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Grace
1 Corinthians  15:1-11

So what is the engine of our faith? What exactly is the good news upon which we stand, as Paul

puts it? What is it we hand on as of first importance, again as Paul puts it? Well, Paul tells us.

Our faith is based on Jesus Christ, who died for our sins, rose again into life on the third day.

Such is the engine of our faith, if you will. 

But have you ever tried to drive a car without oil? The engine soon sputters, seizes, and is

utterly destroyed.  I want you this morning to consider the possibility that it this notion of grace

which is in fact like the oil in an engine. Without a sense of grace, all that we believe, soon

shatters and falls apart. Without grace the church becomes simply a brittle, hideous mockery

of faith in Jesus Christ. 

Now, the following will seem like a digression, but the story will meander to my point...  My

friends and fellow pastors in the Beaufort Fellowship of Churches sometimes get into

interesting discussions. Last Monday, it concerned how to read or interpret the Bible. Opinions

differ, as you can imagine. Does one have to take the Bible literally, and if so, what about

passages that are obviously symbolic? 

For instance, no one takes literally that Jesus is the Lamb of God. He does not have four legs

and wool. . . it is an image, a powerful image, but there is no way to take that literally. Or,

what about creation? Does a Christian have to believe in six literal days of creation, or is that

itself symbolic? 

As for me, I find power in its symbolism, not in its scientific accuracy.  I do not believe I am

bound to believe the scientific observations Scripture makes about things, just because it is in

Scripture. I believe profoundly in what it means that God is creator. 
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Not everyone agrees with me about how to interpret Scripture. . .  And of course, that is OK,

because Jesus never made a certain understanding of Scripture a litmus test for being a

Christian.  

 One place that we all agreed about concerning the interpretation of Scripture ...  and here is

the point I want to make...  is this : however we interpret Scripture or value one passage above

another, our interpretation of Scripture must not deny the reality of grace, or else it is not a

valid Christian understanding of that Scripture. 

 The Holman Bible Dictionary puts it like this: GRACE Undeserved acceptance and love received from

another, especially the characteristic attitude of God in providing salvation for sinners. For Christians, the

word “grace” is virtually synonymous with the gospel of God’s gift of unmerited salvation in Jesus Christ.

But there is more to it than that. Grace is salvation, but it is not just salvation. Grace is God’s

desire to reach out to us, to fill us, to love us, to change us, to save us, to give us abundant life.

To begin with, grace was not really a religious word. Its popular meaning was joy, with an

undertone of the joy that comes with receiving a gift or a surprise. Grace was used by early

Christians because vocabulary was simply too limited to express all they wanted to express

about God’s overwhelming love and acceptance of them. 

It was salvation, but it was more than that. Forgiveness, but more than that. Hope, but more

than that. Rescue, but more than that. John Stott put it like this, Grace is love that cares and stoops

and rescues...    Grace is indeed amazing and it is God’s so we dare not try to confine it. Let me say again

that although grace is so much more, it is at least this: it is salvation, it is acceptance, and it is

strength to overcome. 

Grace is God’s gift of love to us. And of course it means salvation. But I am becoming

convinced that many Christians proclaim a salvation that in fact denies the reality of grace,  that

in fact masks the very Gospel they seek to proclaim. 
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For example. A few years ago, at a different church our youth were invited to a gathering of

youth down at a local restaurant. The leadership of the event were kind and caring folk, but

their message was twisted. In a nut shell, this was it: “There is salvation in Jesus Christ. But if

you do not accept Christ tonight, if you are in a car wreck on the way home, you will burn in

hell forever.” 

Folks, that is presenting salvation without offering grace. To begin with, to believe in God’s

grace is to realize that God’s relationship with us is one of love, not fear. If you scare a child for

the sake of  Christ, that child will never truly find Christ, but only a distorted caricature. And

do we really believe a God whose ultimate nature is love would really damn eternally a

teenager for continuing to have questions about faith, for trying to sort everything else?

In a similar way, it  is unfortunate that “you must be born again” has become for so many a two

by four with which to threaten non-believers, instead of realizing what it really is: an invitation

to see life in a new way. It is only the love of Christ, not the threat of eternal fire, that can truly

lead us to his love, truly lead us to understanding salvation.  

