
Amazing Grace

‘The immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus’

Ephesians 2:7

Grace is the most beautiful word in our language and the supreme
description of God. 

Grace is the creator of faith. It is uncreated and eternal, for wherever
God is, there is grace. Grace is not simply what God does, it is what God
is. Grace is the ultimate expression of God and the most attractive of all
his perfections. It cocoons the gospel as the heavens envelop planet earth;
it sustains trust as air sustains life; it is the controller of hope as the mind
is to action; it is the energy of evangelism as the heart is to the body. Grace
is perfect, all-embracing and costly, because grace is expressed ultimately
in Jesus Christ who is, in himself, the fullness of grace. Christ came from
the Father ‘full of grace and truth’ and from his grace ‘we have all
received grace upon grace’. Grace is the twin of truth, and both are
expressed supremely in Christ.
Though grace is everywhere, it is seen by only a few, embraced by even

fewer, and understood fully by none. Grace is often a mystery, a puzzle. It
is present above the mindless destruction and passionate hatred of men; it
is there in our shattered plans, frustrated expectations, and broken
hearts; and it is to be found even in the dull grind of our daily routine. Can
grace really be present here on earth always and everywhere? Yes,
because the absence of grace is hell.
Grace is greater than the words salvation, justification, sanctification

or glorification; it is far greater than peace or joy, forgiveness or
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reconciliation. Grace encompasses all the great truths of Christianity, for
without grace they would have no meaning. Grace conceives every hope
offered to the human race, and gives birth to all the benefits of the
Christian faith. Grace is not love, it conceives love; it is not mercy, it gives
birth to mercy. Grace is both love and mercy in action. 
Without grace, God would not be known, and without God, grace would

have no meaning. God is always all that he is; but we can never know all that
he is, and we cannot see anything that he is for long. But there is one glory of
God’s character that is always visible—and that is grace. Grace is the
universal evidence of God all around us; it is also the unseen hand on the
helm of world affairs. Few have eyes to see it, but grace does not have to be
seen to be believed and it does not have to be believed to be seen. Grace is
enjoyed even when men curse it, but it is celebrated best when they embrace
it. When men choose to ignore God’s love or rebel against his word, the fact
that he withholds his judgement is due to grace; when he allows bad men to
prosper and good men to suffer that too is grace.
Simply to define the word grace as God’s undeserved mercy towards a

sinner is to probe its meaning as deeply as a pond skater penetrates the
water. Grace is not merely God’s attitude towards undeserving rebels, it
is ultimately and above all God giving himself to us and for us—as the
Man on a cross. 

Grace in the Old Testament
When the apostle Paul wrote of: ‘The immeasurable riches of his grace in
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus’, he wrote as a Jew and therefore
possessed a full understanding of the history of the word ‘grace’. There
were two words in Paul’s Hebrew Old Testament that approached the idea
of grace. One was the word hesed, which was a two-way word. On the one
hand it could refer to God’s resolute love towards us: ‘The steadfast loveof
the LORDnever ceases; his mercies never come to an end; they are new every
morning; great is your faithfulness’ (Lamentations 3:22–23). Whilst on the
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other hand it could refer to our loyal love to each other or to God himself: ‘I
[God] desire steadfast love and not sacrifice’ (Hosea 6:6). 
When Grace is used of the relationship between men and women it

clearly refers to acts of free kindness where no obligation was at stake.
God’s loyalty to his covenant with his chosen people is on the basis that it
was a covenant born out of his own undeserved love alone. For this
reason, the word most commonly used in the New Testament to translate
hesed is the word ‘mercy’. In the Old Testament, the noun of this word
hesed is used thirty-two times—twenty-five in the Psalms alone—and it
refers to the ‘holy ones’ or ‘saints’ who have received the mercy of God.
Mercy is the child of grace. 
The other Old Testament Hebrew word that approaches the idea of

