Staying Balanced in an Extreme World #3

“What Is Grace?”

selected Scriptures

Words in our language can be funny. The same word can carry a variety of meanings.

Take the word “grace.” Grace can be a girl’s name. Grace can be a noun meaning elegance, kindness, or the prayer said before a meal. Or grace can be a verb meaning to decorate or to dignify. One word, multiple meanings.

Grace is a very important word in the Bible as well. Philip Hughes observes,

The doctrine of grace lies at the very heart not merely of all Christian theology but also of all Christian experience. If we have an incorrect or inadequate understanding of the biblical teaching on grace, our whole grasp of the meaning and purpose of Christianity will be deficient in consequence. There is, accordingly, no subject which is more vital for our study and comprehension than this subject of the grace of God.

Unfortunately, too often grace is limited to the New Testament. Many teach that the Old Testament is the “age of law” while the New Testament is the “age of grace.” That is a false distinction. Grace is not a New Testament idea. Grace didn’t begin with Jesus.
 My professor of Old Testament in Bible college used to say, “There is as much grace in the Old Testament as in the New Testament.” I didn’t believe him at first, but I came to understand that he’s right.

The reason that is true is because God is the source of grace, and God does not change. Peter concludes his first letter in 1 Peter 5:10 referring to “the God of all grace.” A verse I memorized regarding God’s immutability (a fancy theological term meaning “doesn’t change”) is Malachi 3:6, “I the Lord do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed.” We tend to focus only on the first phrase—“I the Lord do not change”—yet the rest of the verse speaks directly to His mercy and grace—“So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed.” And the last time I looked, Malachi was in the Old Testament.

While grace did not originate with the coming of Jesus, it was certainly personified by Him. John 1:14 tells us that He was “full of grace and truth.” Not the balance between, but the embodiment of. Over the past few weeks we have focused on these two characteristics, grace and truth. Two verses later John speaks of “the fullness of his grace,” the idea being that in Jesus we get as clear and as close a look as we will ever get of what grace looks like in an otherwise graceless world.

This evening I would like to take a closer look at “grace,” and next week we will do the same with “truth.”

What is grace?

What Grace Is

We begin with what grace is. I went to my Bible library and did a search on the words, “Grace is.” I came up with a number of definitions of the word, some of which I will share in this study. One that stood out to me came from Chuck Swindoll: “Grace is God’s unmerited favor unconditionally demonstrated to the undeserving.”
 Let’s break that down.

First grace is undeserved. Grace is God’s favor to people who don’t deserve it and cannot earn it, and that includes everybody on planet Earth. Grace is a gift that God bestows on the undeserving who confess their need and receive His gift by faith.
 We read in Romans 6:23, “The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Because “all have sinned” (Romans 3:23), what we all deserve is death. Yet, in mercy, God does not kill us all. Mercy is not receiving something that we deserve, and grace is receiving something that we don’t deserve.
 In grace God gives us eternal life through Jesus, something we do not deserve.

A term often associated with grace in the Bible is “gift.” In fact, the Greek word rendered “gift” in Romans 6:23 is charismata, the same word used elsewhere referring to the spiritual gifts given to every believer to be used within the church family. The root of that term is charis, the Greek word for “grace.” To show grace is to extend favor or kindness to one who doesn’t deserve it and can never earn it. Receiving God’s acceptance by grace always stands in sharp contrast to earning it on the basis of works. Every time the thought of grace appears, there is the idea of its being undeserved. In no way is the recipient getting what he or she deserves. Favor is being extended simply out of the goodness of the heart of the giver.
 And it must be received as a gift.

Tony Evans defines grace as “the inexhaustible supply of God’s goodness whereby He does for us what we could never do for ourselves. It is His gift to us.”
 You see, grace is not reserved for good people; grace underscores the goodness of God.
 God does not do anything for us because of who we are or what we do; He does everything in spite of who we are and what we do. That’s grace!

