Grace

Introduction
Grace is the defining concept and central theme of salvation in Christ and life in God.  Without “grace,” there would be no relationship with the God of Heaven or understanding of how to have one.  Grace is the word that the New Testament writers, especially Paul, use to distil to one term the basis for our standing in Christ. It is also the one word that is most often used in our conversational, preaching and worship vernacular to define the Christian life. 
The term, however, is layered and abstract, so it evades the attempt to nail it down to one precise definition.  We all have notions regarding “grace” but our undersized conceptions of what this five-letter word means do not do justice to what has come to be the greatness of the concept.  We use phrases like, “A sinner saved by grace,” or, “It’s all by grace,” or, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound,” and, inevitably, we are only beginning to understand what we are saying.
Part of the reason for this is that the New Testament concept of grace flows from the depth of who God is in relation to us.  It really is amazing grace, not only because of what wretches we are, but because how wonderful God is.  It is no small thing to describe in one word the salvation that is offered to us in Jesus Christ.  And it is no easy thing to try and give precise definition to that word.
Despite this, it is good to try to understand the concept of grace. I confess that the motivation for writing this doctrinal paper comes from the fact that I find the popular definition of grace—unmerited favour—inadequate and, in many cases, inaccurate.  But the above reflections about the difficulty of arriving at a precise working definition of grace come from my attempt to do just that.  As I studied the verses in the Bible about grace I discovered that, though the rudimentary meanings of the word itself are not hard to understand, in the context of the gospel, “grace” takes on a fully developed and beautiful life of its own.
Rudimentary Meanings

The Expository Dictionary of the Bible says, “In the Greek language, ‘grace’ is charis. It means a gracious favor or benefit bestowed, and at the same time it means the gratitude appropriate to the grace received. The verb charizomai means ‘to show kindness or favor.’ The concept came to include both the gracious action and agreeable human qualities.” 1
Besides its developed use as a theological term, “charis” is also employed in the New Testament in simpler ways and translated as, “favour,” “benefit,” “gift,” “credit,” “thanks” and “goodwill.”  It is a very positive word that is approximated by our modern word, “gracious.”  You could say that “charis” in its most common and basic form means “goodwill and favour graciously given and graciously received.”
New Testament Meaning

As grace is developed as a theological term in the New Testament, we see two basic categories for the use of the term.  Most of the 155 times the Greek word is used fall into these two groupings (pretty much equally).  One has to do with the favour of God and the other has to do with the enabling power of God.  Here are some examples:
Favour
· But the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.” -Luke 1:30
· They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people.  –Acts 2:46-47
· For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. - Romans 3:23-24

· Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation.  –Romans 4:4

· Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring... –Romans 4:16

· Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand.  –Romans 5:1-2

· But the gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God's grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many!  -Romans 5:15
· What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?  -Romans 6:1
· So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace. And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace.  –Romans 11:5-6
· You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.  –Galatians 5:4
· ...so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.  –Titus 3:7

· But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says:"God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble." –James 4:6
God’s Enabling Power

· With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all.  –Acts 4:33
· Now Stephen, a man full of God's grace and power, did great wonders and miraculous signs among the people. –Acts 6:8
· Through him and for his name's sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith. –Romans 1:5
· The law was added so that the trespass might increase. But where sin increased, grace increased all the more... Romans 5:20
· We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. –Romans 12:6
· By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. -1 Corinthians 3:10
· But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them--yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.  -1 Corinthians 15:10
· We want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches...For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints....they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God's will.  So we urged Titus, since he had earlier made a beginning, to bring also to completion this act of grace on your part.  But just as you excel in everything--in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love for us--see that you also excel in this grace of giving. -2 Corinthians 8:1-7
· Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me.  But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” -2 Corinthians 12:8
· I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God's grace given me through the working of his power.  Although I am less than the least of all God's people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ.  –Ephesians 3:7-8
· But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.  –Hebrews 2:9
There are a number of verses where it is hard to distinguish whether grace is being used to describe God’s favour or his enabling power.  Of course they would be related; God’s enabling power is contingent upon and preceded by his favour.  But I find it helpful to make the distinction because grace can be received but it can also be acted upon.  We are justified freely by the gift of his grace but we are also empowered to do the will of God by that same grace.  It is important to know the grace in which we stand but also that grace in which we walk.

To me, Hebrews 4:16 exemplifies both aspects of grace: Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. The throne of grace (his favour) is where we find his grace (his enabling power) to help us in our time of need.  We stand in his favour and walk in his enabling power.
Unmerited Favour

