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PRELUDE
The Hunters and
the Hunted
r~ he hooded figure climbs quietly from his mount, praying that his arrival has gone undetected. He soothes his horse as he hitches her to a post, perhaps one hundred feet from his target. The moonlight dances on the hilt of his sword as he approaches the building and turns to wait for his companions.
There are five of them in all, armed and prepared for any resistance. The men cluster tightly behind an old wall to review the situation and their plan. The target is an old potter's shop, seldom used today. The heretics obviously believe they can perform their illicit worship rituals here with impunity. They are about to learn otherwise.
"Wait for my signal," whispers the leader. "I will pound forcefully upon the door once; and when you hear my fist, you shout for all your lungs are worth. If we create shock and fear, these idiots are all the easier to overpower. Draw your swords and clubs, and don't hesitate to strike if anyone puts up a fight. But most of them are probably women and children and elderly fools who will only whimper as we lead them away."
The five of them creep to the door and the windows of the old shed. The leader places his ear to the door and hears the quiet cadences of prayer. They will be on their knees with eyes shut-the most perfect time imaginable. He throws his fist against the wood, almost splintering it, and five deep voices begin to roar and threaten and terrorize.
As the soldiers hurtle through the doorway, they see the little band of worshipers for the first time. They're screaming in surprise and fear, of course. One infant begins to shriek. Several women begin to cry and cower, assuming the worst is in store for them. Five young men leap to their feet defensively. Yet the fools have brought no weapons at all. They had to know this was going to happen to them. The women restrain their men, who quickly realize the futility of striking back.
The chaos quickly fades to silence now, other than the sobbing of the inconsolable child. The soldiers bring their chains and begin clanging and shackling. One of the older women weeps quietly. Another does something very odd: she smiles at the leader. "I understand what you're doing," she says. "You're serving God to the best of your knowledge. If you could only see ..."
"Shut up!" yells the leader, just managing to hold back his fist. "Don't patronize me with your imbecilic faith. I have mastered the Law of God, and there is nothing you can teach me. Save it for the rats who have the run of your prison cell." The woman looks at the floor, but there is no anger in her demeanor. Only a kind of resigned sadness.
The leader lingers behind as the Christians are led outside, from where they will be marched before the Council. He examines a crude wooden cross at the front of the room. What manner of insane cult would select such an article of worship? The heritage of faith is purity, holiness-what could be more impure and polluted than an instrument of Roman torture for the dregs of society?
Their founder, the Nazarene, fully deserved His cross. But the Pharisee wonders why these eccentrics risk the arrests and beatings they will now receive, on behalf of an odd rabbi who has been dead for some time now (whatever wild claims they may make about his tomb).
Then the Pharisee stops and listens very carefully to the quiet night. What was that scurrying sound outside? A footstep? The others have been gone for several minutes, and no one else is in this area. He has checked it carefully.
Saul feels the beginning of a chill along his spine. This has happened before-more than once. He roots out the Christians; he does his job; he is reminded of their strange calmness, their-what is the word for it? Some kind of irrational mercy. And always, as Saul is reflecting over the oddity of it all, he hears-the footsteps.
In those moments, he experiences a strange inside-out feeling that he is the one who is pursued, and that someone or something else is doing the pursuing. It's irrational, of course. What possible sense could it make? He is God's champion, defender of the faith. All he can do is soldier on, keep doing his job, root out these infidels, capture them one by one. Capture their faith, capture their-yes, that's the word-their grace.
The captain strolls along the Charles Towne battery, on the coast of Carolina. He gazes out to sea and listens to the cry of the gulls, wiping the perspiration from his brow. What humid lands, these colonies-a kingdom of mud and mosquitoes. Already he is feeling restless, impatient; if only he could busy himself with gathering the crew and loading the ship for the home voyage.
But there is business still to be done. That is the master purpose of every voyage, after all. One hundred sixty, perhaps one hundred seventy dollars per head. The final sum will be a comfortable one, providing that a good majority of the captives come ashore alive. On the last trip, nearly one-half of these Africans expired. There was hardly a profit to be made.
Yet the captain is not insensitive to such things. He would rather not be in attendance when the cargo hold is opened and the tally is taken. This is the distasteful cost of doing business; the cargo must be packed tightly. It must be chained and disciplined. Some of the natives will die of various diseases, from whippings, or from the heat. Some will even refuse to take bread. It is an unpleasant state of affairs, but England must have its commerce; the colonies must have their workers for crops of rice and indigo.
Yesterday, the captain witnessed an auction at the slave mart. He could not help but be disturbed by the cries of despair as children were parted from their mothers. After no more than a few minutes of this, he found he had to leave, to take a walk among the quieter streets. Let others keep the accounts and do the dickering.
As he strolls now by the seaside, he hears them again: footfalls directly behind him. The captain whirls quickly to find no intruder but the ocean wind. Once more, he reassures himself that his imagination is overactive. His restlessness must be to blame. He hasn't been sleeping well; there have been strange and unpleasant dreams.
And yet Captain Newton has felt it more and more on these business trips: a sense of being followed, of being watched. Even as he has pursued the fortune of slave trading, he has been unable to escape the feeling that it is he who is being pursued. Some steady footstep always out of eyesight, some whispered voice just beyond his hearing ...
"Something relentless," John Newton mumbles to himself. "Something is pursuing us all."
PART ONE
GRACE
for
the
PAST
CHAPTER ONE
The Captivating
Presence of Grace
Amazing Grace, How Sweet the Sound
is autumn in New York. November 2004. Freezing rain, weary drivers. One carload of delinquents on a joyride.
Got the picture?
Their spree begins at the local cineplex. Bored with action flicks, the teenagers decide to act one out. They break into a car, grab a credit card, and proceed to a video store. There they charge four hundred dollars' worth of DVDs and video games.
Why not pick up a few groceries while they're at it? A surveillance tape catches the kids selecting a twenty-pound turkey.
Remember the turkey.
Pedal to the metal in a silver Nissan, the kids move along an irregular line intersecting with a Hyundai containing one Victoria Ruvolo. The two cars cross paths at approximately 12:30 a.m.
Victoria Ruvolo, forty-four, is heading for her Long Island home. Having attended her fourteen-year-old niece's vocal recital, she looks forward to home and hearth-particularly hearth. She's ready to unravel the overcoat and scarves, burrow under an electric blanket, and rest her weary self.
Maybe the silver Nissan, approaching from the east, catches Victoria's eye-maybe not. Later, she won't be sure. She certainly won't recall the image of a teenage boy leaning out the window of the Nissan as the car approaches. Nor will she retain any memory of the bulky projectile taking flight from his hands.
This is the part about the turkey.
The twenty-pound bird crashes through Victoria's windshield. It bends the steering wheel inward, smashes into her face, and breaks every bone it encounters.
Victoria will remember none of this-frankly, a stroke of mercy. Eight hours of surgery and three weeks of recovery later, however, friends and family fill in the blanks. Victoria lies impassively in a bed in Stony Brook University Hospital and listens to every detail. Yet her emotions are difficult to discern, given the mask her face has become: shattered like pottery, now stapled together by titanium plates; an eye affixed by synthetic film; a wired jaw; a tracheotomy.
The public reaction is much more vigorous. The media has run with this story; weblogs follow every new detail of arrest and arraignment. Over Thanksgiving, New Yorkers whisper prayers of gratitude that they were not Victoria Ruvolo. Over Christmas, they cherish their health and their fortunes a little bit more than usual. Over the New Year, they cry out for justice.
Internet bloggers and TV pundits suggest what they'd do if they could be in a room for five minutes with those punks in the Nissan. They'd especially love to lay hands on Ryan Cushing, the eighteenyear-old who heaved the turkey. His face should be shattered. His life should lie in ruins. That's how the man in the street sees it.
But it's all in the hands of the justice system. On Monday, August 15, 2005, Ryan and Victoria meet face-to-restructured-face in the courtroom. Nine agonizing, titanium-bolted months have passed since the attack. Victoria manages to walk into the courtroom unaided, a victory in itself.
A trembling Ryan Cushing pleads guilty-to a lesser charge. Sentence: a trifling six months behind bars, five years probation, a bit of counseling, a dash of public service. People shake their heads in righteous indignation. Is that all the punishment we can dish out? When did this country become so soft on crime? Let's lock up all these criminals and throw away the key.
Who is responsible for this plea bargain anyway?
The victim. That's who. The victim requests leniency.
Ryan makes his plea and then turns to Victoria Ruvolo, all the essence of tough guy long since drained away. He is weeping with abandon. The attorney leads the assailant to the victim, and Victoria holds him tight, comforts him, strokes his hair, and offers reassuring words. "I forgive you," she whispers. "I want your life to be the best it can be." Tears mingle from mask of reconstruction and mask of remorse.
It takes quite an event to bring tears to the eyes of New York attorneys and magistrates. This is such an event. TV and radio reporters file their stories in voices that for once are hushed and respectful. The New York Times dubs it "a moment of grace."'
What do we do with such a story? It's beautiful, moving, inspiring-sure, all of those things. It's also outrageous. Why, it undermines every impulse of human nature, doesn't it? Let us be very honest. Would you have responded like Victoria Ruvolo? Surely you and I have been driven to a self-righteous frenzy over items far less dramatic. Some of us-some of the best of us-need one good incident on the expressway to bring out a snarl, a prolonged honking, a torrent of shouted invectives.
For that matter, remember when that fellow at work tried that little maneuver that really got your goat? You know the one-that petty little power play. How long did you seethe over that one? Or that woman at church who said that thing. Remember what she said and how you bristled? The look you gave her, and all that time you spent imagining what you'd like to say and do?
As for courtrooms, we've seen the opposite script play out. We've heard aggrieved families shouting at thugs as they stood to hear the verdict. And we've agreed with them, haven't we? It's just part of our constitution. Aren't we supposed to support justice and jeer at evil? Isn't it natural to affirm the process of punishing crime?
We're born that way. The smallest toddler retaliates to losing a toy to another child. She doesn't reclaim her toy calmly or dispassionately. She reacts in outrage. She seizes the plaything and shouts recriminations at its thief. It's all part of the human wiring. Work, church, playground-we're only human. We get mad and we get even.
Why, then, do we catch our breath upon observing behavior that precisely overturns these expectations?
Grace is shocking-something like the heavenly converse of a traffic accident. When love is returned for evil, we can't help stopping to rubberneck. Grace is the delivery of a jewel that nobody ordered, a burst of light in a room where everyone forgot it was dark.
Grace turns human politics on its head, right before our eyes. It renounces the entire conventional wisdom of social behavior. Grace suggests that human beings may be something more than honor graduates of the animal kingdom after all, that the rumors may be true that purity and goodness are real and alive.
Stories like that of Victoria Ruvolo transfix us for a moment. We find a smile, perhaps even shed a tear. It's like warming the soul at a hearth on a chilly night. Then it's right back to the struggle of the moment. We now resume our normal programming.
At least most of us do. Yet there are a rare few who find they cannot resume. The discovery of grace for them is like finding a knothole in the high gates of heaven. They cannot tear themselves away from peering into it. The light intoxicates their being. They wonder why, if this thing called grace is so magnificent-and if it is a standard option of every moment-why is it so rare and isolated? And urgently, pleadingly, the grace visionaries begin calling others to the knothole.
Such a man was the apostle Paul. He was once one of the seizersthe recriminators. These people, these Christians, had stolen his toy, and he was taking it back with a vengeance. They had laid hands on the faith of his fathers and polluted it. He would repay them with interest, galloping to far-flung regions just to torment them. That's when grace-or some Agent thereof-knocked him right out of the saddle, toppled his most precious assumptions, and took away his eyesight until he was ready to look hard at the thing he had refused to behold. And once his vision returned, that item was the only one he wished to see.
Paul changed his name and his person. He would write letter after letter to friends, to churches, to people he had never metsome who wouldn't be born for centuries. He spoke of many things in these letters, but he always came back around to the same theme: that moment of blinding grace on the Damascus Road, when sight came wrapped in blindness.
Our New Testament contains 155 references to grace; 130 of them come from the pen of Paul. The word opens, closes, and dominates every letter he wrote. It defines his teaching and his dearest hopes. Grace is the magnificent ideal by which he would measure his life and yours. The scourge of the martyrs has become the apostle of grace.
That's the startling power of one simple idea-the same power that transformed a ruthless slave trader to a timeless troubadour of liberation. John Newton shared Paul's obsession. In his elder years, he would sit by the fireplace in his former vicarage study at Olney. His once raging soul was now at peace. Just the same, he never wanted to forget the other John Newton-the one who traded in human cargo. Like Paul, his earthly eyesight was failing in latter years, but he could read the large letters he had painted on the wall over his fireplace:
Since thou wrist precious in my sight, thou has been honorable (Isaiah 43:4)
BUT
Thou shalt remember that thou wast a bondman in the land of Egypt, and the Lord thy God redeemed thee (Deuteronomy 15:15).
THE MELODY
It was John Newton's special joy as a pastor to craft sermons and hymns together. The Word and music were equally beloved to him, and he gave himself to both. For New Year's 1773, he turned his attention to 1 Chronicles 17:16-17: "Then King David went in and sat before the LORD; and he said: `Who am I, 0 LORD God? And what is my house, that You have brought me this far? And yet this was a small thing in Your sight, 0 God; and You have also spoken of Your servant's house for a great while to come, and have regarded me according to the rank of a man of high degree, 0 LORD God."'
The verses seemed to leap from the page before Newton's eye: Who am I, Lord? Why should King David, murderer and adulterer, receive the magnificent grace of God? Why should John Newton, trader of slaves? Such grace could only be described as amazing.
Yet the hymn that first emerged from Newton's pen might surprise the modern ear. For one thing, the melody was not the familiar one that has come down to the present day. It would be more than half a century before a man named William Walker would find just the right tune-a melody known as "New Britain." In Newton's time, as many as twenty different melodies might be used interchangeably. Even that immortal title had yet to assert itself. The hymn's original title? "Faith's Review and Expectation"-not exactly catchy enough for the pop charts, then or now.
There were more verses than we often recognize too. Many people claim to know all the verses of "Amazing Grace" by heart, but can they sing the lines below? These originally followed the present third verse:
But a verse is missing, isn't it? The one that may be your favorite. What about "When we've been there ten thousand years"? The closing stanza you and I know and love first appeared in 1909. Edwin Othello Excell, himself a prolific composer, inserted the final piece in the puzzle, completing the standard version of the hymn. Excell replaced verses four, five, and six with four lines that John Newton never wrote. How did it happen?
In the year 1852, antislavery sentiment had come to a boil in America. Newton would have heartily approved. Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel Uncle Tom's Cabin appeared that year, including a version of "Amazing Grace" that added these lines:
Excell admired this version excerpt with its vision set in eternal glory. He grafted these new lines to the existing ones, and we've sung it that way ever since.
The English used the song on occasion. Across the sea in South Carolina, the hymn was first published with a melody. That hymnal, The Southern Harmony, sold an amazing six hundred thousand copies in 1850-two years before Excell added his "ten thousand."
Years came and passed, and so did new hymnals and musical fashions. "Amazing Grace" was one nice hymn among many until, of all things, the age of acid rock.
In 1970, when electric guitars and angry lyrics ruled the charts, folk singer Judy Collins released an audacious track: an a capella rendition of the old hymn "Amazing Grace." Without the drums, without the backbeat, the result was a revelation to young ears. By early 1971, the song was a hit in England and America. Finally, three recorded minutes that the elderly and their flower-child grandkids could listen to together.
Then in 2004, Bill Moyers produced an entire documentary about the song for public television. He paid tribute to the mysterious power of a simple hymn that had traveled so far with so many adventures. Judy Collins, reprising her hit, told of its support during her bout with alcoholism. Opera singer Jessye Norman rendered a concert version. Country singer Johnny Cash used it to connect with imprisoned criminals. The song cast its spell in many worlds, whether sung by the Boys Choir of Harlem, shaped-note choruses in the Appalachian foothills, or among Japanese worshipers.
The hymn is heard at Olympic ceremonies and presidential inaugurations. It is considered essential in a time of disaster; a crisis such as the one of September 11, 2001; or at any moment of somber mood. It has become a de facto national anthem for events of magnitude.
Shoppers at Amazon.com may choose from among 3,832 separate recordings of John Newton's old hymn. It comes in every style, crosses every line, and reaches any and every ear. And when it is announced in a church service, people stand a little taller to sing it. They lift their voices a bit higher. Some of them feel that, just for a moment, they are catching a glimpse through the gates of heaven.
THE MAN
St. Augustine wrapped a powerful thought in vivid imagery when he said, "God always pours His grace into empty hands." The hands of John Newton could not have been emptier.
His father commanded a merchant ship and was always at sea. His mother raised him the best she could, schooling him in Scripture and sacred song. Mother and son attended a chapel near the Tower of London. In a nation in which 99 percent of the people were affiliated with the Church of England, Elizabeth Newton 2 insisted upon an independent congregation.
Just before his seventh birthday, John Newton lost his mother. It didn't take the old captain long to remarry and dispatch the boy to a boarding school. His was a childhood out of a Dickens novel. Unwanted children were often abandoned and abused at such schools. John left school and returned home. The elder Newton shrugged, put his young son on a ship, and began taking him along on his travels.
By the age of seventeen, John Newton's world was the open sea. The world of the Spirit, as lovingly taught by his mother, had vanished over his horizon. For seven years he declined into rebellion. Like some today, he mixed and matched convenient ideas to create his own religion, making "a shipwreck of faith, hope and conscience." In his own words, his "delight and habitual practice was wickedness," and he "neither feared God nor regarded men." In short, he was "a slave to doing wickedness and delighted in sinfulness."3
After a short stint in the wartime navy, Newton decided the regimented military life was not for him. He left in search of his father in the belief that his father could secure his release. It proved a futile move, as the deserter was quickly captured. He took a public beating, was stripped of his rank as midshipman, and was placed in shackles. Finally he managed to get on an Africa-bound freighter. There, in the shadow of the Dark Continent, John Newton sought to be lost where he could not be found. He could abandon himself to a life of dissolution.
Newton took up with a Portuguese slave trader on the island of Plantain, just off Sierra Leone on the western coast. The man's African wife was hostile to her husband's new friend and forced him to eat scraps from her plate like a dog. His life and fortunes had reached low ebb. Perhaps he remembered a story his mother once read him-something about another rebellious son far from home, eating among the pigs.
Finally, John Newton was taken aboard a slave ship, where he was quartered with the captain. Then, in March 1748, somewhere in the North Atlantic, grace arrived. The hand of God rescued a shipwrecked soul. If it could happen to Paul on the road to Damascus, it could come to Newton on the voyage to Britannia. In chapter 6, we'll hear more of his conversion story.
Two years later, Newton was married. But just as the storm seemed over, he began to be troubled by fits and seizures that precluded a life at sea. So he stayed home and worked as a tide surveyor at the docks of Liverpool. With plenty of time on his hands, he began to fill in the great gaps of a childhood that provided little formal education. He studied Greek, Hebrew, and Syriac. He read classic theological works in Latin, English, and French. More and more, he found himself drawn to that old book that brought memories of his mother-the Christian Scriptures.
Then the people wanted a pastor. In 1754, he accepted a calling in Olney, where he would serve for sixteen years. At the next church, this time in London, he served God and men for twenty-eight years. An aging but contented man, at the age of seventy-two he marveled that "such a wretch should not only be spared and pardoned, but reserved to the honor of preaching the gospel, which he blasphemed and renounced."4 He preached the Gospel until the venerable age of eighty-one.
The melody, however, lingers on.
THE MESSAGE
Man and melody-each sailed quite a journey. Newton's hymn, of course, has easily outlived him. People wonder at the power of "Amazing Grace." What is so amazing about it? Like so many things, it defies the dissection we might give a frog in science class. We can't quite discover the secret, for the notes are the same as those on any piano. The words are transcendent, but no more so than the stanzas of any number of other hymns-"Holy, Holy, Holy," for example. No public relations firm has accounted for its influence. No pope or prelate has sanctified it. But there it is, a cherished piece of our lives.
Some have attempted to bottle its inspiration, filter its doctrine, and reduce it to an anthem of generic wellness. "Amazing Grace," to some, is simply "a greater sense of consciousness" or "the power of human potential," a "moment of intense awareness" or "experiencing the interconnectedness of all things." It is "being aware of the unity of which we are all a part" or "the unseen forces that are all around us." It is "relinquishing the ego," "achieving mental clarity," or "finding spiritual illumination."
For M. Scott Peck it is "hidden in the 95 percent of our consciousness of which we are unaware."5 For Judy Collins, it is "letting go, bottoming out, seeing the light, turning it over, trusting the universe, breathing in, breathing out, going with the flow."6 For folk singer Joan Baez, "it's a state I would like to be in for more than thirty seconds a day."' For Pete Seeger, "Grace means harmony ... the law of gravity throughout the universe a kind of harmony ... or the way that mathematics works."8
We can only imagine what John Newton would make of all this-perhaps express bewilderment over such nebulous metaphysical puffery. He would point out that his verses do no more, and no less, than tell the old, old story-the one that never grows old. They tell of the loving Father and the lost son. They speak of the incredible joy of salvation from the clutches of sin, of the amazingness of grace.
Perhaps it is not the song after all; perhaps it has never been the song but the idea-and the fact that this hymn is simply the one that best captures the lightning.
The lightning is grace. As Martyn Lloyd-Jones has written: "There is no more wonderful word than `grace.' It means unmerited favor or kindness shown to one who is utterly undeserving.... It is not merely a free gift, but a free gift to those who deserve the exact opposite, and it is given to us while we are `without hope and without God in the world."'9
Someone has written that grace is a five-letter word that is often spelled J-E-S-U-S. For, if Newton's hymn was the melody that embodied the idea, Jesus was the Man. He was the once-and-for-all, perfect human image of grace, of love, of truth. "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.... And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.... For the law was given through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ" (John 1:1, 14, 17).
In the Greek tongue of Paul's day, the word for "grace" was charis. It carried the connotation of graciousness or favor. But the term evolved in the Greek world until it meant the actual gift, the concrete expression of kindness. Grace happens. As Paul explained it, "The free gift is not like the offense. For if by the one man's offense many died, much more the grace of God and the gift by the grace of the one Man, Jesus Christ, abounded to many" (Romans 5:15).
Grace happens, and it acts. "For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God" (Ephesians 2:8).
Such grace can come only from God. It is the gift unsought, unmerited, unlimited. For no matter what we have done, no matter the depth of our transgression, the darkness of our hearts-grace overrules them all. God pursues us relentlessly, He will not give us up, and once He has captured us, He won't let us go.
These are the broad outlines of the great idea. Yet it is as if we are mapping an uncharted territory-surveying the bounds of heaven, if you will. We can never take in the whole expanse. Grace is too dazzling, too bright, for it is powered by the holy heart of God. Trying to comprehend it in whole is like staring directly into one thousand suns.
Grace is as infinite and transcendent as the God from whom it flows. He is "the God of all grace" (1 Peter 5:10), and He is abounding with mercy for the merciless, help for the helpless, redemption for anyone and everyone. There is no limit to the throng of guests invited to dine at the Master's overflowing table.
As Griffith Thomas has said, "All this in full measure and overflowing abundance, because of nothing in the object, and because of everything in the Giver, God himself."10
Grace is the bridge over a chasm that seemed infinite-the canyon between our depravity and His holiness. That bridge is wide and sturdy and sure, beckoning to us to cross over into a life too wonderful for us to imagine.
THE MERCY
At the heart of the mystery is an essential concept: the idea of mercy. We must understand grace, at least within the limits of our comprehension; we must understand mercy. And we must be clear on how the two ideas intersect.
We often use the words as if they are synonyms-one and the same. In fact, there are passages in the New Testament that make that appear to be so. A few scholars have put forward the neat and simple proposition that the Old Testament uses mercy while the New Testament speaks of grace.
The truth is more elusive, like the words themselves. Think of it this way: Mercy is God withholding the punishment we rightfully deserve. Grace is God not only withholding that punishment but offering the most precious of gifts instead.
Mercy withholds the knife from the heart of Isaac. Grace provides a ram in the thicket.
Mercy runs to forgive the Prodigal Son. Grace throws a party with every extravagance.
Mercy bandages the wounds of the man beaten by the robbers. Grace covers the cost of his full recovery.
Mercy hears the cry of the thief on the cross. Grace promises paradise that very day.
Mercy pays the penalty for our sin at the cross. Grace substitutes the righteousness of Christ for our wickedness.
Mercy converts Paul on the road to Damascus. Grace calls him to be an apostle.
Mercy saves John Newton from a life of rebellion and sin. Grace makes him a pastor and author of a timeless hymn.
Mercy closes the door to hell. Grace opens the door to heaven.
Mercy withholds what we have earned. Grace provides blessings we have not earned.
In Victor Hugo's Les Miserables, Jean Valjean is a guileless, unassuming man until he is imprisoned during the French Revolution for stealing a loaf of bread in order to feed his starving family. After completing nineteen years of hard labor, he is bitter and angry toward both society and God.
Monseigneur Myriel, a seventy-four-year-old bishop in southeastern France, has also suffered greatly during the Revolution. All that remains of the bishop's aristocratic heritage are six knives and forks, a soup ladle, and two candlesticks. His experience has taught the bishop compassion for the indigent, and he ministers to them as a humble servant.
After four days of freedom, with repeated denials of food or shelter, the weary and hungry Valjean becomes a desperate man. He arrives at the door of the bishop's home. The hardened Valjean, mistaking it for an inn, brashly storms into the kitchen where he is confounded by the warm welcome he receives from the bishop. That night, while the household is asleep, Valjean leaves the first mattress and white sheets he has known in nineteen years and stealthily fills a knapsack with the bishop's treasured silverware and disappears into the darkness.
In the morning, the bishop corroborates the shackled Valjean's claim to the gendarmes that the silver has been given to him. The bishop asks them to release Valjean and says to him, "I'm glad to see you. But I gave you the candlesticks, too, which are silver like the rest and for which you can certainly get two hundred francs. Why did you not carry them away with your forks and spoons?"
Incredulously, Valjean asks the bishop, "Is it true that I am to be released?"
The bishop assures him that he is free and adds, "My friend, before you go, here are your candlesticks. Take them." Then he adds, "Do not forget, never forget, that you have promised to use this money in becoming an honest man.... Jean Valjean, my brother, you no longer belong to evil, but to good. It is your soul that I am buying for you. I withdraw it from [heinous] thoughts and from the spirit of perdition, and I give it to God."
Troubled by the grace offered to him, Valjean visualizes the contrast of the darkness in his own soul with the harsh light of love that has penetrated his bitterness. "A gentle light rested over this life and this soul. It seemed to him that he beheld Satan by the light of Paradise." It was certain indeed, "he was no longer the same man, that everything about him was changed." The bishop had "filled the whole soul of this wretched man with a magnificent radiance."
Twenty-four hours after his theft, Valjean returns to the scene of his crime and is observed "in the attitude of prayer, kneeling on the pavement in the shadow in front of the door of the gentle bishop.
A moment of grace can change a lifetime. In fact, a moment of grace can change an eternity.
Moments of Grace
If you're suffering from guilt or a slip-sliding self-image, skim back over chapter 1 and underline the phrases that most impress you, like: I forgive you . . . God always pours His grace into empty hands .. . Unmerited favor ... Unlimited ... Grace is a five-letter word spelled J-E-S-U-S ... Grace is a bridge over a chasm that seemed infinite ... Then choose one particular underlined statement and turn it into a prayer, asking God to make you a recipient of His amazing grace and a conveyer of it to others.
Ask yourself, "How can I be more like Victoria Ruvolo, who forgave her assailant and wanted his life to be the best it could be?" Is there someone you can forgive today? And as you close this chapter, don't forget to sing! Every time you close this book, walk away with a few bars of "Amazing Grace" playing in your mind or floating from your lips.
CHAPTER TWO
The Compassionate
Plan of Grace
That Saved a Wretch Like Me
hen was the last time you met a wretch strolling down the avenue? How about a transgressor? A miscreant? A worker of iniquity?
Look those words up in a dusty old dictionary, and you'll find an entire arsenal of powerful words for sin and its perpetrators. Yet many of these words are on the endangered vocabulary list today. They grow musty and unfamiliar from lack of use.
The question is, in a world such as ours, why would so many colorful and descriptive terms for wickedness go out of style? Sin is still in; only the names have changed. Debauchers have been replaced by "compulsive personality types." We don't hear much about iniquity, but we do make plenty of references to "unproductive personal habits." Nobody this side of the Grimm Brothers is actually wicked today-just a lot of folks with "behavioral disorders," right? If any one in our society does something socially unacceptable, just blame the chemistry and find the right prescription drug. If we can't eliminate sin in practice, we'll change its name and talk around it until nobody recognizes the problem.
A few years ago, the Wall Street Journal placed an advertisement in the New York Times observing that our generation has dismantled its old, sturdy frames of reference for personal behavior. The idea of guilt was swept away, leaving people to make their own judgment calls on moral issues. The ad concluded that "many wrecked people could have used a road map."'
Jettisoning the guilt trip sounds like a lot of fun at first-a real party. Only later, when it is too late, do we wander through the moral debris and wonder if our freedom was truly free. That's when the old terminology seems so much more descriptive-words such as wickedness and wretch. Throw in remorse and penitence.
