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WHAT’S SO AMAZING ABOUT GRACE?
Evangelism Explosion Series, Part 1
Sermon preached at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church on August 3, 2008

by Dr. Lawrence C. Roff

Ephesians 2:1-10

Series Introduction
“Cultivate an outreach mentality”



You’ve heard us using that phrase repeatedly during this past year.


It’s a major goal the Session and the Fan the Flame Team have set for this church.



It’s something that all of us need to be praying for and pursuing.


We chose those words very deliberately at a planning retreat last fall.



Notice that it doesn’t say anything about establishing an evangelism program.



It doesn’t talk about hiring someone to do evangelism.


We don’t even call it “evangelism;” we call it “outreach.”


“Cultivate an outreach mentality”



Outreach needs to become second nature to all of us at Lake Osborne.


Everything we do here needs to be done with our hearts inclined toward those around us.


Outreach needs to become our mental orientation.

It is with that in mind that I am bringing this brief, one-month sermon series.


Evangelism Explosion is a method of learning what the Gospel is and how to share it with others.



The Gospel is summarized in a simple five part outline: Grace – Man – God – Christ – Faith.



Those will be the five sermons this month, beginning with Grace today.


I am doing this to get all of us geared up for a return to E E this fall.



Many of you have received E E training here at LOPC.



Our teens were introduced to Youth E E last year.



Starting in September, we want to teach the E E material to every adult as well (and to review it with “veterans”).


We plan to do that during the Sunday School hour.



We’ll return to adult electives in January.



But until then, all the adult classes will meet together in the fellowship hall.



Whether or not you participate in a team making E E visits, we want you to learn how to share the Gospel.

And so we begin today with …



Grace



Heaven is a free gift



It is not earned or deserved

Sermon Introduction
In 1997, Philip Yancey wrote a book with this intriguing title: What’s So Amazing About Grace?


Obviously, he borrowed the phrase “Amazing Grace” from John Newton’s classic hymn.



It’s a very good question, isn’t it?



What’s so amazing about grace?


Especially when most people don’t really think grace is all that amazing!


Grace has become a word that describes “niceness” in contrast to “meanness.”


In fact, Yancey’s book even fails at that very point.



It’s mostly a collection of stories about how nice God is to sinners, and how we ought to be nice to them, too.


No, grace is not merely niceness.



There’s nothing amazing about being nice.



But when someone who deserves the harshest judgment instead receives total forgiveness and reconciliation …




… that’s amazing!

If any Biblical figure knew how truly amazing grace is, it would have to be Paul.


Before his conversion, he asked to be appointed as a special prosecutor by the Jewish Supreme Court.



He was commissioned to arrest and bring to trial those who had sworn allegiance to Jesus as Messiah.


We can imagine Paul’s smile as he watched Stephen being stoned … one of his early successes.


Paul was not an evil person.



He was filled with zeal for God.



He was convinced that what he was doing pleased God.



He was considered a religious hero by His own people.


But Paul despised Jesus.



He considered him to be his enemy.



He was determined to exterminate the church.



He had devoted all his skill and energy to erasing the name of Jesus from history.
Paul did not come to Jesus … Jesus came to Paul, on the Damascus Road.



Jesus didn’t come to Paul because of his exemplary godliness.



He didn’t come to Paul because of his achievements for the faith.



He didn’t even come to Paul because of his potential usefulness in the future.

The only reason Jesus should have come to Paul was to vaporize him.



Paul was not seeking Jesus … he wanted to destroy him.



Paul didn’t deserve Jesus’ commendation … he deserved His condemnation.



Paul gave no evidence of being interested in even considering whether or not Christianity might be true.
This was amazing grace … truly amazing!


The very Jesus whom Paul sought to destroy came to him to save him.



Paul never got over that amazing realization.


It never ceased to amaze him that God had saved him, a persecutor of the church.


Here’s how he described it years later during his trial before King Agrippa.

I myself was convinced that I ought to do many things in opposing the name of Jesus of Nazareth.  And I did so in Jerusalem.  I not only locked up many of the saints in prison after receiving authority from the chief priests, but when they were put to death I cast my vote against them.  And I punished them often in all the synagogues and tried to make them blaspheme, and in raging fury against them I persecuted them even to foreign cities. 
 (Acts 26:9-11)


That’s why, in 1Timothy 1:16, Paul described himself as “the chief of sinners.”