Swindoll gives a graphic illustration of what God’s grace is all about:

Let’s imagine you have a six-year-old son whom you love dearly. Tragically, one day you discover that your son was horribly murdered. After a lengthy search the investigators of the crime find the killer. You have a choice. If you used every means in your power to kill the murderer for his crime, that would be vengeance. If, however, you’re content to sit back and let the legal authorities take over and execute on him what is proper—a fair trial, a plea of guilty, capital punishment—that is justice. But if you should plead for the pardon of the murderer, forgive him completely, invite him into your home, and adopt him as your own son, that is grace.

No wonder we sing of God’s wonderful, marvelous, amazing grace!

Second, grace is unconditional. Grace speaks of God’s initiative.
 Grace is the basis for everything God has done for us.
 In grace God acts first. Consider Deuteronomy 7:7-8, “The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the Lord loved you…” Here we see grace in the Old Testament. Since all of God’s dealings with us are anchored in His grace, to miss grace is to miss God’s activity in history.
 Paul writes in Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” John adds in 1 John 4:10, “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”
Verses like these show the priority of God’s grace. The coming of Christ into the world is the evidence of God’s love and mercy in initiating our salvation; for apart from this divine initiative there would be no salvation. Man is indebted for his salvation entirely to the prior goodness of God. God has acted freely and finally in Christ Jesus, and graciously offers sinful man redemption that is full and complete in Him.

John Stott writes, “Grace is the most personal of all words; grace is God himself acting graciously towards us.”
 He goes on to add,

God’s “grace” is his spontaneous generosity, his free and unmerited favour, his gracious kindness to the undeserving.  Grace is God loving, God stooping, God coming, God giving.

Earlier I mentioned charis, the Greek word translated “grace” in the New Testament. In the first century, that word meant a favor done out of spontaneous generosity of the heart without any expectation of return. Of course, this was always done to a friend, never to an enemy. But when charis comes into the New Testament, it takes an infinite leap forward, for the favor God did at Calvary was for those who hated Him. It was done out of the spontaneous generosity of God’s heart of love with no expectation of return. There are no strings attached to grace.

So, does this mean that God just sweeps everybody’s sin under the rug and ignores them? Where is truth or justice in that? In Jesus there is no conflict between grace and truth. It is that artificial conflict that throws so much of Christianity into disarray. It is our misunderstanding of grace, as modeled and taught by Jesus, that leaves us feeling as if grace allows people to “get by” with things. But grace doesn’t dumb down sin to make it more palatable. Grace doesn’t have to. Grace acknowledges the full implication of sin and yet does not condemn.

Grace isn’t about God lowering His standards. It’s about God fulfilling those standards through the substitutionary suffering of the standard-setter. Grace never ignores or violates truth. Grace gave what truth demanded: the ultimate sacrifice for our sins.

As we will see later, Grace is love that pays a price.
 God could have backed us into a corner as guilty sinners and destroyed us without violating His holy character. But God wanted to make us His children, so instead of expressing His wrath against us, He poured it out on His own sinless Son on the cross. Jesus took our punishment so God could embrace us.

Because God’s grace is unconditional, it has nothing to do with how good we are. It is all about how good He is, and what He has done.

For this same reason, grace is unchanging as well. Philip Yancey writes, 

Grace means there is nothing we can do to make God love us more—no amount of spiritual calisthenics and renunciations, no amount of knowledge gained from seminaries and divinity schools, no amount of crusading on behalf of righteous causes. And grace means there is nothing we can do to make God love us less—no amount of racism or pride or pornography or adultery or even murder. Grace means that God already loves us as much as an infinite God can possibly love.

If anyone doubts God’s love or questions God’s grace, just turn to the Bible and examine the kind of people God loves. Jacob, the cheat who lied to his father and swindled his brother and ripped off his uncle, became the namesake for God’s people, the “children of Israel.” We read of a murderer and adulterer who gained a reputation as the greatest king of the Old Testament, a “man after God’s own heart.” And of a church being led by a disciple who cursed and swore that he had never known Jesus…three times! And of a missionary being recruited from the ranks of the Christian-torturers. If God can love that kind of person, maybe, just maybe, he can love the likes of me.