As you study the Scriptures, it becomes apparent that the popular definition of grace as “God’s unmerited favour” is flawed.  Unmerited favour is probably better defined by “mercy” than by “grace.”  James Ryle points out that if grace is defined as unmerited favour why does the Scripture say about Jesus that the grace of God was upon him (Luke 2:40) and that he was full of grace and truth (John 1:14).  Was the grace on Jesus’ life, “unmerited favour?”  Obviously not.  It was favour but it was not unmerited.  The grace and favour of God is sometimes merited.  Was the grace that was on Mary’s life unmerited?  I don’t think so.  She found favour in the eyes of God for a reason.  She was humble.  God gives grace to the humble.  Humility merits grace.  I am not saying that all or even most of God’s grace is deserved.  Certainly, Paul would testify to the contrary regarding the grace that was given him.  But to define grace as “unmerited favour” misses a whole lot of what grace is all about.
I have observed that an understanding of grace as unmerited favour—while glorifying God for his sovereign choice—can cause one to become passive in his faith.  The mantra is, “I’m just a sinner saved by grace.”  I am in full agreement with the statement—minus the “just.”  When we add the idea God’s enabling power to the grace equation we move from “just” being a sinner saved by God’s unmerited favour to a saint called and equipped to do good works in Jesus’ name.  We are exhorted by Peter to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (1 Peter 3:18).  I can’t see how we can grow in unmerited favour, but I can see how we can grow (or digress) in the favour and enabling power of the Lord.
Let me quote again from the Expository Dictionary of the Bible.  
‘To Paul, ‘grace’ is a transforming reality. It transforms the way we think about a person's relationship with God. It transforms our present and eternal destiny....he was driven to the word ‘grace’  for a way to express the vital difference between human attempts to win God's favor and the way in which personal relationship with God is actually established and developed.  This grace is a dynamic force that does more than affect our standing with God by crediting us with righteousness. Grace affects our experience as well.  Grace is marked always by God's enabling work within us to overcome our helplessness. We yield ourselves to God and trust him to do what we are unable to do.  Grace is not simply a basic orientation to relationship with God. It is also a practical approach to living the Christian life.  The biblical concept of grace is much greater than is suggested in the common definition of ‘unmerited favor.’ ‘Grace’ is a word that expresses a radical view of life and of relationship with God.’ 2
The Need for Grace

We need grace.  The early church needed grace.  Even Jesus needed grace.  It says of the early church that great grace was upon them all (Acts 4:33 KJV).  They could not have done the things they did without the favour and enabling power of God.  They shared everything they had; they saw healings and miracles and daily salvations; they endured persecutions.  How?  By the grace of God.  
Jesus said that in this world we will encounter trouble (see John 16:33).  We need the grace of God to make it through the hard times.  Paul needed the grace of God, not only for his salvation and his ministry but to endure suffering.  When he sought the Lord to take away his “thorn in the flesh,” the Lord’s response was, “My grace is sufficient for you” (see 2 Corinthians 12:7-9).  The Scripture says that Jesus suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone (Hebrews 2:9).  I understand this to mean that Jesus needed the grace of God to go to the cross.  And the same grace that was available to him is available to us.
Grace is active—it gives.  It saves, it teaches, it strengthens, it enables.  By grace you have been saved through faith (Ephesians 2:8-9);  For the grace of God… teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age (Titus 2:11-12); It is good for our hearts to be strengthened by grace (Hebrews 13:9); God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work (2 Corinthians 9:8).
Grace and the Law
Paul said to the Galatians, “You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace” (5:4).  No one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin (Romans 3:20).  Humankind could never be justified in God’s sight by observing the law, but we can by grace.  This is the wonder of his grace.  To continue to try to earn the favour of his salvation by good works or observance of law is an insult to the greatness of that grace that is offered to us freely.

The following story came to us years ago and illustrates this truth:

A heavy splash was followed by many ripples and then the water below the pier was still. David Morse, a missionary, crouched low on the pier, his eyes riveted where a stream of little bubbles rose to the surface from deep under the water. In a moment his old friend Rambhau, an Indian pearl diver, appeared and clambered onto the dock, grinning. "Look at this one, sahib," said Rambhau, taking a big oyster from between his teeth. "I think it will be good."  Morse took it and pried it open with his pocketknife. "Rambhau! Look!" exclaimed Morse, "Why it’s a treasure!"  "Yes, a good one," shrugged the diver. "Good! Its perfect isnt it? Have you ever seen a better pearl?" cried Morse, turning the pearl over in his hands. "Oh, yes, there are better pearls, much better. Why, I have one..." his voice trailed off.  "See here—the imperfections—the black speck here, this tiny dent. Its not even round, hut good enough as pearls go."  "Your eye is too sharp for your good, my friend," lamented Morse. "I would never ask for a more perfect pearl!" "It is just as you say about your God," answered Rambhau. "To themselves people seem without fault, but God sees them as they really are." The two men started down the dusty road to town. 

"Youre right, Rambhau, but God offers a perfect righteousness to all who will simply believe and accept his free offer of salvation through His beloved Son—" "No, sahib. As Ive told you so many times, its too easy. That is where your religion breaks down. Perhaps I am too proud, but I must work for my place in heaven. Do you see that man over there? He is a pilgrim, perhaps to Bombay or Calcutta. He walks barefooted over the sharpest stones—and see—every few paces he kneels down and kisses the road. That is good. The first day of the new year I shall begin my pilgrimage. All my life I have planned it. I shall make sure of heaven this time. I am going to Delhi on my knees."
"Rambhau! Youre crazy! Its nine hundred miles to Delhi! The skin will break on your knees and you will have blood poisoning or leprosy before you ever get there." "No, I must go to Delhi. The suffering will be sweet, for it will purchase heaven for me." "Rambhau, my friend, you cant! How can I let you do this when Jesus Christ, by His death and resurrection, has already done all to purchase heaven for you?"
But the old man could not be moved. "You are my dearest friend on earth, Sahib Morse. Through many years you have stood beside me. In sickness and want you have been sometimes my only friend. But even you cannot turn me from this great desire to purchase eternal bliss. I must go to Delhi." It was useless. The old pearl diver could not understand, could not accept the free salvation of Christ.

