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START HERE


It’s Grace… Period.


The meeting began with surprise and unbridled joy, but suddenly it took a hard left turn without signaling, veering off into strange territory. In a matter of minutes, we’d moved from mutual delight to awkwardness. Something I had eagerly looked forward to—something precious and holy to me—had suddenly been tainted. Allow me to back up a few steps and explain what rapidly turned my joy into disappointment that day.


Roughly twenty-two years ago, as a (relatively) young pastor of a young church, I saw my very first book published. At the time, I could not have dreamed how God would use The Blessed Life to help, encourage, and inspire people. God breathed on my humble offering as only He can. In the beginning, we self-published the book after some encouragement from longtime friend James Robison. When James introduced his sizable Life Today television audience to The Blessed Life, the entire first run of thirty thousand books was snapped up. A second printing, and then a third soon followed. Eventually the book was picked up by a mainstream publisher, and many hundreds of thousands of additional copies found their way into the hands of believers all over the world. In the years since, additional versions from various sources and varying formats have found their way into print. After more than two decades, I continue to marvel that, year after year, it still finds its way into the hands of believers in large numbers.


I wrote The Blessed Life with one aim—to help God’s people discover the sheer wondrous, hilarious joy of generosity. Not “giving to get,” but rather giving from a pure heart of gratitude for salvation in Jesus. Giving because we’re never more like our heavenly Father when we do so. Giving because we’re free to be generous in the liberating assurance that we simply can’t outgive God. Into that book I poured not theory or mere theology but real, lived experience with God. I built it on the testimony of what my wife, Debbie, and I personally witnessed on our lifelong adventure of imitating our wildly generous God.


Yes, there was lots of Bible in The Blessed Life, but what captured the imaginations of so many were our true stories. Stories of the times we emptied our bank accounts in order to follow a prompting of the Holy Spirit to help someone. Stories of the times we gave away paid-for cars. And even a house! We told these stories not to boast but to testify. It was God who gave us a revelation of generosity and a heart to give. And it was God who demonstrated His faithfulness to not only meet our needs but also bless us extravagantly when we did so. Which brings me to that meeting I mentioned in the opening sentence.


Years ago, Debbie and I knew a woman who had been struggling in many areas of her life, including her finances. I clearly heard the Holy Spirit say He wanted to bless her with a significant gift of money. I checked with Debbie and she wholeheartedly agreed. As we set up a time to meet with this woman to deliver the gift, we were excited to once again be a part of demonstrating God’s love and care to one of His beloved children. When you hold everything God has entrusted to you with an open hand and keep the ears of your spirit open to prompts from the Holy Spirit, you find you get many opportunities to bless others. You don’t do it to be thanked. You do it because you are God’s child, and a child naturally takes after his or her father. You do it because God loves people, and delights in using us to let them know they’re seen and treasured by Him.


When we met with this precious woman and handed over the blessing, she was at first stunned and speechless. Her confusion, however, quickly melted into tearful rejoicing. And then after a few more minutes, her joy dissolved into… something else.


Her face flushed red as she began stammering about wanting to do something for us in return. She began glancing around the room as if searching for something to give us. We quickly assured her that nothing like that was expected or necessary. We made it as clear as we possibly could that this was a gift joyfully given from God, and that we were just the happy delivery folks. Yet she persisted. She then said she would consider the blessing a “loan” and that she would endeavor to pay it back in the days ahead. We did our best to change her thinking but eventually we just prayed for her and left, a little sad, but confident we had done what God had asked us to do.


That woman’s failure to simply receive and rejoice was disappointing, but not surprising. I’d seen it before. In fact, it’s fairly common. You see, many people simply don’t know how to receive a gift. At the root of this is pride. A pride-driven need to feel self-sufficient makes it difficult and sometimes impossible to receive a gift when it is presented.


For countless believers, that trap carries over into their relationship with their heavenly Father. And that’s a tragedy. I’ll spend the remainder of this book explaining why. You see, grace—in the biblical sense of the word—is inseparable from the concept of gift. In the chapters ahead, you’ll discover multiple dimensions of this thing the Bible calls grace.


If you’ve been a believer for very long at all, you can probably recite the standard textbook definition of grace. Most know that grace is unmerited favor from God. And that’s not incorrect. It’s just inadequate. Woefully inadequate. That two-word cliché does a pitiful disservice to the brilliant, multifaceted jewel of a word that appears 125 times in the New King James Version of the New Testament. It’s sort of like defining peacock as “a feathered animal.” It’s not wrong, per se. But it sure doesn’t give you much of a sense of what makes a peacock remarkable.


That’s why I’m so delighted you’ve picked up this book. Boy oh boy, do I have good news for you. On the pages ahead, I’m going to take you on a journey of exploration. The territory is called the Land of Grace. Along the way we’ll explore why and how grace made a way for you to receive a new and better relationship with God—one based on better promises than the Old Testament saints dreamed possible. You’ll discover one grace-gift called righteousness that changes everything about the way we live, love, and worship. We’ll unwrap a gift called Sabbath rest and learn why we all need it so very desperately. Most important of all, you’re about to discover the greatest (and perhaps most neglected) of all grace’s gifts. The gift of adoption. The one that makes us not servants in God’s fields but rather sons and daughters at His banqueting table. These and many other gifts are waiting to be unveiled.