We find the word wretch, of course, in "Amazing Grace." Let me ask you, how do you feel when you sing that phrase "a wretch like me"? Some of us belt out that line with a huge smile, as if we had no clue what we were proclaiming about ourselves! Others pay more attention, and they don't like that phrase one bit. Who is this songbook calling a wretch? There have been attempts to remove the W word from the standard hymnal.
Wretch. The term is often confused with retch, which is not even its distant cousin. At the risk of indelicacy, we'll simply point out that the one without the w descends from a Middle English term meaning to clear one's throat. Wretch, on the other hand, descends from a more ancient lineage-it comes from an Old English term meaning someone who is miserable, an exile. That's illuminating, for what are exiles but what the Wall Street Journal called "wrecked people who need a road map"?
A wretch is one miserable human being in a self-imposed exile. Like the Prodigal Son. Like John Newton. As a matter of fact, your dictionary should carry a head shot of John Newton with its listing for wretch. Let's get back to his story.
A WRETCHED EXILE
To understand the wonder of grace through the eyes of Newton, you must have some idea of the wretchedness of his exile.
We rejoin Newton as a young man on the deck of one of his first sailing vessels. He is depressed, but Prozac won't be invented for centuries. He is raging, but there are no handy anger-management books around. Therefore he sits beneath the moon, stares into the restless sea, and weighs two options:
a) Maybe he will commit suicide;
b) Maybe he will murder the captain.
Perhaps by the restraining hand of God, he chooses
c) None of the above.
Newton wrote a letter in 1754 saying that before he had reached the age of twenty, he was never an hour in anyone's company without attempting to corrupt their character. He once said of himself, "My daily life was a course of the most terrible blasphemy and profaneness. I don't believe that I have ever since met so daring a blasphemer as myself. Not content with common profanities and cursing, I daily invented new ones ...112
His soul was deep in exile, farther away than any ship could have carried him.
In his book Not the Way It's Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin, theologian Cornelius Plantinga Jr. assures us that we can never arrive at any definition of grace without sin as our point of departure. Cheap grace, he says, trivializes the cross of Christ. How can we avert our eyes from a cross that is drenched in holy blood? It was for sin that God, clothed in flesh, writhed in agony on our behalf. It was for iniquity; for wickedness; for every manner of wretched, despicable evil that He submitted to beating and humiliation and finally the obscenity of death itself.
Grace can only shine in its ultimate brilliance because it emerges from ultimate darkness. Therefore, Plantinga points out, we load up on bland and inoffensive modern worship practices, "seeker-sensitive" though they may be, at our own peril. Catchy praise choruses and positive-thinking sermons are crowd pleasers, but sometimes the praise bands drown out the sobering reality of sin-not "unproductive habits," but sin-and the consequent demand for confession, repentance, and forgiveness.3
This is not to weigh in on all the issues that surround our modern worship but to question any gathering of the saints where sin is swept under the sanctuary carpet. That could happen against the background of a pipe organ or an electric guitar. The point is that we must confront the true enemy in clear terms.
Paul was the apostle of grace, but he never denied the apostasy of sin. In fact, it was his very honesty on that subject that caught John Newton's despairing eye. The exile was intrigued that a man like Paul could call himself the "chief" of sinners (1 Timothy 1:15), that God would pluck His champion from the roster of the enemy.
Newton read Paul's words in 1 Timothy 1:13-14 over and over: "I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and an insolent man; but I obtained mercy because I did it ignorantly in unbelief. And the grace of our Lord was exceedingly abundant, with faith and love which are in Christ Jesus."
Abundant grace for abundant sin. John Newton couldn't stop thinking about the implications of such an idea.
PRELUDE TO GRACE
Paul was not one to airbrush the scandal of his own past. His resume, as it crops up in his writings, always includes the hard truth that he was the "least of the apostles," in his words, because he had the blood of the martyrs on his hands (1 Corinthians 15:9). He was "less than the least of all the saints" (Ephesians 3:8). He was the "chief" of sinners (1 Timothy 1:15).
But the truth of it, as Paul shows in Romans 3, is that none of us has clean hands. The apostle goes to the Old Testament to make his case-Ecclesiastes, five psalms, one citation from Isaiah. Five times he uses the words none or all, for none are righteous; all are ruined and helpless in the sight of God. We are a world of exiles. As it is written:
"There is none righteous, no, not one; There is none who understands; There is none who seeks after God. They have all turned aside; They have together become unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, not one. " "Their throat is an open tomb; With their tongues they have practiced deceit; " "The poison of asps is under their lips; " "Whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness. " "Their feet are swift to shed blood, Destruction and misery are in their ways; And the way of peace they have not known. " "There is no fear of God before their eyes. " (Romans 3:10-18)
The chorus to Paul's sorrowful song is "no one-not even one." He comes around to that refrain five times. Lest we cling to any shred of self-righteousness, Paul tells us again and again.
This is a message no one wants to hear, for the upshot of it is that you can be the most upright citizen of your town, and still, before the revealing light of heaven, you are a miserable wretch at the mercy of a holy God. You can have a crime-free record, perfect standing with the IRS, the works of Mother Teresa, the passion of Paul, and the conviction of Gandhi, and you still stand accused and convicted before the perfect standards of an infinitely righteous judge.
Here are more words we'd rather not sing about ourselves: total depravity. We would prefer to reserve such a term for child abusers, pornographers, and terrorists. But Paul shakes his head sadly and says none of us is righteous. No, not one.
Our depravity doesn't come in half-doses: total means just that. Charles Swindoll has written that if depravity were blue, we'd be blue all over. We'd bleed blue, think blue thoughts, and have no possibility of a single fragment of a second when our heart, soul, and mind weren't flooded in blue. You could be as colorful a personality as you wish, but every tint of the rainbow would be overwhelmed by blue.4
Ivan Turgenev, the nineteenth-century Russian novelist and playwright, said, "I don't know what the heart of a bad man is like, but I do know what the heart of a good man is like and it is terrible."
And Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn writes, "If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds; and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?"6 Sin cuts its merciless swath through the entire human race, not missing a single heart.
On the other hand, there is some good news. Very significant good news! Total depravity meets its match in total grace; one infinite value cancels out another.
In the end, we must acknowledge the darkness within us and the light that comes only from God. Both are unrelenting, and both define every moment of our life. Every atom in our bodies is infected by the disease of sin, but every atom may likewise be covered by the grace of God. The vilest offender can reap the deepest joys of heaven.
The only requirement comes in two supreme realizations: first, that we are totally contaminated; second, that we are totally forgiven only through the love and grace and sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Paul has shown us the first of those realities. Now, with great joy, he turns his attention to the second.
PRINCIPLES OF GRACE
Get ready, for we will look now at five of the most important verses in the Bible. This section of Romans may be possibly the most important single paragraph ever written.
John Bunyan, author of Pilgrim's Progress, attributed his conversion to these verses. Bible scholar Donald Grey Barnhouse drew a great heart across them in his Bible. He declared that they constitute the heart of Romans, the heart of the New Testament, the heart of the Word of God itself. Imagine: the whole galaxy of revelation from our Father revolving around this single point, the ground zero of our spiritual universe.'
Now as we stand upon this holy ground, Paul shows us seven components of the grace of God. Talk about your vocabulary! These words will never grow musty in the dictionary of heaven. They are words such as grace, faith, justification, redemption, freely the antidote for wretch, iniquity, depravity, and the rest. Learn these verses, know the meanings of these words, and you have passed a master's course in salvation science.
Paul wrote this textbook of grace through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. John Newton escaped his exile here. John Bunyan made his pilgrimage in this passage. This little site in your Bible is the missing link between life and death, flesh and spirit, creature and Creator. And every one of us must pass this spring and drink deeply if we are to understand who we are and how we may be rescued from ourselves.
Grace: Apart from Works
But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed.
-ROMANS 3:21
In the entire world, only two religions may be found. The first of them might be called the religion of divine accomplishment. The second is the religion of human achievement. Paul sets these two conflicting ideas against one another.
The apostle knows from firsthand experience that human achievement is designed for failure. He has lived it both ways and found human achievement to be a dead end. He once surpassed every standard of excellence established for a Hebrew Pharisee, and it all came to nothing. And he will tell us over and over, in each of his epistles, that works can never suffice. We might as well try building a ladder to heaven.
But to him who does not work but believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness. (Romans 4:5)
For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest anyone should boast. (Ephesians 2:8-9)
[God] has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was given to us in Christ Jesus before time began. (2 Timothy 1:9)
Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy He saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit. (Titus 3:5)
Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ.... I do not set aside the grace of God; for if righteousness comes through the law, then Christ died in vain. (Galatians 2:16, 21)
Grace: Accepted by Faith
Even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ.
-ROMANS 3:22
Now we turn to the idea of faith. Listen to the frequency with which it comes through Paul's pen in Romans 3:
As noted British pastor Charles Spurgeon once said, faith is believing Christ is who He said He was and that He'll do what He promised to do-and then living accordingly. That way our faith is "accounted for righteousness" (Romans 4:5). And we have "peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ" (Romans 5:1).
God's grace meets human faith, and peace is declared in the war between heaven and earth.
Grace: Available to All Who Believe
... to all and on all who believe. For there is no difference; for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.
-ROMANS 3:22-23
Key word: all. That is one immense three-letter word, for it measures the width of God's grace and the height of His love. God's net is as large as the number of people who are willing to fall into its safety. No one is outside the scope of His grace. There are no distinctions within the nation of the sinful, no pecking order within the league of the elect.
There are indeed degrees of sin. A jaywalker receives a lighter sentence than a murderer. But all of that is earthly reckoning-nitpicking by the standard of heaven. Because a millionth of a molecule of sin contaminates a soul, all are found guilty. And because grace cleanses us from sin just as absolutely, we find ourselves standing at the throne of grace without any human ranks or measurements. All are equally pure and clean before God. You and the apostle Paul will stand together, equally righteous in God's sight. The Father will look upon each of you and see only the purity of His own Son.
Grace: Attained by Justification
Being justified ...
-ROMANS 3:24
At the center point of this centerpiece passage we find the concept of justification. Don't be fooled-the idea is more complex than you may suppose. I may forgive you for doing me some wrong, but I haven't justified you. The judge may throw your case out of court, but it doesn't affect your true guilt or innocence. Pardon simply takes away the punishment for a sin. Justification erases any record of your transgression.
Jesus infuriated the religious leaders by this very act. He forgave sins of which He was not even the victim! How could He, as a third party, forgive one person's transgression against another?
He can do so because He is God, because He is pure, and because He chooses to be a third party to every wrong act we can ever commit. Christ removes not only the penalty for our sin; He cleanses us completely from its slightest taint. You and I stand before God as if we lived a life of utter purity and perfection.
Forgiveness says, "I'm going to let you slide this time." Justification says, "I'm going to remove the offense from all memory, as if it never occurred." It forgives and forgets. The president can pardon, but he cannot reinstate the criminal to the position of one who has not broken the law. God does both-that's the key to justification.
John Stott writes that "justification is not a synonym for amnesty . . . [but] an act of justice, of gracious justice.... When God justifies sinners, he is not declaring bad people to be good, or saying that they are not sinners after all; he is pronouncing them legally righteous, free from any liability to the broken law, because he himself in his Son has borne the penalty of their lawbreaking."'
Grace: Awarded Freely
Being justified freely .. .
-ROMANS 3:24
You already know the Latin word for "freely": gratis. Revelation 22:17 tells us that the water of life is gratis to anyone who wants it. Jesus says in Matthew 10:8 that gratis we have received, and gratis we should give.
A beggar presses his nose against a plate-glass window. The smells of the restaurant are intoxicating to him. He has no work, no shelter, and no hope. His stomach growls in protest as he watches the well-dressed, well-fed patrons enjoy their steak and lobster dinners. This is the finest restaurant in town. Who is he kidding by even looking upon the elegance of their feast? As a matter of fact, here comes the waiter to shoo him away, unappetizing scenery that he has become.
But the waiter's face bears no rebuke. Instead, compassion is written across it. "I've brought you our finest entree," says the waiter, uncovering a sumptuous plate. The vagrant's eyes grow wide, and he reaches for the embarrassing pocket change that is all he can offer. "Put your coins away," laughs the waiter. "This one's on our owner, who spotted you from the window. He knows you could never afford such a meal, and he offers this one freely. Come back again when you're hungry."
You are an invited guest at the heavenly banquet, not a paying customer. Gratis-you have to like that word.
Grace: Acquired Through Redemption
Being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.
-ROMANS 3:24
Have you ever redeemed a coupon? Sure enough, we've come to the language of the marketplace.
Paul had walked through the streets of Rome and Corinth, where slaves were bought and sold like apples from a fruit stand. He knew that we are all slaves to sin and guilt, more helpless and humbled than the most shackled slave. Jesus steps into the street, produces payment, and sets us free.
But that illustration is lacking to say the least. In reality, Jesus used no coin but the precious exchange of His blood. It's not the same as a rich man reaching into his wallet for a few dollars when he has millions. Jesus puts up all that He has. He buys our liberation through His own suffering. He becomes the slave so that the real slave may go free.
That is why Christ is our Redeemer. Princeton theologian Benjamin Warfield loved applying that title to his Lord, because it reminds us not only of our precious gift but its ultimate price: "Whenever we pronounce it, the cross is placarded before our eyes and our hearts are filled with loving remembrance not only that Christ has given us salvation, but that he paid a mighty price for it."9
Grace: Accomplished Through Propitiation
Whom God set forth as a propitiation by His blood ...
-ROMANS 3:25
Yet another beautiful word sadly lacking in current parlance is propitiation. It is one of the most powerful and profound terms in the biblical vocabulary. Yet it is used sparingly in the sacred Word of God. A mere four times we come across it in the New Testament. On each occasion, it provides a glimpse of our salvation through the eyes of God himself.
Its Old Testament usage provides a few clues to the mystery of propitiation. The ark of the covenant was a gold-covered wooden box about one yard long. The treasure it held was no less than the stone tablets of the Law, etched by the finger of God and borne from Mount Sinai in the hands of Moses. The box had a cover known as the mercy seat, which held two cherubim that faced one another from each end. The wings of these cherubim stretched upward then forward, nearly meeting in the middle over the ark.
The symbolism of the wings told everyone that God dwelled above the ark. Yet the ark provided a picture of judgment-a feeling of dread. For, as James Montgomery Boice points out, God looked down from heaven between the wings of those cherubim and saw the ark's cargo of commandments. They were as surely and injudiciously broken as the tablets themselves, which Moses had hurled in frustration. Disobedience called for judgment.
Ah, but there is that covering. What is it called? The mercy seat.
You see, once a year, on the Day of Atonement, the Jewish high priest entered the holy of holies to make atonement for the people's sins. He entered to make propitiation-the very word that comes down to us from Hebrew to Greek, translated as "mercy seat." The priest sprinkled the blood of an animal sacrifice upon the mercy seat.
This changed things. Now, as God looked down, He didn't immediately see those broken laws on shattered tablets. Instead He saw the blood of innocence, a humble offering of repentance. And forgiveness became possible-through propitiation.
How many herds of rams would it take to cover all our sins? How often must this ritual be repeated? The final answer, of course, was the blood of God's own Son.'o
John writes, "He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the whole world" (1 John 2:2). There is enough room beneath those angels' wings for every one of us.
THE FOUNTAIN OF GRACE
In the dark background of John Newton's life, we come across a man by the name of William Cowper (pronounced Cooper).
Born in 1731, Cowper shared something in common with Newton. His mother died when he was small. And he, too, was abruptly shipped away to a boarding school. Cowper, small and shy, became the target of bullies and persecution. All the love and security of his life seemed to have been replaced by abandonment and victimization.
As Cowper grew, his studies became his refuge; he particularly enjoyed poetry and literature. His mother had been a Donne, coming from the family of the Christian poet John Donne, who wrote, "No man is an island." But his mother was dead, and Cowper felt very much like an island.
His father insisted that young William enter the legal field. When it came time for his final examination, the student suffered an emotional breakdown and attempted suicide. After this, he couldn't regain any emotional equilibrium. "I was a stricken deer that left the herd," he writes."
By now, Cowper had decided that all life and all its agents were aligned against him; he had been born under a curse. He threw away his Bible in scorn, saying that God was one more bully out to get him. As a matter of fact, so was everyone else, for Cowper suffered from acute paranoia. The world was one great conspiracy against him. He had become a wretched exile with no road map home.
After his failed suicide attempt, Cowper was diagnosed with hypochondrial melancholy. That's when some of his few friends recommended a mental asylum. The grace of God here enters the story.
Dr. Nathaniel Cotton, poet and Christian, happened to be the physician in charge. For eighteen months, Cowper showed positive progress. Dr. Cotton helped Cowper recover his love for poetry and the written word. He patiently explained the infinite magnitude of God's grace, which was great enough to cover all His children, even William Cowper. Could it be that instead of all things being in league against him, all things worked for the good of those who loved this God? The patient listened, and he tried to believe. One day he succeeded.
Cowper picked up a Bible and read Romans 3, the heart of the Gospel. As it happened one day for Luther, for Wesley, for Newton, and for every desperate soul whose heart has ever despaired itself into the arms of God-Cowper succumbed to the holy pursuit of the Lord. The power of propitiation made it all come to life for him.
Later he would write, "Immediately I received strength to believe it, and the full beams of the Sun of Righteousness shone upon me. I saw the sufficiency of the atonement He had made, my pardon sealed in His blood, and all the fullness and completeness of His justification. In a moment I believed, and received the gospel." 12
He would also claim, "Unless the almighty Arm had been under me I think I should have died with gratitude and joy. My eyes filled with tears and my voice was choked ... I could only look up to heaven in silence, overwhelmed with love and wonder!""
Cowper was thirty-three. Leaving the hospital to start life again, he met a family named Unwin. Around the fireside they would sit at prayer, and Cowper experienced a state of peace he had never thought possible. No man was an island; no man an exile.
When Mr. Unwin died, Cowper resettled with the rest of the family in the town of Olney. Does that name ring a bell? The local pastor happened to be John Newton. Quite naturally, the two men built a deep and abiding friendship. God had brought two stricken and stray sheep, two shipwrecked exiles, together. They were both willing captives of saving grace, and they both enjoyed pouring their devotion into hymns and poems. Cowper himself would go on to become one of England's greatest poets and men of letters. At one time he was considered for the position of England's poet laureate.
Together, William Cowper and John Newton produced the collection known as Olney Hymns in 1779. Of its 349 songs, sixtyseven were written by Cowper and all the rest by Newton. Grace abounds throughout the hymnal's pages, including in Cowper's well-known "God Moves in a Mysterious Way," and in the following familiar lines:
These men had found the fountain that is forever overflowing, the spring that wells up from eternity with everlasting life so that once men drink of it, they never thirst again. I hope you've found those waters and that you'll drink as deeply and gratefully of it today.
Moments of Grace
Have you been excusing a sin in your life by calling it another name? An unfortunate trait? A weakness? An unproductive habit? Before we can experience God's grace, we have to see ourselves as the sinners we really are in God's sight-as ... well, as wretches. No, that's not the way society wants us to think of ourselves, but before we can experience abundant grace, we have to understand our total depravity and Christ's total love.
Consider writing out the words of 1 Timothy 1:13-14 and posting them where you can read them several times a day until they become personal to you: I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and an insolent man [or woman]; but I obtained mercy.... And the grace of our Lord was exceedingly abundant ...
CHAPTER THREE
The Converting
Power of Grace
I Once Was Lost but Now Am Found
s Jesus sat down to teach, His eyes swept across the hodgepodge of humanity that was eagerly gathering around Him. As usual, it was neither the community's best nor its brightest who sought His wisdom today. Tax profiteers were here. Pleasure seekers were here. It was a representative assortment of the unwashed masses dismissively referred to as "sinners."
The religious leaders took their usual post on the periphery of the crowd-strategic placement for murmuring and whispering caustic commentary, also for avoiding dreaded physical contact with the ceremonially impure.
Then the world seemed to grow silent as the Master began to teach. Or rather to tell stories. The rabbi loved good narratives-long ones, short ones. This time He delivered His tales in a matching set, three variations on a theme. The subject might have been described as "lost and found."
First, there was a quick glimpse of a shepherd combing the rugged hills for a lost sheep, even to the point of neglecting ninety-nine others. Everyone could visualize the shepherd triumphantly bearing the bleating prize across his shoulders as his friends applauded.
Heaven, Jesus said, is something like those applauding shepherds. End of story.
Then He talked about a lost coin. This time the searcher was a frantic housekeeper, shaking every chair and pitcher to find that coin. Finally, with a little shriek of delight, the woman held high her prize. Like the shepherd, she couldn't help but call her friends and throw a party. There was a dash of humor in this story, and the crowd laughed appreciatively.
The angels, Jesus said, have such celebrations when even one sinner has a change of heart.
What must the Pharisees and scribes have made of all thissheep and coins and clapping? What did misplaced possessions have to do with the Law of Moses? Purity-that was the issue, according to their Law! The only valid question was whether the shepherd or the woman were legally holy.
But Jesus wasn't finished for the day. Now He brought out the main course, to which the preceding dishes were mere appetizers. He told a story for the ages: one that echoes through history, that disarms every hearer, that no one ever tires of retelling. It is a story that loses nothing in any culture or setting, no matter where it is shared. Charles Dickens, the greatest of novelists in the English language, called this the greatest short story of all time.
This story concerned a lost son, but it was more than a quick sketch this time. With the skill of a masterful artist, Jesus painted the picture of the wealthy father of two young men, one of whom disgraces the family on an illicit spending spree. Each of the three main characters-father, elder son, lost son-will respond to the crisis in ways we would never quite have predicted. Yet when the story is complete, the hearer sits quietly and finally says, "Yes. The story is absolutely true. I know it is true because it is my story."
This is the power of the Prodigal. No one can help but see himself in the narrative. The painter Rembrandt was transfixed by the picture he found painted in the words of Luke 15. Early in his career, the artist was known to be an arrogant and pleasure-driven young man, and he painted himself into his version as the wandering son from the story, found in the shame of an Amsterdam brothel. Then, at the very end of his life, a wiser man but an ailing one, Rembrandt returned to the story again, this time painting himself into the parable as the loving father, embracing his child. Light emanates from the tender face of the father in a scene of raw emotional power.
The resulting masterpiece, The Return of the Prodigal, reached through the centuries to change the life of the Christian writer Henri Nouwen, who spent days silently meditating upon the spiritual resonance of the scene. As a result, Father Nouwen wrote a masterpiece of his own, a book named after the painting: The Return of the Prodigal.
Nouwen observes in his book that early in life, Rembrandt had responded, like many people, to the story of the son. As an older and wiser man, he sees the story in a new light. It has become for him a story not of the son who sins but of the father who forgives.
I believe Rembrandt and Nouwen were both on the right track.
FATHER OF MASTERPIECES
The story told by Jesus is a masterpiece that begets more masterpieces, in every medium. John Newton's "Amazing Grace" is one more in the list, because Newton saw himself as the world-wizened son who stumbled home. How could the words be chosen more simply or poignantly? I once was lost but now ant found. He was that coin. He was that lamb. Above all, he was that wandering child who had brought shame to his birthright, who had committed acts his conscience would never turn loose. Once lost; now found. This is the story of all stories.
That other homeward-bound rebel, the apostle Paul, used the word lost only once in all his letters. But he, too, identified with the parable. Every sermon he preached in Acts and every epistle he wrote in our Bible echo with the themes of lost and found-of the helpless child captured by grace. Paul might well have seen himself everywhere in the story and even its setting: in the crowd that surrounded Jesus, among the scoffing Pharisees. He might have seen himself as the elder son, too proud of his own behavior to understand the grace he witnessed. In the end, of course, he had to join each one of us in identifying with the wandering, wasteful son. That identification is the needful step for every lost child in search of salvation.
We tend to focus on the player in this drama who carries the action-he who leaves, sins, and returns. Yet Rembrandt was absolutely right in placing the father at the center of the canvas. The Scriptures do no less, for the forgiving father is mentioned twelve times in twenty verses. He may go nowhere. He may "do" very little, at least visibly. But he is the true hero of this story, the true protagonist. We cannot understand any other character or any other development in this tale unless we see it through the eyes of that radiant father, without whom there is no story, no joy, no hope.
The Humiliation of the Father
A certain man had two sons. And the younger of them said to his father, "Father, give me the portion of goods that falls to me." So he divided to them his livelihood.
-LUKE 15:11-12
There is nothing remarkable about the launch point of this parable: another restless young man with the cravings but not the capital. He lacks the maturity to respect the source of all that he has and all that he is. He simply wants what is coming to him.
Any young man would have known exactly where he stood. The Jewish Law made it clear and simple; you can read the fine print in Deuteronomy 21:17. In the case of two brothers, the older got twothirds; the youngest got the rest. Either portion might be a nice fortune, but the catch was that the father needed to be dead first.
The second son's real message, then, is: "I can't wait for you to die, Dad."
Any normal father in that part of the world (or nearly any other part) would have slapped his son across the face and pushed him out on the doorstep-and he wouldn't have gotten any argument from the Jewish Law. But read between the lines of Luke, and you'll know very soon in the story that this is no common head of household. By the simple act of granting the insulting request, the father showed himself to be a man of grace.
This is a father who could see into the future. He knew the desolation and heartbreak that lay ahead for his son. He knew his own heartbreak. Yet he stood by the door and watched his son turn his back coldly and leave, taking with him one-third of the estate.
And what about that estate? We think in terms of stocks and bonds, the family silver, any real estate. The father in this story is clearly a man of means. We notice that his holdings included cattle and the acreage to keep them, servants and slaves, the ability to throw a great banquet at a moment's notice.
According to strict law, the father's land needn't be sold until his death. Again, a son late for distant parties would ignore such considerations. At the public sale of one-third of the land, every neighbor for miles would see into the family's shame.
In a small country with land at a premium, family inheritance was serious business. For the case of a young man who had lost his birthright among the Gentiles and dared to return home, a special ritual called the kezazah ("the cutting off") was established. According to Kenneth E. Bailey, the community would break a pot in front of the boy. They would cry out that the offender was cut off from his people and then turn their backs upon him forever.2
This wasn't a matter of sowing a few wild oats with the fallback plan of coming home later to take a place in the family business. This was a forever thing; a matter of drawing a line in the sand, insulting everyone on the other side, and disowning your people before they disown you. It was to say, "I invite you to ostracize me, and I don't care."
We place ourselves in the shoes of the father and wonder how we would respond. What emotions would dictate our actions? For many, the answer would be anger. Yet in this tale, the father's emotion is disciplined love. That kind of love has no strings, no conditions. It knowingly leaves every door open to hurt.
God's grace finds an expression infinitely repeated in His willingness to accept our insult. We stand before Him and say, "Give me what is mine," as if responsibility and obedience weren't part of the legacy. Who would want to take leave of His wonderful palace? Yet that's you and me. We go our way, to His heartbreak, until we have injured ourselves to our capacity of being injured.
God could take the stance of many parents and bar the doors, lock us in our rooms, and breed in us hearts of rebellion. Yet He stands and watches us set out on the path of misery, knowing it is the only way we will grow a heart of humble obedience. There is no limit to the mileage He will allow us to wander, no limit to the patience with which He awaits our return.
Paul the apostle and Newton the navigator understood just how far it was possible to travel before sailing off the edge of the world. For Paul, it was possible to take part in the murder of the saints. For Newton, it was possible to assist in the enslavement of the innocent. For Paul, the far country was a few hidden rooms in Jerusalem. For Newton, the far country was the coast of Africa.
This particular distance is measured not in miles but in misery.
Separation from the Father
And not many days after, the younger son gathered all together, journeyed to afar country, and there wasted his possessions with prodigal living. But when he had spent all, there arose a severe famine in that land, and he began to be in want. Then he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country, and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would gladly have filled his stomach with the pods that the swine ate, and no one gave him anything.
-LUKE 15:13-16
Cash in hand, the Prodigal sets out for the far country. Jesus gives it no name, because it's a place that is nowhere and everywhere. No matter who you are and where you live, there is a far country. No map is necessary. All you need is a sinful nature and a restless soul, and you are on your way.
For the son, that far country is all about sensuality, dissipation, and sexual adventurism-the cheapest bait Satan has to offer: "Eat, drink, and be merry." The problem with sensuality is that it fails to notice anything but the object of its lust. In this case, the Prodigal hasn't reckoned upon a local famine. Far earlier than he had imagined it (though he most likely never imagined it at all), his wallet runs dry.
Now he must turn from ceaseless partying to ceaseless labor. Poverty leaves him no choice. He finds himself working on the same sort of farm he has only recently liquidated. Every day he cannot help but see the true, enduring value of the land and the cattle.
But it is too late. He cannot bring back the estate he squandered-nor the love of the family he abandoned.
Manipulation of the Father
But when he came to himself, he said, "How many of my father's hired servants have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger! I will arise and go to my father and will say to him, `Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you, and I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Make inc like one of your hired servants."'
-LUKE 15:17-19
For as many years as I have read and reflected and preached and prayed over this parable, I have been drawn to three words in this passage. Those three words change the whole course of the story.
The three words come when the Prodigal came to himself.
What exactly happened when he "came to himself"? I've heard many sermons that fix upon that phrase as the moment of grace. We imagine that the Prodigal feels deep conviction for the sins he has committed, and we imagine him going to his knees to confess and repent.
Frankly, that's a stretch.
Read the passage again and look for any word such as sorry or remorseful. Is it all about his guilty soul, or is it actually about his empty stomach? Does he sincerely repent, or does he just have good common sense about getting a square meal?