Salvation is a matter of grace, of a gift, of joy. That night, our Youth were not offered Christ.

They were offered fear. To understand grace is to understand that God is love. Salvation comes

not through our transaction of believing a certain formula or saying certain words; salvation

comes through God’s grace. It is God’s gift to us. A gift of love, made known in His son. Faith

cannot be coerced and neither can love. 

Salvation is a gift. It is grace. But I wonder if salvation doesn’t actually begin with a preliminary

step, that of acceptance. God’s grace is his choice to accept us completely and

unconditionally.And we Methodists say that even when we are far from him, living in

disobedience to him, God’s grace means that God reaches out to us in the midst of our sin. 

 Listen to  Paul:   “For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I
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persecuted the church of God.   But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward

me has not been in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them--though it was not

I, but the grace of God that is with me.” 

Grace means to know we are accepted when we are unacceptable.  Grace means to know that

God does not wait for us. After all, it was when Paul was his most sinful, on the road to destroy

Christians, that God met him not with a thunderbolt of damnation, but through the loving

presence of his Crucified and Risen Son.    

 Grace: it is salvation, but more than that, it is knowing we are loved and accepted even when

we, like Paul are unacceptable. Too often churches debate whom to exclude, but Jesus’ mercy,

his invitation, was not to the few and acceptable, but to the many. When the church bars some

people from participation because their sins are simply unacceptable, what we are really saying

is that logically, our sins are acceptable! That just might be blasphemy...

Greyhound bus used to have the expression: leave the driving to us. We might adopt something

similar as a church: leave the judging to God. . . and as for ourselves realize the best we can do

is to offer grace to one and all. By the way, as the political season heats us and Christians send

me emails about the evils of their opponents, if I find no grace in the emails, then I delete them.

The church is never at its best when it seeks to demolish other people and other ideas; it is at

its best only when the love, the grace, of Jesus Christ shines through what we write, what we

say, what we do. 

By this way, this attitude also works in our personal relationships. 

Like the Sunday morning after the 8:35 service when Susan called me. [She is the pastor of St.

James UMC in Newport]  She said, “Do you know where my car keys and my office keys are.”

I have looked all over for them.” I thought a moment,   and said, “Yes, I do know where your

keys are. They were in my pocket.” I had picked them up by mistake. 
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And Susan, frustrated as she had been, basically just laughed. That’s grace. Now, in the interest

of full disclosure, she did then throw me under the bus at her 11:00 service and explain what

had happened and everyone had a laugh at my expense. Deservedly so. But then she said this,

“So what am I supposed to do with him?  Just love him, I guess.” That’s grace. That’s grace

taken from the theological realm into the practical living of every  day. 

And finally, Grace is the strength to overcome. Because God loves us, we believe he gives us

the grace, the gift, of his power to persevere, to overcome, to find victory, in every

circumstance.

Lewis Smedes, the late professor at Fuller Theological Seminary,  put it this way:    Grace does

not make everything right. Grace's trick is to show us that it is right for us to live; that it is truly good,

wonderful even, for us to be breathing and feeling at the same time that everything clustering around us

is wholly wretched. Grace is not a ticket to Fantasy Island; Fantasy Island is dreamy fiction. Grace is not

a potion to charm life to our liking; charms are magic. 

Grace does not cure all our cancers, transform all our kids into winners, or send us all soaring into the high

skies of  success. Grace is rather an amazing power to look earthy reality full in the face, see its sad and

tragic edges, feel its cruel cuts, join in the primeval chorus against its outrageous unfairness, and yet feel

in your deepest being that it is good and right for you to be alive on God's good earth. Grace is power, I

say, to see life very clearly, admit it is sometimes all wrong, and still know that somehow, in the center of

your life, "It's all right." This is one reason we call it amazing grace--. Grace is the one word for all that

God is for us in the form of Jesus Christ.”

Yes, crucifixion and resurrection. These are the cornerstones of our faith. But it all begins with

grace. Without grace, crucifixion and resurrection mean nothing; with grace they mean

everything. 
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