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                    Pentecost 5

What’s so amazing about grace?

[Isaiah 55:1-3; Ephesians 2:4-10; John 3:16-18 NIV]

In the beginning…

A missionary to the Mediterranean world tells us:

By grace you have been saved  [Ephesians 2:8 NIV]
By grace…

A female friend in Hong Kong is called Grace.

Other friends in the UK call their queen “Your grace”.

Does that mean you and I are saved by a woman from a foreign land?

When friends gather in our homes, we say grace before meals.

Are we perhaps saved by praying?

What is grace?

A book entitled Growing up fundamentalist tells of 

a reunion of graduates from a missionary school in Japan.

“With one or two exceptions,” reports one of the students,

“all had left the faith and come back.  

And those of us who came back had one thing in common: 

we all had discovered grace.”

Gordon MacDonald has said:


“The world can do almost everything better than the church.


You don’t have to be a Christian to build houses, feed the hungry, heal the sick.


The only thing that we can do better is to offer grace.”

But what is grace?

We need to understand the concept.

A counselor named David Seamands claims that


“the major cause of most emotional problems among evangelical Christians is this:



the failure to understand, receive…and give grace”.

So what is grace?

Perhaps we feel like Augustine, who once said:


“Grace?  I know what it is until you ask me to explain it.”

Philip Yancey – in his book What’s so amazing about grace? – writes:


“Grace can be dissected (and explained), as a frog, 

but the thing dies in the process”.

I do not want to kill grace.

So I will not try to explain it this morning.

Instead, I will share some stories –


stories that may help us appreciate grace…



the amazing grace by which we have been saved.

What’s so amazing about grace?

Story #1
The first story comes from Czarist Russia.

As we overlook that vast white landscape known as Siberia,


we notice – traveling across the ice – a dogsled.

When we focus on the sled,


we see a Russian nobleman 

sitting with this faithful servant of many years. 

After traveling for hundreds of miles,


their destination now lies only twenty miles ahead.

They begin to think of the warm bed and hot meal that awaits them.

The servant scans the horizon, then looks behind.

His blood almost freezes.

He sees – about a mile behind them – a large dark mass…



a horde of hungry wolves that have caught their scent



and are closing in.

The servant snaps the whip


and screams the Russian equivalent of “mush”.

The dogs run as fast as they can;


but the wolves run faster.

Soon the wolf pack is beside them.

The Russian nobleman and his servant 


can hear the heavy breathing…



can see the red eyes glowing and yellow fangs dripping with saliva.

The situation seems hopeless.

The dogsled can’t outrun the pack.

The two men have no place to hide.

Then – suddenly…unexpectedly – 

the old servant throws himself off the sled.

The pack stops,


converges on the servant…




and the master is spared.

We may think: “That is grace!”

After all, the story does involve a sacrifice…


even the sacrifice of a life.

But the story is inadequate;


it does not tell of the amazing grace of God.

The story would have been better 

if the master had sacrificed himself for the servant.

Story #2
The second story…


a story that made the headlines when I was young.

The story was featured in Life magazine.

Perhaps some of you can remember the picture on the front cover.

A platoon of marines wading through a river –


some with rifles ready…



others carrying body bags.

In those bags were the bodies of five American missionaries…

five young men who traveled into the jungles of Ecuador


to share the message of God’s love with the Auca Indians.

They were outstanding young men:


valedictorians at their colleges…champions on their sports teams.

One of them, Jim Elliot, 

is still remembered for some of the profound words 

he wrote in his diary during his senior year at Wheaton.

One day, as the young men prepared to enter the jungle,


the Aucas came out –



a whole horde, carrying 8 foot spears.

They plunged those spears through the bodies of the missionaries.

The marines went in to bring the bodies out.

Some time later, 

the father of one of those young men boarded a plane for Ecuador.

With a group of guides, 

he made his way to jungle where his son died.

When he found the Auca Indian that had killed his son,


he hugged this man and said, 

“I love you.  For Jesus’ sake, I love you.”

We may think: “Ah! This is grace!”

A son is sacrificed;


a father forgives.

But, my friends, this story too is inadequate.

It still does not tell of the amazing grace of God.

The father’s sacrifice, you see, was not intentional.

Story #3

Story number three…


a story that begins in Oklahoma during the 1920s.

The young man’s name is John Griffith.

He secured a good job,

was married and had an infant son.

He dreamt of travel to what he called


“far away places with strange sounding names”.

Then came 1929.

In that great crash of the American economy,


John Griffith lost his job, but not his dream.

He packed a few belongings


and with his wife and little son Greg



headed east in an old Model A.