We cannot be certain of the answer-or, more to the point, Jesus keeps it dark. For in a parable we see exactly what the Master desires us to see. And what He wants us to know for now is that the Prodigal knows he needs help. He surrenders. If there is any slim hope of his reinstatement at home, then at the very least he must repay every cent he has squandered. Working as a pig farmer, he knows he will never make it that far. As a matter of fact, he hasn't even been paid for his labor ("No one gave him anything" [v. 16]). He only thought that slopping hogs was reaching the bottom; slopping them for free-even lower.
So now he is desperate enough to consider slinking home. He sees himself at the very bottom of the pecking order, no longer a son but a servant. In time, maybe over a number of years, he could work off his debt.
It is essential that we, Jesus' listeners, understand that the Prodigal is still unprepared for grace. He is still running his own plans, only sadder and wiser in running them. Whether he realizes it or not, he is still securely within the borders of the far country, a selfchosen exile from the rescue of unconditional love.
We might prefer that the Prodigal "redeem himself," but that would be a misunderstanding of this parable and a misunderstanding of grace. No one on this planet has the ability to redeem him- or herself. Every one of us, like the Prodigal, must ultimately throw him- or herself on the mercy of the court.
But wait-are we certain the Prodigal isn't penitent? Listen to his speech he is preparing to give: "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you, and I am no longer worthy to be called your son.
Again, Kenneth Bailey offers us a surprising glimpse behind the details. The Pharisees in Jesus' audience would recognize the son's speech as the words of Pharaoh when he tried to manipulate Moses into lifting the plagues (see Exodus 10:16). The Egyptian ruler certainly had no contrite heart; his words were simply damage control for the natural disasters that were ravaging his land. He would have said whatever Moses wanted him to say.3
Many a humble word has been spoken when someone is at the mercy of someone else. Words are cheap and inadmissible as evidence of a repentant heart. The Prodigal was simply seeking access to what he hadn't already consumed of his father's estate.
In other words, he is like you or me trying to save ourselves, completely on our own.
Reconciliation with the Father
And he arose and came to his father: But when he was still a great way off, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him. And the son said to him, gather, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and am no longer worthy to be called your son."
-LUKE 15:20-21
My mind's eye has always held a vivid image of this scene. I cannot imagine a picture more laden with emotion.
Here is the Prodigal, clad in shredded rags that had once been the high fashion of the moment. He is far thinner than anyone remembers him. His beard is clotted with dust, and his hair falls unkempt over his sagging shoulders. Like vagabonds everywhere, he clutches his meager possessions in a greasy sack, and he bears the odors of desperate alleys. Perhaps during the last few moments he has walked past old acquaintances, boyhood friends, and servants who failed to recognize him.
But the father doesn't even hesitate. He knows his boy immediately, because he has been watching, ever vigilant. His grieving imagination has already worked out how his son would appear on that glorious day of his return.
From the Greek text, we know that the father was not indoors when this storm-beaten scarecrow appeared on the horizon. The patriarch was out keeping watch, as a shepherd would do for a lost sheep, as a woman would do for the lost circle of silver. The father walks down this road each day, as far as he might safely venture from his estate, propelled only by hope for the reunion upon which he has set his heart. We know that he kept watch with all that was in him, for that is the essence of all three stories Jesus tells in Luke 15-a relentless pursuit of the lost treasure.
The father, then, sees the shell of his son from a distance, and he is consumed by compassion. He takes in the labored steps, the bent posture, the very picture of weary surrender, and there is no room in the father's heart for any substance but love. So joyful, so uncontrollable is the emotion within him that he begins to run toward the figure-even to "race," we are told. This would be unseemly for a Middle Eastern man of his estate. Everything was to be done with quiet dignity. To run means taking up his mantle in his hand, so that he won't stumble. It means exposing his bare legs. All of these things are beneath the pride of a patriarch. But true love is a powerful force. It erupts on occasion. It is totally unself-conscious.
If the sincerity of the son is ambiguous, there can be no mistake about the heart of the father. And that touches upon the very essence of this parable. The power comes from the father's grace, not the son's guilt.
There is still, however, the issue of public shame-for the boy and his clan. The father is more than aware of that. Therefore he humbles himself in running. He meets the boy in stride. He enfolds him in the full acceptance of his embrace, and he takes on his child's humiliation by his very body language.4
Try to imagine the story otherwise. We might yet have been moved if the son knocked at the door, went down on his knees, and had his apology gruffly accepted by the father. We might call it justice tempered by mercy. But nothing of the kind happens here. Instead, the father commits himself fully before a word can leave the mouth of his son, before the son can come across the property, before the son could even be recognized by anyone other than a parent who brought him into the world. The son's carefully prepared speech will be delivered as planned, but only after he has been showered in joy, grace, and kisses. By this time, the speech is neither rote nor rigid. The Prodigal is a helpless child again, secure in his father's arms with no need to plan or contrive. Only now is repentance genuine, when it floats upon a sea of grace.
There at the very edge of the village, a supernatural event has taken place. On this spot, grace has overwhelmed guilt. The Prodigal has come to that place as a lost person. He has not found himself any more than the sheep or the coin found themselves. In all cases, it took the obsessive love of the searcher for the lost thing to be redeemed.
The primary miracle is the insistence of grace. A secondary miracle is the thawing of a frozen heart. Even the selfish, calculating Prodigal cannot withstand the sight of his running, weeping father surrendering his high position to meet him at the edge of disgrace. In that moment grace takes him captive, and he sees what his rebellious soul has not until now allowed him to see: the beauty of his father's love, the absolute value of his acceptance, the sweet joys of loyalty and obedience. As far as his conscience goes, no one need tell him the depth of the pain he has brought to his home. He knows it now not simply with his mind but in the furthest depths of his heart.
That heart is broken, yet his soul is mended. Such is the supernatural event of grace.
Celebration of the Father
But the father said to his servants, `Bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and sandals on his feet. And bring the fatted calf here and kill it, and let us eat and be merry; for this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and isfound."And they began to be merry.
-LUKE 15:22-24
Joy cares nothing for solitude. Somehow it always wants to invite a few friends.
There are so many things the Prodigal wants to say at this moment, so many things he must say to his father. Yet his father seems to be in no hurry to hear the lurid details of history or the fine print of confession. He is whirling in every direction, calling servants and grabbing slaves by the elbow. He sees in his mind a party such as never has been thrown in these parts.
Once it was the son who was so impatient for parties. The roles have reversed. The father wants the most expensive clothing in the house, the finest jewelry, the most elegant shoes. He insists upon the prime cut of the best beef that can be found on the ranch.
Every command is a meaningful expression of love to his son. The best robe would be the father's own, and that would signify the son's complete restoration to the family. The ring was a symbol of business, used to imprint wax and seal a deal. The ring said, "You are part of our daily operations. You may transact business on our behalf." The shoes squelched any possibility of the son returning as a servant. Only the family wore shoes. The fatted calf was simply an expression of deep joy-the best course for the happiest event.
As Jesus has said earlier, "There is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents" (Luke 15:10). Now we have the earthly picture of that joy.
Condemnation of the Father
Now his older son was in the field. And as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. And he said to him, "Your brother has come, and because he has received him safe and sound, your father has killed the fatted calf."But he was angry and would not go in. Therefore his father came out and pleaded with him. So he answered and said to his father, "Lo, these many years I have been serving you; I never transgressed your commandment at any time; and yet you nevergave me a young goat, that I might make merry with my friends. But as soon as this son of yours came, who has devoured your livelihood with harlots, you killed the fatted calf for him."And he said to him, "Son, you are always with me, and all that I have is yours. It was right that we should make merry and be glad for your brother was dead and is alive again, and was lost and is found."
-LUKE 15:25-32
So compelling is the interplay between this father and son that we are often taken by surprise when a third character walks onto the stage. As we knew from the beginning, there is an older son. He is the heir who stands to inherit two-thirds of the estate. He has bided his time and paid his dues in the family business.
When little brother came home, the older son was not there. We can only imagine him approaching the homestead after a long day of supervising the activities on a ranch. What is this music drifting across the lawn? What is the laughter and happy shouting coming from a habitually quiet estate?
A servant scurries by on some errand, and the older son takes him aside for questioning. The servant fills him in: "It's your brother-he's back, and your father is throwing the bash to end all bashes!"
The young fellow hurries on, and the brother stands there, trying to process what he has heard. Can this be? My little brother is not dead after all?And why would our father throw a party for someone who destroyed our name and went through a third of our wealth?
But for the most part, it's not really about we. It's about me. The more he thinks about it, the angrier and more self-righteous the older brother becomes. By the time he confronts his father, he is refusing to even call the guest of honor a brother. He is "this son of yours" (v. 30). And the message is, "Is this what you call justice? Rewarding a disgrace and ignoring loyalty?"
I have come to two conclusions about this older brother.
1. He was a son who was living like a servant. "Lo, these many years I have been serving you" (v. 29). Has he been doing it for love, or was it just good business? Go back to verse 12, and you might be surprised to discover that the father didn't just give the younger brother his share; he gave both sons what they had coming to them. When the father said, "All that I have is yours," he was simply stating what had become fact some time back. The older brother was a wealthy young man-not only in hard cash but in the love of his father. Unfortunately, somewhere along the line, he had become his work. He was all about earning, proving. Grace made no sense to him.
2. The older brother was a sinner who thought he was a saint. He says, "I never transgressed your commandment" (v. 29). Oh, really? That's a bit hard for us to imagine. There is no such thing as a perfect son. In some sense, every son or daughter among us is a prodigal. The older brother may have never left the estate, but he had still fled to the far country of pride and self-righteousness-much like Paul, who never left Jerusalem. Remember, prodigal distance is measured not in miles but in misery. The older son appears to be every bit as miserable as his brother. In fact, he refuses to enter the house where the party is in full swing (v. 28).
That's one of the saddest lines in Scripture. One son was so far from obedience, yet he basked in grace. The other was little but obedient, and he never received the priceless treasure that was within his reach all along.
How many of us share a frightening resemblance to that older brother? How about you? Could that gift be right there before you even now? Maybe you didn't travel to the Prodigal's den of sensuality. You might have taken the room right next door, where you found the dungeon of grim obedience. In this story, that was the harder one to escape.
These are two sides of the same coin: law and licentiousness. Either one makes slaves, and only in grace is liberation possible.
LOST AND FOUND
Jesus finishes His trilogy and looks up at the crowd. Before Him are the so-called sinners-prodigals all. Many of them are visibly moved: faces wet or hidden in hands. More than a few are openly weeping. How could they not have identified with a character who broke every rule, spat in the face of all that was good and true, and somehow received love rather than condemnation? This is like no story they've ever heard. Could God really be like that father?
Beyond that layer of listeners, Jesus watches for the reaction of the older brothers-the scribes and Pharisees, grimly obedient laborers who pay endless dues on the ranches of Mosaic Law.
What Jesus sees does not surprise Him. Smugness. Smirking. Educated as they are, many of them probably don't identify with the character in the story who so clearly took their part. The self-righteous are like that-amazingly incapable of looking into the mirror of selfinspection.
Jesus has told these stories very deliberately. As He prepared to teach, He couldn't help but hear the mumbled criticisms about how He'd been spending His time-dining with sinners! Socializing with tax collectors! Imagine.
So He has told two stories that answer the question, "What is the value of the lost thing?"
First He has spoken of a sheep, which has reasonable value. The shepherd will go out of his way to find it.
Then He has spoken of a coin, with more buying power than a lamb. Therefore the woman will comb the house with proportionate urgency.
Then, after these sample problems, Jesus has brought the final exam. If a sheep has a value of x, and a silver coin has a value of, say, IOx--then what value is carried by a misplaced soul? Is it 1,000x? 1,000,000x? No mathematics can express such a sum. It would crash the theological computer.
That was one they didn't teach in Pharisee school. The value of Law they understood; the value of humanity was simply off topic.
Jesus said, in essence, "Here is the answer to the question. The rescue of one lost soul is worth more than the gold of a billion galaxies; therefore, it is cause for angelic celebration. The rescue of one lost soul brings the Creator of the universe Himself thundering down the path to embrace you. It sets off a celebration that never ends. It restores the lost soul to its family. It affords the soul the right to transact work for the kingdom. It invites the reign of love and grace, so that no sin you've ever committed even enters the equation. That is the value of one lost soul."
And Jesus might well have added, "You Pharisees have more facts about God than anyone. You are walking encyclopedias of holiness. You know what you need to do. As for Me, I'm here to keep watch on that lonely road, at the edge of the village, that highway to the far country. I know the name of every soul who wanders that road. I know the pain of every heartache they feel. And I am here to tell them what you will not tell them. I am here to put a robe of pure white upon their shoulders, to hide their sodden rags forever. And I am here to lay down My life and take on every stroke of punishment they have earned, because I can bear it and they cannot.
"After that, if you will but walk through this open door-we'll throw parties that put the far country to shame."
Moments of Grace
Which character in the story of the Prodigal Son is most like you? Are you a parent grieved over the sin of another? Are you yourself a backslider and a wayward soul? A responsible citizen yet filled with silent resentment like the older brother? Or is it possible you're a combination of all three?
Whatever your condition, remind yourself that you are worth more to God than the gold of a billion galaxies. He is seeking you, waiting for you, watching over you, and wanting to lead you to new levels of joy, peace, and strength. Today, begin your prayer to the Lord with these words: "Dear Lord, I am just like . . ." and name your character. Tell the Lord all about it, and feel the uplift of His loving grace.
CHAPTER FOUR
The Clear Perspective
of Grace
Was Blind, but Now I See
n an age of instant gratification, nearly everything has become available at rapid speed. You can receive an e-mail from the other side of the world only a second or two after it was composed, rather than waiting for an old-fashioned stamped letter to work its way through the world's labyrinthine postal system. You can shed those ugly pounds in seven days. You can see a photograph in the handy viewer before the lens snaps.
But a few things must still be brought to a slow simmer. Authentic, inside-out change is one of those things. Salvation is the ultimate version of a "new you." Having been told that you are a new creation, you expect to rise and walk in newness of life.
Why, then, do we have this creeping suspicion that nothing has really changed? Why do we still struggle with so many challenges in life: hasty words, compulsive habits, seductive temptations? Why don't we feel the moment-by-moment desire to be all the wonderful things Christ has promised us we can be?
Take heart. Every single one of us who answers to the name of Christian is a fellow struggler in this regard. There is no "microwave" serving of spiritual maturity. We all have to "work out [our] own salvation with fear and trembling" (Philippians 2:12).
Case in point: John Newton.
Those who love the story of Newton sometimes imagine him experiencing his moment of grace onboard his slave ship. They imagine the newly enlightened believer turning the ship back to return the slaves, as he quickly sits down to pen the verses to "Amazing Grace."
History tells another story: a story of the slave trader docking in Liverpool and then promptly signing himself on for another voyage to Africa. There he traveled from slave factory to slave factory, buying slaves and storing them in his ship, just like always. He sailed for the New World and studied his Bible as two hundred slaves were packed into shelving in the hold beneath him. On many voyages, as many as one-third of these men, women, and children died. Many others developed serious illnesses. Newton disembarked from the voyage and enjoyed the fresh air and outlying fields of Charleston, South Carolina, as the remaining slaves went to market and to their eventual destinies on rice plantations. Newton wouldn't write "Amazing Grace" until twenty-five years after his conversion.
Lest you find these facts shocking, it's important to understand the historical context. At the time, most believers did not see slavery as evil. The truth is that Newton spent ten years as a slave trader, and most of those came after his salvation.
Yet the committed believer begins to hear the voice of the Holy Spirit more clearly as time goes by. He begins to see the world as the Father sees it and to think with the mind of Christ. John Newton experienced a dawning horror about the true evil of his former vocation. His friends began to notice how often he discussed his qualms about the slave business.
The fact was that the old John Newton and the new one were two different men-and the new one was beginning to find his voice.
In 1788, Newton published a ten-thousand-word confessional pamphlet, Thoughts upon the African Slave Trade. Here he came clean as an opponent of the practice as old as humanity. He confessed his own part in years of the trade and realized there was nothing he could do now to repay the evil in which he had taken part. "I hope it will always be a subject of humiliating reflection to me," he wrote, "that I was once an active instrument in a business at which my heart now shudders."
As he approached death many years later, Newton would claim that much of his memory was fading. "But I remember two things," he wrote. "That I am a great sinner, and that Christ is a great Savior."' He held on to the two essential facts. Penitence is the prelude to the wonderful work of grace.
EYES WIDE SHUT
I remember planning an evening worship service several years ago. We would be coming to the Lord's table for Communion and then having the sermon. I realized with alarm that my text was Romans 1:29-32: twenty-one words cataloguing the corruption and depravity of humanity, perhaps the darkest pit to be found in Scripture. There was something terribly wrong about descending into this pit following the elevating moment of Communion.
The worst thing I could have done would have been to back away from the insistence of God's Word. Instead, I simply changed the order of service. I preached those troubling verses from Romans, and then we came to the table. As a result, there was a miracle within our fellowship. The experience of God's presence that evening was overwhelming. I saw the kind of tears I had rarely seen over the sharing of the elements. I certainly had to restrain my own emotions in order to preside.
How could a mere revamped order of worship make such a difference? On the next day I found out. It was Monday morning, and I happened to be reading a book called Not the Way It's Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin. The author, Cornelius Plantinga Jr., made the point that we seriously delude ourselves about the presence of evil in our lives. It's like purposefully removing all the black keys from the piano. Once you do that, the white keys no longer produce a melody. If we edit the sin out of our awareness, then grace no longer has any beauty or power for us. In due time we wonder why we need a Savior at all.2
In our worship service on the preceding evening, we happened to have gotten it right. We faced the reality of sin at full force, letting the Spirit of God do His gentle task of application within every soul present. When we came to the Lord's table, we experienced the most powerful working of His presence and grace we could have imagined. His body, broken for us; His blood, spilled for us-these were no longer theoretical concepts but realities that cut deep in the context of the very real sin that had been brought to our awareness.
Then again, I'm not naive enough to believe that everyone present shared in the experience. The voice of God himself may come in loud and clear, yet there are always those who aren't tuned in to the right frequency. I think of the struggler in the temple, pouring out his confession, as the Pharisee nearby observes him and prays, "Lord, I thank You that I am not like that sinner over there" (Luke 18:9-14). Surely there were those in our sanctuary who heard the menu of sins in Romans and applied them to everyone but themselves.
As Mark McMinn puts it, "Part of our mess is not knowing we are a mess."3 We live quiet lives, never robbing a bank or committing a murder. None of us has been employed as a slave trader or held the robes of those throwing rocks at a martyr. We confuse calmness with holiness. It's been observed in surveys that the average person believes he is better than the average person.' We are blind to our own blindness.
It is the Pharisee in the temple, smug in his assumed righteousness, who concerns Paul in the second chapter of his letter to the Romans. He has known a lot of those; he had been one himself. He began his letter to the Romans with a powerful sermon against the clear-cut wickedness of the world. Any Jewish leader would have been standing and applauding, shouting "amen" to every sentence, every condemnation. They loved hearing him go after those worldly Gentiles.
But then they would have come to the next section-Romans 2. The amen corner would fall into shocked silence. For now, Paul was pointing an accusing finger at the "righteous." He used the same two words to sum up their position before God: "without excuse" (Romans 1:20).
The Jews of the time saw themselves walking proudly in the light of God's favoritism, while the blind Gentiles around them stumbled. No wonder they were no fans of Jesus when He told them that they, too, were blind-the blind leading the blind, as He described it. That combination, He said, ends up with everyone lying in the ditch (Luke 6:39).
EYES WIDE OPEN
The word that best describes Paul's opening to Romans 2 is diatribe. This was an argument presented through a lively debate with a heckler, real or imagined. Paul mastered the technique through his travels, bringing new and unaccepted ideas into traditional synagogues. Someone might call out, "Ha! Here's the problem with your theory. . ." And Paul would engage his challenger-a kind of showbusiness technique for dealing with abstract ideas. Think of two professional wrestlers on TV, hurling aggressive theological taunts.
Paul's stance was something like this: "So you think you're high and mighty, that you're God's fair-haired boy? You'd better buy lightning insurance, and here's why."
The "why" turns out to be judgment. Paul uses some form of that word seven times in three verses.
More important, in sixteen verses he presents six principles for self-examination. Like Jonathan Edwards's classic sermon "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," these verses refuse to candy-coat the truth. They present the idea that your vision may be clouded, but rest assured that God's eyesight is twenty-twenty. "And there is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things are naked and open to the eyes of Him to whom we must give account" (Hebrews 4:13).
God's Judgment Is According to Reality
Therefore you are inexcusable, 0 man, whoever you are who judge, for in whatever you judge another you condemn yourself, for you who judge practice the same things.
-ROMANS 2:1
That's how the New King James Version translates it. Donald Grey Barnhouse created his own wording for this verse: "You dummydo you really figure that you have doped out an angle that will let you go up against God and get away with it? You don't have a ghost of a chance."5
That's what we mean by a diatribe, and it would get most preach ers fired these days. But Paul brings such passion to this subject as one could only have when he has been there and done that himself. He assumes that if these folks are sight-impaired, he'd better write in big letters; if they are deaf, he'd better shout. As we read these verses in the Bible and really comprehend what is being said, our fingers almost feel singed by the page.
The hypocrite, Paul tells us, is totally intolerant of anyone's sins but his own. But what is most striking is the idea found in Shakespeare's Hamlet, "The lady doth protest too much, methinks." In other words, the louder you shout, the more likely it is that you are attempting to draw attention away from yourself. Your condemnations, according to Paul, really condemn you.
We call it hypocrisy. Paul is saying, "You're guilty of everything you criticize."
But surely that label wouldn't apply to you and me, would it? You watched those looters after the hurricanes and felt righteous indignation-and you're not guilty of looting. You saw a TV documentary about the spread of sexual permissiveness, and you were disgusted-and you haven't engaged in such licentiousness. You cheered when they caught that murderer-but you've resisted the temptation to kill anyone, even that neighbor down the street who really makes your blood boil! As a matter of fact, you'd like to ...
Wait a minute: maybe that's what Paul is talking about.
Jesus told us during the Sermon on the Mount that our anger amounts to murder, that our lust amounts to adultery, and that basically we stand convicted upon our innermost thoughts.
Now there's a frightening idea. Imagine the crime-scene investigators combing your innermost thoughts for evidence. Who among us would be righteous? Therefore, yes, Paul can say, "You who judge practice the same things." And yes, it applies to you and to me and to the religious elite who were the targets of Paul's diatribe.
God's Judgment Is According to Integrity
But we know that the judgment of God is according to truth against those who practice such things. And do you think this, 0 man, you who judge those practicing such things, and doing the same, that you will escape the judgment of God?
-ROMANS 2:2-3
How many of us let John Newton off the hook for trading slaves? I know I did. After all (we remind ourselves), he lived in an unenlightened age. He simply fell in with the crowd.
How, then, do people living within the biases of their times manage to take two giant steps ahead of the crowd and proclaim something wrong, even when the world says it is right? Newton did it. So did a few others of his time. What is the source of that insistent voice that overrides the entire social conscience of our era? The mere whisper of the Holy Spirit can drown out the thundering noise of an entire world. Newton came to a place where he could dare to stand back and look upon his former livelihood and condemn it. How many of us would have had such courage? Probably none without the sustaining strength of that Spirit.
"For the LORD does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart" (1 Samuel 16:7). Paul has made this very point in Romans 1. In the words of Eugene Peterson's paraphrase, The Message, "By taking a long and thoughtful look at what God has created, people have always been able to see what their eyes as such can't see.... So nobody has a good excuse" (Romans 1:20).
For Christians, the voice of the Spirit takes precedence. But even for those who have never heard the Gospel, there is a conscience that is issued as standard equipment in the human engine.
The judgment of God takes the measure of our integrity, so no one can say, "Everybody was doing it." No soldier of the cross can say, "I was simply acting under orders," unless the orders in fact come from that voice of authority God has placed within His followers.
God's Judgment Is According to Opportunity
Or do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of God leads you to repentance? But in accordance with your hardness and your impenitent heart you are treasuring up for yourself wrath in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God.
-ROMANS 2:4-5
"Listen," Paul says. "You upright, moral citizens have been enjoying the luxury of every possible advantage-and you dismiss them as if they were nothing by sinning against God."
What advantages? Paul names three: God's kindness, His forbearance, and His patience. These are all expressions of an infinite love that can never be deserved, could never be earned, and certainly should never be taken for granted.
Consider this world, teeming with people who lived and died without being told the first fact about Jesus Christ. The immeasurable wealth of His teachings and the liberating knowledge of His death and resurrection were unknown to them. They lived and died in darkness.
Meanwhile, we are those who live in the light. The full testimony of God's revelation and the full counsel of His kindness have been available to us all along, yet we dishonor Him. Unread Bibles collect dust on our shelves, when there are those in other countries who would give all that they own for one ragged New Testament.'
The kindness of God shed upon you and me is as unmistakable as the sun on a summer day, as prevalent as the oxygen in the air. How can we live as if we were utterly independent of His goodness?
Or how can we describe people so heedless of God's greatest favor? Paul calls their problem "hardness" or stubbornness (v. 5). The word in Greek is sklerotes, which is the source of our medical word sclerosis. Arteriosclerosis is the hardening of the arteries, in the case of the physical heart. But we speak of a spiritual heart; and it, too, has arteries that may harden. What can bring about such a condition? There would be many answers, but this much we can agree upon: anyone who is capable of ignoring God's kindness, patience, and forbearance is a chronic sufferer from that condition.
God's Judgment Is According to Morality
Who "will render to each one according to his deeds": eternal life to those who by patient continuance in doing good seek forglory, honor, and immortality; but to those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness-indignation and wrath, tribulation and anguish, on every soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first and also of the Greek; but glory, honor, and peace to everyone who works what is good, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.
-ROMANS 2:6-10
Jesus said, "The Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then He will reward each according to his works" (Matthew 16:27). As a matter of fact, your Bible is packed with reminders that an hour of accounting is coming. If your Bible were an appointment book (as in a way it is), it would have yellow Post-it notes falling from every page, reminding you to be ready for your appointment with destiny. If your Bible were a clock (as in a way it is), its alarm would be sounding every few minutes to remind you to start getting ready. But you and I tend to hit the snooze button. We mumble, "Just a few more moments to relax."
Paul's comment on that day of judgment is this: You get no credit for the number of Bibles you own. The test of accountability will not be a "sword drill" in which we prove how many verses we have memorized. The test will instead be an inspection of how thoroughly those scriptures have permeated our lives. It will be a fruit inspection: what has blossomed from the buds of your allotted years on this planet?
It is obedience to God, not the knowledge of Him, that will make or break us. As a matter of fact, we could actually be worse off for being the sword-drill champion. For "disobeying the law which is being constantly dinned into one's ears will make condemnation so much more severe." 7
God's Judgment Is According to Impartiality
For there is no partiality with God. For as many as have sinned without law will also perish without law, and as many as have sinned in the law will be judged by the law for not the hearers of the law are just in the sight of God, but the doers of the law will be justified; for when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law, these, although not having the law, are a law to themselves, who show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them).
-ROMANS 2:11-15
In his book Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis makes the same observation that Paul sets out in this passage. Isn't it interesting, Paul remarks, how all these Gentiles imitate so many aspects of the Hebrew Law, even though they've never heard it? They "show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness" (v. 15).
As for Lewis, he points out that in the midst of an argument, you w notice that people appeal to some standard of fairness. They say, 1 ll "How would you like that if someone did it to you?" Or, "I helped you, so you should help me." Take any atheist and he will appeal regularly to universal standards, the same as anyone else. Every time he says, "That's not fair," he has just condemned his own philosophy.
The revealing point is that when we make these appeals to standards, no one ever disputes their existence. They may try to find loopholes, but they never say, "There are no standards. There is no right or wrong." If we really believed there weren't rules, Lewis says, we would have no recourse but to pounce upon each other like beasts and thrash it out. Instead, we quarrel-and quarreling cannot occur unless someone has established rules to govern the dispute.'
Even the godless show "the work of the law written in their hearts" (v. 15). No matter how freethinking they may believe themselves to be, their consciences keep bearing witness.
God's Judgment Is According to Certainty
In the day when God will judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ, according to my gospel.
-ROMANS 2:16
The Lord searches every heart and understands every intention, according to 1 Chronicles 28:9. How foolish must we be to bargain with Him, to posture before Him, or to speak to Him in any manner that is not absolute sincerity? The Spirit of God dwells among the file cabinets of your mind. He knows the inventory of the hairs on your head and the hours, minutes, and seconds of your life. Truly understanding the implications of that, we would be taken by uncontrollable fear if His character were not kind, patient, and forbearing. Who else could we trust with the contents of those file cabinets? Who else but someone with absolutely perfect, infinitely unconditional love?
Yet we go about the pretense of having any thought squirreled away from the eyes of God. Soren Kierkegaard, a Danish philosopher of the nineteenth century, watched a sixteen-year-old girl on her confirmation day. She was showered with gifts, among them a New Testament in a decorative binding.
Kierkegaard reflected upon the fact that no one really expected the girl to ever read the Bible; it was basically given as an ornament, a social prop. At the very best, the intention of the giver would be that if the girl ever found herself in emotional need, the Testament might come in handy. Yet within the bounds of such a life, the philosopher concluded, a true reading of those Scriptures would provide anything but comfort-they would suggest far greater terrors than whatever brought her to open the pages in the first place.