grace is the word hanan. It meant ‘favour’, and was always a one-way
response from a superior to an inferior. This word could be used of our
relationship to each other, but it was never used of our response to God.
The first use of it in the Bible is found when we are told that, ‘Noah found
favour in the eyes of the Lord’ (Genesis 6:8). David used it as a verb:
‘Turn to me and be gracious to me’ (Psalm 25:16), and again, ‘Be gracious
to me O LORD, for I am in distress’ (Psalm 31:9). Of the fifty-six occasions
where it is used as a verb in the Old Testament, forty-one refer to God’s
way of behaving. As a noun it is a common word for the favour of a
superior person, but as an adjective, all thirteen occasions found in the
Old Testament refer to God. 
God used both hanan and hesed to describe his own matchless

character to Moses: ‘And the LORD passed before him and proclaimed,
“The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin”’ (Exodus 34:6–
7). This was a description never forgotten, and again and again God’s
people drew comfort from it (see for example: Numbers 14:18–19;
Nehemiah 9:17; Psalm 85:10–11; 103:8; 145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2). Both
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hanan and hesed are found in David’s great psalm of sorrow: ‘Have
mercy upon me, O God, according to your steadfast love’ (Psalm 51:1).
David clearly understood mercy to be the result of God’s steadfast love.
Mercy is always the child of grace.
To appreciate the depth of this grace we must understand the

character of God. He is majestically powerful, magnificently holy,
inconceivably wise and fearfully just. And that is exactly where the
problem of the human race lies. In the light of this awesome and supreme
God we are helpless and hopeless; or as Paul describes our condition:
‘Having no hope and without God in the world’ (Ephesians 2:12).
Grace was revealed when God planned good for this fallen world; but

he did not design this good immediately after the human race fell into
sin—he designed it long before then. Though it came to birth when God
first responded to Adam after the Fall, it was conceived in eternity.
Whenever God speaks and whatever he says is evidence of his grace;
whenever God acts and whatever he does, that too is always grace.
Whether God warns or promises, condemns or acquits, it is grace. The
first record of grace after the Fall is found in the words: ‘The LORD God
called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?’’’ (Genesis 3:9). God
did not have to call—he knew exactly where Adam was; and Adam did
not want God to call—he was in hiding. That voice was God’s
undeserved initiative—that is grace. He spoke to a rebel. God judged
Adam’s sin but provided at once for his restoration—and that is all
grace.
The law of God in the Old Testament, for all its rigorous demands and

severe punishments, was an expression of God’s grace; this is precisely
why Paul concludes that the law is ‘holy, righteous and good’ (Romans
7:12). Paul’s reasoning is that through the law we recognise sin as ‘sinful
beyond measure’ (v 13), and only when we acknowledge the reality of sin
will we be ready to receive the grace of forgiveness and reconciliation. We
should always think of ‘the grace of law’; because law is grace. 
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John MacRae was brought up on the far west coast of the Scottish
Highlands at the end of the eighteenth century. As a shepherd in the wild
mountains, MacRae was careless about his soul until God’s grace broke
into his heart. When she heard of his conversion, an old lady in his area
commented, ‘If John MacRae has become a new man, surely the latter
day glory is not far off!’ MacRae became a preacher in 1830 and for more
than forty years he preached powerfully across the Western Isles and
Highlands of Scotland. Shortly before his death he wrote a letter to his
daughter Jane, and in it he included his view of grace: ‘What a meaning
there is in that word “grace” for such as I am. It contains everything
necessary for the salvation of the sinner, leaping over mountains of
aggravated rebellion, infinite in its absolute freeness. What I need is to
realise this in its power and glory.’ We need the same realisation.