After they traveled across Missouri,


John found a job tending one of the great railroad bridges 

that spanned the mighty Mississippi
.

It was John’s responsibility to sit in the control house,


open the massive bridge to allow the barges and ships pass,



then close it again to let the trains roar across the river.

He often wondered where the ships were going


and what wonderful places the crew would see.

In 1937, John brought his 8-year old son Greg to work for the first time.

The boy watched with eyes wide open


as his daddy manipulated this massive bridge.

At lunchtime, John opened the bridge for some boats to pass.

He took his son over a catwalk to an observation deck 

where they could watch the boats.

As they sat there eating lunch,


John told his son stories…

stories about the fascinating places that these ships would visit.

In the middle of one story, John was startled by the shrieking whistle of a train.

A quick look at his watch reminded him 

that the Memphis Express was due to cross the river in a few minutes.

John didn’t panic.

He told his son to stay put


while he returned to the control house.

After he reached the control,


he looked up and down the river to see that no ships were coming.

Then he looked under the bridge to ensure nothing was there.

What he saw made his heart sink.

His son Greg had tried to follow his father back,


and had fallen off the catwalk.

He was conscious,


but one leg was trapped 

between the teeth of the gears used to lower the bridge. 

What could John do?

If he lowered the bridge,


he would certainly kill his son.

But there were 400 people on the train speeding toward the bridge.

400 people…or his son, his only son.

John buried his face in his left arm,


and – with his right arm – pushed the lever to lower the bridge.

Just as the massive structure settled into place,


the Memphis Express – with 400 passengers – 

roared out of the trees and across the river.

John Griffith lifted his tear-stained face 

and looked into the windows of the passing train.

He looked at the people for whom his son had died.

He saw a man reading a newspaper,


a woman sipping coffee,



and a child staring out the window.

Now we may conclude: “That certainly is grace!”

A father willingly sacrifices his son for others. 

Yet even this story does not speak of the amazing grace of God.

The father, you see, did not know the people


for whom his son died.

A word about God’s grace
John Griffith did not know the people on the train.

But God knows the people in the world.

He knows you…he knows me.

And, in spite of what he knows, 

he still loved us…and gave his son for us.

That’s grace.

Let’s never forget that God did not sacrifice his son for the “nice”;


he sacrificed him for the “naughty”.

Jesus Christ did not die on a cross because we happen to be God’s friends;


he died because we were God’s enemies.

What has God himself told us? 


Christ died for the ungodly…


God demonstrates his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died 

for us…


When we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his 

Son.  [Romans 5:6, 8,10 NIV]
There is a line in Mozart’s Requiem that we would do well to keep in mind:


“Remember, merciful Jesus, that I am the cause of your journey.”

In our culture, we like to “spin” our sins…


to minimize our mistakes. 

Dr James Kennedy, pastor of a large Presbyterian church in Florida, says that


instead of minimizing our mistakes,



we need to maximize them.

I tend to agree.

Why?

First of all, when we maximize our mistakes,


we tend to see ourselves as God sees us;



we tend to have a better understanding of ourselves

Second, when we maximize our mistakes,


we also tend to see God as he is;



we tend to have a better understanding of his grace.

What does that pastor named Paul say?


Where sin increases, grace increases all the more  [Romans 5:20 NIV]
At the end…

Grace…God’s grace.

Trace the root of that word in Greek


and you find a verb that means “rejoice”

God’s grace and joy, then, seem to be related.

Obviously, the person who receives grace is happy.

But I also submit that the One who gives grace is happy.

Have you ever thought about that?

Have you ever wondered what makes God happy?

Would God rejoice if all the world’s problems were solved?

Would he be happy if all poverty would be eliminated?

Would he crack a smile if world-wide peace were established?

He never says that in his word to us.

He only tells us this:


 There is rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents  [Luke 15:7 NIV]
When one person accepts his grace –


that’s when the Father smiles;



that’s when the angels laugh;




that’s when God – and all of heaven – party. 

By the way, is God smiling over you today?

Have you come to that point in your spiritual journey


where you have abandoned the image of a mathematical God…



a god who weighs your good and bad deeds on a scale?

Have you come to realize that, no matter how good you are,


you can never be good enough for God?

Have you come to accept the fact that,


if God gave you what you deserve, it would be hell?

Have you come to believe that God loves you just as you are?


that there is nothing you can do to make him love you more?



that there also is nothing you can do to make him love you more?

If you have, then you still may not be able to explain grace.

But you certainly have experienced it.

And you can say – with all of God’s people –


“By grace I have been saved.”

By grace…and by God.    
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