He could never get over how amazing that grace had been in his own life.


He knew what he deserved.



And he knew what he had received.


Paul is not only the “Apostle to the Gentiles,” he’s also the “Apostle of Grace.”



His letters are full of references to the grace of God.



Hundreds of time, he uses that word.


You can’t find a page in his letters in your Bible where he isn’t talking about grace, even if he doesn’t use the word!

Christianity is unique among all the religions of the world.



It’s the only religion based on grace.



Every other religion tells you what you have to do for God in order to be saved.



Christianity tells you what God has done for you in order to save you.


All the false religions of the world are based on works.



Christianity alone is based on grace … amazing grace.



They tell you, “God will give you what you deserve, so make sure you accumulate as much good as you can.”


Christianity tells you, “God gives you the opposite of what you deserve … not eternal wrath, but eternal life.”

If there’s one thing that Christianity is “about,” it’s grace … amazing grace.


It’s not only at the heart of what we teach and preach.



It’s also at the center of what we sing.



How many hymns can you think of that sing about grace?


Here’s just a partial list from our own Trinity Hymnal.


Hymns with “grace” in the title …



456- By Grace I’m Saved, Grace Free and Boundless (Christian Scheidt, 1742)




460 – Amazing Grace! (John Newton, 1779)




462 – Grace! ‘Tis a Charming Sound (Philip Doddridge, 1755)




465 – Marvelous Grace of Our Loving Lord (Julia Johnston, 1910)




467 – Wonderful Grace of Jesus (Haldor Lillenas, 1918)




519 – Fountain of Never-Ceasing Grace (Augustus Toplady, 1740-1778)




695 – By Grace I am an Heir of Heaven (Christian Scheidt, 1742)


Hymns with “grace” as the theme …


  
  82 – Great God of Wonders (Samuel Davies, 1723-1761)




455 – And Can It Be (Charles Wesley, 1738)




457 – Come Thou Fount (Robert Robinson, 1758)




461 – Not What My Hands Have Done (Horatius Bonar, 1861)




463 – A Debtor to Mercy Alone (Augustus Toplady, 1740-1778)




466 – I Sought the Lord, and Afterward I Knew (Anonymous, 1878)



There are 266 entries for “grace” in Judson’s Concordance to Hymns. 



It’s interesting to note how most of them are 18th century hymns written during the Great Awakening.



It’s also interesting to see how few references to grace there are in contemporary songs.




There a few (“Amazing Love,” “Knowing You”) but the word “grace” does not even occur in concordances.
We’ve been talking a lot about grace in this sermon.



But we haven’t nailed down a definition yet.



What exactly is grace?


There are a number of commonly used definitions.



You’ve probably already thought of them.



There’s the acrostic, using the letters in the word, Grace: God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.



There’s the phrase “Grace is unmerited favor.”


But neither of those captures the truly amazing character of grace.



Grace is not merely doing something nice for someone who doesn’t deserve it.



Grace is giving extraordinarily wonderful treatment to someone who deserves the most terrible treatment.



Grace is receiving the opposite of what is deserved.

Let me give you an illustration.



We had an antique car buff in the church where I was a pastor in Ohio.



He had an impressive collection of autos, including Packards and Studebakers, and even a Model T.


He had so many, in fact, he built a warehouse to store them.


On nice weather days, he would drive one of them to church, a different one each time, parking it beside the fellowship hall.



He kept them all in beautiful condition.


The upholstery had been refurbished; the paint job was kept clean and waxed.


The engines were regularly serviced so that they ran as smoothly as the day they had rolled off the assembly line.


Imagine that on a Sunday morning I vandalized his car there beside the church on my way into the building.



I scraped my keys along the shiny finish on the side.



I threw a brick through the windshield and punctured the tires.



I slashed the upholstery and poured sand into the gas tank.


What would I have deserved when I was confronted with what I had done?



He would have had the right to have me prosecuted, sending me to jail, suing me for thousands of dollars of damage.