Later one afternoon Morse answered a knock at his door to find Rambhau there. "My good friend!" exclaimed Morse. "Come in." "No," said the pearl diver. "I want you to come with me to my house, sahib. I have something to show you." The heart of the missionary leaped. Perhaps God was answering his prayers at last. "Of course I'll come."  Inside Rambhaus home, Morse was seated on the chair where many times he had sat explaining to the diver God’s way of salvation, Rambhau left the room to return with a small but heavy strongbox. "I have had this strongbox for years," he said. "I keep only one thing in it. Now I will tell you about it. Sahib Morse, I once had a son." "A son! Rambhau, you never said a word about him!" "No, sahib, I couldn't." 

As the diver spoke, his eyes were wet with tears. "Now! I must tell you, for soon I will leave, and who knows whether I shall ever return? My son was a diver, too—the best pearl diver on the coasts of India. He had the swiftest dive, the keenest eye, the strongest arm, the longest breath of any man who sought for pearls. What joy he brought to me! He always dreamed of finding a pearl beyond all others. One day he found it, but in his desire to get it, he stayed under too long. He lost his life soon after. All these years I have kept the pearl, but now, my friend, I am giving it to you."

The old man, shaking with emotion, worked the lock on the strongbox and drew from it a carefully wrapped package. Gently folding back the cloths, he picked up a mammoth pearl and placed it in the hand of the missionary. It was one of the largest pearls ever found off the coast of India, and it glowed with a luster and brilliance Morse had never seen. It would have brought a fabulous sum in any market.

For a moment the missionary was speechless and gazed on the pearl with awe. "Rambhau! what a pearl!" "That pearl, sahib, is perfect," he replied quietly. The missionary looked up quickly with a new thought. "Rambhau this is a wonderful pearl, an amazing pearl. Let me buy it. I will give you ten thousand dollars for it." "Sahib! What do you mean?" "Well, I will give you fifteen thousand dollars for it, or if it takes more I will work for it." "Sahib," said Rambhau, as his whole body stiffened, "this pearl is beyond all price. No man in all the world has enough money to pay what this pearl is worth to me. I could never sell it. You may only have it as a gift."

"No, Rambhau, I cannot accept it that way. Perhaps I am too proud, but that is too easy. I must earn it."  The old pearl diver was stunned. "You dont understand at all, sahib you see? My only son gave his life to get this pearl and nothing you would do could ever earn it. It’s worth is in the life-blood of my son. Just accept it as a token of the love I have for you."
For a moment the missionary could not speak. Then he gripped the hand of his old friend. "Ramhhau," he said in a low voice, "dont you see? That is just what God has been saying to you." The diver looked long and searchingly at the missionary and slowly he began to understand. "God is offering salvation to you as a free gift. It is so great and priceless that no man on earth could buy it—millions of dollars are too little. No man can earn it—in a thousand pilgrimages you could not earn it. It cost God the life-blood of His only Son to make the entrance for you into heaven. All you can do is accept it as a token of Gods love for you, a sinner.
"Rambhau, of course I will accept the pearl in deep humility, praying God I may be worthy of our love. But wont you accept Gods great gift of eternal life, in deep humility knowing it cost Him the death of His only Son to offer it to you?"
Great tears were rolling down the face of the old man. The veil was lifting. He understood at last. "Sahib, I see it now. I could not believe that His salvation was free, but now I understand. Some things are too priceless to be bought or earned. Sahib, I gladly receive His offer of salvation." 3
Conclusion

In recent years, there has been a “grace movement” that advocates the idea that sin is irrelevant and inconsequential for those who are “under grace.”  Of course, this cheapens the fact that grace is both God’s favour and his enabling power.  Again, to quote James Ryle, “Grace is God’s power enabling us to be all that he has called us to be and to do all that he has called us to do.” 4  It is grace that brings us into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, it is grace that enables us to live a life worthy of that relationship and it is grace that equips us with spiritual gifts to minister effectively so that others may experience that same grace.  May God continue to give us revelation of how wonderful his grace to us truly is. 
1 Expository Dictionary of the Bible, Lawrence O. Richards, ed., article entitled, Grace from the NIV Study Bible Complete Reference Software, Zondervan, 1998.

2 Ibid

3 The first time I saw this story it was in a tract entitled The Pearl of Great Price put out by a ministry to Mormons, the name of which I can’t recollect.  Similar stories can be found in numerous places on the World Wide Web under the name. The Pearl of Great Price or The Matchless Pearl. This version was taken from www.hopeway.org/gospel/pearl.asp
4 James Ryle speaking at “New Wine, 99” conference, July 1999, Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada
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