Kierkegaard's conclusion is that rather than live such a dangerous hypocrisy, we should walk through the town, take up every single Bible, and cart the whole load out to some mountaintop where we can say to God, "Take it back, this book! We are only capable of making ourselves miserable with it!"9
For the prophet Ezekiel, it is as if we sit in church with stupid grins and enjoy the cadence of the preacher's speaking, the lilt of his voice, and the fine sound of the Bible translation he has chosen. In other words, it has all become music without lyrics to us. It is the Word of God as elevator music, full of sound and fury and signifying nothing. As the prophet puts it, "Indeed you are to them as a very lovely song of one who has a pleasant voice and can play well on an instrument; for they hear your words, but they do not do them" (Ezekiel 33:32).
Lord, deliver us from such self-inflicted emptiness. Maybe Kierkegaard is right-maybe it would be better to give back our Bibles than to let them become frilly ornaments to unexamined lives. Help us to hear every eternal, inspired fragment of truth that issues from the revelation of the Word of God. Help us to look upon every detail of that which the Spirit would have us see. Otherwise we are blind indeed-one long procession of blind people, happily leading each other to a ditch as deep as the pits of fire.
We could be as blind as the characters in Hans Christian Anderson's tale "The Emperor's New Clothes." The king loved beautiful clothing, but he was as gullible as he was vain. Inevitably he became the prey of con men who promised to weave him a suit of thread so rare that only the pure in heart could see it. The emperor paid a fortune for his new suit, and the hucksters pretended to be weaving industriously. None of the royal advisers would admit that they couldn't see any thread on the loom. They gave glowing reports of the beauty of the clothing.
The whole charade culminated in the crafty weavers "dressing" the naked emperor in his brand-new attire. Then they skipped town with the proceeds. An announcement was made: There would be a royal parade, and only the pure in heart should attend. For only they could appreciate the special clothing the emperor would wear.
Attendance was high, since everyone believed him- or herself to fit the criteria. But who would give voice to the spectacle their eyes took in? It took a young child to blow the lid off the whole scam. He loudly proclaimed that the emperor had no clothes.'0
In Romans 2, Paul has become that child. He goes to the fashion show of holiness and says that he sees nothing but naked moralists. But the message never goes over well. People would rather not be awakened from their illusion. We desperately want to see those beautiful threads. We want to hear soothing music when the Word of God is proclaimed. We want to look at our own chests and see them covered with medals for every achievement in spiritual purity, above and beyond the call of duty, so that there is no day of judgment at all; instead, the hosts of heaven will throw a testimonial banquet in our honor.
The scales fell away from John Newton's eyes, but only after years of inner struggle. He had to learn to see and to hear. He had to learn to think with the mind of Christ. Praise God that the day could come when he could sing out, "I once ... was blind, but now I see."
Paul, too, rose from the ground after his incident on the road to Damascus. He dusted himself off and reflected on the words of Christ that had just thundered down upon him from heaven. Yet there was no instant sainthood delivered by angelic courier. To underscore his neediness, God struck him blind. He was utterly dependent upon a certain man in a certain town to care for him. For Paul, blindness was one of the requirements for sight.
The Holy Spirit will not let you be content in your blindness. He would not allow it for Paul, nor would He allow it for John Newton. Be assured He will not allow it for you. He longs to open the curtains and let in the light that will make your world sparkle with all the bright colors of paradise.
Only beware-it takes awhile for our eyes to become accustomed when the light floods into a darkened room. Even the beauty of pure light is painful at first. But even at that moment, even when our spiritual nakedness is laid painfully bare, we know that our shame is only momentary. We know that we are clothed in the grace that overwhelms every blemish.
In the words of Clara H. Scott's hymn:
Moments of Grace
This chapter warns that we seriously delude ourselves about the presence of evil in our lives. By nature we're not tuned to the divine frequency, and we're like the self-justifying Pharisee in Luke 18:9-14, not realizing the mess we're in.
As you conclude this chapter, pray earnestly-you might even kneel or take a moment to write out these words as a covenant to God-Psalm 139:23-24: "Search me, 0 God, and know my heart; try me, and know my anxieties; and see if there is any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting."
But beware! If you make that your earnest prayer before the Lord, be ready! God wants to shine the spotlight of His Spirit into your life to show you elements of attitude and behavior that need to be confessed and repented. It may be discouraging at first, but the result will be a richer life with a greater understanding of His astounding grace.
CHAPTER FIVE
The Comforting
Provision of Grace
'Twas Grace That Taught My Heart to Fear
and Grace My Fears Relieved
V. Hill was a gifted preacher of the Gospel. An AfricanAmerican who was literally born in a log cabin, he started a church in the middle of the explosive Watts district of Los Angeles, and all his life he made a difference.
I'll never forget the day I heard him deliver a sermon at a conference at the Moody Bible Institute. The title was "What Do You Have if You Have Jesus?" Every one of his twelve sermon points came to life in the power of illustrations I could still produce from memory today. He held us spellbound.
As the pastor explained a particular point about blessings, he reached over to a little table stacked with award books to be handed out later. Dr. Hill was explaining that sometimes Jesus just reaches down to someone and blesses him for no reason at all.
The Lord says, "Here-take that!" And as Dr. Hill said those words, he grabbed a book from the stack and threw it out into the audience. Then he said, "Or you-take that!" And he tossed out another volume.
At the bottom of the stack there happened to be a very fine Ryrie Study Bible. Dr. George Sweeting, then president of Moody, sprinted forward and rescued the Ryrie Bible before it could become the next blessing.
Twelve memorable points.
The next year, Dr. Hill returned to speak at the same conference. The very first words he said were, "Number thirteen!"
He was still preaching that same sermon.
It's true. Once you begin to talk about what you have if you have Jesus, prepare yourself for one long discussion. You could talk about it forever. And you could use Romans 5 as a jumping-off point. All the riches are cataloged here. First, however, you need to step back and realize the emotional range Paul has brought to this conversation.
The first chapter of Romans is downright terrifying: a widescreen documentary of the wickedness of the world.
The second chapter covers anyone left out by the first-that is, the "non-wicked" (at least any claimants to such). The religious elite have no excuse, Paul announces.
If the Pharisees stood and applauded during the first chapter, then sat in shocked silence during the second, Paul may well have been speaking to an empty room by chapter 5. That would be unfortunate, because there is a seismic shift in the change of tone here. Paul now delivers the most thrilling news in the history of the world.
It makes sense. The happy ending of a classic story is only powerful when the hero has struggled with deadly enemies. In Newton's terminology, our hearts must be taught to fear before those fears can be relieved. In the initial chapters of Romans, Paul has dimmed the spotlight and told a tale of fear until its blackness and bleakness became unbearable. The most terrible thing about this horror story is that we ourselves are the characters within it. Now Paul brings up the lights and tells the part of the story that we've been longing to hear-though it is far more wonderful, far more gratifying than our feeble imaginations could have painted it.
THE SEVEN WONDERS OF GRACE
Think of the opening of Romans as Paul's tale of a traveler, a treasure seeker. This adventurer has struggled down a dark road filled with misadventure. Through all his fighting and struggling he has become a guilty man. Every crime alluded to by Paul can be laid at the feet of this seeker. He has been caught in a vicious cycle of evil from which there would seem to be no escape.
The adventure was never supposed to go this way. When he first set out, the traveler thought of himself as a champion. He believed he could overcome any obstacle and defeat any enemy. Now he stands in humiliation and close to the point of defeat. He hears behind him the rustling of the enemy, drawing closer and closer. The enemy is Death itself, coming to serve its writ of execution for the many crimes of this fugitive. The traveler grows weaker and weaker as he tries to flee; his arms and legs become entangled in the jungle vines, and quicksand is everywhere.
The traveler knows he lacks the strength to keep running, to keep fighting, to keep raising himself from every pit. He is willing to surrender to his relentless, pursuing enemy.
Then, just before giving up, the despairing traveler comes across a startling sight. There is a sudden clearing, cut perfectly through the trees and the bush and the vines. The clearing seems like a long row until he discovers another long row that bisects it. The clearing is cut in the shape of a great cross.
The seeker steps into the clearing and feels immediately safe. Death cannot enter a place of such light. And at the center of the cross, he finds a table with seven items upon it: the seven wonders of grace. After his long quest, he has discovered the riches of Christ's inheritance. These are the ancient treasures that every soul has been seeking since the beginning of time-even those who never realized the object of their quest.
These treasures are the inheritance of anyone and everyone who might claim them. Yet so few have done so. Turning to survey them, the traveler sees these things: a parchment, a key, a music box, a cocoon, a bottle, a map, and a trumpet. Surely each has a special meaning and a special purpose.
To find the solution to each puzzle, we must read Romans 5:1-11.
First Treasure: A Parchment
Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.
-ROMANS 5:1
As the seven treasures are grouped, one is clearly set in front of the others. It is a parchment, rolled up and tied with a silk ribbon. As the traveler unrolls it and reads the text upon the document, he observes that this item is very old indeed.
The heading of the parchment reads: Justified-Declared Righteous.
And just below this line, he finds his own name.
The holder of this document will hereby be absolved of all his guilt, absolutely and without exception. No past sin will be held against him. The Greek wording of this ancient document makes it clear that the traveler's justification is something that has already occurred-a completed action, a done deal! The seeker would judge that this parchment is some two thousand years old. But it is as durable and indestructible as eternity itself.
The ink is red. Only in the blood of God's own Son could such an order have been written and executed. When the Lord God issues a proclamation, it is irreversible. He does not change His mind. Can you imagine? The holder of such a proclamation need do nothing to earn or to maintain his or her innocence. It has been established and proclaimed once and for all.
Justification means that the war is over. Before the cross and before the love of Christ, we were the prisoners of our own selfdestructive nature. There was nothing we could do to lift the charges of guilt that lay upon our heads.
The traveler feels an amazing sense of peace such as he has never felt. It begins to course through his whole being as he clutches the parchment to his chest. He realizes that his shoulders were stooped and weak from the invisible burden he had been carrying. Now the burden has fallen away, and his back feels young and strong again. Peace-a cease-fire in the holy war.
The fine print on the document reveals that this kind of peace is not about the easy life. On the contrary, the seeker knows there are many adventures and many exciting battles still to come. The peace is not a mere feeling but a state of reality. The word for it in Hebrew is shalom-the condition in which life can best be lived. This peace, according to the Jewish understanding, is salvation lived out right here on earth.
There is peace because the great enemy, Death, can no longer pursue him. He is at peace with God, free to walk in triumph rather than cower in fear. He is now God's servant rather than His prisoner. "And you, who once were alienated and enemies in your mind by wicked works, yet now He has reconciled in the body of His flesh through death" (Colossians 1:21-22).
This is the kind of peace Paul would describe again in another letter: "Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus" (Philippians 4:6-7).
The traveler thrusts the document of peace into his shirt, where it will, as Paul says, guard his heart and mind in Christ Jesus. This treasure is the one that makes all the others possible. Without the parchment of justification, the traveler could never claim the other six that lie just beyond it.
Second Treasure: A Golden Key
Through whom also we have access by faith into this grace in which we stand.
-ROMANS 5:2
The traveler lifts a small golden key. Where is the door it unlocks?
As he holds it before him, he begins to feel the answer deep in his soul, and a startled gasp escapes his lips.
This is not the key to any earthly palace or storehouse. Through the cross, there is a new principle operating in his life and in ours. We now have free access to the grace of God-the same grace that has already declared us justified. It is as if the judge has signed the parchment and then invited us home with him rather than telling us to go on our way. The accuser is now a dear friend who wishes to share our company.
The word access is only used three times in the New Testament, and it always refers to the believer's access to God through Jesus Christ.
Grace is God's riches lavished upon those of us who, only moments before, stood accused. The prisoner on death row, of all people, has won the grand sweepstakes: the unsought, undeserved, and unconditional love of God. Like the traveler, we have been running through that jungle, always imagining the angry face of the Judge who will sentence us. We imagine Him to be in league with Death, our pursuer.
Yet it turns out that the judge has been pursuing for love rather than vengeance. His face is compassionate rather than angry. And finally He pays the highest price imaginable so that He might provide that statement of justification that will allow restoration into His own family.
Once it has been accomplished, there is a new way to live. We have access to all the riches of grace. This key, in the hand of the traveler, represents the fact that the Father is saying, "Forget the past. All that I have is yours."
Grace must also be understood as a standing, just as Paul states it in Romans 5:2. It is a permanent condition rather than a sometime thing. As John Stott says, "We do not fall in and out of grace.... No, we stand in it, for that is the nature of grace. Nothing can separate us from God's love."'
Third Treasure: A Music Box
And rejoice in hope of theglory of God.
-ROMANS 5:2
As the traveler prepares to behold more of the seven wonders of grace, he reflects on the timeliness of these treasures:
The past: Justification for what we have done. The present: Access to the glory of Christ. The future: Promise of glory to come.
This third treasure is represented by a music box. Why such an odd choice for this wonder?
Paul is telling us that the promise of glory to come is a reason for celebration. It is like the father who throws a feast when the Prodigal returns. It is like John Newton deciding his emotions about grace can only find the right form in a triumphant hymn. It is Paul saying, "Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I will say, rejoice!" (Philippians 4:4). And is it even possible to rejoice without music slipping in?
Paul's word comes from the Greek kaukaomia which, interestingly enough, means to boast. This is not an in-your-face, braggadocio boasting but an uncontrolled jubilation. And we have permission to do this boasting, because it's all about God instead of us. We are celebrating a dream of the future that God has promised us will really come true. "But `he who glories, let him glory in the Lord"' (2 Corinthians 10:17).
Oh, how much more often we would celebrate, and how jubilant our churches would be, if we paid more attention to the whispers of the future that lie on these biblical pages-whispers of hope about a glory that lies ahead. "To them God willed to make known what are the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you, the hope of glory" (Colossians 1:27).
Paul tells us, "When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory" (Colossians 3:4). The glory is in Christ alone, but we will share in its riches in an ultimate way. This will be the culmination of all our hopes and the joy to which our whole lives have pointed.
Have you noticed that the sweetest joys sometimes come in the anticipation of something? It's Christmas morning for a child, the wedding or future home for the young couple, even the simple anticipation of a hot bath when you're out shoveling snow in freezing temperatures. These are joys yet to come, and that sends a little shudder of pleasure through the frame.
It's like a music box that has the enticing melody of a far country, one that lies ahead. A music box is only a simple piece of machinery; it cannot suggest what the full orchestra can produce. But it is a reminder, and our imagination does the rest. This is a fine treasure indeed-a treasure that offers hope-and the traveler cherishes it.
Fourth Treasure: A Cocoon
And not only that, but we also glory in tribulations, knowing that tribulation produces perseverance; and perseverance, character; and character, hope.
-ROMANS 5:3-4
This next treasure is certainly the most curious yet. It is a cocoon!
The traveler wonders if it could really be a treasure at all. As he gently lifts it, he feels a slight tinge of pain in his hand. He knows immediately that this one is going to be quite different from the lovely music box. He looks more closely.
Paul has been telling us about glory. That's a terrific word. Glory! What could be more positive?
But here is Paul mixing it with tribulations. We don't like the sound of that. Isn't that the word that always goes around in the company of trials? Why would we "glory" in trials and tribulations? We're not gluttons for punishment. Where's the jubilation there?
The traveler has already realized that the peace received in the first treasure is no guarantee of an easy life. How could he have an adventure without a few dragons to slay? He lifts the cocoon again; and for the first time, as he gently squeezes it, he observes the miracle. An image of his face is there, like a reflection-but the reflection is changing.
As he applies light pressure, his face in the cocoon shows sadness. But the sadness begins changing into a kind of rugged strength: perseverance. That appearance, in turn, begins to show itself in a new, more admirable character in his features. As he looks even more closely at the image of his own face, he sees that it is taking on a powerful, confident look to it-a look of hope.
Like the odd little insect that becomes a butterfly, the child of God is constantly transforming into something more beautiful. It is the same process of development that Paul describes in these verses. The traveler remembers trying to slice his way through the jungle while only becoming weaker. Now, with this amazing treasure, he sees that the dragon's breath of fire can only make him stronger! Paul uses the Greek word thlipsis for "suffering," and the idea is a kind of pressure, as in squeezing grapes to extract the juice.
We don't go looking for trouble, but we certainly do make use of it. Bad times are our fuel for transformation. They make us stronger, nobler, wiser, and more worthy of serving God in ever-increasing capacity.
Take Paul, who gave us these words in Romans, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Did he lead the life of luxury after he committed himself to God's service? Here is his own answer to that question:
I speak as a fool-I am more: in labors more abundant, in stripes above measure, in prisons more frequently, in deaths often. From the Jews five times I received forty stripes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods; once I was stoned; three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been in the deep; in journeys often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils of my own countrymen, in perils of the Gentiles, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; in weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness-besides the other things, what comes upon me daily: my deep concern for all the churches. (2 Corinthians 11:23-28)
Now read Paul's letters-most of them written during and after all of these trials-and then answer this question. Has he become more positive or more discouraged? Is he wiser or more bitter? What has been the result of his constant tribulations? He sits in cramped prison cells awaiting his own execution and writes letters of joy and jubilation. For him, to live is Christ; to die is gain (Philippians 1:21). It's a win-win proposition when you understand your life as a cocoon.
Paul has come to realize that no matter how hard you squeeze him, all you can do is help the process along-the process of transforming him to the image of Christ. There is nothing the world can throw at us that God will not use for His glory and our eternal joy.
The traveler cradles the cocoon gently in his hands. He begins to realize that this treasure is every bit as precious, every bit as essential as those that came before it. He looks carefully into the little chamber of transformation again and begins to understand the process in three steps.
1. From tribulation to perseverance. It's the idea of tempering steel. The flames only make the iron stronger. Suffering without the hope of Christ leads to defeat and bitterness, but through the wonders of grace, we develop perseverance through our trials. We take the blow; and the next time it comes, we face it more squarely.
As the prophet phrased it, "I will bring the one-third through the fire, will refine them as silver is refined, and test them as gold is tested. They will call on My name, and I will answer them. I will say, `This is My people'; and each one will say, `The LoRD is my God"' (Zechariah 13:9). Our suffering bonds us even closer with God.
John writes of these trials of faith in Revelation. Peter speaks of how intense heat purifies gold by burning away the dross. Jesus tells us in the Sermon on the Mount that we are blessed when we are persecuted. And job, whose name is synonymous with suffering, says, "When He has tested me, I shall come forth as gold" (Job 23:10). Do you catch the theme? Persevere, and your destiny is golden.
2. From perseverance to character. What exactly is character? Paul is referring to the idea of a character without impurities-a man or woman of integrity. James refers to this as the process of perfection: "My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience. But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing" (James 1:2-4).
When we endure, we begin to lose our fear. We develop the assurance of our own strength, knowing that the trial will not consume us. Such confidence gives us the character to act based on principles rather than out of desperation.
3. From character to hope. People of character are positive people. They live by the rules of righteousness, and they know it works. That positive pattern breeds hope and destroys the cynicism that is the mark of our age. How many truly hopeful people do you know? Hope springs from character, character from perseverance, and perseverance from tribulation-but only when we trust God to lead us through the fire.
Later in Romans, Paul writes, "For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us" (Romans 8:18). Those are the words of a hopeful man. He is saying, "Do I have problems? Absolutely. But they're not worth talking about when we could be discussing the incredible things God has in store for us."
Read through your Bible for case study after case study. It is a book of godly men and women enduring the suffering that brought them godliness.
Lloyd John Ogilvie has written about the most difficult year of his life, a time when his wife underwent five major surgeries, radiation treatment, and chemotherapy, and when a host of other problems beset him all at the same time. He says, "Prayer was no longer a contemplative luxury, but the only way to survive. My own intercessions were multiplied by the prayers of others. Friendships were deepened as I was forced to allow people to assure me with the words I had preached for years. No day went by without a conversation, letter, or phone call giving me love and hope. The greatest discovery that I have made in the midst of all the difficulties is that I can have joy when I don't feel like it."2
We're all going to face problems. Wouldn't you rather face them as Dr. Ogilvie did, with an army of fellow believers and the counsel of the Holy Spirit encouraging you every step of the way? Don't you think joy makes a considerable difference? Yes, joy, in the midst of the worst that life has to offer. It all begins with the knowledge (Paul says "knowing that ...") that life is not a cruel and random course of victimization. It is a cocoon: an orderly path toward the wonderful goal of being Christlike.
Fifth Treasure: A Bottle of Perfume
Now hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who was given to us. For when we were still without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly. For scarcely for a righteous man will one die; yet perhaps for a good man someone would even dare to die. But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.
-ROMANS 5:5-8
The traveler is becoming more and more excited as he realizes the astounding worth of each new wonder. A small bottle now comes into his curious fingers. The label on the little bottle reads For Your Enrichment.
He carefully pulls out the stopper and curiously sniffs its contents. Immediately, he feels as if he has stumbled into a dream of heaven. This is perfume, but not like any worldly cosmetic. As the traveler closes his eyes and concentrates on the rich aroma, what he feels is the fragrance of love captivating his whole being.
In these verses, Paul says that God's love has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit. He goes on to explain that this outpouring is particularly sweet and powerful because Christ died for the ungodly. This passage is John 3:16 expanded and expoundedScripture's central message given its most vivid presentation.
Once the precious liquid in this bottle is poured upon the traveler's heart, the aroma will never become stale. The power is absolute and final: "Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? ... For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things present nor things to come, nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Romans 8:35, 38-39).
Real Christians have that essence about them. If you can't smell it on their breath, you can at least hear it in their words, feel it in their attitudes. The love of God seems to permeate their spirit, so that there is always enough love to spare. Who else could understand that the rude driver on the freeway probably just had a bad day? Who else could ask God to bless a completely intolerable boss? Who else walks into a room filled with quarreling church members and furthers peace through his or her very presence?
For these people, the love of God has become the supreme fact of life, because nothing can separate them from it. Nothing can take it away. It is greater and more potent than all the problems of the world, and it would wash these problems away like a springtime rain if enough of us were willing to let it happen through us.
Paul speaks of that love being poured out all over God's children, like a drink offering might have been poured on the altar in his time; like the blood of Christ flows over every one of our sins, washing them away forever. And we need to notice that it is the Holy Spirit who does this pouring, carefully directing every drop where it most needs to go.
Not that there is any careful rationing of those drops. The Lord God is not stingy. His love overflows us. It drenches us to the bone, to the heart. We will carry its aroma forever.
The traveler begins to pour the contents of the bottle upon his chest, hoping it will find his heart. He finds that no matter how long he pours, the sweet liquid just keeps coming. He can bathe freely in the abounding love of God.
Sixth Treasure: A Map
Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from wrath through Him. For if when we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life.
-ROMANS 5:9-10
The traveler finds another parchment, rolled up. Will it be a proclamation like the first one? No, he quickly discovers this one is a map. Everyone knows about treasure maps, but hasn't this seeker already found his treasure? Why would he need a map now?
The main idea behind these verses is that God has already achieved the more difficult task of dying for us when we were sinners. Why wouldn't He be able to perform the easier one, which is to live within us? Or as the early Christian John Chrysostom put it, "If God gave a great gift to enemies, will He give anything less to His friends?"
This is a map that works two ways. It shows the past and the future, and there is a great red cross in the very center that is marked You Are Here. He can see his own blackened sins quickly disappearing like invisible ink on one side. So much for the past. On the other side, beyond the red cross, his future steps are coming into focus. The details are not clear to him, but he sees that wherever he goes, that red cross will go with him to shelter and empower him.
Griffith Thomas writes, "If the death of Christ was the means of our reconciliation, the life of Christ will be the means of our preservation."3
This is not a map that tells us exactly where we will go; it is a promise that He will be our life and our Lord, that He will accompany us and empower us for every destination and every path.
The traveler realizes that in the center of the terrible jungle lies the cross that is a clearing, in the center of the clearing lie the treasures, and now in the center of his heart lies that cross; and wherever he goes, uncharted destinations or not, that cross will overshadow all, giving him the authority of Christ and His kingdom.
Seventh Treasure: A Trumpet
And not only that, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received the reconciliation.
-ROMANS 5:11
And what is the final wonder? A trumpet, of course!
A what? "I'm not a musician!" mumbles the traveler. "I have no idea how to blow this thing."
Just the same, he knows these are no ordinary, run-of-the-mill ancient treasures. These are the treasures of our riches in Christ Jesus. So the traveler shyly lifts the trumpet to his lips and lightly breathes into it.
A ringing call to arms issues from the bell of the trumpet. It is as if an angel did the trumpeting! What a happy, victorious song it is.
Paul says, "We also rejoice." And it's just about as simple as that. This is the second treasure that has instructed us to rejoice, but this final one is all about joy. We once were lost and now are found. Our hearts were taught to fear, and now those fears are relieved. What can we do but rejoice? We sound the music, so that it is heard far and wide. When people hear that trumpet's call, and when they see us rejoicing, they, too, will yearn for these treasures. And they will find that everyone may share them. We will gather together and share the wealth that is the totality of our spiritual possessions in Christ. The deepest joy of all comes when we share the joy and introduce it to seekers and travelers yet to come this way.
It is fitting, then, that the final treasure is a call to worship. What else could it be? I defy you to read Romans 5:1-11 slowly, thoughtfully, and prayerfully, as you meditate upon each of the seven wonders in your own life, without experiencing a renewed urge for worship and praise of Christ. His riches continue to shower upon us year by year, day by day, and moment by moment. I dare you to contemplate the power and love and goodness of the living God, to let His love flow over you today, and not feel a soul-deep joy, an allencompassing peace, and a rising courage to face the challenges that this week brings to your life. And finally, I urge you to consider deeply whether you can accept this glorious wealth without sharing it with as many other human beings as you possibly can.
The jungle of this world, you see, is filled with desperate, weary people who have come to the end of themselves. Their hands and their feet are entangled in the coils of the world and all its sin. Their path is obstructed by the cultural darkness that seems to grow deeper with each passing day. And all the time, there is the sound of Death stalking the forest, drawing ever nearer. At the lowest rung of spiritual maturity, you might have compassion upon them and perhaps understand when they offend you. At the higher rungs, you will begin to reach out a hand of love.
Your friends, your acquaintances, perhaps even your family members are desperate for the peace you have found. The price has been paid for their sins to be forgiven and their names to be written in Christ's blood upon that timeless parchment. All they need is a messenger to tell them the glorious news.
Can you think of any good reason not to be that messenger?
Moments of Grace
Which of the seven wonders of grace do you most need right now? Close chapter 5 of this book and open chapter 5 of Romans. Read the first eleven verses aloud to yourself, slowly, thoughtfully, and prayerfully.
Using a small card, make a list of the seven blessings contained in these verses. Beside each entry draw a simple picture that illustrates that blessing. You might use the images suggested in Captured by Grace-a parchment, a key, a music box, and so on; or you might picture each blessing with a unique item from your own imagination. Then slip the card into your purse or pocket, having it available to intentionally share with someone in need this week. Show your list to that person, describe the symbols, and pass along the comforting provision of God's grace.
CHAPTER SIX
The Connecting
Point of Grace
How Precious Did That Grace Appear the Hour I First Believed
ohn Newton's life had become a living metaphor: life as a tempest. His days merged into one long voyage through turbulent waters, his ship pounded by storms approaching from any and every point of the compass. He was a man without a country, a vessel wandering with no port.
On this night, March 21, 1748, the young slave trader dozed fitfully in his bunk, uncertain whether it was sea or soul that propelled him from nightmare to nightmare. Finally, rising to clear his head, he became aware of a storm rocking the ship. All hands were awake, and voices were shouting with urgency. Water was beginning to flood the hold.
Newton wondered if this was how it all ended: entombed on the ocean floor-no Christian burial for one who had lived no Christian life. Sailor's instinct set in, and he rushed for the deck and air to breathe. Just then he felt a rough hand on his shoulder. "Bring me a knife," yelled the captain, shouting to be heard above the chaos.
Newton returned below to run the errand. As he did so, the man who took his place on deck was washed overboard. That wave was meant for me, thought Newton as he worked the pumps. He threw all his strength into the task and stammered, almost without thinking, "If this will not do, the Lord have mercy upon us!"
Mercy. That word leaped out at him as if some other voice had uttered it. Mercy wasn't typical of the words found in his vocabulary over these recent years. But what of that? What mercy, what compassion, what favor had anyone ever shown him? God had stolen his mother, and men had stolen everything else.
From three in the morning until noon the next day, when he was physically spent, Newton pumped water. He claimed one precious hour of sleep and then steered the ship until midnight. The job required a certain concentration, but Newton found it possible to let his mind wander for the first time in many hours. Long-suppressed thoughts and emotions spilled over his soul. He reflected over the tempest of an angry life.
As hope of survival began to take hold among the crew, Newton felt something happening within him. He couldn't explain it. He couldn't give logical reasons. He only felt a rising certainty that no mere accident of fate spared his ship. Something more than a random throw of the cosmic dice had allowed him to see another day. For the first time since childhood, Newton could actually feel a purpose to the fabric of the universe.
But the Agent of that purpose remained mysterious to him. God was a mysterious benefactor whose acquaintance he had yet to make.
"I began to pray," he would recall in his later writings. "I could not utter the prayer of faith; I could not draw near to a reconciled God, and call him Father.... The comfortless principles of infidelity were deeply riveted.... The great question now was how to obtain faith."'