But suppose instead, he chose to forgive me.



Would that have been grace?  No, that would have been mercy.


But suppose that he looked me in the eye …



- told me how my actions had offended, even angered him …



- and then given me the keys and title to another of his priceless antiques, saying, “Here; this one is yours, for keeps.”

The very idea of his doing something that outrageous is ridiculous, isn’t it?  It’s absurd; it makes no sense.


That’s grace!



Unless you have seen God’s grace to you as outrageous as that, you haven’t understood it.



Especially when it was not God’s antique auto that we defaced by our sin; it was His divine honor that we trampled.
We all know of John Newton’s classic hymn, “Amazing grace.”



We’ll sing that at the conclusion of our service today.



But another, not-so-well-known hymn, speaks even more theologically of the amazing character of this grace.



Colonial American Presbyterian evangelist, Samuel Davis, wrote the text.

Great God of wonders!  All Thy ways are matchless, god-like, and divine;

But the fair glories of Thy grace more god-like and unrivaled shone.

Who is a pard’ning God like Thee?  Or who has grace so rich and free?

In wonder lost, with trembling joy we take the pardon of our God;

Pardon for crimes of deepest dye, a pardon bought with Jesus’ blood.

Who is a pard’ning God like Thee?  Or who has grace so rich and free?

O may this strange, this matchless grace, this god-like miracle of love,

Fill the whole earth with grateful praise, and all th’angelic choirs above.

Who is a pard’ning God like Thee?  Or who has grace so rich and free?


(An interesting footnote to this is the fact that the tune we use is attributed to John Newton!)

Everybody knows about grace, even church people … or so they think.



But how few really understand it.



How few find it to be amazing.



How few give it even a second thought.


In his classic Knowing God, J. I. Packer says this in his chapter on “The Grace of God.”

But many church people are not like this.  They may pay lip service to the idea of grace, but there they stop.  Their conception of grace is not so much debased as non-existent.  The thought means nothing to them; it does not touch their experience at all.  Talk to them about the church’s heating, or last year’s accounts, and they are with you at once; but speak to them about the realities to which the word ‘grace’ points, and their attitude is one of deferential blankness.  They do not accuse you of talking nonsense; they do not doubt that your words have meaning; but they feel that, whatever it is you are talking about, it is beyond them, and the longer they have lived without it the surer they are that at their stage of life they do not really need it.  (pages 116-117)
Before we can tell someone else about the Gospel of grace, we need to make sure we understand it.



And we also need to realize that the unchurched don’t understand it.



Satan recognizes that this is the heart of the Gospel.



And so he continues to do all he can to obscure this from view.


All around us are people who think that all is well between them and God.



If they’ve heard of grace, they falsely imagine it to mean that God is nice.



They believe they’re basically good people.



They’re confident that the good they accumulate in their life will outweigh the bad on judgment day.


And so they live with a complacency that assures them that when they stand before God, they’ll be a shoo-in for heaven.



It’s a false confidence based entirely on their failure to realize how sinful they are.



And it’s a false confidence based entirely on their failure to comprehend what they deserve.

Here are four things from Ephesians 2 that we need to ask ourselves in order to appreciate how truly amazing grace is.

1.  What were we?



You were dead in your trespasses and sins … in the passions of our flesh

Paul said some pretty harsh things here about these Ephesians before God’s grace came to them.



He said they were spiritually dead; not just sick or crippled, but dead … incapable of doing anything that pleases God.



He accused them of being driven by passions of their flesh; not just dabbling in immorality, but consumed by it.



He described unbelievers as followers of Satan himself, something they would never have believed to be true.


Other passages in the Bible speak of the overwhelming dominance and darkness of evil in every human heart.



The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart 




was only evil continually.  Genesis 6:5


The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who can understand it?  Jeremiah 17:9


None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God.  All have turned aside; together they have




 become worthless; no one does good, not even one.  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  Rom. 3:10-11, 23.
These descriptions don’t sit well with people today.



Non-christians have much too high an opinion of themselves.



To suggest that they are evil, much less do evil, is highly offensive.


They may accept the fact that they have faults, but they’re confident that their good points will outweigh their bad.