Grace and the Gospels 
The word ‘grace’ (charis in the Greek) never appears in the Gospels of
Matthew or Mark, though its meaning is constantly in view. Luke, a
close companion of Paul for many years, only uses the word to describe
Mary’s relationship with God, ‘you have found favour’ (1:30) and our
Lord’s with his heavenly Father, ‘Jesus increased … in favour with God
and man’ (2:40, 52; the word ‘gracious’ is used in 4:22). However, stories
illustrating grace abound. The parables of the wedding garment, the
prodigal son, and the invitation to the marriage feast are each
illustrations of the true meaning of grace. But such parables as the rich
man and Lazarus or the unmerciful servant are no less illustrations of
grace. All the parables of Christ illustrate grace and all his works and
words are beautiful pictures of grace. We do not deserve that God should
communicate with us at all; the fact that he spoke so generously through
his Son is nothing other than grace.
John in his Gospel develops the word and conspicuously introduces us

to grace in a phrase that has produced a field-day for commentators.
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John 1:14–17 reads, ‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and
we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of
grace and truth … And from his fullness we have all received, grace upon
grace. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came
through Jesus Christ.’
The little word here translated upon in the phrase ‘grace upon grace’,

when it is used as a comparison or contrast as it is here, carries the idea of
something that comes as a replacement. In other words, whilst we had
grace and truth before Christ—through the law and priesthood given by
Moses—it is through Jesus Christ himself that we receive the fullness of
both grace and truth (v 14). Grace in the Old Testament has been
exchanged—replaced—for the fullness of grace in Christ. That is the
meaning of ‘grace upon grace’. Truth and grace both came through
Moses, but both have found their fullest expression in Jesus Christ.
John 1:14–17 is the only place where the Apostle John uses the word

charis in his Gospel—just four times in four verses—but it is a brilliant
introduction to the word and a fitting preface to the way Paul employs it.
Dr Donald Guthrie rightly observed that, ‘The mission of Jesus was a
supreme revelation of the God of grace.’

Grace for Paul and his colleagues
In the New Testament, the good news of Jesus Christ is called, ‘The word
of his grace’ (Acts 14:3) and ‘The gospel of the grace of God’ (Acts 20:24).
For his part, Paul summarises the whole of the gospel in four words, ‘By
grace … through faith’ (Ephesians 2:8). 
For the apostle Paul, grace was his favourite word—and with very good

reason. The achievements of Paul were colossal. His dramatic conversion
and then his firm loyalty to the gospel under pressure must have been an
incredible encouragement to the first Christian communities. Added to
this he was the man who spearheaded the first unevangelized fields mission
and planted churches right across Asia Minor and into Greece. His
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planned vision to encircle the Roman Empire with gospel churches, which
appears to be woven into Romans 15, remains a challenge for us even
today. His deliberate and efficient action to organise the young churches
into vital training centres is still our model for evangelism. From these
centres Christians would go out to evangelise the world. And of course it is
Paul who by the power and influence of the Holy Spirit has given us so
many of those valuable teaching letters in our Bible. 
But Paul had not always been a Christian, even though he had always

been very religious. He himself tells us that as a well educated Pharisee he
was proud whilst pretending to be humble, a lawbreaker whilst teaching
the law to others, and a blasphemer whilst claiming to serve the true God.
In addition, he was a persecutor and destroyer of the church whilst
believing that he belonged to the only true church; he was also an ignorant
and violent man, whilst he thought he possessed the wisdom of God.
Then one day, shortly after the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ,

this proud and zealous Jew was dramatically converted by the one he so
bitterly hated. His life was radically changed; and in the light of this it is not
surprising that Paul loved to tell his story. He does this twice in Acts when
he is on trial, and there are frequent references in his letters to the revolution
of his life after that encounter on the road to Damascus. Paul looked for a
word that would adequately sum-up what God had done for him.
In five striking phrases Paul revealed the progression of his thinking