Newton continued to ponder these questions as his long watch on deck continued. When he was finally relieved at the wheel, he hurried to the supply cabin in search of a Bible. Paging through it, squinting at the lines, trying to remember the verses beloved by his mother-he came in time to Luke 11:13: "If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!"
It seemed as if the verse was placed there especially for his eyes. Ifyou then, being evil ...
If the book were true (and his blessed mother had staked everything upon it), then this verse must also be trustworthy. And that would be the most wonderful of all possible truths, for what it offered was help right now. "I have need of that very Spirit, by which the whole was written, in order to understand it aright," he would write. "He has engaged here to give that Spirit to those who ask: I must therefore pray for it; and, if it be of God, He will make good on His own word."2
Newton was hardly aware of the movements of his ship as it completed its voyage. He was deep in thought, lost in prayer, buried in Scripture. Three weeks later, the boat anchored in Ireland-and the storm returned with a fury the very next day. With a chill, Newton realized there would have been no survival if the ship had been a day later in docking. It was as if a heavenly hand had restrained the wrath of nature just long enough for his crew to harbor safely.
Newton would later say that he had embraced the truth of the Gospels and the power of their Savior to rescue him from the hell he had fashioned of his own life. There in the pages of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, he found the one and only hope that his soul could be rescued from the anguish and despair that had become his permanent dwelling place. It was hard for him to believe: all his sins, blotted out in one moment; all that was wretched about him, forgiven.
There was powerful emotion in this feeling of absolute mercy that was vast enough and generous enough even for his miserable soul. He felt an earnest yearning to repent of the sins he could identify and to live now for that Savior of mercy. He even smiled as he felt deliverance from the lesser matter of swearing, so common to sailors. He was excited to know that his tongue would now reflect the kingdom of God rather than the sordid places of the world.
Newton later believed that at this point, his conversion was not yet accomplished. In his own judgment, his soul was still in the grip of unacknowledged sin. He had the knowledge but not the acquaintance of the Christ of the Scriptures. As he would later describe it, "I had no apprehension of ... the hidden life of a Christian, as it consists in communion with God by Jesus Christ; a continual dependence upon him."3
Looking back, he would feel that many miles and many trials still lay before the younger Newton before he would finally enter the secure embrace of His Savior. In the late autumn of his years, at the age of eighty, he would find himself writing in his diary upon the fifty-seventh anniversary of the storm that could have claimed him yet helped to deliver him: "March 21, 1805. Not well able to write. But I endeavor to observe the return of this day with Humiliation, Prayer, and Praise." This had become a personal day of remembrance. For over half a century now, he had marked the anniversary with thanksgiving and reverence. 4
Seventeen centuries earlier, another old man sat with pen in hand, lost in his own memories. His eyes were failing, but there were sometimes young friends to assist him. He thanked the God of heaven for those friends. He wrote them frequently: teaching, encouraging, pleading occasionally for visits and assistance. He found that he couldn't discuss the journey of the Christian faith without recounting his own voyage. In many ways, his passage had paralleled that of John Newton. We know it by reading his letters.
Yet it would be a traveling companion named Luke who would tell the apostle Paul's story in its fullest version. His conversion is well documented, being detailed three separate times in the book of Acts. The story occupies more space in the New Testament than any other record except those surrounding the crucifixion of Christ.
Why is so much importance attached to the conversion of Paul? Griffith Thomas replies that the future of the Christian church pivoted upon this one event. A singular conversion experience for a singular individual: Paul was a Jew by birth, a Roman by citizenship, a Greek by education, and eventually a Christian by grace; a missionary, a theologian, and evangelist; a pastor, an administrator, a philosopher, and a statesman.'
SAUL THE HUNTER
Then Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest and asked letters from him to the synagogues of Damascus, so that if he found any who were of the Way, whether men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.
-ACTS 9:1-2
The man we know as the apostle Paul, who transformed his world more than anyone other than his beloved Master, first appears as an ambiguous face in the crowd. Saul, as he was then known, is the witness to an episode of mob violence. He is a passive young observer at the martyrdom of an early Christian leader. Stephen is that leader: a man described as having an angelic face; a rising star among the Jesus followers, just as Saul is a rising star among the enemies of Jesus.
These are volatile days in Jerusalem, for the Christian church is newly born. It is Stephen who captures the ire of the religious status quo. Its enforcers pursue him out of Jerusalem and stone him to death, laying their cloaks at the feet of "a young man named Saul" (Acts 7:58). The year is most likely AD 35.
The next time Saul is mentioned, we notice the word "consenting," as opposed to simply observing. Saul finds himself endorsing the violence (Acts 8:1). He is a young rabbi, quickly learning his way beside his elders. Mob fever is a highly potent contagion. It reaches out to infect and demonize bystanders. We have seen this in the streets of Munich in the early 1930s, in Paris in 1789, and even in Los Angeles in 1992.
There is something restless and highly flammable inside Saul of Tarsus. He was passive, then approving, then at the head of the line attacking the young church. By Acts 8:3, he is dragging away believers to imprisonment.
Finally, in Acts 9:1, Luke uses the Greek word phonos to describe the work of Saul. The translation is "murder." "Then Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord ..." The young Pharisee now has the blood of the martyrs on his hands. The persecution of the church has completely taken possession of his soul. Saul of Tarsus has found his calling.
Compared to the Pharisees we meet in the Gospels-more critical and cynical than explosive-Saul has become somewhat of a hit man of the holy mob. He is breaking into home meetings, participating in scourgings, and attacking men and women alike.
Finally, when the Jerusalem church lies in ruins, he finds that he has not sacrificed enough blood to the demanding gods within himself. The cravings of sin can never satisfy but only demand larger offerings. Saul appears before the high priest and asks for permission to take his show on the road. By this time, Christians have fled Jerusalem in terror, seeking refuge in cities such as Damascus, the capital of Syria. Christians there have established an outpost and are already proselytizing Jews in the local synagogues. In the back of his mind, perhaps Saul wonders why these heretics cannot keep their mouths shut when it places their lives in danger. In any case, he wants to hunt them down, get them in shackles, and deliver them to Hebrew justice in Jerusalem.
Listen to his own confession. Here he refers to the church as The Way, as it has begun to describe itself: "I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and delivering into prisons both men and women, as also the high priest bears me witness, and all the council of the elders, from whom I also received letters to the brethren, and went to Damascus to bring in chains even those who were there to Jerusalem to be punished" (Acts 22:4-5).
This Way has become a difficult road because of the tireless attacks of Saul, who is now striking from a distance. "Being exceedingly enraged against them," he will later recall, "I persecuted them even to foreign cities" (Acts 26:11). He will describe himself as "a blasphemer, a persecutor, and an insolent man" (1 Timothy 1:13). Much like John Newton, he will struggle to find words to express the abhorrence he feels for his early life. He will view himself as the chief of all sinners (1 Timothy 1:15).
Self-righteous anger always feeds on some hidden fire. Something inside Saul made him unrelenting in the bloodiness of his attacks. He could have murdered every Christian alive and started on other sects and cults, and still the burning would have endured. Maybe he had a dawning realization of that fact in time and began to realize that some greater Power was trying to speak to him.
One way or the other, violent emotions can only be ratcheted so high. Sooner or later there would have to be a reckoning, not with the enemy in Damascus but with the true demon that lay within himself.
SAUL THE HUNTED
From the beginning of our faith, converted Christians have spoken of God not as a passive deity hiding in His throne room but as a relentless pursuer-a heavenly Shepherd gathering in every single lost sheep. The most compelling word picture may come from a poet named Francis Thompson.
Thompson was a homeless man on the streets of London, often earning a few pennies by selling matches. So ashamed was he that when he sent a few poems to a magazine, he would give only the return address of a chemist's shop. The editors, startled by the quality of the poetry, sought him there and found that place to be where Thompson fed his opium addiction.
Thompson went on to write a poem called "The Hound of Heaven," about the God who follows us until we become His own. The poem begins this way:
Finally, after fleeing and hiding in every possible false refuge,
Men and women who do the pursuing can only capture empty air. Nothing satisfies. This indeed is the definition of religion. What sets apart our Christian faith is the story told in reverse-one of a loving Father who pursues us because we are too foolish and too sinstained to go to Him.
Read the thoughts of all the great people of faith through the ages, and you'll find that common denominator. God pursued them "down the nights and down the days." For example, C. S. Lewis writes, "I never had the experience of looking for God. It was the other way round: He was the hunter (or so it seemed to me) and I was the deer. He stalked me ... took unerring aim, and fired. And I am very thankful that this is how the first (conscious) meeting occurred. It forearms one against subsequent fears that the whole thing was only wish fulfillment. Something one didn't wish for can hardly be that."6
Saul saw himself as the relentless hunter. Yet he must have begun to realize that he had become the hunted. "All things betray thee, who betrayest Me." Naturally the divine encounter finally occurred just where a tale of pursuit should: on a road.
Confrontation
What were the thoughts of Saul the merciless as his entourage traveled the Damascus Road? Perhaps he was imagining the violent scene that lay before him in a few hours. Perhaps he was savoring the anticipation of another city cleansed from the Christian disease.
But maybe not. Could it be that by now Saul was at war within himself? We can't know his precise thoughts when "As he journeyed he came near Damascus, and suddenly a light shone around him from heaven" (Acts 9:3).
The apostle will later tell this story and fill in several details. For instance, the event transpired at high noon (Acts 22:6; 26:13). We are assured it was no natural phenomenon, no heat-related stroke or hallucination, for the invading light was more brilliant than the noonday sun.
We also learn that the event was experienced by all of Saul's companions, but only Saul understood the voice that everyone heard. The others "stood speechless," recognizing the presence of a supernatural phenomenon but not understanding it (Acts 9:7).
Finally, we learn that it was Jesus Christ himself who met Saul along the road. It was His voice that spoke the words that would haunt the young man for the rest of his life.
Ever since that day, commentators have looked for a psychological or natural explanation for this idea of Jesus appearing to Saul. Maybe he fabricated the entire incident later as counterfeit credentials for his insistence upon apostleship.
These rationalizations simply don't square with any piece of evidence that we have. Saul saw Christ, and his traveling companions saw and heard something. Then the Lord spoke of it independently to a man named Ananias, who didn't even know Saul, except through his infamous reputation. We could no more credibly explain the event as "mass hallucination" than we could the Resurrection. History makes its case clearly. The best evidence of this miracle's authenticity is the undeniable effect it had on Saul-just as the best evidence for the Resurrection is what happened to those disciples who witnessed the supernatural power of God and were transformed instantaneously.
Paul holds the status of an apostle because he saw the risen Lord. He writes, "Am I not an apostle? Am I not free? Have I not seen Jesus Christ our Lord? Are you not my work in the Lord?" (1 Corinthians 9:1). The early church accepted his experience as a valid one and counted him the equal of Peter, James, John, and the rest.
As far as the revelation of Scripture is concerned, this was the first appearance of Christ since the martyrdom of Stephen. Christ has brought things full circle, appearing to an assassinated Christian leader and then to one of the killers-who in godly irony would succeed him.
Conviction
The words Christ spoke to Saul are serious and direct: "Then he fell to the ground, and heard a voice saying to him, `Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?'" (Acts 9:4).
These would be the words of a judge or a prosecuting attorneyexcept that their context is unmistakably personal. Saul's name is called twice, as if painfully: "Saul, Saul!" Then, "why are you persecuting Me?"
Saul might never have given a thought to whom he was persecuting, other than Jewish heretics, who, in his view, were spiritual blasphemers who threatened the venerable faith. He never considered that he would find himself kneeling in the dust before these disciples' Master.
In Saul's mind, he had been reforming. He had been cleansing. He had been investigating and arresting, and yes, applying sanctions: prison or physical torture. He had just been doing his job, giving it 100 percent. Nothing personal!
Until now.
The voice he hears is Aramaic, the authentic language of his forefathers-the language spoken, in fact, by Jesus. "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads" (Acts 26:14).
Saul the zealous rabbi, blinded by an almost radioactive light, struggles with two new and shocking facts:
First, he is speaking to Jesus, who is not dead.
Second, Saul has been attacking Jesus himself and not simply His faceless followers.
Could it be that when we attack our fellow Christians in any way, by words or by church politics, we are attacking Jesus, who stands behind them and who is more alive and more present than we acknowledge? Could it be that what we dismiss as "fussing and feuding" in the church is not so harmless after all, because it drives yet more nails into those blessed wrists?
F. B. Meyer points out that in one agonizing moment Saul no longer sees himself as God's champion but as God's enemy. "By every blow he struck at the infant church, he was lacerating those hands and piercing that side. By every sigh and groan extorted from the members of the Body he had elicited from the Head in heaven the remonstrance, `Saul! Saul! Why persecutest thou Me?' 117
Conversion
Saul's entire conception of God has been undermined in one fell swoop. Imagine discovering that the God you worship is Someone else entirely, Someone who bears radical differences to your most precious assumptions about Him. You would ask the very question Paul now asks: "And he said, `Who are You, Lord?' Then the Lord said, `I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. It is hard for you to kick against the goads"' (Acts 9:5).
Saul knows the answer to his own question-he just hasn't had the time to process the vast implications. Who are You, Lord? The answer to that question will force a new one: Who am I?
Just when Saul thought he knew all the answers, the questions have changed. What does he do with his deep reserves of anger? It all becomes fear, in one terrible instant.
It is hard for you to kick against the goads. Everyone in Saul's world knows about the ox driver and his long pole, the end of which carries a sharpened piece of iron. That point "goads" the ox to move where he is instructed. But the constant jabbing is painful, and every farmer knows there are times when the ox will turn on the goad stick and attack it-which of course only increases the pain.
For the ox known as Saul, what are the goads? Christ is saying that something has been pricking away at Saul, trying to guide him to proper plowing, but he has been bloodying himself by resisting.
The goading may have begun with the words that came from the mouth of Stephen, who accepted his cruel death with amazing grace. Stephen's face shined "as the face of an angel" (Acts 6:15). Perhaps Saul felt something tugging at his heart, and he pushed back.
Next, it may have been the behavior of the Christian believers who prayed for Saul even as he attacked their families. It may have been the persistence of the people of The Way who would leave all that they had in Jerusalem to keep following Christ elsewhere-and then would dangerously reveal their position by telling everyone within earshot about Jesus.
Saul was not getting the point-he was slamming his head against it. All things betray thee, who betrayest Me. The Hound of Heaven has drawn nearer and nearer in His pursuit, finally cornering him at high noon on the highway.
Consecration
Saul's first question has been, "Who are You, Lord?"
His second is the inevitable sequel: "So he, trembling and astonished, said, `Lord, what do You want me to do?' Then the Lord said to him, `Arise and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.' And the men who journeyed with him stood speechless, hearing a voice but seeing no one. Then Saul arose from the ground, and when his eyes were opened he saw no one. But they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus" (Acts 9:6-8).
Saul's companions may be more fearful even than Saul. At least he can understand what is being said to him. For their part, they see a light, hear a voice, and discover that their leader, so reckless and aggressive only moments ago, is now blind, trembling, and helpless. He has led believers to their prison; now he must be led by hand to his deliverance. Saul experiences the ultimate humility that physical helplessness always brings. He has depended only upon himself, but now he must learn to depend on the kindness of strangers.
Communion
Now comes the true agony. Saul must be left to deal with himself in a lightless world. "And he was three days without sight, and neither ate nor drank" (Acts 9:9).
These three days must have been the longest of Saul's life. What does a man do for three days in utter darkness, after his very identity and his convictions have been violently stripped away from him?
If he is a weak man, he flees into denial. He ignores his senses. Perhaps he even loses his mind.
But if he is a strong man-and Saul is one-he thinks. He processes. He tries to reconceptualize reality in the light of recent evidence.
There is so much to reconsider and relabel. We can imagine that his past life and career flash before him, as if they were the life and career of someone else entirely-some very evil person, drawing pleasure from the way he has destroyed lives, taking part in murder and torture, looking to new cities to persecute adherents of the Christian faith.
Even while blind, he sees more clearly than ever before. Perhaps in his dark world, that angelic countenance of Stephen looms again before him-a follower of this truly living Christ whom Saul has helped to destroy, even if passively. He sees face after face, sometimes of women and children, all people he has attacked without any provocation other than a difference in spiritual paradigms. And he wonders-what of his own spiritual paradigm now? How will these eruptions change him?
For three days, he refuses food or water. For three days, he faces the violence of his revelation squarely, without distraction, without subterfuge. This is simply the character of Saul, and surely one reason that God chose him. Saul is a man of powerful integrity and resolve. If he believes in the way of the Law, he will pursue it with all his strength. If he discovers that Jesus is real, he will face that truth with all his concentration and follow every implication to the action it demands. He is not given to half-measures.
The voice of Christ has said, "Why are you persecuting Me?" The voice has said his name twice, with emotion. The Man behind the voice has knocked him in the dirt and blinded him and left him among strangers. Why didn't this Lord of power kill him on the spot? Why has He brought him to this place?
Then Saul begins to see the faces again-Stephen and the rest of them. There is love in those faces. It is not like the serious, stodgy, often angry demeanor of Saul's own brand of faith. No, there is compassion, forgiveness, mercy-the true word for it would have to be grace.
Saul has impatiently listened to some facts about the Nazarene and His teaching. They are distortions of the words of Jesus for the most part, but still Saul can tell that the Lord was not one to call for violence or retribution. He was a man of grace. This must be why He did not knock the Pharisee from his horse and then finish him off. This is why the Lord obviously has the power to deal with all His persecutors, yet doesn't.
Grace-that must be the key to the whole enigma. Grace, a subject that might as well be foreign language to the Pharisees.
Saul saw Ananias in a vision. He heard the man's voice when Ananias came and found Saul at the street called Straight. Saul must have almost laughed, for this fellow was quaking with fear of the notorious Hebrew hunter. Yet Ananias trusted his Jesus so much that he obediently came in search of the one he always prayed wouldn't come in search of him. And there was a gentleness about Ananias as he laid his healing hands upon Saul of Tarsus. There was no anger or resentment, only grace.
All of these people, captured by grace.
Thirty years after the martyrdom of Stephen, the day will come when Paul bides his time in a Roman prison and awaits the same kind of fate as many of the people he once arrested. Perhaps he sees one more time the face of Stephen and of so many others since then, no longer enemies but brothers and sisters in the faith. By now he has lived and taught and served in the power of grace.
And he will face the executioner with no less love, no less compassion. He will go out with grace.
John Newton spent many hours thinking about that. He wrote a great deal about the life and career of the man who became better known as Paul. Newton always returned with fascination to the fact that God had selected the most terrible of His antagonists, not for special punishment but for special ministry.
A man like Newton, who had the blood of African slaves on his hands, could draw a lot of hope from a fact like that. He might have thought, For God to pursue so seriously, so relentlessly, a child who has insulted His goodness in every way-there must be high purpose.
C. S. Lewis, too, marveled at the Hound of Heaven, who never loses the scent:
You must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night after night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I greatly feared had at last come upon me. In the Trinity Term of 1929, I gave in and admitted that God was God and knelt and prayed: perhaps that night, the most dejected and reluctant convert in all England. I did not then see what is now the most shining and obvious thing, the Divine humility which will accept a convert on even such terms. The prodigal son at least walked home on his own feet. But who can duly adore that Love which will open the high gates to a prodigal who is brought in kicking, struggling, resentful, and darting his eyes in every direction for a chance of escape? 8
Do you think that Heavenly Pursuer is only after challenging game such as Paul, John Newton, or C. S. Lewis? I think you know better.
The love of Christ is on your trail, too, my friend. Even if you have already given in, "kicking, struggling, resentful" like Lewis, or "blindest, weakest" like Francis Thompson, He continues the pursuit. No, He does not wait impatiently for you to say the prayer of salvation and then turn on His heels to abandon you in favor of other sport. The truth is that the grand chase never ends-not until you totally resemble Him yourself. That is an eventuality none of us reaches in this life.
You can be certain there are parts of your identity, your hopes, and your dreams that are still on the run. You may harbor ambitions that need to be converted to godly ones. You may relate to your spouse or your parents or your coworkers in ways that Christ longs to bless with His love and grace, if you would only let Him.
What will it take? Being knocked down? Losing your sight? What must God do to captivate your attention and make you realize that He is alive, gloriously alive?
Perhaps you need several days of utterly focused fasting, such as Paul had, to work through the implication of His lordship on your personal world. Perhaps you need a long and thoughtful voyage by yourself, like Newton.
Even so, let the chase continue! We could have no more loving Pursuer. This is the story of your life: He will follow you until you follow Him. It will continue until your whole being has been captured by grace.
Moments of Grace
Perhaps the Hound of Heaven is pursuing you now. It's a love chase, as He seeks you for your own good. If this is true, how should you respond?
Think again of the startled words of Saul as Jesus appeared to him on the Damascus Road. Saul shouted two questions at the brilliant form whose glory had blinded his eyes and sent him reeling from his horse. Which of the two questions is most appropriate for you at this point in your life?
Who are You, Lord?
What do You want me to do?
Even if it takes several days of fasting and prayer, focus on those questions until Christ captures your heart with grace. If you've been a Christian many years, focus on that last question and reaffirm that you're doing what the Lord wants you to do, fulfilling the perfect will of the God of all grace.
PART TWO
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for
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CHAPTER SEVEN
The Confusing Paradox
of Grace
Through Many Dangers, Toils, and Snares I Have Already Come
y the time we get around to singing the third verse of John Newton's great hymn, we might be thinking several things:
Every now and then, someone stumbles upon that last thought. What a nifty concept! You and I can actually pay attention to the words and ideas as they emerge from our lips. I've heard of Christians trying this and experiencing an immediate "worship upgrade," from business class to first class.
Sometimes I wonder what would happen if we slipped in some different lyrics one Sunday. Maybe we could sneak in a new verse to "Amazing Grace" that went:
Wouldn't it be fun to look out at the congregation and count how many singers noticed the change and how many just went on harmonizing?
That one is a verse you'll probably never sing, but I would venture that you've sung the following one:
As you sing those words, what do you usually think about? Do you reflect upon the dangers, toils, and snares through which you have already personally come?
John Newton didn't write those words because they sounded good or to give the organist an opportunity to play some effective minor chords. He wrote them because he had lived them. It's remarkable how many close encounters with death this man had. I visualize his office as having a file cabinet with three drawers: the top one labeled Dangers, the middle one Toils, and the bottom one Snares-all packed with files.
Consider a few of his highlights:
• At a shooting party, Newton almost killed himself by accidentally firing his shotgun while scrambling up a bank. The bullet singed the edge of his cap, missing his head by a couple of inches.
• During the storm described earlier, he was sent below deck while the man who took his place was washed overboard.
• Similarly, at the last minute, his captain oddly pulled him away from a river trip in Africa. That boat sank; and once again, the man who took his place drowned.
• Newton once tried to go overboard and retrieve his fallen hat. He was so intoxicated at the time that he nearly drowned. Even sober, he couldn't swim. Someone grabbed him and pulled him back.
Brushes with death have a way of making us consider great big questions about life and eternity. Newton's own close calls edged him closer and closer to his conversion experience. He regarded his survival as proof of the hand of Providence sustaining him over and over, when by any human reckoning he should have perished. Salvation meant more than the hope of heaven to him; it was a literal experience that he had many times, and the sum total of it persuaded him that God must have a particular purpose for his life.
Wouldn't you love to be in heaven when John Newton and Paul sit together and exchange war stories? Believe it or not, you would notice that Paul's were even more hair-raising than Newton's. And Paul's days of pursuing Christians were almost dull compared to his life after he became a believer. The book of Acts can be read as a kind of Spirit-filled James Bond movie from the first century. The apostle faces death every chapter or two, then he dusts himself off and proceeds to the next calamity.
Here are a few of Paul's action scenes:
• He survived a murder plot by the Jews first and then the Greeks (Acts 9:23, 29).
• He was stoned nearly to death then dragged out of a city. Left for dead, he later got on his feet and walked to a new city (Acts 14:5, 19-20).
• Having managed to get the entire city of Jerusalem in an uproar, he was dragged bodily from the temple and then pursued by Roman soldiers (Acts 21:30-32).
Even if John Newton talked about shipwrecks, Paul could say, "Been there, done that"-three of those, actually. He could talk about arguing the case for his life before rulers. He could tell about being lowered in a basket from an opening in the wall, to escape murder.
Perhaps it seems to you that your own life is fairly humdrum, not exactly Hollywood blockbuster material. You can imagine Paul and Newton looking up at you from that heavenly table and saying, "Now, what's your story?" And you'd begin to stammer, "Well, you see, I haven't had too many adventures really; I was a tax accountant" or, "I took care of the house."
But wait a minute. Think a little harder. We all have our portion of dangers, toils, and snares-dramatic or less dramatic, it really makes no difference. Have you ever lost a loved one and thought your heart would break? Have you experienced a painful divorce? Have you ever been out of work, unable to pay bills, and not certain what you were going to do in the immediate future? Or how about this one: have you ever been a parent? If the answer to that one question alone is yes, then you are an authority on dangers, toils, and snares. I know of no parent who hasn't lain awake nights worrying about his or her children for all kinds of reasons.
Trouble is like home. You're either there, coming from it, or on your way back to it. And I'm certain you've had your share of each of these:
Times of danger when you've been truly afraid.
Times of toil when you labored almost beyond endurance.
Times of snare when you've wrestled with temptation-sometimes winning, sometimes losing.
At this point, I'd like to suggest that you stop, put this book down for a few moments, and do some focused thinking. I urge you to make a list of your most important examples from each of Newtons categories.
Your Dangers:
Your Toils:
Your Snares:
Have you made your list? I'm serious about this. We're not in any hurry here. Let's go no further until you've thought carefully about your dangers, toils, and snares.
Got your list in hand? Good. You've reflected deeply at that pressure point where truth meets experience. Now you're in the right frame of mind to experience a blessing, because in the next few pages, Paul is going to offer us a theology of hope in times of crisis. If you can hold those personal experiences of yours with one hand and take hold of the Bible's guidance with the other, you'll undergo not only a worship upgrade but an everything-in-life upgrade.
One word of warning: if you get into the habit of thinking about these words rather than simply reading them, your life may be in significant danger of being changed for the better!
THE REQUIREMENT OF GRACE FOR THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellence of the power may be of God and not of us. We are hard-pressed on every side, yet not crushed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed.
-2 CORINTHIANS 4:7-9
Imagine a business traveler who is constantly on the go from one city to another, his appointment calendar packed. His clients always have some new crisis that he is expected to handle personally. It's one petty squabble after another, and he's always laboring to make peace between petty factions. His business is thriving, but there are plenty of headaches and no time for rest.
That was life two thousand years ago-at least for the apostle Paul. His business was church planting, and every new church brought new joy and new crises. Since Paul was the founder of so many congregations, he found himself in the middle of one controversy after another. Corinth was a problem church. There always seemed to be disruptions there: public immorality, divisions, and now a problem with false prophets. Some of them were challenging Paul's authority, and he wrote the letter that we know as 2 Corinthians to defend his credentials and to help the church members think spiritually about the problems they were encountering.
In 2 Corinthians 4:7, we find Paul trying to help his readers see the glory of our heavenly Father in the dust of everyday experience. That's what makes the difference in this life: seeing things from God's perspective. Paul is showing that it can be done, because God has been revealed in human form through Jesus Christ, the ultimate treasure in an earthly vessel-flesh and blood. All the eternal and infinite glory of God shined through the humanity of His Son, who was fully human and yet fully divine. Jesus' enemies saw Him as just another man, but behind those eyes dwelt the one true God.
That's fine. But what does it have to do with your problems or those of the Corinthians? Here comes the part that should send a chill up your spine, as it does mine. If we are ministers of Christand I don't mean paid ministers of a church, but the kind of minister every single Christian is by appointment-then we share in that eternal glory. As the Father dwelt in the Son, the Son dwells within us through the Spirit. We have this treasure, the ministry of Christ, in our "earthly vessels," our frail and imperfect human bodies.
This is a difficult concept to understand, but Paul always has a handy word picture available. This time he uses the idea of a clay jar. If there was one absolutely ordinary, run-of-the-mill object that everyone in the Middle East could understand, it was a clay jar. Cheap pottery was everywhere and used for everything. The jars were breakable, but it didn't matter because it was so easy to get another one. Clay earthenware was as common as-well, as the clay beneath one's feet.
A clay pot had absolutely no value in itself. Everyone knew that. On the other hand, it could hold a priceless pearl, a gold piece, a bite of bread to fend off hunger, a day's drink of water, a wedding ring, even a sleeping newborn baby. It wasn't the jar but the treasure inside that counted.
I know people who carry Bibles that look as if they've been through several shipwrecks with Newton. The covers are wrinkled and torn. The pages are nearly falling out. But the worn-out container holds the eternal Word of God.
It's not the vessel but its contents. A lowly clam hides a pearl; a lump of coal compresses into a diamond. We fall for one of the devil's greatest lies when we assume that our human limitations make any difference to the workings of God through us.
There will certainly be problems. Clay has its cracks, its heat limit, its fragility. But it still does the job and holds its precious cargo. "Just think about all that I've gone through," Paul is saying. "Is God any less real because I've been beaten and had rocks thrown at me? No-more so to us, because He bears testimony through all these things."
Dangers, toils, and snares. They just come with the territory. Paul tells Timothy he might as well expect to be mistreated, because the godly in Christ Jesus are always persecuted (2 Timothy 3:12). And in 2 Corinthians 12:7, Paul mentions his "thorn in the flesh." That one makes for an interesting story.
