TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH

#3 Amazing Grace
June 27th, 2010 – 1 Chronicles 17:16-17

When Billy Graham was driving through a small southern town, he was stopped by a policeman and charged with speeding. Graham admitted his guilt, but was told by the officer that he would have to appear in court. The judge asked: Guilty, or not guilty? When Graham pleaded guilty, the judge replied: That’ll be ten dollars -- a dollar for every mile you went over the limit. Suddenly the judge recognized the famous minister. You have violated the law The fine must be paid--but I am going to pay it for you. He took a ten dollar bill from his own wallet, attached it to the ticket, and then took Graham out and bought him a steak dinner! Billy Graham: That is how God treats sinners! That is grace! Today we look at that timeless hymn Amazing Grace!
Of all the songs ever written, Amazing Grace has been recorded by more artists, in more styles, more times than any other song ever written. It was even played at Spock’s funeral (on bagpipes) in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.  
If you don’t like the original melody Amazing Grace can also be sung to the tune of Greensleeves and even the theme to Gilligan’s Island. Let’s look at the story behind this hymn.

STORY BEHIND THE HYMN


Written by John Newton:  He lived from 1725-1807. John went to sea at the tender age of 11. He was badly abused by the sea captain he served. Eventually he tried to escape and was captured as a deserter. Newton was then forced to serve with the crew of a slave ship and after many years was promoted to captain of a slave ship.  Sailors back then weren’t known for being the most savory of characters. Newton lived a rough life among rough people. As a young man he ridiculed, mocked and poked fun at the Christian faith.  

He was joking and mocking Christ just hours before his ship sailed into an angry storm. That night the waves, wind, & rain battered the ship. Voices were shouting with urgency. Water was beginning to flood the hold. Newton wondered if this was how it was all going to end—entombed on the ocean floor. Something remarkable happened—John Newton began praying: Lord have mercy on us all. He and the crew survived the storm. Later, he would surrender his life to Jesus and eventually become a pastor. He preached the Gospel over 43 years. He said at 82:    My memory is nearly gone, but I remember two things: that I am a great sinner, and that Christ is a great Savior.
Wrote Over 200 Hymns: We have five in our hymnal: How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds (524); Glorious things of your Are Spoken (648); Amazing Grace (744); Come, My Soul, with Every Care (779);    On What Has Now Been Sown (921) Newton and his friend, William Cowper, published a hymnal in 1779 considered to be one of the most important contributions to English hymnody.
Originally Titled: Faith’s Review and Expectation: Based on 1 Chronicles 17:16-17: Who am I, O LORD God, and what is my family, that you have brought me this far? And as if this were not enough in your sight, O God, you have spoken about the future of the house of your servant. You have looked on me as though I were the most exalted of men, O LORD God. David knew himself, and he was continually mindful of the Amazing Grace which God showered upon him throughout his life. Originally, Amazing Grace consisted of six stanzas!
Our hymnal has five of the six verses. What we normally sing as the fifth verse wasn’t actually written by Newton.   The closing stanza we are familiar with first appeared in 1909. Edwin Excell, who was an accomplished composer, discovered a version of Amazing Grace that added these lines: When we’ve been there ten thousand years,  bright shinning as the sun, we’ve no less days to sing God’s praise, than when we first begun. He admired this version and we’ve sung it that way ever since. The missing sixth verse goes like this: The earth shall soon dissolve like snow, the sun forbear to shine; but God, who called me here below, will be forever mine.

Before Newton died, he wrote an inscription that would be placed upon his tombstone. This inscription sums up his life, as well as gives us some insight to his great gratitude for God’s grace: John Newton, clerk, once an infidel and libertine, a servant of slaves in Africa, was, by the rich mercy of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, preserved, restored, pardoned, and appointed to preach the faith he had long labored to destroy.
Literally hundreds of hymnals have been published and gone out-of-print, yet Amazing Grace can be found in every single one of them. One of the reasons this hymn has been so singularly loved and enduring is that every single verse conveys some powerful element of God’s truly amazing grace. Today let us unfold two timeless truths about grace from this hymn as we apply this to our life. First of all it is a CAPTIVATING grace.

APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES

Grace is CAPTIVATING: Amazing grace! How sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me! I once was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see. Ephesians 2:8-9: For it is by grace you have been saved through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast. Grace is captivating!
Why does grace have such a sweet sound that makes it so captivating? Because it is so unique!

Unique carries with it the idea of one of a kind. The idea of God’s grace coming to us free of charge seems to go against every instinct of human logic. The Buddhist have an eight-fold path, the Hindu have the doctrine of Karma, the Jewish follow the old covenant (or law) and the Muslim have a code of law. Each offers a way to earn approval.
Muhammad Ali was asked what his faith meant to him: It means a ticket to heaven. One day we’re all going to die, and God’s going to judge our good and bad deeds. If the bad outweighs the good, you go to hell; if the good outweighs the bad, you go to heaven. That’s what many people believe. What makes Christianity different?
During a British conference on comparative religions, experts from around the world debated what, if any, belief was unique to the Christian faith. Some argued that Christianity is unique in teaching that God became man. Some argued, other religions teach similar doctrines. What about the resurrection? Other faiths believe that the dead rise again. The discussion grew heated. C. S. Lewis came in late and asked what the discussion was about. When he learned that it was a debate about how Christianity was unique from other religions, he immediately commented: Oh, that’s easy. It’s grace. And he was right – grace is unique. 