when he looked at himself in the light of what he once was. Somewhere
around the year AD 57 Paul wrote 1 Corinthians from Ephesus and in this
letter he claimed, ‘I am the least of the apostles’ (1 Corinthians 15:9). A
little later to the same church he confessed, ‘I am nothing’ (2 Corinthians
12:11). Five years later whilst under house arrest in Rome he declared, ‘I
am the very least of all the saints’ (Ephesians 3:8), and in the same year,
but now writing from a Roman prison cell, he admitted, ‘I am the
foremost (of sinners)’ (1Timothy 1:15). Finally, two years later in AD
64—the year of the great fire in Rome possibly started by the Emperor
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Nero to create a brown-field site for urban redevelopment—Paul wrote,
‘I am not ashamed’ (2 Timothy 1:12). 
What do these five ‘I am’ phrases of Paul have in common? We may

conclude that they are each Paul’s personal put-down, because twice he
says, ‘I am the least’, once he claims, ‘I am nothing’, and once: ‘I am the
worst’. But then he writes, ‘I am not ashamed’, which is hardly self-
deprecating. So the common denominator cannot be a belittling of himself. 
The key that is common to these five phrases is contained in a word

that appears close by in the context of each of them. In 1 Corinthians
15:10 Paul wrote, ‘by the grace of God I am what I am’; in 2 Corinthians
12:9 he reflects on God’s promise: ‘My grace is sufficient’; in Ephesians
3:8, he declared, ‘this grace was given (to me) to preach to the Gentiles’;
in 1 Timothy 1:14, Paul added that ‘the grace of our Lord overflowed for
me’; and finally in 2 Timothy 1:9, he concluded that he had been saved
not because of works, ‘but because of (God’s) own purpose and grace’. In
other words, whenever Paul confessed his own great sin and failure or his
hope for his ultimate security, it is always firmly in the context of this
magnificent word ‘grace’.
Paul came to love that word, and as a noun he used it almost one

hundred times in his correspondence—twenty times alone in his letter to
the Christians at Rome and eleven times to the Ephesians. In every sense
he would have been lost without it. He begins and closes each of his
letters with a salutation including the word grace: Romans 1:7, ‘Grace
and peace to you’, and he signs off in Romans 16:20, ‘The grace of our
Lord Jesus Christ be with you.’ Similarly in 1 Corinthians 1:3, ‘Grace to
you and peace’, and finally in 16:23, ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus be with
you’. Yet again in 2 Corinthians 1:2, ‘Grace to you and peace’ and he
concludes with the well-used, ‘The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the
love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all’ (13:14).
Paul follows the same pattern in his epistles to the Galatians, Ephesians,
Colossians and Thessalonians. 
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Writing to Timothy, Paul varies the greeting only slightly by adding a
third word, ‘Grace, mercy and peace’ (1 Timothy 1:2 and 2 Timothy 1:2).
Titus in Crete, missed out on the mercy, but not on grace (Titus 1:4). Both
these young pastors were left with a message to pass on to their churches,
because the last phrase in each letter is plural and means—as he spelt out
to Titus—‘Grace be with you all’ (Titus 3:15). There are no greetings at
all in Hebrews and the word ‘grace’ does not appear until 2:9. However,
from there on we have some rich uses of the word in Hebrews, and the
writer closes with: ‘Grace be with all of you’ (13:25). 
Even Peter picked up on this greeting and included it in his two letters,

‘Grace and peace be multiplied to you’ (1 Peter 1:2 and 2 Peter 1:2). He
then weaves grace into his conclusions in 1 Peter 5:12 and 2 Peter 3:18.
The fact that John, who used it sparingly in his Gospel, also includes
‘Grace, mercy and peace’ as his greeting in 2 John 3, and begins and ends
his letters to the churches with grace (Revelation 1:4 and 22:21), implies
either that this had become a standard greeting in the early church or else
John had been reading a lot of Paul! Jude is an odd man out by greeting
his readers with, ‘Mercy, peace and love’ (Jude 2); but even he does not
overlook the word ‘grace’ altogether (v 4). James nearly skips grace
completely but squeezes it into just one part of his letter in 4:6 where he
borrows from Proverbs 3:34 and paraphrases with ‘God opposes the
proud but gives grace to the humble.’