THE RESOURCE OF GRACE FOR THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
It happened that Paul was once raised to the heavens by God to see glories no man had ever previously beheld. For the Lord's purposes, this vision was necessary for Paul. On the other hand, so was an infirmity of some kind. Why? Because Paul's supernatural experience would tend to breed pride. It could ruin him for ministry. Therefore God allowed a "thorn," literally a stake driven into the flesh. And "a messenger of Satan" was allowed to "buffet" or beat him. In 2 Corinthians 12:7, Paul speaks in language descriptive but not precise. He doesn't tell the precise nature of the suffering he endured, but he does tell us all we need to know: trials are allowed by God to help us keep perspective and to enable us to grow spiritually.
And it's interesting, isn't it? The greater the Lord's plans for us, the more we generally need to be tried. The more critical an army's mission, the harder the army needs to be drilled. The more significant the lesson you're teaching your children, the more discipline you'll need to employ. We think it strange when James tells us to consider it joy to endure a trial (James 1:2-3), but in truth, nothing could make more sense.
If you're involved in tough times right now, congratulations! God loves you, and He has great things ahead for you. Sometimes His earthen vessels simply need to be heat-treated.
Paul says of his suffering, "Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me. And He said to me, `My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness"' (2 Corinthians 12:8-9).
It's good advice to consider our sufferings a joy, but no one is very good at that. Even Paul asked God to take away his troublehis "thorn"-three times. The result? God turned him down three times.
Question: Is there any such thing as an "unanswered prayer"? Or would it be wiser to call them "unwanted answers"?
Yes, there are times when God doesn't give us what we want. But in those cases, He speaks to us in ways that are just as valuable as the thing we prayed for. The question is whether we are listening. In the case of Paul, for example, God gives this answer to the prayer: "My grace is sufficient for you" (v. 9). There is very rich, very practical wisdom in that answer-much more than a blunt "no."
It's as if God is saying to us, "I will not take away the trial, but I will give you the power to endure it." Here's another way of putting it: "I won't give you what you want, but I'll give you what you need. If I took away the trial, you would grow no stronger-in fact, you would be just a little weaker and more helpless, like a pampered child. But if I allow the trial and help you endure it, you will be stronger, wiser, and more useful to Me."
Another long truth in God's short answer: there is power in the grace of God. The verb translated "is sufficient" is in the present tense-as is God's grace, which is always present. In every situation, we can rely on Him to provide strength and courage. He will never give us all that we want, but He will always give us all that we need.
Compare our Lord to the gods of all the world's religions and you'll find that grace is the difference maker. It is the x-factor that radically sets Him apart. Our God is "the God of all grace" (1 Peter 5:10). He is kind, benevolent, and longsuffering. We need not beg Him, bribe Him, or appease Him. He actually longs to bless us every single moment, every single day. He comes down to us rather than demanding that we climb the impossible ladder to infinity to reach Him. Grace is God taking the initiative.
In this same letter, Paul will explain, `God is able to make all grace abound toward you, that you, always having all sufficiency in all things, may have an abundance for every good work" (2 Corinthians 9:8).
Notice the repetition of the word all. All grace abounds toward us so that we are all sufficient in all things. He is all we need in all we face, so that for all we do, we can overflow with His grace and power. Did you know it was possible to live like that?
One Friday morning, British pastor Charles Haddon Spurgeon was challenging his ministerial students. He said:
There are many passages of Scripture which you will never understand until some trying experience shall interpret them to you. The other evening I was riding home after a heavy day's work; I was wearied and depressed; and swiftly and suddenly as a lightning flash, this text laid hold on me: "My grace is sufficient for you!" When I got home, I looked it up in the original, and finally it dawned upon me what the text was saying, MY grace is sufficient for THEE. "Why," I said to myself, "I should think it is!" and I burst out laughing. It seemed to make unbelief so absurd. It was as though some little fish, being very thirsty, was troubled about drinking the river dry; and Father River said; "Drink away, little fish, my stream is sufficient for you!" Or as if a little mouse in the granaries of Egypt, after seven years of plenty, feared lest it should die of famine, and Joseph said, "Cheer up, little mouse, my granaries are sufficient for you!" Again I imagined a man way up on the mountain saying to himself, "I fear I shall exhaust all the oxygen in the atmosphere." But the earth cries, "Breathe away, O man, and fill your lungs; my atmosphere is sufficient for you!",
Think of it this way. When you have a big problem, ask yourself, "How big is the problem?" Then ask yourself, "How big is God?" I tremendously doubt the time will ever come when you find that the problem is the larger of the two. Kenneth Wuest says it this way:
There is enough grace in God's heart of love to save and keep saved for time and eternity, every sinner that ever has or ever will live, and then enough left over to save a million more universes full of sinners, were there such, and then some more. There is enough grace available to give every saint constant victory over sin, and then some more. There is enough grace to meet and cope with all the sorrows, heartaches, difficulties, temptations, testings, and trials of human existence, and more added to that. God's salvation is an oversize salvation. It is shock proof, stain proof, unbreakable, all-sufficient. It is equal to every emergency, for it flows from the heart of an infinite God freely bestowed and righteously given through the all-sufficient sacrifice of our Lord on the Cross. Salvation is all of grace. Trust God's grace. It is superabounding grace.2
THE RESULTS OF GRACE IN THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
We agree that we are just ordinary clay pots to be used to display God's power. We even accept that we will be prodded by painful experiences in order to learn that grace provides all we need. Now the good news! Here's the upshot of our humbling and our thornsthe result of trials is strength.
The Grace of God Produces Power
And He said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness." Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ's sake. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
-2 CORINTHIANS 12:9-10
Paul hated the thorn that plagued him. But in time, he accepted it. He knew there could be no ministry if there were no trial, because this life wasn't about Paul's strength but God's. The weaker Paul appeared, the greater the Lord would be glorified. Let me ask you: if you were the most talented person in the world, would that help or hinder your witness? People would say, "You can believe what you want when you have that much natural ability." But when we see absolutely ordinary individuals change the world for Christ-and our history is absolutely filled with those-we can have no doubt of the presence of God in this world.
The next time you think it's all about your strength or talents, remember the following:
• God used an uneducated fisherman to be the church's first great leader. His name was Peter.
• God used a fix-it man sitting in jail to write Pilgrim's Progress, one of the greatest classics in the English language. His name was John Bunyan.
• God used a shy, obscure monk to set off the greatest Christian reformation in history. His name was Martin Luther.
• God used a Bible college dropout to preach the Gospel to more people than anyone in history. His name is Billy Graham.
• God used an ordinary shoe salesman to create revivals and new ministries all over the world. His name was Dwight L. Moody.
It was Moody who said, "If this world is going to be reached, I am convinced that it must be done by men and women of average talent." The story is told of an occasion when he was preaching in London. Members of the royal family and other VIPs were present. When Moody came to the name Eliseus in Luke 4:27 (KJv), he couldn't seem to get the word out of his mouth. He began reading the verse again from the beginning, but he still stammered over the E word. A third time: same results. Deeply troubled, he closed his Bible and said, "Oh, God, use this stammering tongue to preach Christ crucified to these people." From that moment he preached with a power his closest followers had never heard. The crowd was awed by the presence of God that evening.'
This is among the deepest of spiritual truths. Remember that the ultimate treasure in an earthly vessel is God's own Son, whom the establishment believed it could kill. Because He was composed of flesh and bone, they assumed He was simply one more man who could be squashed beneath the thumb of the Roman Empire. He was simply a peasant carpenter from Nazareth, or so they thought.
What if God had chosen instead to save the world as His chosen people wanted it saved, through the military genius of a fabulous leader? What would that say of God, if anything at all?
Instead, countless people have come to Christ through concluding that only one kind of power could possibly turn the world upside down as it did within decades. The weakness of humanity is the proper container to glorify God.
The Grace of God Provides Perspective
For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us afar more exceeding and eternal weight of glory, while we do not look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen. For the things which are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal.
-2 CORINTHIANS 4:17-18
When you struggle with some trial, your first question might be, "Why is this happening?" A better one would be, "What is God teaching me?"
It's difficult for us to remember that God's great desire is for us to see things as they really are, rather than as they appear to be. As Paul says, we see in a mirror dimly right now. He is always working to remove the fog so that we might share His heavenly perspective. Have you ever met a child who was given her every desire? What is the result of that kind of parenting? It creates spoiled, undisciplined children who believe the world will always serve their requests on a silver platter when they snap their fingers.
I'm sure you'll agree that good parents don't raise their children that way. Instead they deny their children certain demands when it is appropriate to do so. Effective parents are always using the moment for an object lesson. They let their children know that love is not the same as pampering. Would your Father in heaven be any less wise in His parenting? He refuses to solve all our problems, but He gives us all the sustaining grace we need for toughing it out.
Can you remember taking your child to a new Sunday school class when she was three years old? She may have cried. She may have clung to your legs and begged you not to desert her until the situation tugged at your heart. you may have experienced every impulse to simply give in and take your child to the adult class with you or stay with her in the child's class. You would have then failed to help your child learn how to adjust to a new environment. Instead, you would have taught her that a pathetic demeanor will manipulate desired results.
Now consider that time when you were in an adult-sized version of that situation: you were unemployed or grieving over a lost relationship, perhaps. As you cried out to God, don't you think it tugged at His loving heart? Don't you think He longed to gather you up in His arms and give you everything you wanted? But He loved you enough not to give in. He knew how much wiser and stronger you would become through learning to depend upon His grace in a time of storm. Once your pleading was over and you had calmed downjust as the child does in a new Sunday school classroom-you were able to hear God say entirely new things to you. You could feel yourself growing. You said, "I made it through this trial by trusting God, and next time I won't be knocked down so easily."
Let's consider the remarkable ways God nurtures us through our struggles, according to this passage of Scripture.
1. Afflictions help us to anticipate glory. Reigning with Christ requires suffering with Him-no cross, no crown. But holding the hand of Christ through the darkness gives us a glimpse of the glorious nature of deliverance that is to come.
2. Light things help us appreciate heavy things. Paul calls it "light affliction," and frankly, that's what most of our sufferings are. These are like smaller models of the "higher" suffering called death, and the higher glory of eternal life. God teaches powerful truth through lesser mediums.
3. Temporary things help us appropriate eternal things. "For the things which are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal" (2 Corinthians 4:18). The hope of wearing Olympic gold drives athletes to persevere through, and even to value, the pain of dedication. Comparing the value of temporary pleasures with potential glory, they press on. Gold medals are of fleeting value. Some even turn up in pawn shops to be exchanged for a different metal. The goal before us also requires rigorous perseverance through pain. Unlike the hopeful competitor, we can have confidence that every trial, every struggle, has a particular purpose to produce in us some eternal value.
4. Outward pain helps us accelerate inward progress. "Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day by day" (2 Corinthians 4:16). Isn't it exciting that modern-day science is only now beginning to affirm what the Bible has said all along? There is a close relationship between body, mind, and soul. This is why you've met people with physical challenges who have extra layers of wisdom that few others have attained. Bodily suffering drives us deeper. We find God at the broken places, teaching and encouraging.
John Newton wrote, "We will look back upon the experiences through which the Lord led us and be overwhelmed by adoration and love for Him! We will then see and acknowledge that mercy and goodness directed every step. We shall see that what we once mistakenly called afflictions and misfortune were in reality blessings without which we would not have grown in faith."4
We can't wish away our problems, and we're unlikely to put on a fake smile and pretend we're enjoying them. What we can do is meet them squarely and soberly, refusing to view them as random shots from an unkind world. Instead, we know they are necessary challenges for the positive growth we're intent on experiencing. Who wants to remain a child forever? We know we need a good workout. We know it's necessary to build our spiritual muscles. There are no muscles of any kind that strengthen without resistance.
When you're at the gym, sometimes you can get through a grueling cycle on some machine by thinking about the muscles that machine is helping. I suggest you do that very thing during times of struggle. Where can you "feel the burn"? What part of your character is going to be that much more godly tomorrow? My friend, perspective will completely change the way you approach challenges.
In one of his books, my friend Ron Mehl wrote these words: "Storms always leave us with a list of things to clean up and fix. They are times when God restores to us the things we lose through negligence, ignorance, rebellion, or sin. For the Christian, storms are a nolose proposition. They help me to see and acknowledge the loose shutters, missing shingles, and rotten fence posts in my life while turning me back to the only One who can make the necessary repairs."5
The Grace of God Promotes Perseverance
We are hard-pressed on every side, yet not crushed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed.
-2 CORINTHIANS 4:8-9
In 2 Corinthians 6:4-5, Paul lists his personal struggles as tribulations, needs, distresses, stripes, imprisonments, tumults, labors, sleeplessness, and fastings. Remember his authority was under attack at this church. Consider the fact that he chooses his problems as his credentials. Can you imagine a pastor offering such problems to a church as his resume today? Paul would suggest sleeplessness and prison time as two of the reasons he would make a good pastor. And of course he would be right.
Notice also the four "gauges" Paul uses to demonstrate the difference the grace of God has made in his life (and will make in yours). Each of these gauges takes some particular measure of the emotional state. Imagine the first gauge. At one end of the gauge is the word Victorious, at the other end, Defeated. Because of grace, the needle keeps hovering near the victorious end of the meter, and that means that in spite of the pressure, you can keep going. The second gauge shows Confident and Despairing as the extremes, and, while we may often be more perplexed than confident, because of grace, we are never despairing. No need to slow down.
These gauges are the difference in an empty fuel tank and one that is simply low. Grace makes that difference: you proceed with caution, but you're not out of gas on the side of the road. Here are the four gauges:
1. He was pressured, but not defeated. Paul is saying he feels the pinch, but he isn't crushed. The term means being pushed into a narrow place. Paul was a man who spent time in some very small prison cells. As you know if you've read his prison letters, his joy could not be compacted by lack of space; it only became greater. Grace moved that needle.
2. He was perplexed, but not despairing. Church problems left Paul at his wit's end sometimes. But he never gave up, and he always found the right answer. Grace kept him moving toward the right solution.
3. He was persecuted, but not deserted. The word for "persecuted" derives from the idea of being pursued or chased. As we've seen, Paul knew something about that kind of hunting, and he also knew about being hunted. Even when it seemed that his enemies vastly outnumbered his friends, he never felt deserted, because Almighty God was always with him with sufficient grace for his every need.
4. He was pounded, but not destroyed. The verb here means "to be struck down." Paul was often knocked down but he was never knocked out. He was sometimes left for dead, but he did not die. He kept getting back up to preach the Gospel of God's grace. When he was in prison, his work seemed to flourish. To the very end of his life, he was planning on new destinations and new churches. The kind of hope Paul had cannot be suppressed no matter how you pound it. Grace renders it eternal.
The Grace of God Promotes Praise
Sometimes we can gather hidden jewels simply by taking a closer look at Paul's sentence structure.
For example, notice the three phrases in these passages that begin with the word that. It may seem to you like an insignificant word, but Paul actually uses it as a bridge from human action to godly destiny. That means "in order to" or "so that."
Here are the three statements:
Reading them together, we see a pattern emerge.
We do what we do:
• that God's power will be present in us.
• that Jesus' life may be manifest in us.
• that Christ's power may rest upon us.
Again, Paul is pointing us to a bridge that Christ has built. On this side of the river, you experience dangers, toils, and snares. It's so easy to be discouraged and to develop a negative and cynical attitude. Then our friend Paul beckons to us. He points to these bridges that seem to disappear into the fog that lies upon the river. We decide to cross those bridges, because things can't be any worse than they are on this side. On the other side, we find the limitless power of God and the rejuvenating life of Christ.
But what precisely are those bridges? They are attitudes about our lives and our trials. The attitudes of the world lead to a dead end. The attitude on these bridges takes us to a whole new world. We realize that there is a purpose to our pain. God is up to something, and it's always something very good, something worth cherishing hope for. We begin to trust, putting our eyes on Him rather than on our struggles. And having done that, we find ourselves walkingfirst one tentative step, then another. We hear the echo of our footsteps beneath the bridge. We move into that mist. And then we begin to make out the shapes that lie on the other side: shapes of maturity, of wisdom, of new strength and new service for God.
Before we know it, we're not thinking of our infirmities at all.
John Newton lost his wife on this side of the bridge. This was surely the ultimate test of his faith, for he had an abiding love for her after many years of marriage. Having been married for twenty-two years, he wrote her a letter that said, "Every room where you are not present looks unfurnished."6
But one day he began to face the prospect of living out his life in unfurnished rooms. He had hoped, with all of his heart, that he would precede his wife to the grave. But now it was clear that his beloved Mary was becoming weaker every day. Newton's friends worried about him; they couldn't imagine how he would handle life without Mary by his side.
The Christian should be "hard-pressed, yet not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair." Would Newton have that demanding level of spiritual maturity?
On the day of Mary's death, John Newton preached at the regular service time. The next day he visited parishioners, and finally he preached the sermon at her funeral. Did he grieve? Of course he did-powerfully. He would later write, "The Bank of England is too poor to compensate for such a loss as mine. But the Lord, the all-sufficient God, speaks, and it is done. Let those who know Him, and trust Him, be of good courage. He can give them strength according to their day. He can increase their strength as their trials increase . . . and what He can do He has promised that He will do."7
John Newton had tried that bridge and found it would bear his weight. As a matter of fact, the grace of God has limitless strength. Every single one of us can trust our very lives to it. It has never failed, and it never will.
His grace is sufficient, no matter what you may be facing right now. His grace will lead us through every trial imaginable, until we begin to look upon one another and see not ourselves but the image of Christ himself, our hope, our refuge, and our goal. On that day, you and I will look back upon these earthly anxieties with hearts of loving gratitude. Troubles are very real, but in the light of His shadow, they somehow fade into the mist.
Moments of Grace
Look back over the lists you made of your own dangers, toils, and snares. Are you beat up or upbeat? Are you drawing on His storehouse of grace?
Your daily interaction with God's Word is a barometer of your capacity to access God's grace for each day's needs. Glance at your Bible for a moment. Does it show the wear and tear of heavy use, or does it appear to have just come out of the box? Are its verses underlined and well marked? Have you claimed specific promises for specific needs? What individual verses are you leaning on right now?
If you need to do better in this area and aren't sure where to turn, try reading through 2 Corinthians, the book in which Paul talks openly about his own struggles. This book contains many "victory verses." Find one or two, draw boxes around them in your Bible, and use them in claiming God's all-sufficient grace for your situation right now.
CHAPTER EIGHT
The Confident
Promise of Grace
'Tis Grace Hath Brought Me Safe Thus Far,
and Grace Will Lead Me Home
here are times when we feel we've wrestled life into a shape that feels comfortable. We hope the time has come to reap some enjoyment from the daily pace. Life makes sense, and we feel a quiet sense of satisfaction.
In these times, we begin to savor those patterns of life that help us navigate the passage of time: the familiar arrival of the seasons, the rhythms of honest work and daily life, the subtle transitions of aging.
Then, like a thief in the night, some uninvited event breaks into our lives. In the flicker of a moment, the work of years comes undone. The dependable pattern is destroyed, and life as we know it seems to be threatened. Suddenly the world doesn't seem so orderly and natural but random and even heartless.
John Newton may have harbored a few of these reflections during the mid-1750s, when his own life was torn by crisis.
Everything had been going so well, right up to that afternoon in November 1754. On that day he was sitting at tea with his wife, enjoying the warmth of the drink and the fire in the hearth, chasing away the autumn chill. His mind happily moved among all the lastminute details of preparing for a new adventure at sea. In only two days, he would be the captain, piloting a brand-new ship on its maiden voyage-the Bee.
Seafaring men enjoy the anticipation of that next journey: assembling the crew, taking inventory, dipping pen in ink to inscribe that first entry in the ship's log. Surely Newton's mind was as busy as the bee that was his craft's namesake.
And then, just like that, his body toppled unconscious to the floor.
Mary screamed in panic. Her husband had passed out without warning. Only the regularity of his breathing showed any evidence of life. After that, he slowly woke to a terrible headache that would not depart, as well as a dizziness that would never do for a ship's captain. He was left no choice but to resign from the only career he knew. John Newton would never sail again.
His heart was broken as he followed the news of another man's appointment as captain of the Bee. As the ship vanished over the horizon, Newton felt he was watching his life's work fade with it. He could only settle into his own recuperation period and begin thinking about what to do with the rest of his life.
It wasn't long before more news arrived concerning the Bee. There had been a revolt onboard. The slaves had seized control, killing Newton's replacement, along with two other men.
What thoughts went through the retired captain's mind? It could have been me. There but for the grace of God go I ...
Imagine yourself escaping death only through a strange and sudden illness at the last moment. What would be your thoughts? How might it affect your outlook?
On the one hand, you'd surely be grateful that God had intervened to spare you. On the other, you might ask, "Lord, what plans do You have for me now? Sailing is all I know."
But more calamity was yet to come. Just as Newton was recovering from his attack, his wife fell into an illness of her own. For eleven months he cared for her, praying that God would not take her away-that in His providence He would spare the wife as He had spared the husband.
Doctors had to be paid. The cupboard had to be stocked. While Mary was still ill, Newton accepted a position as a tide surveyor in distant Liverpool. It was a good job, but one that required sacrifice. He had to leave his beloved Mary behind, in the care of others. At this point her survival was in question; the doctors had done all they could do. How agonizing to try learning the skills of a new trade while wondering if his soul mate still clung to life-or whether he would ever see her again.
God is good. Newton wept for joy and thanksgiving when the Lord healed his wife at the very threshold of death's door. It was a miracle! Now the couple could be together again. As they sat again by the fire, they puzzled over the mysteries of providence. Why had God called home another captain, yet, with the other hand, taken away Newton's career? Why had He so nearly called Mary home, only to relent at the last fateful instant?
It was a question of those patterns.
Viewed from one direction, it appeared that the pleasant patterns of life had been torn apart. Then one could turn the picture around and perceive there were other patterns at work-deeper ones, the complex workings of almighty God. His intervening hand was unmistakable. John and Mary agreed that the Lord worked in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform. He had His own timetables and His own purposes that formed an intricate web that no mortal could disentangle in this life.
The patterns of God were more mysterious than the depths of uncharted seas, yet His grace was clear as the driven snow. That grace was no mystery. It was absolute, all encompassing, as vast as the sky on a starry night above deck.
The conclusion of the matter was that life was strange, but God was good. John and Mary Newton must give Him their trust and harbor no anxieties about it. When Someone loves you, you count on Him.
THE FOUNDATION STONE OF ROMANS 8:28
Newton's mind returned again and again to grapple with that profound sentence at the heart of the book of Romans, at the heart of God's Word, at the heart of God's character and every single person's life. Romans 8:28 is the foundation stone of the very workings of your destiny and mine. It is probably the most well-known line the apostle ever wrote-surely one of the most oft-quoted and memorized. Christians cling to it during the tempests of their lives like a wooden beam adrift in the sea.
Here it is, perhaps as familiar as your house address: "And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose" (Romans 8:28).
John MacArthur describes Romans 8:28 as "breathtaking in its magnitude, encompassing absolutely everything that pertains to a believer's life."'
John Phillips observes that "like the cogs in an intricate piece of machinery, all things work together for good to the called of God for the simple reason that God's purposes cannot be thwarted."2
Maybe these patterns are like the cogs of a machine. But they're much more like a tremendous rock beneath your feet. When all the earth seems to tremble, and when nothing seems secure anymore, you can stand boldly on this rock, for no fault lines can dislodge it. No tremor can unsettle it. No, for this rock is set like a fine jewel within the shorelines of eternity, so that it is the tool of neither time nor space but only of the loving hand of God.
Let's explore five incredible truths from this awesome verse.
Romans 8:28 Is a Certain Promise
And we know ...
Five times in the book of Romans, Paul will stand upon the assurance of we know. The apostle is really saying, "everyone knows" or, at least, "Christians know." It's a matter of common knowledge, a fact upon which everyone agrees.
Paul is not speculating that perhaps God is in control. He is reminding us that we know this for a certainty. Donald Barnhouse points out that "we know" may be the most excellent part of the verse. Finding out after the fact that everything was in the firm hand of God-well, that would be a wonderful thing. But God gives us that assurance right now. "To lay hold of that fact is to calm the turbulence of life and to bring quiet and confidence into the whole of life. Nothing can touch me unless it passes through the will of God."3
It is as if we are all characters in a suspense novel, when suddenly the apostle Paul sneaks in to whisper a word from the author. "The Novelist came up with an amazingly intricate plot," he says. "Everything comes out all right, though it gets a bit hairy for you in some of the chapters. When it all washes out, you're going to live happily ever after, and the villain will be punished."
It's a nice feeling to operate with inside information. Now all we have to do is get on with our scenes in the novel and a sly smile on our faces-a smile that says we know.
We know! But what don't we know?
"We do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered" (Romans 8:26).
Can you see the pattern of verses 26-28? Paul is telling us there are things we can know, and things we cannot.
We can feel very good about the big picture (v. 28), but the little details are a mystery, for we don't know exactly what to pray for (v. 26). One of the greatest ironies of the Christian life is that we often have certainty about the ultimate and uncertainty about the immediate.
The truth is this: God is saying, "I want you to know right now that all of history, including the portion constituting your life, is completely under My control. No matter how things may appear, every little detail is part of a very beautiful picture. But I'm leaving those details as challenges of faith to prepare you for the world we will share one day. You must trust Me in those smaller things, knowing that the larger things are all established."
As we explore the many implications of this verse, let's say a word here about what it does not say:
• It does not say that everything will work out the way you'd like, if you'll only wait.
• It does not say that you can make things work out through positive thinking.
• It does not say that there's no point in what we do, because God pulls all the strings.
It does say that God is in control, but that He will intervene in this world to use every event as part of His comprehensive planHis plan, but your ultimate good. He is working all the time, in all events, for the good of all believers: "For I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like Me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things that are not yet done, saying, `My counsel shall stand, and I will do all My pleasure.' .. . Indeed, I have spoken it; I will also bring it to pass. I have purposed it; I will also do it" (Isaiah 46:9-11).
Romans 8:28 Is a Comprehensive Promise
That all things ...
Your Bible might translate these words as "all things" or "everything." Just as we discovered that "you know" is a blockbuster of a fact carried in only two words, the same thing happens here.
All things is our assurance that there are no limits. The offer is comprehensive and unconditional. No fine print. All sales are final. Or as we might say to the skeptic, "What part of `all things' do you not understand?"
Please don't suspect Paul of being a cockeyed optimist, only considering the things in life that are already favorable. In this letter, as well as others, he discusses his many trials. In 2 Corinthians, as we saw in the last chapter, he offered an entire resume of hard knocks. These were presented as his credentials for ministry. As recently as Romans 8:17, Paul has spoken of his "sufferings." We also hear of "groanings" in verse 23. But these miseries, too, are all part of that great plan that God is carrying out. Negative events have positive purposes.
But is Paul saying, "It's all good"? Is he claiming there's no such thing as evil, because of the final results?
Not at all. The death of a loved one is never a good thing, and the Spirit of God weeps beside us at the funeral. The terrible day you had yesterday is simply a terrible day. It felt bad; it was bad. The Romans 8:28 difference is that these are bad things that God uses. They are pieces of a great jigsaw puzzle that are ugly when considered on their own; but in the final picture, they will play a part that brings glory to God and works for the good of the believer.
Bad things, then, remain bad. But God remains good, and He is the Lord of those bad things. He is fully capable of using them in ways that will shine with a beauty we will see one day, either in this life or the next.
Paul uses the phrase all things several times in his letters. In each case, we come to understand that we serve a God of all things. There is nothing before us, nothing within us or outside us, nothing we can even imagine that is not His thing and usable within His plan.
We do well to look out upon this world from time to time and remind ourselves that we serve a sovereign God. He is the Lord of all. Everything in creation is no more, no less than the work of His hand. We have His promise "that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times He might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven and which are on earth-in Him" (Ephesians 1:10, emphasis added).
Romans 8:28 Is a Complex Promise
... work together ...
Paul looks out upon this shifting, changing, complex world and tells us that all things are working together.
This expression uses the Greek word sunergeo, from which we get our English word synergism: the working together of various elements to produce an effect greater than, and often completely different from, the sum of each element acting separately.
In the physical world, the right combination of otherwise harmful chemicals can produce substances that are of wonderfully positive use to us. For example, ordinary table salt is composed of two poisons: sodium and chlorine. Synergistically speaking, the final product is much better than the sum of its parts.
In the divine synergism, God mixes bitter herbs and spices with other tastier ingredients to create the perfect soup. Or, as Annie Johnson Flint has expressed it so beautifully in verse:
Is our universe simply a finely tuned machine, and are we no better than its minor nuts and bolts? No, that is a gross, if common, misunderstanding of the beautiful doctrine of God's providence. We already know the beauty of the "machine" God has created: the rising and setting of the sun, the four seasons, the times of life. We observe the way we interact with one another as people-in marriage, in parenting, in friendship. All of these are the subtle workings of God's instrumentation. But the most beautiful part of all is that, unlike the machines we ourselves construct, this one has parts that act as free agents. The greatness of God is that He gives us freedom even within the delicate movements of a universe preset to accomplish His final purposes.
Romans 8:28 Is a Comforting Promise
... for good ...
It's a wonderful thing to turn through the pages of our Bible and simply enjoy the promises that fill its pages. Throughout the Scriptures, God is telling us of all the good things He desires to give us, simply because He loves us so devotedly. The promises of God are good, because He is good-infinitely good. "Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of turning" (James 1:17).