Let me quote once again from J. I. Packer, in Knowing God.
Modern man … naturally inclines to a high opinion of himself. … refusing to take seriously the idea that, morally speaking, there is anything much wrong with him ….  For modern man is convinced that, despite all his little peccadilloes – drinking, gambling, reckless driving, ‘fiddling,’ black and white lies, sharp practice in trading, dirty reading, and what have you – he is at heart a thoroughly good fellow.  (page 117)

And so, “grace” to him means that God will be nice to him. 



God will overlook these minor flaws.


He will give him the heaven he deserves.

The men and women around us today have no concern whatsoever about the day of judgment.



They assume that there are “bad” people out there who won’t fare very well on that day.



But that’s not going to be a problem for them.

In fact, if grace means anything to them, it means that God might give some of those “bad” people a break.



That if any of them make it to heaven, that will be a miracle.

Kent Hughes relates the story of two men who came forward in church to receive communion.



It was a special Sunday where several different congregations joined together for worship.



The large prestigious church in the affluent suburbs hosted the joint service.



Several smaller mission churches from the slums of the inner city participated as well.


The pastor observed two men kneeling side by side, both of whom he recognized.


One was a well-known, highly respected judge from that host church.



The other was a notorious criminal from one of the other churches who had been converted after his release from jail.



The judge beside him was the very man who had sentenced him to prison seven years earlier.


After the service, on the way out, the judge asked the pastor if he noticed who had knelt beside him.



The pastor said, “Yes, it was truly an amazing sight to see, wasn’t it?”



The judge responded, “What a miracle of grace.”



To which the pastor responded, “Indeed, who would ever have expected to see that man here?”


The judge immediately responded in surprise, “I wasn’t talking about him; I was talking about me.”



“That man was at very bottom when he got out of jail; he knew his crimes and why he needed Christ.”



“No, I’m the miracle of grace, growing up thinking all was well because I was a good moral, religious man.”



“The miracle is that God’s grace showed me my sin to which I was blind, and opened my eyes to see my need.”

You won’t know how amazing grace is, until you see what you were.


Here’s the second thing we need to ask ourselves in order to appreciate how truly amazing grace is.


People need to face the reality of what they deserve.


And the inevitability that they will receive it, unless God’s grace intervenes.

2.  What did we deserve?



By nature children of wrath

If Paul’s description of human nature was offensive to the modern mind, His description of God’s justice was even more so.



He told these Ephesian believers that before they received God’s grace, they had been by nature children of wrath.



This is what they deserved from God, as He said, “like the rest of mankind.”



This wasn’t true just of them in some unique way; it’s true of every human being.


What does it mean to be “children of wrath?”



It means to be in a moral position that requires God to pour out the full force of his anger on you.



This isn’t the anger of a God who flies off the handle and loses His temper, like a child having a temper tantrum.



This is the retributive justice of an infinitely holy God against whom every sin is an act of “cosmic treason.”

Modern man wants nothing to do with this kind of God.



That’s not just true of the secular world.



It’s true in the modern church, too.



Consider how often you hear about God’s love, compared with how seldom you hear about God’s holiness.


And for those with whom we are sharing the Gospel of God’s grace, they have to understand what they deserve from Him.



The same Bible that indicts us all for our sin also warns us of the danger of God’s wrath.



This is not an old-fashioned idea that we need to outgrow.



It’s not a childish extension of our terror of monsters-in-the-dark that we now know better than to fear.


It’s a reality that exists and will confront all who die in their sin.



It doesn’t go away just because someone says, “I don’t believe in that kind of God.”



Gravity won’t go away if you step off a skyscraper, just because you say, “I don’t believe in gravity.”



AIDS won’t go away if you engage in immoral behavior, just because you say, “I don’t believe in AIDS.”

We can’t begin to imagine how offensive to God our sin is.



That’s why the Bible informs us to flee from it by fleeing to Christ.



Especially vivid are the words of Jesus Himself.



More than 30 times in the Gospel of Matthew alone He warns about the reality of hell and divine judgment for sin.


Listen to His words.



