisons the church and pushes the world away from Christ. Grace without truth breeds moral indifference and keeps people from seeing their need for Christ. Attempts to “soften” the gospel by minimizing truth keep people from Jesus. Attempts to “toughen” the gospel by minimizing grace keep people from Jesus. It’s not enough for us to offer grace or truth. We must offer both. As Randy Alcorn puts it, “Birds need two wings to fly. With only one wing, they’re grounded. The gospel flies with the wings of grace and truth. Not one, but both.”

Extremism is not the answer. Moving to one pole or the other makes for an unhealthy imbalance. Neither is the answer a compromise, a watered-down approach that is neither hot nor cold. Charles Simeon, a British minister in the 19th century, wrote, “The truth is not in the middle, and not in one extreme, but in both extremes.”
 Rather than choosing between the two, we need to embrace both grace and truth.
The longer I live the more I realize the ease with which we can slip into extremes. I see it all around me and sometimes, to my own embarrassment, I find it in myself. A major prayer as I grow older is, “Lord, keep me balanced…between grace and truth!”

People had only to look at Jesus to see what God is like. People today should only have to look at us to see what Jesus is like. For better or worse, they’ll draw conclusions about Christ from what they see in us. If we fail the grace test, we fail to be Christlike. If we fail the truth test, we fail to be Christlike. If we pass both tests, we’re like Jesus.

A grace-starved, truth-starved world needs Jesus, full of grace and truth.

So what does this hungry world see when it looks at us?
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