When it comes to "good things," you and I see before us an embarrassment of riches. Try this experiment. Tomorrow morning, when you rise, take a pen and a small notepad in hand. As you move along, jot down every good thing in your life, whether it is some event or some thought or just something you see. If you need to get to work, I predict you'll never even get out of the house-you'll be too busy writing. God has loaded down your life and mine with the goodness of family, security, necessities, friends, interests, a beautiful world, and-well, if we start the list here, we'll never make it out of this chapter. See what I mean?
If you were to try that experiment, I think you would be forced to abandon it rather quickly. The thoughts would begin to come more and more quickly as you turned your heart in gratitude toward the Giver of these gifts. There is only one Giver, of course. It all comes from Him.
The problem is that we are so burdened with good gifts that when anything at all comes our way that isn't pleasant-so much as a traffic delay or a trip to the dentist-we throw our arms toward the sky and ask, "Why me?"
I'm not certain I've ever seen someone receive wonderful newsa job promotion or an accepted marriage proposal-and say, "Why me?" We take all these good gifts right in stride, as if we fully deserve them. Ask yourself these painful questions: Given the way we live our lives and the extent of our obedience to God, how many of these good things are we really earning? How many of the bad things are really unfair?
The point is not to feel guilty about our unworthiness. This is a book about grace! God has found a way to bless us despite our unworthiness. No, the point is that as much as God has showered us with good things, shouldn't we trust Him with the ones that seem questionable? If your dearest human friend always does nice things for you, you trust that person. How much greater trust does God deserve when He promises us that all things will eventually find their place in the machinery that brings forth what is best for us as we draw nearer and nearer to heaven?
There is also great encouragement in realizing that nothing is wasted. That's the testimony of this verse. God creates no waste, and He allows no waste. My friend Rob Suggs struggled through two disappointing careers before he found his calling as a writer at midlife. He knew that finally he was doing exactly what God had wanted him to do, but he felt deep regret that he hadn't found that path sooner. One day he was explaining his feelings to a friend. "All those years there was a Christian publishing company two miles from my house," he said. "I could have been working there for years, honing my skills, learning to do more for God. If only I had those years back-my twenties and my thirties."
His wise friend replied, "Don't you think that if God were in a hurry, He could have directed you two miles down the road several years earlier? The Lord had His timetable. He was using all your experiences, good and bad. Without them, you wouldn't be precisely the writer that you have become along your path."
And it's true. I have known many people who looked back upon their lives with regret. It brightens our hearts to know that God uses every last iota of every experience to move us toward the goal He has in mind.
And that goal is a good one. We can trust Him on that.
Romans 8:28 Is a Conditional Promise
... to those who love God to those who are the called according to His purpose.
So what have we learned from Romans 8:28?
We know. We have inside knowledge.
All things. Everything, no exceptions.
Work together. It's all part of one perfect plan.
For good. We absolutely cannot lose.
This is one of the most absolute verses in all of Scripture. We absolutely know that absolutely all things work absolutely together for absolute good. It's absolutely wonderful! But now comes the part that is not absolute.
This promise does not apply to absolutely everyone. This is a highly significant consideration: the Romans 8:28 difference works exclusively for those who love God and are called for His purposes.
There are promises in Scripture that are unconditional, and some that have conditions. John 3:16, for example, holds one of each. "God so loved the world." That is an unconditional promise. He loves every single one of the children He created. We need to do nothing at all for Him to love us. "Whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life." That part is conditional. We will receive eternal life if we believe in Him.
His love, then, is unconditional. His gift of salvation has the one condition that we must believe.
In the same way, the promise of Romans 8:28 turns upon a condition. If we love God, then this wonderful, absolute principle takes effect for our lives. If we reject God, the events of life add up to a different conclusion altogether.
But you may have noticed there is an additional qualifier that describes those for whom this promise applies. It is for:
• Those who love God.
• Those who are the called according to His purpose.
Why does Paul set out that distinction? Aren't they the same people? Yes. Paul is describing the recipients of this blessing from two perspectives. The human angle is "those who love God." The divine angle is "those who are the called according to His purpose."
"Those who love God" are the ones who have chosen to identify with Him in this world. Paul shares another beautiful promise about those people: "Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared for those who love Him" (1 Corinthians 2:9). We cannot imagine the wonderful gifts God has prepared for us. James 1:12 also tells us that God has prepared a "crown of life" to those who love Him.
"Those who are the called" are the same people, seen from God's perspective. There is a reminder here for us that, as wonderful as God's gifts are, we don't simply sit back in a recliner to selfishly enjoy them. In the instant of salvation, we receive our marching orders. We are on the move as we do our enjoying. We are called and appointed according to His purpose. He has work for us to do, and we are to be doing it all the days of our lives.
So Romans 8:28, like John 3:16, ends with a sobering reminder. There is one small item that qualifies us for the treasure that is described. We must believe in Him. We must love Him and receive His call.
The Romans 8:28 promise doesn't apply universally. But we should look at it this way: God himself excludes no one from receiving the benefits of any of His promises. It is people who tragically exclude themselves by failing to do the most natural thing in the world: to believe in and love the Lord, who is the source of every good thing. I can't imagine that any reasonable, clear-sighted person could help but love the God that you and I know, for to know Him is to love Him.
Therefore it's up to you and me to help those people know Him the way we do.
We know that God is good. We know He is working in this world. We know He is using all things for His purposes and for our good. And we know that someday we will stand beside His throne and see all of this world's events, and all the moments of our lives, from outside of time. We will see our birth, our death, and everything that came in between them as if it existed in one comprehensive mural. In that moment, all of the pieces of the puzzle will be seen in their true places and true functions. We'll know exactly what God had in mind and why He allowed the worst moments of our lives.
At that time, having been released once and for all from the blindness of self-absorption, we'll be able to look beyond ourselves. I think you and I will marvel at the interconnectedness of one human life to another, so that for the first time we'll be able to perceive how God affected us through other people, and how He used us in the lives of others.
We'll see that many things in this world were truly evil. We will have experienced a great deal of it ourselves. We will understand that He was never once the author of evil. But when we stand beside Him and look back at this world, seeing just how delicately and how wisely He put those evil elements to His own purpose-we will have no recourse but to fall on our knees and sing praises to Him.
We know this. We expect this. But what about now? Can we allow ourselves to be such total captives of His grace that we trust Him completely with life's most terrible moments?
Helen Roseveare was a British medical missionary in the Congo. She stayed at her post during some of the worst turmoil in the country's history in 1964. Many Westerners fled, but Helen believed she should be willing to make any sacrifice for a Savior who had made the ultimate sacrifice for her.
Someone tried to poison her, but her dog ate the food and the attempt failed. Still she stayed on. Female missionaries and medical personnel were often raped by rebel armies, but still she stayed on. Even when her house was looted of every item within it, she refused to leave her post.
It's not as if Helen had no fear. She rarely slept well, knowing that at any moment someone could enter her home and take her life. But she concentrated on learning to trust God more absolutely.
On Saturday, August 15, 1964, a truckload of soldiers commandeered her hospital. Helen would later recall, "They were brutal and coarse, rough and domineering. Their language was threatening and obscene. All of us were cowed. We did exactly what they demanded, mostly without argument." They caught the local chief, flayed him alive, and ate him.5
Eventually, Helen Roseveare was beaten, raped, and humiliated. Barely alive, she finally had to be taken from the country. During her long and painful days of recovery, she found herself closer to God than she had ever been before. She even loved the Congo more deeply than ever. There was no bitterness within her, though Helen had experienced terrible, mindless evil. It would have been so easy to demand of God why He allowed these atrocities, when she had been so faithful to His service. But in her heart of hearts, she felt that God's question would be, "Can you thank Me for trusting you with this experience, even if I never tell you why?"6
That question penetrates to the depth of our commitment to Christ. Yes, we know God is working all things for our good. Sometimes in this life we have the rare privilege of seeing just how God used this setback or that disappointment. We can feel the wisdom and strength that came through the basic trials of normal living. But can we trust Him even when we don't know the answers?
Paul sat in a prison cell and prayed fervently, hour after hour. There was so much work to be done. He had planted his share of churches, but most cities had still never heard the Gospel. He longed to go to Spain; surely it was God who placed that burden within his soul. And he needed to be with his brothers and sisters in the churches that were struggling. He loved them so deeply, and he longed to minister to them.
Yet God, who had shown He could easily crumble prison walls, would not effect Paul's release. Time was running out. Eventually he knew he would be executed. Surely God would rather have him on the front lines of the mission field, sharing the Gospel, rather than awaiting execution. Paul longed for freedom, but he simply trusted God.
John and Mary Newton longed for a family. For years they waited, trying to be patient, trying to conceive a child. Finally, after they had been married twenty-four years, the Lord sent them Elizabeth and Eliza in a very touching way. Mary Newton had lost a sister and a brother to tuberculosis, a deadly disease in that era. Each left behind one young daughter, and these became John and Mary Newton's adopted children.
Eliza, who was twelve when she joined the family, was often ill. The summer before her fifteenth birthday, Mary took her to Southampton, where the ocean air was thought to be healthier. Her husband wrote an encouraging letter, comparing the Southampton waters to the Pool of Bethesda in the Gospels. Maybe the Lord would work a healing miracle in Eliza's life.
But six weeks brought no improvement. Three weeks after returning to London with her mother, Eliza was dead.
Her grieving adoptive father prepared a little memorial book for the girl he had awaited for so long. In it he wrote: "If we know and trust Him ... He chooses better for us than we can for ourselves ... but now I can praise and adore Him for ... His plan. I not only can bow ... to His sovereignty, but I admire His wisdom and goodness, and can say from my heart, He has done all things well."7
Can you say that about your walk with God? Can you praise and adore Him even when your heart is breaking and you feel overwhelmed by disappointment? It could be that you're struggling with some trial at this very moment. If you can place your trust totally in His love and His promise to work all things for your good, then you will have taken a step toward embracing the mysteries of His grace. You will bear a slightly closer resemblance to the Savior who gave His life to save you.
Then God will look upon your life, smile, and say, "Yes, My child. How you've grown since you first came to know Me! You're becoming wiser and stronger every day. There was a time when you could rejoice only when the sun was shining. But now your soul is taking on real substance. Now you are becoming sturdy and strong. I have trusted you with this burden, and you have honored Me through the stubbornness of your faith.
"Though your eyes are presently filled with tears, My child, and though your shoulders sag with unhappiness, I want you to know something. I want you to be assured that our adventure together is only beginning. Trials remain for you to face, but behind each one rests a greater glory. Beyond each obstacle there lies a greater joy. And all along the way, I have paved your road with blessings to remind you of the inheritance that is yours as My child. Walk on, now, in the joy that will not be slowed even by sadness. Walk on toward the crown of glory that has your name on it.
"Walk on, My child. And let us walk together."
Moments of Grace
Romans 8:28 is breathtaking in its magnitude and encompasses absolutely everything that could possibly happen to us. Every life event is turned inside out as part of God's comprehensive plan for the ultimate good of those who love Him. Even our sins, mistakes, and missteps. As a result of the total sweep of this promise, our hearts should be light as feathers and our joy should be boundless, grounded by faith in that all-pervasive promise.
If you've had a drooping attitude, try smiling right now-a big, face-wide grin. Tell your heart to cheer up. Command your emotions to soar to new, joyful levels. Take control of your feelings, and rejoice in Christ. Take it as a given that your current set of burdens will work out for good. Remember that discouragement is always from the devil, and make a choice to rejoice in the Lord "always"and "always" means today!
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CHAPTER NINE
The Compelling
Prospect of Grace
When We've Been There Ten Thousand Years, Bright Shining As the Sun
ohn Newton had no problem with the idea of death. But retirement? He was opposed to the very thought of such a thing. After all, who were these younger men who were coming around now, patting him on the shoulder as if he were an ancient relic? Bringing their not-so-subtle hints about slowing down, preaching more infrequently, allowing others to help him with his pastoral calls-why, he was at the height of his fruitfulness in the Gospel ministry. The Lord had lavished upon his heart a zeal that was still overflowing. Retire? He declined to entertain any consideration of the matter.
Even a dear old friend like Richard Cecil was working on him. It was Cecil's opinion that Newton should give up the pulpit entirely. "John, old boy," he said with a quiet voice and the usual pat on the shoulder. "Your sight is failing. Your hearing is nearly gone. I know you think you can be brave and cover it all up, but we are your friends. We have your best interests at heart. All things have their times and seasons under the sun, my friend-even old sea dogs in holy vestments. What will it take to slow you down? The Lord God sending Elijah to gather you up in His golden chariot?"
To which Newton could only snort with disdain and a raised voice, "What! Shall the old African blasphemer stop while he can speak?" And who would dare to answer that one?
Retirement-bah!
On the other hand, death: now, there was a subject worth talking about. Newton's letters and diary entries looked more and more to the hope of paradise that lay just over the horizon of his lifelong voyage. "The day of opportunity wears away, and the night is approaching," he wrote in 1802. Two years later, after signing a letter, he added: "Time, how short! Eternity, how long."1
His friends noticed in him a growing tendency toward morbid humor. He told one colleague that he was "packed, sealed, and waiting for the post."
While John Newton still possessed life and breath, however, he tended to his beloved sermons and hymns-"Amazing Grace" among the latter. Its final verse, as we've seen, would be filled in much later by another hand. But Newton did supply three verses we seldom use, and these provide a fine commentary on our present closing verse. They also demonstrate the extent to which Newton was eager for the comforts of the next world, even as a ship's captain watches anxiously for the farther shore through his spyglass:
John Newton understood that life was, after all, a voyage from a familiar port to one unknown. He would no more dread the next world than he would resist steering his ship into the harbor toward which it was chartered.
When Newton finally passed on, he was given a Christian burial and a fitting epitaph upon the stone that marked his grave. But his loved ones might well have used the words of Paul to describe the life of John Newton: "For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good works" (Titus 2:11-14).
It's uncertain whether Newton ever preached from this passage, but he surely cherished this thorough description of the work of God's grace. These verses demonstrate how that grace is with us in the past, the present, and the future:
• It has appeared to all men.
• It appears now for teaching.
• It will appear again in the return of Christ.
John Newton and Paul the apostle were both captured by the timelessness of that grace. Neither ever lost sight of how Christ had intercepted their self-destructive courses in the past. Both men found His redemptive grace in every aspect of their present, and both men actively awaited a future in which the grace of the Lord would find its final and ultimate culmination.
Paul might have spoken for both men when he wrote, "By the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me was not in vain" (1 Corinthians 15:10). Grace was no isolated theme; it was the whole story. These men understood themselves completely through the lens of God's redemptive grace.
GRACE TEACHES US
Paul explains to Titus that the grace of God has appeared. The Greek word translated "appeared" gives us our modern word epiphany-a wonderful word. We use it in a secular way to describe a sudden and intense realization of truth. An epiphany is that proverbial light bulb appearing over your head, but lit by solar power!
When the Greeks spoke of an epiphany, they were referring to the breathtaking view of sunlight bursting in power over the edge of the world to illuminate the darkened earth. The grace of God, Paul tells us, has suddenly brought light to our world after thousands of years of darkness. It explodes upon the world with awesome power, providing humanity with an intense realization of the nature of God.
In several other passages (particularly in the three pastoral epistles, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus), Paul returns to this idea of the bright epiphany of our Savior. A lovely comparison: before the rising sun or the risen Son, we are humbled and grateful. Both are miracles completely outside our control; our physical and spiritual survival, respectively, depend upon them. God's grace is His gift to a helpless and dying planet.
That "epiphany," for Paul, is the birth of Christ in Bethlehem. There is ultimate grace in God appearing in flesh among the poor. There is breathtaking grace in God becoming a helpless child, entering the world in a cattle shed with shepherds to greet His coming. From there, every aspect of the life of Jesus communicates grace: Jesus healing the sick; Jesus befriending sinners; Jesus teaching love and forgiveness, rather than playing on the public's anger and rebellion against Roman authority. Finally Jesus submits to a shameful death and forgives His very executioners from the cross. But the best is yet to come. In the Resurrection, we find the culmination of the gift of grace-victory over death is God's ultimate gift of grace to His undeserving children.
In Christ, the grace of God is made manifest. If love is the attribute that describes God the best, grace is the one that makes that love obtainable for us. Grace is the most radical concept ever to be introduced into this world. It is counterintuitive to human nature, challenging every human tendency and providing the solution for every human problem.
Grace changes people as nothing else can do. It cleanses the sins of the past. It enables righteousness in the present. And one thing it does for certain: it constantly surprises us. For the essence of grace is surprise. There is nothing shocking about giving people exactly what they deserve. Grace subverts the rules and gives people what they don't deserve. It is motivated by the warmth of love rather than by cold calculation. Therefore, grace is always doing something we didn't expect.
For example, what does grace do in the present? It walks to the blackboard and begins to teach: "For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us" (Titus 2:11-12).
Paul tells us that the grace of God appears to all men and then instantly begins the lesson. After all, we find ourselves living here in the present. We look backward at the first appearance of grace, when Christ was born in Bethlehem in the darkness of a sinful world; we look forward to the glorious appearing of Christ at the end of time, when we will be made perfect. But what about now? We need to know how to live in the interim. Grace, through the power and guidance of the Holy Spirit, is here to help us live. It therefore clears its throat and begins our education.
Let's discover what lessons are included in the curriculum of Grace University.
Grace Teaches Us to Renounce Sin
Denying ungodliness and worldly lusts ...
-T'ITUS 2:12
The first lesson of grace is about denial. Grace wants to usher us toward a new life, one of purity and righteousness. The first consideration is dealing with the problems of the old life that cannot accompany us on that journey. Our word for denial comes from the Greek word for disown. It is as if you are grabbing an old habit by its ear, taking it to the front door, and depositing it outdoors to be picked up with the trash. To disown is to detach completely. It is to say, "I will not own any problem that begins to own me."
But let's allow Paul to explain it for us. This concept of denying ungodliness carries over to the next chapter of Paul's letter to Titus:
For we ourselves were also once foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving various lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful and hating one another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior toward man appeared, not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy He saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Savior, that having been justified by His grace we should become heirs according to the hope of eternal life. This is a faithful saying, and these things I want you to affirm constantly, that those who have believed in God should be careful to maintain good works. These things are good and profitable to men. (Titus 3:3-8)
In summary, it's as if to say the wealthiest man in the province has come to the city and seen the worst social reprobates imaginable, luxuriating in dark alleys like pigs in a trough. These are vagrants guilty of every offense. He has gone down into the grime, getting their filth all over himself, in order to pull them out of the alley and escort them home to his palatial manor. There he has washed them by his own hand, fed them, clothed them, and whispered words of hope and a future to them. Then he has told them they were adopted as his children. Everything he has is theirs.
Those adopted sons and daughters would surely be moved to the depths of their souls. You wouldn't expect to find them sneaking back to their sordid dens of corruption, would you? Not when the glorious riches and friendship of the master are available.
Needless to say, it is you and I who have been cleaned, fed, clothed, and adopted. Why in creation would we wish to live by the decadent trappings of the old life? Grace, having cleansed us, should now live within us, giving us new desires and values.
When I watched Mel Gibson's movie The Passion of the Christ, I was astounded by the emotions that rose up within me. The most powerful and least expected of all, however-and the one that had the most lasting influence upon me-was this thought: Because of what Christ did for me, I don't want to ever do anything to bring shame or hurt to Him. Watching with my own eyes an approximation of His suffering on my behalf provided a new and more powerful motivation to live a holy life.
Many of us forget what has been done for us. We forget the pain He accepted on our behalf, and we forget that we are delivered to the possibility of a new life, one so much more joyful and rewarding.
Grace Teaches Us to Rule Self
We should live soberly ...
-T'ITUS 2:12
In our new life in the Master's house, we will want to deny "ungodliness and worldly lust." How then shall we live? Soberly.
This is a very crucial New Testament concept that many of us need to study more closely. A good translation of that word would be "with self-control." Spiritual sobriety is the maturity to exercise sound mind and judgment. It is inner self-government that reins in all the passions and desires that war against us. The grace-driven believer disciplines his passions as a military leader would discipline his troops. And what passions? Eating, sleeping, talking, playing. The Spirit of God will point you to the specific issues of your own life. The idea is that the poor, rescued reprobate will not only give up the old, worthless pursuits; he will exercise wisdom and restraint in the new choices he makes of his time.
Throughout his letters to Timothy and Titus, Paul mentions this sobriety as a character trait required of pastors as well as men and women, young and old. In other words, every Christian should be showing constant growth in the area of sober living. Remember that self-control is a fruit of the Spirit. Are you seeing the fruit in your own life?
The Jews of New Testament times had a wonderful word picture that accompanied the concept of sobriety. It was to "gird up the loins of your mind." Remember how the father of the Prodigal had to run to meet his son? Gym shorts were not available, so the runner had to gather up his robe about him to allow his legs to move forward with power. Sobriety is gathering our wits, getting the impediments out of the way, and moving forward much more rapidly. Your life and mine should follow the model.
Let's also take a look at three situations calling for sober-mindedness:
1. In anticipation of Christ's revelation. "Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ" (1 Peter 1:13).
2. In preparation for Satan's temptation. "Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour" (1 Peter 5:8).
3. In evaluation of our place in fellowship. "For I say, through the grace given to me, to everyone who is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think soberly, as God has dealt to each one a measure of faith" (Romans 12:3).
We are called, therefore, to be serious and disciplined in mind and spirit, to wait on the Lord, to fight off temptation, and to serve the church. Imagine what your life could be if you became strategic about girding up the loins of your mind. How fast would you run?
Grace Teaches Us to Respect Others
We should live ... righteously ...
-TITUS 2:12
Grace, by its very essence, is unselfish. It follows Paul's guidance in Philippians 2:3 to "let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself."
Can you imagine a world where respectful behavior is normal? The loss of simple, civil respect is one of the symptoms of how far we have fallen as a society. We see the loss of respect for figures of authority, for elders, and for sacred matters of faith (whether our own belief or the beliefs of others). Our children watch television programs that encourage them to speak their mind, to have an attitude, and to do whatever they want to do. We notice that nothing is ever said about basic respect.
The grace life respects not only elders and people of authority but everyone it encounters. It respects those with whom we disagree. It respects strangers. In work situations, it respects subordinates. When we live by grace, we see through the eyes of grace. Suddenly that other person appears to us as a child of God, someone to whom Christ is reaching out, just as He is reaching to us. We hear His voice whispering to us, "Will you help Me get through to that one? Will you serve this person? She cannot hear my voice now, but she will respond to your gentleness."
Respect is the key that opens the door to any relationship. If you want to connect with someone hard to reach, take time to express words that demonstrate respect. If you want to end an argument very quickly, show respect.
Try the power of the respect principle with an elementary-level child sometime. Children feel very small. When you stop to speak to them and address them not in condescending grownup talk, but as you would talk to anyone else, you will make a friend forever. Jesus insisted on giving children love and time even when His disciples tried to push them away. The grace of Christ respects everyone. He focused on what they had that was special (in their case, childlike faith). Grace does that well. It finds what is worthy and respectable in every human being and honors it.
You can learn to relate to people this way. Let grace be your teacher.
Grace Teaches Us to Reverence God
We should live [in a manner that is] godly in the present age ...
-TITUS 2:12
Paul is always very logical in the procession of his ideas. He has told us to live soberly (the inward life). He has told us to live righteously (the outward life). Now he tells us to live in a way that is godly (the upward life).
The Greek word translated "godliness" is eusebeia. It is used frequently in the letters to Timothy and Titus. "Godliness" in these verses means piety and reverence toward God. We devote ourselves to Him and to His will in our hearts, our heads, and with our hands.
We've all known godly men and women, and immediately we admire them. How did they get to be that way? Were they godly at birth?
The answer is that the grace of God teaches godliness. Every day, as we listen to His voice, as He convicts us of sin and encourages us toward service, as He brings out the fruit promised in Galatians 5:22-23, as He molds us to the image of Christ-all this time we are growing in godliness. Of course, not everyone has the same growth rate. There are those who stop right at the gate of salvation and never go more than a step or two deeper into Christian maturity. This is like being adopted into the Master's family and insisting on sleeping in the garage and eating from the garbage can. A feast has been set for us, and the Spirit feeds it to us bite by bite.
I used to think that godliness was an impossible goal, if not for everyone, at least for me. And then I read these words in 2 Peter: "His divine power has given to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of Him who called us by glory and virtue, by which have been given to us exceedingly great and precious promises, that through these you may be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world through lust" (1:3-4).
Not only is godliness within reach, but everything we need to achieve it has already been given to us in the "exceedingly great and precious promises" of God's Word.
So what is holding us back? What keeps us from the goal of godliness? The disconnect is not God's but ours. Paul tells us that becoming godly is hard work, that it requires our disciplined effort. "Exercise yourself toward godliness. For bodily exercise profits a little, but godliness is profitable for all things, having promise of the life that now is and of that which is to come" (1 Timothy 4:7-8).
I believe this is what Paul is talking about when he tells the Philippians to work out their own salvation with fear and trembling (Philippians 2:12).
Grace Teaches Us to Respond Diligently
Zealous for good works ...
-TITUS 2:14
God's grace always results in good works. Once again, imagine coming to live in that wonderful mansion. The Master is with you always, but He is constantly asking you to run "errands" with Him. What are these errands? He's constantly paying little visits of service to other people. He saves other lives like your own. He continues to give gifts and loving friendship to you. He does everything He can to make the world a better place.
Now imagine living within the scope of that influence and failing to have it rub off on you. No one but someone with the hardest of hearts could avoid falling right into step with the Master and helping Him to do all that can be done. Why, after a while, you might have the idea of getting organized about it. You'd call together all the former reprobates from the dark alleys and say, "Let's fan out and get as much done in this city as we can. Some of us will work nearby, feeding and clothing and helping; others will go out of town and get to work. Think of how much we can get done!"
Yet inevitably there would be someone who says, "Go ahead, knock yourself out, my friend. I'm not much on that service stuff. I'm going to hang around the mansion and watch television."
Now I ask you, could that person be in touch with his inner grace? Especially since the others would be discovering that service was the greatest gift of all from their Master. Service completes our joy. It uses the spiritual gifts that we were made to use, so that nothing else can provide so much fulfillment. That's called being "zealous for good works."
Isn't it interesting that Paul gives the strongest statement in the Bible concerning the nature of salvation by grace through faith: "For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves" (Ephesians 2:8). Then, in the very next breath, he adds: "For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them" (Ephesians 2:10).
He has been making the powerful point that our own works cannot save us. Only His grace can do that. But what were we created for? Works! He does the saving, and we do the serving. That's how it was meant to be.
Paul bears testimony of this principle in his own life: "But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me was not in vain; but I labored more abundantly than they all, yet not I, but the grace of God which was with me" (1 Corinthians 15:10).
Watching for the Blessed Hope
Looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.
-TJTUS 2:13
Paul gives us the picture of someone keeping watch, like the father of the Prodigal Son. The grace life keeps hope alive in the human heart. We begin to see more and more through the eyes of heaven, just as John Newton did as he grew older. Retirement seems distasteful, for God's work is never done and we were created for good works. Death, on the other hand, means heaven. To live is Christ; to die is gain. In their old age, these two men, Paul the apostle and Newton the navigator, began to look more and more alike just as all of us begin to show the family resemblance after years of being daily molded more and more to His image.
Meanwhile, through the eyes of heaven there is always hope. We realize that our actions now can bear fruit years, generations, even centuries after our lives. Newton's most famous fruit, of course, is "Amazing Grace." But I believe he would have been even more satisfied with an influence he had that is less widely known.
In the year 1759, as John Newton was beginning to adapt to life after sailing, a man was born by the name of William Wilberforce. He was born wealthy and had a winning personality. As he grew to manhood, he was attracted to the political life. But he could find no peace within himself. He gradually became more and more certain that God had a higher calling for him. When he was twenty-one years old and still processing what the future might hold for him, he was a member of Parliament. Wilberforce began to attend a church in London, St. Mary Woolnoth. The rector there was a man by the name of John Newton.
It was impossible to know Newton without knowing about the past that still plagued his memories. He would preach about his days as a slave trader, and about how God had come to show him the inhumanity of buying and selling human beings. At this time, in 1780, many agreed that slavery was a problem, but most people doubted that anything could be done about it.
Newton spoke the conscience of God on the subject. The young Wilberforce listened carefully. There was a new friendship between the old captain and the young idealist. Newton fanned Wilberforce's gifts into flame and convinced him that his political life could be used for the service of God's kingdom. More and more, the passion for the abolition of slavery took hold of William Wilberforce. As he grew older, he became England's leader in the movement to abolish British slavery. After a battle that lasted eighteen years, the slave trade itself was abolished.
Then, three days before Wilberforce's death in 1833, the House of Commons passed the law that emancipated all slaves in British colonies. Within twenty years, the influence had become so powerful in America that slavery was abolished there too.
Newton was right-there is nothing more amazing than grace. It isn't content to take hold of our lives and change us from the inside out. It then reaches through us to change everyone in the world that it can.
Even as John Newton anticipated the joys of heaven, God was using him to spread good works in this world. His legacy today is both song and freedom-two things that match quite well. His last recorded words were "I am satisfied with the Lord's will."2
His epitaph reads as follows:
John Newton hasn't been there ten thousand years, by our reckoning. But then again, in the new home he has found, there is no measurement of years or of moments. We know that time and space are creations of God only for this world. When we go to the mansions Christ has prepared for us, one moment will be as a thousand years, and a thousand years as a moment (2 Peter 3:8).