New words for old
Today, we may greet our friends with the meaningless, ‘Hi!’ In the first
century a common greeting was the Greek word chairo, meaning ‘joy’;
but for thousands of years the Hebrew greeting among the Jews had been
shalom, ‘peace’. The Greek equivalent of the Hebrew word for peace was
eirene—from which we get our word ‘irenic’ (peaceable). Paul changed
the Greek salutation to charis (‘grace’) and combined it with the Jewish
greeting to make up his own: ‘Grace and peace’ (charis kai eirene).
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Chariswas a well-used word in the first century, and generally it referred
to the favour shown by a superior to an inferior, the deserving to the
undeserving. In the Acts of the Apostles the early church found ‘favour with
all the people’ (Acts 2:47), and the Roman Governors, Felix and Festus,
showed favour to the Jews (Acts 24:27 and 25:3,9). The word was also used
of the response of the one who received this favour, so that ‘thanks to the
gods’ (charis tois theois) was a common expression. In fact, Paul used it in
this way himself in Romans 6:17 ‘Thanks be to God …’, and in 1 Timothy
1:12 ‘I thank … Christ Jesus our Lord …’ and 2 Timothy 1:3 ‘I thank God
whom I serve …’ In each place the word ‘thank’ translates the word charis.
Paul was a master of language, and one of his great pleasures was to give

old words new meanings. There were so many facts about the Christian
faith that were unfamiliar to converted pagans—and even to converted
Jews—that rather than coin a brand new word, Paul often preferred to
take an old one and give it new value. With the word charis he takes it out
of the commonplace and clothes it with a wonderful new meaning. From
the condescending, patronising favour of a superior, Paul turns charis into
the most expressive word in our Christian language. So much did Paul love
this word that often he could not leave it to stand on its own but felt that he
must adorn it with adjectives or adverbs. He writes of ‘much more grace’,
‘abundant grace’, ‘superabundant grace’, ‘abounding grace’, ‘reigning
grace’, ‘exceeding grace’, ‘exceeding abundant grace’, ‘glorious grace’,
‘sufficient grace’ and even, ‘incomparable riches of grace’.
For Paul, grace was the only way to explain his salvation, it was the key

to all his benefits in the Christian life, it was the single-word summary of
his message to the world and the only guarantee that the One who had
found him would never lose him. God’s choice of his people is ‘of grace’,
we are justified freely ‘by grace’ and saved ‘by grace’, we have access to
God ‘through grace’ and all spiritual gifts come to us ‘according to grace’. 
Paul seems to have made a conscious decision to commandeer this

word grace in order to express God’s response to us. He never once soils
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it by using it to describe our response to God. On only two occasions in
his letters Paul allows himself the use of the word charis to describe our
relationship to each other. In 2 Corinthians 8:6–7 he writes of the ‘act of
grace’ when he refers to the church’s giving, and in Colossians 4:6 he
urges that our speech should always be ‘gracious’—although even these
have a clear God-ward dimension. Beyond this, the word belongs to God.
If every other word was denied him, grace is the one Paul would retain to
explain the very heart of his gospel. If you asked him how sinners could
be rescued from themselves, from Satan and from hell, he would reply
simply, ‘By grace’; and if you enquired on what ground this could be, he
would respond, ‘Jesus Christ and him crucified’.
For Saul of Tarsus there was nothing more wonderfully reassuring

than to receive grace, and there was nothing more dreadful than to come
close to it and then to ‘fall away from grace’. The most glorious
experience known to Paul was to be embraced by grace—and the most
terrifying possibility was to reject it.
John Newton was born in 1725 in Wapping, one mile down river from

the Tower of London, and he died eighty-two years later barely one mile
away in the City. His life in-between is well summed up by his own
epitaph written on a plain marble slab that can be found in the parish
church of St Mary Woolnoth in the City of London. Part of it reads: 

John Newton 

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 laboured to destroy. 