At the harvest time I will tell the reapers, Gather the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned.  Matthew 13:30


The Son of Man will send His angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all causes of sin and all law-breakers, 




and thrown them into the fiery furnace.  In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.  Matthew 13:41-42


You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape being sentenced to hell?  Matthew 23:33


And these will go away into eternal punishment.  Matthew 25:46
When we share the Gospel of God’s grace, we need to help people see what they deserve from God.


It’s only when they see that, that they can appreciate how amazingly gracious His grace is.

Victor Hugo’s classic novel, Les Miserables, provides a powerful example of this.



It’s the time after the French revolution, and Jean Valjean has just been released from nineteen years in prison.



That was his sentence for breaking a window to steal a loaf of bread to help feed his sister and her seven children.



Because his identity papers showed him to be a former prisoner, every inn turned him down when he sought a room.

He was taken in by the kind-hearted old clergyman, Bishop Myriel.



The Bishop trusted him, gave him a good meal, and provided a comfortable room for him to spend the night.



Well before dawn, Valjean awoke, stole the Bishop’s silverware and silver plates, and ran off to try to sell them.



But he was caught by the authorities and brought back to the Bishop.


We would expect the Bishop to confirm that this was indeed the man who had callously stolen from him.



Valjean would have deserved the harsh treatment of re-imprisonment for his despicable crime.



But instead, the Bishop told the police the silverware was a gift, and dismissed them.



He then gave Valjean his silver candlesticks as well, and sent him on his way.

You won’t know how amazing grace is, until you see what you deserve.


Here’s the third thing we need to ask ourselves in order to appreciate how truly amazing grace is.


People need to see the utter inadequacy of anything they could possibly do to merit God’s favor. 

3.  What have we done?



This is not of your own doing; it is the gift of God
Here in Ephesians 2, Paul rules out any possibility of our earning God’s grace.



Verse 8 is one of the best-known and often-memorized passages in the Bible.



But even those who know it may not fully appreciate what it teaches.



It’s another case of, as Lynn has often described it, sliding right over the icy-slick familiarity of a well-known verse.


Look at the words again; let them sink in.



For by grace you have been saved through faith.



And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God,



not a result of works, so that no one may boast.


This is the lie that Satan has so effectively spread in every generation.



The idea that if we do our part to repair things in our flawed lives, God will accept us.


The myth that by doing well enough, we can put God in a position where He cannot say “no” to us.

It’s not all that blatant, but it’s there none the less.


It becomes obvious when we use the E E diagnostic questions.



Have you come to the place in your spiritual life that you know for certain that if you died today, you’d go to heaven?



If you died today and stood before God, and He asked you why He should let you into His heaven, what would you say?


What are the answers that you get more often than not?



No one would say, “I’ve done so much good in my life that God couldn’t possibly turn me away!”



But as if reading from a script, people will talk about being good church members all their lives.



Without intending to boast, they’ll humbly acknowledge they haven’t been perfect, but they’ve done the best they could.


Probe further and you’ll find more details about what they believe they’ve done, in essence, to put God in their debt.



They’ll tell you about being good parents to their children.



They’ll tell you about being faithful to their husbands or wives.


They’ll tell you about never cheating on their taxes, or always paying their bills on time, or doing charity work.

They have absolutely no sense of their own spiritual impotence.



No sense of how inadequate these achievements are to make up for sin.



No sense of how irrelevant those accomplishments are to the issue of avoiding God’s wrath.



No sense of these things being the very wood, hay, and stubble Paul says will be burned up on the day of judgment.

Imagine that you stand in a courtroom accused of murder.



There were eyewitnesses.



Your fingerprints are on the murder weapon.



The whole thing was caught on tape by a security camera.


Now imagine yourself telling the judge about all the good things you’ve done in your life.



All the times you bought cookies from the neighborhood girl scouts.



All the times you gave the elderly widow across the street a ride to the doctor.


And then assuring him that you only committed this one murder; after all, it’s not like you’re a serial killer!


Would you really expect that those “good deeds” would make up for the murder?



How much less will a person’s “works” (as Paul described them here in Ephesians 2) make up for their sins?



Especially when the penalty for even a single sin is eternal condemnation.