Grace is mainly a NT word – only appears around 8 times in OT. It appears in the NT approximately 115 times.
Grace is – Gods Riches at Christ’s Expense. Grace is – Love stooping (bending) down. Grace is – God taking the initiative to meet man’s need, whatever that need may be. Mercy is – Not getting what you deserve. Grace is – Getting what you don’t deserve.  Grace goes beyond mercy. Mercy is the Governor giving a guilty man a pardon. Grace is the Governor giving the man a pardon and them taking him home to live with him. An atheist said: If there really is a God, may He prove Himself by striking me dead right now. Nothing happened. The atheist proudly announced: You see there is no God. His friend responded: You’ve only proved that He is a gracious God.
Someone said: Grace is everything for nothing to those who don’t deserve anything. Spelled J – E – S- U- S! 

Even among those of us who have accepted the grace of God, we often fall into the trap of thinking that the things we do in and for the church are things which are earning us points of some kind. We are not in a point’s race – competing with one another for top honors. Any work we do for the Lord is actually to be an extension of His grace. That is the idea found in 1 Peter 4:10: Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms. A pastor had a dream that he died and went to heaven. St. Peter met him at the Pearly Gates and said he needs 100 points to get into heaven. Well, I’ve been a pastor for 45 years.   Peter: That’s 1 point. Pastor: I’ve preached many sermons. Peter: That’s 1 point. Pastor: I have been involved in many community events. Peter: 1 Point. Starting to sweat, the old preacher says: At this point the only way I will enter heaven is by the grace of God. Peter: Grace of God – 97 points. Thank God it’s not based on points!


Bono, lead singer of the band U2 said in an interview with beliefnet.com: The most powerful idea that’s entered the world in the last few thousand years—the idea of grace—is the reason I would like to be a Christian. A garbage truck driver accidentally slid through an intersection on a patch of black ice hitting a car of teenage boys. One of them suffered a broken arm. Another was in a coma for a week. And one boy, Jared Malarkey, was killed instantly. Not long after the funeral, his phone rang. The parents of the boy who died wanted to meet the man who killed their son. I imagine his hand was probably trembling when he reached out to knock on their door. Would he see hatred, anger, or pain in their eyes? When the door opened, he saw none of those things. Instead, he saw compassion. They hugged him and welcomed him into their house. They served him dinner. He must have chocked back tears when they assured him: We forgive you. A moment of grace can change a lifetime.  It’s what sucks us in and demands our attention. Amazing grace how sweet the sound… It’s a sweet sound that is captivating to our hearts.
Grace Is To Be CHERISHED: The Lord has promised good to me, His word my hope secures; He will my shield and portion be as long as life endures. Psalm 100:5: For the LORD is good and his love endures forever; his faithfulness continues through all generations. God’s nature is to be good. That kind of grace is to be cherished!

There is a great story in 2 Samuel 9. David is king and he’s thinking about his good friend Jonathan. He wants to know if there is any of his family left that he can show kindness. Note that kindness is mentioned three times in this chapter (verses 1, 3, and 7). It is the Hebrew word CHESED and it is used about 240 times in the Old Testament.    It means mercy, favor, goodness, devotion, and grace.  Jonathan had a son named Mephibosheth who was crippled in both feet.  Mephibosheth-that’s a mouthful isn’t it? I would imagine that his friends had a nickname for him. Perhaps they called him Bo. David allowed his family to farm the land and he would always eat at the Kings table just like a son. In the world of that day it was common that whenever a new family came to the throne of a nation, the first act of state would be to exterminate all members of the family of the previous regime. That way there would be no contest for the throne. Because of that tradition, Jonathan asked David to be gracious to his family and to not kill any heirs. David fully agreed to that request by showing kindness to Bo.

What do you suppose it was like for Bo to live in the Palace of David as though he were a son? There he was right alongside Amnon, Absalom, and later, Solomon and the other sons of David. It must have been incredible! He would share in all the benefits of royalty. Do you suppose that he ever forgot how he got there? Do you suppose he ever lost his sense of gratitude for what David had done for him? I doubt it! In fact, I don’t think he could. Why? Eating at David’s table, as nice as it was, didn’t take away the fact that he was still lame in both feet. 

Two dairy cows were grazing alongside a highway when a tank-truck of milk on its way to the distributor happened to pass. In big red letters was a sign that read: Pasteurized, homogenized, standardized, Vitamin A added.  One cow turned to the other: Makes you feel sort of inadequate, doesn’t it? Even when we are adopted into God’s family and eat at his table, our humanity still lingers. We too are reminded how inadequate we are if we don’t rely upon God’s grace daily. Every time Bo came to the table, the limp was obvious and in that stone Palace you could probably hear the clump-thud. In some ways we are still cripples. We eat at the Lord’s Table in spite of our condition, not because we have overcome in our own strength but because of what Christ has done for us!! Each time we yield to a temptation, we’re hearing the clump-thud of our sinful condition. Let us not forget the goodness of God in our lives. 