Abandoning his mother’s Christian faith, the young Newton became an
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arrogant unbeliever. Having rejected God and his conscience, he lived as
he pleased. A blaspheming, drunken, promiscuous sailor filled up his
teenage years until, herded onto a warship and pressed into His Majesty’s
service at the age of nineteen, he refined his anti-Christ philosophy and
dragged others with him. Eventually Newton turned up in West Africa as
a slave trader and sunk so low that he became the pity and scorn of slaves
himself. 
In March 1748 John Newton was on his way back to England when a

violent storm smashed into the little ship Greyhound and for weeks the
crew nursed their shattered boat across the Atlantic, expecting a choking
grave with every shift of wind. In his terror Newton called out to God for
help and his prayer was heard. After days of remorseless battering by the
ocean and his conscience, John yielded to the claims of Christ, believed
the promises of God’s word, and received his first hope of forgiveness.
Somewhere on board the broken ship Newton found a little book of
sermons, and one in particular he read over and over again, it was based
on the words of John the Baptist recorded in John 1:29, ‘Behold the Lamb
of God which taketh away the sin of the world’. This Easter sermon was
entitled, ‘The merits of Christ’s passion’, and in it he read these words:
‘We can think and talk of Christ dying for our sins and yet live in them.
We can hear of his being accused and condemned and yet not condemn
nor so much as accuse ourselves for our sin. We can read over the whole
history of our Saviour’s passion with dry eyes, and be no more troubled at
it than if we had been in no way concerned in it.’ 
As the shivering, starving sailor read those words he found salvation in

Christ. Just four weeks after the terrifying storm that almost sank
Newton’s hope of salvation, the broken Greyhound struggled into Lough
Swilly, one of the northernmost points of Ireland. The date was 8 April
1748, which in that year was Good Friday—a neat coincidence for the
man who had been reading an Easter sermon. Less than two hours after
they had anchored in the comparative shelter of the bay, a gale blew at sea
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with such a force that the ship would certainly have been broken to pieces
had it still been beyond the Lough.
John, who was born in the rough waterfront village of Wapping and

whose formal education amounted to just two years at an inferior school,
found in Christ alone the grace of God. And Saul, who grew up as a
graduate in the university city of Tarsus close to the wild frontier of the
Roman Empire, had long before found exactly the same. These two men,
seventeen hundred years apart, had both experienced the meaning of grace,
and each had begun an adventure in which their life would explore and
enjoy the incredible wealth of amazing grace. For this reason, since John of
Wapping and Saul of Tarsus have so much in common, we will return in this
book to the life of John to illustrate the teaching of Paul. Years later John
Newton turned his experience into what has become one of the most
popular hymns of the Christian church. It was written for his congregation
at Olney in Buckinghamshire to sing on New Year’s morning 1773 and was
based upon the text for his sermon from 1 Chronicles 17:16–17. 

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.

2.God’s grace first taught my heart to fear,

his grace my fears relieved;

how precious did that grace appear

the hour I first believed!

3.Through many dangers, toils and snares

I have already come;

his grace has brought me safe this far

and grace will lead me home.
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4.The Lord has promised good to me,

his word my hope secures;

my shield and great reward is he

as long as life endures.

5.And when this mortal life is past

and earthly days shall cease,

I shall possess with Christ at last

eternal joy and peace.

6.The earth will soon dissolve like snow,

the sun no longer shine;

but God, who called me here below,

will be for ever mine.

John Newton 1725–1807

Verses 1–5 © in this version Jubilate Hymns. 

This text has been altered by Praise!

Praise!No. 772

FOR GROUP DISCUSSION

1. Can you think of another life that well illustrates the word ‘grace’?

2. Turn to Numbers 14:18–19; Nehemiah 9:17; Psalm 51:1; 85:10–11; 103:8;

145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2 and consider where in the history of Israel they

were reminded of God’s grace. 

3. Why do you think the Hebrew word hanan ‘favour’ was never used in the

Old Testament of our response to God?

4. Where does grace begin in the story of this world, and where does it end?

5. Check out the five ‘I am’ phrases of Paul, and find where the word grace

appears.
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