And it’s not like we’ve only committed a single sinful act; our lifetime of offenses number in the countless billions.

Toplady’s hymn, “Rock of Ages,” says it well.


Not the labors of my hands can fulfill Thy laws demands.



Could my zeal no respite know, could my tears for ever flow,



All for sin could not atone …


- leading to the admission of our total helplessness and dependence on God’s grace … Thou must save, and Thou alone.
Have you seen the little skit on You Tube entitled, “The Good-O-Meter?”


It made the rounds pretty widely about a year ago.


You can still see it at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XrLzYw6ULYw&feature=related

It’s a very clever portrayal of the false hope that if our good outweighs our bad, we’ll make it to heaven.


It looks like the post-mortem “white room” waiting area and processing desk to determine people’s eternal destiny.



White-robed people are waiting in line for their name to be called.



One by one, they step up to a large metal plate on the floor, a scale, with a folder in their hands.



The folder contains white sheets recording their good deeds, and red sheets describing their bad deeds.


One after another steps forward, confident their record doesn’t have too many red sheets.



But one after another is rejected when the meter on the wall registers, “Not Good Enough.”



Each one is incensed, furious at the insult of being told they weren’t good enough.



Every one was confident they deserved entrance because of their basically good record.


Then a young man steps forward, and you can see that his file is stuffed with red sheets.



Everyone in the waiting area shakes their head, seeing the impossibility of his making it through!


But as the attendant opens his scarlet file, a hand reaches in from the side, holding another folder.



This folder is presented as a replacement for the young man’s own record.



This is clearly the record of someone else’s life.



And there is not a single red sheet to be found.


The file belongs to Jesus; it is a record of His perfect life, offered in place of the young man’s.


Jesus steps onto the scale in his place.



The meter immediate springs to the top, “Perfect!”



He is welcomed, Jesus at his side, into the joys of heaven.

As Paul said here in Ephesians 2, “it is the gift of God.”



He said the same thing in Romans 6:23, The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life.


That’s what grace is!

You won’t know how amazing grace is, until you see that what you have done will never be enough to merit God’s favor.


Now, here’s the fourth thing we need to ask ourselves in order to appreciate how truly amazing grace is.


People need to see what an incredible thing God’s grace has given to us.
4.  What have we received?



God …made us alive together with Christ … raised us up with Him and seated us in the heavenly places
How can I begin to describe to you all that God’s amazing grace has given to us?



We will spend eternity discovering more and more of the enormity of that gift.



But let me just touch on three dimensions to that gracious gift that Paul speaks of here.



Three things that, when you see them, will make that grace more amazing than you have ever realized!

First, that amazing grace has given us life.



Paul wrote here in verse 1 that we were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked.


He repeated it again in verse 5: we were dead in our trespasses.


Lifeless, unable to do anything about our plight, not able to ask for help, even unaware that we were dead.


In verse 4 we have what Martyn Lloyd-Jones liked to call the two most wonderful words in the whole Bible.



But God!



It has all changed because of what He has done.



But God … made us alive.


When we read that, we should respond with the same amazement and drama as when Lazarus was raised from the dead.



Four days his body had been rotting in the tomb.



Jesus stepped forward and shouted, Lazarus, come out.  (Luke 11:43)


And he did!

What God has given us in Christ is even greater than that.



Not just temporary life … for a body that will one day return to dust.



But eternal life … for a soul that will never die.




As Paul said in verse 6, He has raised us up.
Second, that amazing grace has given us heaven.



Paul wrote here in verse 6 that He has seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.



What an amazing description of a present reality, not just a future hope.



There’s a real sense in which we are seated with Christ in heaven right now!


What do think of when you think of heaven?



Is it just golden streets and pearly gates?



If so, your heaven is too much like earth.



Heaven’s worth is not measured in monetary value and visual opulence.


No, what makes this gift of heaven so wondrous is the privilege of actually being in the presence of God.


Paul told us we see through a glass, darkly right now.



But then we will see Him in all of his glory and beauty, face to face.



And there’s a sense in which we’re already there, right now.


This is not just a figure of speech.



It’s not “as if” we were already in these heavenly places.



Spiritually, we are there already.