I imagine that two men, the personal subjects of this book, are beloved friends in that world. What conversations they must have together!
Newton's epitaph above includes the words:
appointed to preach the faith, he had long labored to destroy.
It's easy to imagine Paul asking him about those words. "You could have done no more toward being an enemy of the faith than I did," Paul might say.
And perhaps Newton, as overflowing with grace as ever, would reply, "All of us were equally enemies of the faith who were welldeserving of our death, but for the love and mercy of God. I pursued free men to imprison them in slavery. You pursued believers to imprison them in Jerusalem. Praise God that He pursued us more relentlessly, more devotedly, more lovingly. Praise God that we were captured by grace. And let us worship His name that He freed us from the slavery we had imposed upon ourselves."
And upon those words, I'm quite certain that the two men, the two brothers, the two eternal children in Christ would turn again to the throne where sits the King of kings, the Lord of creation. And they would add their voices to the song of the angels, exalting the One whose grace is deep enough and wide enough to rescue every single one of us.
Moments of Grace
Think of the self-control aspect of grace-the grace of God teaches us to deny ungodliness and worldly lusts and to live self-controlled in this present world. What one single habit in your life most needs to be captured by the grace of God? Is it overeating? Swearing? Lust? A short temper?
To practice self-control in this area, use the Six-C Method: Determine to bring every thought and habit under captivity to Christ. Confess it to God in a specific prayer of repentance. Claim the victory from God on the basis of His great and precious promises. Confide this matter to a friend who will serve as your accountability partner. And continue, no matter what-don't give in or give up, even if you have failures along the way. God's grace is stronger than your weakness, and His blood not only forgives you; it cleanses from all sin (1 John 1:9).
CHAPTER TEN
The Continual
Praise of Grace
We've No Less Days to Sing God's Praise Than When We First Begun
ternity. It excites hope and defies understanding. Maybe if we could envision-just a little-what that world will be like, we would no longer fear death. Perhaps if our limited minds could manage to hold the briefest glimpse of paradise, the conception would change everything about the way we live now.
But that would be like a teacup trying to hold the Pacific Ocean. We might as well try wrapping our arms around the Milky Way galaxy, and a grasshopper might as well try to understand quantum physics. No matter how much we try, we cannot begin to comprehend the nature of that final blessed destination, when all the obstacles of our fallen human nature will finally be removed. We see now in a mirror darkly, but then we will see face to Face.
What will it be like to experience "forever"? When we've been there ten thousand years. Even as those words thrill us, we recognize their limitations. Time is a creation of God, like stars or starfish. When we take our first eager step into that next and higher world, time will be no more. A moment will be as ten thousand years, and ten thousand years as a moment.
But of course the poet understands that, for the following line expresses the idea of eternity superbly: "We've no less days to sing God's praise than when we first begun." We will have the bounds of eternity to praise and worship the Name that is above all names. But even that solid biblical truth creates a challenge of comprehension for many of us. There are some who hesitantly ask, "Will we really be singing for all of eternity? Couldn't it get-um, tiresome?
The reason we stumble over that one is that we can no more understand perfect gratitude than we can understand the perfect love that inspires it. We were created to exalt the Lord. In the act of worship we find our ultimate fulfillment, as a horse finds its place in running or an eagle in flight. Perhaps the idea of eternal praise giving is such a foreign one because wholehearted worship in this world is equally strange to us.
But if you want that briefest glimpse of eternity; if you want the foretaste of glory divine-then worship is the one channel for approaching the throne of God. And it comes at that still point where grace meets gratitude.
After all, what is Newton's great hymn but a song of grace wrapped in gratitude? How do you respond when you receive an unexpected, unmerited, and beautiful gift? You feel humbled. You feel uplifted. You feel that more than anything else, you want to express your thanks in the most profound way you can find. Placing the matter in mathematical terms, if the response of gratitude is proportional to the value of grace, then we are thankful when someone brings us a cup of cold water, we are overjoyed to receive a gift of unexpected wealth, and we are infinitely and eternally grateful when someone rescues us from death and despair.
The idea of ingratitude, in the light of what we have received, is worse than unthinkable.
Consider that Paul lists ingratitude as a hallmark of the world's last days. Do you recognize the following description of a culture on the verge of collapse? "But know this, that in the last days perilous times will come: For men will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy" (2 Timothy 3:1-2).
I think we can all agree that complaining is a contagion of our times. My friend James MacDonald undertook a study of Internet sites that have been set up just for complainers. One of them is The Complaint Station, which claims to have served five million whiners. Another site seems to understand griping as one of life's greatest joys:
Complain about anything. The whole world is here to listen. Complain about your neighbor. Complain about the airlines. Complain about trains. Complain about noise. Complain about your mother-in-law. Complain about high prices. About getting ripped off. About potholes. About police. Complain about welfare. Complain about work. Complain about your boss. Complain to us. We'll listen and tell everyone. No exceptions!'
There are even Christian complaint sites, believe it or not. You can complain that Bible college is too expensive or that nonbelievers curse too much. You can vent about those pastors and church staff members who really bother you. It's difficult to imagine how any follower of Jesus Christ would believe that complaining was a worthwhile or edifying pursuit.
Would you rather be around people who are hateful or grateful? Consider a recent scholarly study on the results of gratitude. It's a bit more difficult to find Web sites devoted to thankfulness than those given to complaining. Yet this 2003 research concluded that grateful people receive a wide range of benefits simply because of their perspective on life. They sleep better and enjoy better physical health. Their social relationships are enhanced. They have a deeper and rewarding sense of spirituality. "Gratitude not only makes people feel good in the present, but it also increases the likelihood that people will function optimally and feel good in the future."2 Gratitude is one heaping helping of wellness-something more beneficial than ten thousand vitamins or ten years of workouts at the gym.
Grace should create gratitude. And gratitude simply makes the world a far more positive place. It's not surprising to find that the apostle of grace has a great deal to say about the spirit of gratitude.
PRAISE PRIORITY
In everything give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.
-1 THESSALONIANS 5:18
The word joy occurs 181 times in the Bible, and the word thanksgiving, which appears in one of its various forms some 136 times, is woven tightly throughout the fabric of Scripture.
In the Old Testament, the grace of gratitude was given such prominence that certain members of the priesthood were assigned the sole task of leading the congregation in expressing it. For example, when Nehemiah's workers finally completed rebuilding the wall around Jerusalem, they recognized the moment with a service of thanksgiving: "Now at the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem they sought out the Levites in all their places, to bring them to Jerusalem to celebrate the dedication with gladness, both with thanksgivings and singing, with cymbals and stringed instruments and harps" (Nehemiah 12:27).
On at least two occasions, the Bible links the spirit of grateful praise with the victorious Christian life: "Now thanks be to God who always leads us in triumph in Christ" (2 Corinthians 2:14). "But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ" (1 Corinthians 15:57).
William Law, writing centuries ago, said, "Would you know who is the greatest saint in the world? It is not he who prays most or fasts most, it is not he who gives alms most .... but it is he who is always thankful to God.... who receives everything as an instance of God's goodness and has a heart always ready to praise God for it."
PRAISE PERSPECTIVE
In the Old Testament, the prophet Samuel exhorted the people of God with these words: "Only fear the LORD, and serve Him in truth with all your heart; for consider what great things He has done for you" (1 Samuel 12:24).
Shouldn't each one of us be instituting a personal service of thanksgiving on a daily basis? Consider these gifts of grace for which we rarely take time to be grateful:
• If you own just one Bible, you are abundantly blessed. Most people in the world do not.
• If you awoke this morning more healthy than ill, you are more blessed than one million people who will not survive the week.
• If you have never experienced the danger of battle, the loneliness of imprisonment, the agony of torture, or the pangs of starvation, you are ahead of more than five hundred million people around the world.
• If you have food in your refrigerator, clothes on your back, a roof over your head, and a place to sleep, you are richer than 75 percent of this world.
• If you have money in the bank, in your wallet, and spare change in a dish somewhere, you are among the top 8 percent of the world's wealthy.
• If you prayed yesterday and today, you are in the minority because you believe in God's willingness to hear and answer prayer.
• If you have the ability to choose between churches where you may freely worship, you have a blessing many people in this world do not.
• If you are a devoted follower of Jesus Christ, you live with the daily assurance that you will have eternal life, and that your Savior has gone to prepare a mansion for you in glory. Millions of people believe this sad life is all there is.3
Helen Keller made a compelling observation: "I have often thought it would be a blessing if each human being were stricken blind and deaf for a few days at some time early in adult life. Darkness would make him more appreciative of sight and silence would teach him the joys of sound."4
Imagine your life devoid of gratitude. It would be a life completely lacking any healthy perspective. It would be capable of seeing only problems. It would be dominated by fear, anxiety, stress, and ultimately the dark cloak of depression. In short, a life without gratitude would be a kind of living death.
Praise God that His grace has broken through to us. The death and resurrection of His Son have rescued us from that darkness, and His Holy Spirit has come to live within us, encouraging our hearts each day toward every positive emotion. The benefits of being a serious disciple create a spiral of gratitude that should break out of the shells of our lives and flood the surrounding landscape with eternal light.
The more we think of God, the more we thank Him. Those two verbs come from the same root, by the way. Right thinking leads to bright thanking ("bright shining as the sun").
PRAISE POSSIBILITIES
Giving thanks always for all things to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.
-EPHESIANS 5:20
Whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.
-COLOSSIANS 3:17
In Ephesians, Paul instructs us to give thanks to God for all things. In Colossians, he tells us what he means by "all things": every act and every word.
If you want the model for how to live that way, look no further than Paul himself. He had a gratitude that followed him to his last days of imprisonment, illness, and even criticism by other Christians of his time. It's impossible to write the word thanksgiving over and over when it isn't engraved in your mind-set. Paul wrote four of his letters from prison, and every one of them carries the word thanksgiving. He mentions gratitude ten times in all.
Now consider that model for personal comparison. If we could see a transcript of all the words you have spoken over the past month, what would that verbiage reveal about your character? And what would happen if you were suddenly thrown into prison unfairly? What is your honest feeling about where your words and letters would fall on the positive/negative continuum? The words that proceed from our mouths say a great deal about who we are and what mind-set we carry through life; the setting from which we say those words says even more.
People tell me, "I agree that I should count my blessings. But if you only knew what my life was like right now-I've had a really down year. I've been victimized by all kinds of people and circumstances.
Paul and many, many other men and women from the early church suffered far more deeply than we have in those times we perceive to be tough. Perspective makes a great deal of difference, doesn't it? In our country, there are countless people who enjoy three meals a day with shelter over their heads yet spend their lives believing they're not well off. They see the mansions on the other side of town and feel deprived for being in the top 97 percent of the world's affluent and not the top 99.
Paul was stoned at Lystra, driven out ofThessalonica, rejected by the Athenians, jailed by the Philippians, apprehended by the Caesareans, carried in chains to Rome, and shipwrecked on the way. He was released and imprisoned again, thrown in a dungeon, and martyred for his faith. He lived with a daily infirmity of some kind (his "thorn in the flesh") that brought regular misery. And not a bit of any of it dampened his gratitude to God. Should we be surprised? Only if we make the tremendous error of connecting gratitude and joy to mere circumstances. Faith, hope, love, and gratitude are faith attributes we hold regardless of circumstances.
The most powerful expression of that idea once again comes from Paul. He offered the Romans a list of negative experiences that Christians could and did encounter: tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril, and sword. Then he concluded: "Yet in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us" (Romans 8:37).
Paul takes his stand at the very crosshairs of the devil's target and says, "I'm here. Let the world, the flesh, and the devil hurl every possible weapon at me. Remove every luxury I have, as happened to job. Try me to the point of distress, as happened to Abraham. Let me stumble on the impediments of my own sinful appetites, as happened to David. I could even deny the Lord as Peter denied Him, and still the Lord would never deny me. For nothing, and I mean nothing, can separate me from the love of Christ. Nothing will deny me from being the conqueror that Christ has made me to be through the power and redemption of His love. For that reason, I can be strong. I can be courageous. I can stand against anything that stands against me, because I have the advantage of knowing I will win in the end through the victorious blood of my Savior; that no matter what happens to me here on earth, I will come before Him in the day of judgment and be declared justified because the Son has stood in my place. Therefore I will laugh and sing with the joy of heaven through the worst of storms, and just try to stop me! I will live every moment in the abundance of gratitude that flows from the power of grace.
Dr. Lee Salk was an eminent child and family authority who died in 1992. He loved to speak of his mother's experiences growing up in Russia. As a girl, she was driven from her home by Cossacks. As the attacking mob burned the village to the ground, she fled for her life, hiding in hay wagons and huddling in ditches. Eventually, crowded in a ship's hold, she crossed the sea to America.
Several years ago, a story in Guideposts magazine related the story behind Dr. Salk's famous quote: "Even after my mother married and her sons were born . . . it was still a struggle to keep food on the table.... But my mother urged us to think about what we had, not what we didn't have. She taught us that in hardship you develop a capacity to appreciate the beauty that exists in the simplest elements of life. The attitude that she so fiercely conveyed to us was this: When it gets dark enough, you can see the stars."
PRAISE PERFECTION
I will sing of the mercies of the LORD forever:
-PSALM 89:1
We can imagine two very similar figures, separated only by the centuries and the miles: John Newton dozing by his fire, Paul leaning against the cold wall of his cell. We can imagine both men allowing their thoughts to escape the confines of their aging bodies and drift to heaven, where the culmination of their lives and hopes would finally arrive. Since the day of rebirth for each-one tossed from a horse, one tossed by a storm at sea-these two had offered continuous praise and thanksgiving to the One who sent grace in pursuit of them. Both men could imagine what it would be like to finally say thank you face to Face, from within the veil of holiness rather than beyond this veil of tears. They could see themselves in the guise of the apostle John, standing there at the doorway to heaven in the beloved disciple's apocalyptic vision in Revelation 11:16-17:
And the twenty-four elders who sat before God on their thrones fell on their faces and worshiped God, saying:
"We give You thanks, 0 Lord God Almighty, The One who is and who was and who is to come, Because You have taken Your great power and reigned. "
My friend, do you ever daydream about that eventuality? Do you ever allow your heart to roam beyond the shackles of this dark world, into the realm of pure light, bright shining as the sun, where our Savior dwells? It is no idle dream but our firm destiny. It is the end result to which every moment and every activity of this life should point like a neon signpost in the desert.
In the meantime, however, this earth will have to do. We are called to live in a fallen world, but His grace is sufficient-as it was for Paul, as it was for John Newton. Each found joy, peace, and new life in the love of Christ that covered the shame of their pasts. I wonder if you have experienced that level of victory over your own history of struggles. I wonder if the grace of Christ is proving sufficient to you in those current challenges that threaten to bring you anxiety and rob you of sleep.
What a tragedy if a single one of us lived within arm's reach of the grace of God and never took it in hand to experience its tremendous power. I have experienced the sufficiency of God's grace over and over in my own life, including those moments when I battled cancer through chemotherapy. What I discovered is that Paul is absolutely correct: nothing can separate us from the love of Christ. Nothing can even come close. The extent of our challenge defines the extent to which God is glorified, and you are blessed as you cling more tightly to Him through the storm.
Grace is a powerful force whose path can be traced through this world. It cuts a swath through the heaviest fortifications of the devil, when Christians merely wake up and begin to trust in the power of their Savior. I would offer the most fitting example to close a book that has followed the journeys of Paul and Newton by land, sea, and spirit.
The story begins at the foot of the cross, where grace covered all of humanity's sin and began to travel its path of redemption through our world.
The story continues as grace pursues Paul until he is radically changed inside. It inspires him to write the most hopeful letters ever written-powerful epistles of grace.
We follow the path of grace into the eighteenth century, where it overtakes a slave trader at the depth of despair. First he finds grace for his own sins, and eventually he understands that grace applies also to the African slaves who are being bought and sold.
Only a few years pass before we find a young man named William Wilberforce, who is captured by grace himself. John Newton, in the fullness of his years, can do little to make a difference in the English slave trade. But Wilberforce, a rising star in Parliament, will finally see the blot of slavery erased from British practice.
Finally we follow the path of grace across the sea. The story of the hymn will find its culmination in word and influence simultaneously. The path leads to the door of a young lady in Cincinnati, Ohio, at the middle of the nineteenth century. New surprises await us there, and we can only shake our heads and offer our gratitude one more time to the God of all surprises, and for the grace that is His instrument.
Here is that story.
THE WOMAN WHO STARTED THE WAR
Harriet Beecher Stowe wanted to be a writer, and she was off to a reasonable start. She and her sister published a children's book that enjoyed modest success. But Harriet wanted to write novels like Dickens and Hawthorne. What she needed most was a subject worthy of a writer's passion.
Harriet lived with her husband in Cincinnati, Ohio, where her father was the president of Lane Theological Seminary. Cincinnati was an interesting town in 1850-a frontier town, really. It thrived on the characters and commerce of the Ohio River.
It was in this setting that Harriet began to meet fugitive slaves who had escaped captivity in the South. Cincinnati was an important stop on the Underground Railroad, by which many AfricanAmericans were able to come northward to freedom.
Harriet met some of the former slaves, saw their scars, and heard their stories. With her husband, she also visited a few Southern towns and witnessed the ugly realities of plantation life with her own eyes. She couldn't cleanse those sights from her mind even after the Stowes moved to Maine. To add even greater drama to the situation, the Fugitive Slave Law was passed in 1850, making it a crime to harbor a runaway slave. Harriet Beecher Stowe felt more and more indignant over the injustice of this whole establishment. So did many other people. Slavery was America's great burning issue.
Yet it was the loss of her son Charley that finally provided the spark that moved Harriet's pen. Her baby died of cholera, and she grieved miserably. Now she understood what it was like when slave women had their newborn children ripped from their arms and taken away from them forever. Now she felt an emotional link to the American slave.
Her novel Uncle Tom's Cabin was published in 1852. More than any mere speech or tract, it would be this sensational book that would personalize the issue of slavery for many Americans. Readers knew Uncle Tom and Simon Legree as if they were real people. Many folks had simply thought the existence of the industry was unfortunate; now they were moved and impassioned.
The antislavery movement had grown in power from its origins in England, where men like John Newton had lit the candles that would grow into flame under William Wilberforce and his associates. In America, Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel spread the same fire. Within a few years, the American Civil War would be fought over this issue. Abraham Lincoln would later meet the author, who was now a celebrity, and joke, "So you're the little woman who wrote the book that started this great war."
One other factor lay behind the phenomenal success of Uncle Tom's Cabin. "I could not control the story; the Lord himself wrote it," she would say later. "I was but an instrument in His hands, and to Him should be given all the praise." Even in the emotional devastation of losing her child, she found that God's grace was sufficient. She channeled her mourning into heartfelt writing and allowed the Lord to use her gifts.
Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel tells the story of a Christian slave who is sold to Simon Legree. He has taught himself to read the Bible, but his new master allows no free time for his slaves. Legree demands that Tom deny his faith and live for the devil. Tom replies, "I'll hold on. The Lord may help me, or not help me; but I'll hold to Him and believe Him to the last."
This determination inspires Legree to new levels of cruelty. Tom weakens under the constant barrage of his master but holds on to his faith with his last reserves of courage. Then one night he sits at a dying fire, deep in despair, when a vision rises before him: "One crowned with thorns, buffeted, bleeding." The suffering slave looks into the eyes of his true Master and draws strength from the grace and power of the vision. Before his eyes, the thorns are transformed into rays of heavenly glory. The figure bends closer to Tom and encourages him with the promise of heaven for those who overcome as He, the Lord, has overcome.
The vision fades and Tom is suddenly awake, and "the triumphant words of a hymn" fill the silence of the night. He remembers the song from happier days and begins to sing. His melody happens to be three verses of "Amazing Grace." The first two come from Newton's "lost verses," the ones we seldom use today.
The slave's third verse, however, is the charm:
When we've been there ten thousand years, Bright shining as the sun ...
Tom is a changed man now. He gives up any idea of physical freedom and embraces the eternal freedom that is his legacy as a follower of Christ. He devotes himself wholeheartedly to sharing this hope in Christ with his fellow slaves. The outcome is not hard to foresee. Simon Legree has Tom whipped to death, and the slave joins His Savior in the ultimate fellowship, where a crown of glory awaits those who finish the race.
There has always been power in the idea of martyrdom, even when the martyr is a fictional character like Uncle Tom. Every reader knew that Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom represented many thousands of genuine slaves who were not fictional at all. In the early church, it was said that "the blood of the martyrs is seed." What grows from that seed? Faith-passionate faith. And a faith that gets to work. A decade after the publication of Stowe's novel, slavery was outlawed and Christian activism had taken the lead in its defeat.
This is the first use of the final verse of "Amazing Grace" that can be found. Most scholars believe that it was Uncle Tom's Cabin, therefore, that finished the work that John Newton had done; it was the book that inspired America to take a stand against slavery, just as Newton, through Wilberforce, had done in England. This is the triumphant path of grace that begins at the foot of the cross and leads to the present day, and to you.
What path will grace follow now, through your commitment and your gratitude?
THE FRAGRANCE OF GRACE
Amazing grace is the thread that ties together the powerful, righteous work of outlawing slavery in two great nations: amazing grace as the miraculous work of the Spirit, and "Amazing Grace" as an enduring hymn of gratitude for the love and mercy of God, given freely to those who might have died without hope.
Grace taught Newton's heart to fear, and grace his fears relieved. Grace taught his heart to see the reality of justice beyond the social conventions of his day. It inspired him to write words that for many generations would perfectly capture that grace as it had first captured him.
Grace taught Harriet Beecher Stowe's heart to grieve for the weary, abused human beings she met in Cincinnati. It strengthened her to survive her own grieving over an infant son taken by disease and to glorify God regardless of circumstances. Finally, that same grace inspired her to write a classic novel that would complement Newton's classic hymn-which she ended in a new way, to complete the circle of God's providence.
In her book Radical Gratitude, Ellen Vaughn tells about an incident that took place on the Washington subway system. The crowded train had stalled on an underground track. Harried commuters were beside themselves. No one had been speaking to anyone, but now they burst into mutual, frenzied bouts of accusation against the driver, the Metro authorities, the federal government, or anyone else they could blame for this terrible inconvenience.
Somewhere in the midst of all this invective, a woman with a number of bulky shopping bags dropped and shattered a new bottle of perfume. Within a few minutes, the pure, luxurious fragrance had wafted the length of the crowded car. It was as if the fresh smell released people from a dark spell. They breathed in, grinned with pleasure, relaxed, and began laughing with each other.'
This world, filled with complaints, threats, and cries of despair, could use a whiff of the aroma of paradise. The darkness may seem impermeable, yet it flees before the light of God's grace. All we need is to find our own voice. Grace will make use of the letters of Paul, the lyrics of Newton, the literature of Mrs. Stowe, or the love that is yours exclusively to express. His grace can take any and every form. It can burst out in any hopeless or desperate situation. It has traveled its mysterious path for two thousand years, and this present darkness can do nothing but afford it a greater opportunity for God's greater glory.
I pray that you are even now following the path of God's fragrant and beautiful grace, that it is filling your heart with a peace and joy that stand defiant against the worst attacks of the evil one, that your relationships are constantly becoming more and more Christlike, so that those who know you cannot help but be touched by grace and cannot help but ask about its source. I pray that even as you have been captured by grace, you will be its vessel for helping it capture more and more of a world desperate to know it; so that one day, when we stand before the Source of amazing grace, you'll have even greater reason for joy and gratitude, for in the end you became part of the story yourself.
Freely you have received, freely give.
-JESUS (MATTHEW 10:8)
Moments of Grace
Here are four ideas for cultivating thankfulness. First, count your blessings-literally. The hymnist Frances Ridley Havergal (author of "Take My Life and Let It Be") kept a daily thanksgiving list along with her prayer list, and each day she recorded new blessings for which to be thankful. Why not give that a try? You might use your daily calendar or handheld computer. Have you ever thanked God for the small, overlooked blessings? Hot water in the mornings? A warm pair of socks? Your shoes?
Second, ask a close friend to tell you when you complain. Most of us gripe and complain so frequently it's become a habit of which we're unaware. Appoint a friend as an attitude spotter.
Third, begin using biblical terminology when thanking others. Instead of saying, "Thank you," try, "I thank God for you."
Fourth, make it a habit to go to sleep every night with thanksgiving on your mind. When you turn out the lights, find three or four blessings and let your last waking thoughts be contented thanksgiving prayers of praise to God.
FINALE
Captured Forever
f you've read this far, my friend, then you and I have become travel companions of a sort. Together we've come through the storms with John Newton and then sat beside him at the hearth and marveled at the transformation of his spirit. We've wondered how it is that a person who begins life as a social castaway-bereft of mother, abandoned by father, and abused by his fellow men-can become so loving and find such inexhaustibly gracious resources to offer the world.
You and I have also walked a few miles with a man once known as Saul. We have watched as he rooted Christians out of their homes. We have observed his ironclad views of religious purity-and seen all of it disappear into the dust of one Damascus Road. Maybe there were times when you placed the book aside just to sit and contemplate the impossibility of these things: a man with gold-plated credentials as a Hebrew rabbi, a Greek scholar, and a Roman citizen, pushing all of it aside for a life of hardship, telling everyone about the crucified carpenter from Nazareth, knowing it could only lead to his own execution. Why?
If it were only about John Newton or Paul the apostle, perhaps we could dismiss these things as freak occurrences of history. But we know better than that, don't we? We know that their living church has conquered million-to-one odds to survive and topple the Roman Empire in those first years. It has withstood political suppression, intellectual attack, and social upheaval on every populated continent. It begins with a crucified peasant and a handful of unimpressive followers; it ends with hundreds of millions of devout believers alive today. How?
And now, at this very moment, that living faith has found its way to the doorway of your own heart.
You and I have navigated these pages together, it's true. But there was always a Third Party in our presence. You sensed it, didn't you? John Newton knew He was there. Paul knew He was there. And now He stands before you and asks about your own acknowledgment.
This is where my personal part of your journey ends. Our paths diverge here, for there is only One who can make that final leg of the journey-the one that leads into your soul. I know that's what He longs to do today. As in Francis Thompson's poem, the tracks of the Hound of Heaven have followed you to the present moment, the present situation, the present point of decision. Jesus Christ, the very personification of grace, loves you deeply. He has loved you since before you were born. According to the Bible, He has anticipated this moment with longing, ever since the foundation of time. He has been anxious to know you as His friend. That's how much you mean to Him.
I want to be certain you know exactly what is involved in saying yes to that love and that grace. There's nothing complicated about it, believe me. There are no requirements you need to go out into the world and fulfill. There's not a cent that you need to pay. It's all about grace, remember?
You simply need to agree with Jesus Christ that only He can calm the storms of life. You need only to take your stand beside Him as He stands beside you, to let Him answer for every sin and failing in your life.
Then begins the life of joy that He has always wanted for you. As we discussed, it's not a life free of pain or struggle. But it's a life with Him by your side, Him giving you hope, Him giving you all that you need to come through any storm. It also means an eternity of enjoying His presence. Think of that, my friend-an eternity in which there will be no more pain, no more tears, and you will finally be all that He created you to be.
The reward is unfathomable; the requirement is simple. How, then, can you say yes to Jesus Christ right here and now?
1. Acknowledge that you are a helpless sinner, like every one of us in this world. As Paul writes, "There is none righteous, no, not one" (Romans 3:10) .
2. Affirm that Jesus Christ, being God's perfect and sinless Son, accepted your own penalty by dying for you. "But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8).
3. Ask Him to save you right now. "If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved" (Romans 10:9).
4. Always serve Jesus Christ as Lord and Master, every day. "But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you" (Romans 8:9).
Yes, this decision will totally transform your life. From that very moment when you accept the salvation and lordship of Christ, He will begin to transform you a bit more every day to resemble Himself. You will become wiser, stronger, more of a blessing to others. But all of it begins with that one simple statement-that one sincere yes, from your heart to the heart of Christ.
If you're not sure exactly how to go about it, I would suggest that you imagine Jesus Christ right there in your presence, as He most certainly is. Then say a simple prayer, which means nothing more than talking to Him. Your words might be like these:
Lord Jesus, I'm like everyone else-I can't make it through life on my own. I'm imperfect. I'm prone to sin. I have come to realize that there's nothing in the world I can do to make myself acceptable to You. But I know that You loved me so much that You were willing to submit to the cross on my behalf. That's a grace so amazing I cannot understand it; I can only accept it. And I do. I accept Your free gift, and I know that from this moment on, I am saved. I am a child of heaven. And I give the rest of my life to serving You and experiencing the joy that only You offer. Fill me now, dear Lord, and raise me to walk in newness of life. I thank You and praise You! Amen.
If you have become a child of Christ through this book, I congratulate you and welcome you with all my heart! Life for you truly begins right now-could anything be more exciting? I hope the first thing you do is to let someone know about your wonderful decision. Find a good church where Christ is preached and where your fellow believers will care for you and help you grow.
I would love to hear about your experience too. It would add joy to my day. You can get in touch with me by writing to:
My friend, may your life reflect the grace that is too marvelous for words. May you begin now to partake of it wholeheartedly, from this moment until we arrive together at that final destination, where you and I will bow before the Author of grace, and where all of His love and all of His mercy will reach their ultimate expression.
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