Though still lame in both feet, each time he put his feet under David’s table, his true condition was covered up. Wow-Double Wow!! Think about that.  Because of God’s Grace the same is true of us! The blood of Christ covers our: 1-sin 2-our sin nature 3-our weaknesses 4-our humanity 5-our failings 6-our shortcomings. His Grace redeems us and gives us hope!! Is there anything better than that?  A wise recipient of grace will cherish that grace daily. 
A student was preparing for their final in their Youth Issues class at Hannibal-LaGrange College in Missouri! In class everybody was doing their last minute studying. The teacher came in and said he would review for just a little bit before the test. Finally it was time to take the test. The professor: Leave them face down on the desk until everyone has one and I’ll tell you to start. When they turned them over, every answer on the test was filled in! The last page said the following: This is the end of the Final Exam. All the answers on your test are correct. You will receive an ’A’ on the final exam. The reason you passed the test is because the creator of the test took it for you. All the work you did in preparation for this test did not help you get the A. You have just experienced...grAce. 
He then went around the room and asked each student individually: What is your grade? Do you deserve the grade you are receiving? How much did all your studying for this exam help you achieve your final grade? Many students fought back tears. The professor concluded: I have tried to teach you all semester that you are a recipient of grace. I’ve tried to communicate to you that you need to demonstrate this gift as you work with young people. Don’t hammer them; they are not the enemy. Help them, for they will carry on your ministry if it is full of GRACE! Hopefully a lesson these students will cherish the rest of their lives.  Let me close with two Amazing Grace stories:
Under the ministry of John Newton, William Wilberforce became a Christian. He was a very gifted politician. John advised: If God can use an ex-slave trader for His work, imagine what He can do through a gifted Member of Parliament. There’s nothing in the Bible that says you cannot be both a Christian and a statesman. True, these two seldom are found in one person, but it happens. He accepted this advice, remained where he was and served God. He went public with his newfound faith, enduring ridicule and then won the respect of others in Parliament.           He turned his energy toward abolishing the slave trade in the British Empire with a stirring 3 hour speech in 1788. 
He made his first motion to abolish the slave trade. Every single year, for the next seventeen years, his motion would be defeated.  Wilberforce never forgot the words of Newton, and the conviction that he was called to fight for Christian principles in the Parliament. Wilberforce retired from politics in 1825 and died on July 29, 1833, shortly after the act to free slaves in the British Empire passed through the House of Commons. See the movie Amazing Grace for a glimpse into William Wilberforce life. One person can make a difference for Jesus. Will you be the one? 
Mitsuo Fuchida graduated from the military academy and became a pilot in Japan’s Air Force where he excelled.  By 1941, he became the best pilot in Japan. When the Japanese government decided they were going to attack Pearl Harbor, they chose him to lead the attack. He was to learn later that out of the 360 pilots that were in the mission, he was the only one to return. Upon his return he inspected his plane and found 20 large antiaircraft holes and the main control wire barely held together by a thread. This was the first of a series of near-death incidents that made him believe something was watching over him.  By 1945, he was the highest-ranking officer in the Navy’s Air Corps.  He was visiting a newly built military headquarters just outside Hiroshima and received a call to report immediately to Tokyo. The very next day, Hiroshima was bombed and everyone in the military complex perished. After inspecting the destruction he wrote a letter to the Emperor that convinced him to stop the war and surrender.  

Jacob DeShazer, a former POW wrote a book after the war: I Was a Prisoner of the Japanese. He detailed his experiences of capture and how he became a Christian and finally forgave.  In 1950, he returned to Japan as a missionary.  He met Mitsuo who had read his book. He contemplated the message not really knowing what to do with it.  Mitsuo was curious how Japanese prisoners had been treated in captivity. A friend said they had been treated very well. He was introduced to an 18-year-old girl named Peggy Covell, who had volunteered to help Japanese POWs.  Mitsuo asked her why she had wanted to help the enemy. Her parents were missionaries to Japan and had been evacuated to the Philippines. After sending her home to America, they were captured by the Japanese and while kneeling in prayer were beheaded. She knew her parents would have forgiven them. She did too. God put it in her heart to help them. After meeting this young lady, he bought a Bible. 
When he read the Bible, the power in God’s Word gripped him and he fell to his knees asking Jesus for forgiveness. He said he wept openly as he realized for the very first time that Jesus had died for his sins. He died in 1976, but wanted to be remembered for His service to Jesus more than his bombing of Pearl Harbor. He wrote: I lifted the curtain of warfare by dispatching that cursed order, and I put my whole effort into the war that followed, but after buying and reading the Bible, my mind was strongly impressed to evangelize. I can say today, without hesitation, that God’s amazing grace has been set upon me.  Reflect on this hymn this week and allow yourself to be captivated by His Amazing Grace so we may cherish grace daily in our own lives.  AMEN!