It’s part of what Paul means by his many references to our being “in Christ,” our union with Christ.

Third, that amazing grace has given us Christ Himself.



In marriage, what is the most wonderful gift husbands and wives give to each other?


Is it cards and presents and flowers?



No, it is the gift of themselves, given to each other.


The greatest gift that we have from God’s grace is not the “things” He gives us, not even eternal life.



It is Himself.



Jesus has not merely given Himself FOR us.



He has given Himself TO us!

I’m a great fan of the writing and teaching of John Piper.



Three years ago, He published a little book entitled God Is the Gospel.



He says there that what makes the good news good is that we get God Himself.


Even better than escaping hell’s flames and seeing heaven’s gates is getting God Himself.


He asks an intriguing question.



Do you think you could be happy in heaven if Christ were not there?



Those who think they would be, will not be there.



They don’t know what it is to have been given Christ Himself as the greatest of God’s gifts!

By the way, all of this is a gift of God’s sovereign grace.


As Paul said in verse 8, even the faith by which we receive this is a gift.



We wouldn’t have had the faith to believe had God not chosen us and sovereignly given that faith to us.


As the hymn says, ‘Tis not that I did choose Thee, for Lord, that could not be;


                       This heart would still refuse Thee hadst Thou not chosen me.

And so, you won’t know how amazing grace is, until you start examining how much has been given to you and promised to you.

Conclusion

John Newton, who wrote the hymn “Amazing Grace,” knew all four of these things …


What he was  -  What he deserved  -  What he had done  -  What he had received


… and so he understood what made grace amazing.


He heard about grace from his mother during his childhood years.



But he was only seven years old when she died of tuberculosis (they called it “consumption” in those days).



Not too many years later he was with his father aboard the ship of which he was captain.



John quickly abandoned his Christian beliefs and embraced the debauchery and brutality typical of an 18th century sailor.



In time he served aboard one of the many ships involved in the slave trade.



Four to five hundred African slaves were stacked like lumber below decks for the trans-Atlantic crossing.



It was expected that many of them would die in the course of that passage … a hundred or more.



Eventually Newton became captain of his own slave ship.

After his conversion, and after many near-death experiences at sea, Newton served as a pastor.



His little country church in Olney experienced powerful spiritual revitalization under his preaching.



“Amazing Grace” was one of the hymns he wrote for their Tuesday evening prayer services.



He included it among several hundred published in their Olney Hymnal.


Like Paul, he could never get past his astonishment that God would take someone like him …



a foul mouthed, often drunken sailor,



a lust-driven, immoral womanizer,



and worst of all, a man guilty of the indescribably horrible deaths of hundreds of slaves aboard his ships …


… that God would take someone like him,



- and not only save him,



- but make him a preacher of the Gospel.

At the age of 82, when his memory was fading, and shortly before his death, Newton told a friend one day,


"My memory is nearly gone, but I remember two things: that I am a great sinner, and that Christ is a great Savior."



As a testament to the amazing grace of God in his life, he left instructions that these words be inscribed on his tombstone.



You can read them there today in the cemetery in that church yard at Olney.

John Newton, Clerk,

once an infidel and libertine,

a servant of slaves in Africa,

was, by the rich mercy of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ,

preserved, restored, pardoned,

and appointed to preach the faith he had long labored to destroy.
Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like John Newton … and a wretch like me.

Has it saved a wretch like you?
Appendix: James Montgomery Boice’s hymn,

based on this passage in Ephesians 2:1-10

I once was rebellious, corrupted by sin, pursuing the devil’s dark path,

Oblivious, dead to the state I was in, an object of God’s dreadful wrath.

But God who is rich in compassion and love, not leaving my soul to the grave,

Has given me life; born again from above, by God’s sovereign grace I’ve been saved.

God lifted me up to the heavenly realms where seated with Christ I am free;

In ages to come He will show me more grace – so great is His kindness to me.

Since grace is the source of the life that is mine – and faith is a gift from on high –

I’ll boast in my Savior, all merit decline, and glorify God ‘til I die.

Yet now I am living with work to be done for I am God’s workmanship, too,

Created in Christ with a race to be run, which God has ordained me to do.
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