That same grace has been extended down through the years…to an immoral young man who became Saint Augustine, an early leader of the church; to a tormented monk who tried and tried to earn God’s favor, but finally realized the meaning of grace and ignited the Protestant Reformation; to a profane slave-ship captain who came to Christ and would pen the immortal words, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound—that saved a wretch like me!” 

That same grace is offered today to absolutely anyone. Nobody is so good he does not need God’s grace, and nobody is so bad that he cannot receive God’s grace. 

What Grace Does

There is more to grace than what it is, though. G. Campbell Morgan, the great British preacher of the last century, writes, 

There is no definition of grace save by the way of the activity of grace. I know what grace is when I observe what grace accomplishes. I understand the real meaning of the grace of God only when I am brought to an [appreciation] of what grace does.

I’d like to briefly consider what grace does.

The Bible tells us much about what grace is: God’s favor to the condemned. It is favor which is unasked, unwanted and undeserved—but desperately needed. Yet it is more than God being well-disposed to us—it is His favor in action, actually saving sinners from condemnation and hell.
 We see this in three ways.

First, grace stoops. I wish I could take credit for this statement myself, but it comes from the pen of Donald Grey Barnhouse: “Love that goes upward is worship; love that goes outward is affection; love that stoops is grace.”
 This was demonstrated when Jesus washed the feet of His disciples—the responsibility of the lowest slave in the household.
Grace is always the reverse of nature. In the natural realm the first is first, but Jesus says that in the realm of grace the “first shall be last.” Nature says that the youngest shall serve the eldest, but grace says, “The older shall serve the younger.” Nature says, “He that would be greatest among you, let him lord it over all.” But grace says, “He that would be greatest among you, let him be your servant.”

Second, grace saves. Grace is a wonderful word. It means the free, unmerited favor of God. It’s His remedy for sin…for the sinner. Grace is free. But not cheap. It’s the costliest gift ever offered.
 As mentioned earlier, grace is love that pays a price, and that price was the death of the Son of God on the cross.
 Yancey concludes, “Grace is free only because the giver himself has borne the cost.”

Two New Testament texts demonstrate this truth. Ephesians 2:8-9 states, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Salvation is all of grace—the gift of God—nothing that we can earn or deserve. All we can do is receive it by faith.

The other text, not as well known but just as important, is found in Titus 2:11-14,
For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.
God’s grace is a spiritual dynamic that works in the lives of the redeemed, “teach[ing] us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.” True grace is more than just a giant freebie, opening the door to heaven in the sweet by and by, but leaving us to wallow in sin in the bitter here and now. Grace is God presently at work in our lives. It is true that salvation was by God’s grace without our works, but we go read in Ephesians 2:10, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” 

Finally, grace steers. Not only is the sinner saved by grace, but the saved sinner also lives by grace. This simple but profound message can be expressed in a single line: Grace is the way to life and the way of life.
 We are saved by grace, and the only way we grow as Christians is by grace.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 9:8, “And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work.” Grace steers our actions toward others. In Colossians 4:6 we read, “Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone.” Grace steers our speech to others. And Peter concludes his second letter in 2 Peter 3:18, “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” Grace steers our growth as Christians.

And so we see what grace is: Grace is undeserved, unconditional, and unchanging. We also see what grace does: Grace stoops, grace saves, and grace steers. We cannot earn God’s grace; we must receive it and allow it to reshape us.

One thing we will not find in the Bible is an explanation of grace. None. From what the Bible says it seems that we will not know the full explanation of grace, not even in Heaven. We will spend eternity in unceasing wonder at the inexpressible grace of God in Christ. Certainly we shall never come to the point of saying, “That’s it. I know it now. I’ve got it all figured out.” Rather we will say, “O the depth of the riches, the wisdom and the knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!” (Rom. 11:33). Grace will remain amazing forever. The redeemed will always ask, “But why all this to me?”
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