At times, you may be tempted to argue with the words on the page. You may want to shout, “That can’t possibly be right! That sounds too good to be true!” If so, then it’s a good sign you’re at least getting close to the truth about your heavenly Father. The human intellect staggers at the immensity of His love and kindness. Our finite imaginations can’t begin to comprehend just how good and generous He is. But even as your mind reels, your born-again spirit will leap up within you in thrilled recognition of divine truth. Your spirit knows the truth when it hears it.


For too long we’ve been like that poor, sweet woman Debbie and I tried to bless that day. We’ve not known how to receive a gift given in love. We’ve preferred to try to earn. To merit. To strive, in some pitifully inadequate way. To deserve. We’ve wanted to add works to grace. But as you’re about to discover, the only way to honor God’s generosity is to receive it with open arms and a heart filled with gratitude. To do otherwise is to rob Him of joy. Giving to those He loves is what delights your heavenly Father. As Jesus said in Luke 12:32: “Do not fear, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.”


What you now hold in your hands is a 256-page testament to the extraordinary generosity of our God and the unfathomable depths of His love. Those pages contain truths, insights, and life-giving revelations presented in a very deliberate, three-part sequence. Yes, I am about to take you on a voyage with a specific itinerary in mind.


Our ultimate destination is a place of rest and hope and peace and fruitfulness. But we first must explore the biblical concept of grace itself. The word grace is so commonly thrown around in Christian circles that it seemingly can mean anything and everything. So the first part of this book brings you a look at the many facets of the blindingly brilliant gem that is true, authentic, biblical grace.


Only then are you prepared to understand what grace, and only grace, made possible. I’m referring to a set of glorious, unconditional blessings springing from infinite unconditional love. Or to use the language of the author of the book of Hebrews, “a better covenant based on better promises” (see Chapter 8, v. 6). This eye-opening stop makes up the second part of this three-part book.


Yet all of that is only a prelude to the main attraction on this trip. Grace and a grace-saturated new covenant were never God’s final intention. They were merely a means to achieving His real goal—one we’ll explore in the third part of this work. There we’ll discover that God did not send Jesus to restore us to good behavior. Instead, He gave His best and most precious to restore us to Himself. The goal of grace is restoring us back to intimate connection as delighted-in sons and daughters of a good Father.


For God, the treasure at the end of his story of grace is you. It seems we have much to learn about how to respond to Him and receive from Him. Let’s get started, shall we?













PART 1


AMAZING, PERIOD.













CHAPTER 1



WHAT’S SO AMAZING?


Wait… What?… Are these guys really arguing about grace? Really? Grace!?


That was my bewildered, unspoken question at one point during my first week of Bible college. I was nineteen and delighted to be at any college, much less one with “Bible” in its name. Why? Well, not only was I new to sensing a call to ministry, I was new to being saved!


It hadn’t been all that long before that I’d knelt down in a humble little roadside motel room and completely given my life to Jesus. I was already married at that point and for reasons known only to her and an omniscient God, Debbie—the sweetest, godliest girl East Texas had ever produced—had agreed to marry me even though I was a reprobate. Sure, I had been raised in a Christian home by two of the finest human beings on the planet. And had been dragged to church until I was too big to drag. But I was still utterly lost until that day of surrender at Jake’s Motel.


Anyone who knew me in high school could not be blamed for predicting that I was destined for prison after graduation. (Fortunately, our yearbook didn’t have a category for “Most Likely to Serve Hard Time or End Up Dead Behind a Convenience Store.”) Yet there I was in Bible college clearly sensing a call to ministry. I was excited and zealous and idealistic in the way only brand-new believers can be. I’d arrived on the campus overjoyed to be cleansed, forgiven, and called, and half expecting everyone else there to be holding hands and singing Maranatha worship songs between classes. After all, I reasoned, surely everyone here is more spiritually mature and therefore more spiritual than I am.


Which explains my shock when, upon entering one of the common areas, I stumbled into the middle of a heated argument among a huddle of upperclassmen—theology majors, I soon discovered. The debate was over the nature of God’s grace. One was holding forth for Tertullian’s view of grace. Another advocated for the Augustinian view. While still another championed John Calvin’s Efficacious Grace concept. Several more views were also represented in the increasingly angry debate. One red-faced guy was hissing at another about being a “Pelagian!” I didn’t know what that was, but from the way he said it through gritted teeth, I was pretty sure it wasn’t a good thing to be.


It’s difficult to communicate how dumbfounded I was by this incident. All I knew about grace was that it was wonderful beyond my feeble human ability to describe. One moment I had been an angry, self-destructive, profane young man. Then an encounter with grace changed everything. I’d heard the song “Amazing Grace” sung countless times growing up. But now I actually understood what everyone else had been singing about through tear-filled eyes all those years. I really had been a wretch, and He saved me. Me! I really had been lost but now was found. I really had been blind but now could see!


I stood there speechless. But what I wanted to do was stand up on a chair and say, “Guys! If you only knew where I was… who I was… just a year or two ago… if you understood that I shouldn’t even be alive and standing here today, much less in a Bible college studying for the ministry… you wouldn’t be arguing about minor differences in your definitions of grace. You’d be as much in awe of God’s goodness as I am. Grace is the kindness and mercy and generosity of God on glorious display!” Looking back, I wish I had done that.


Grace is a truth so simple yet so profound. The great nineteenth-century preacher Charles Spurgeon described that contrast this way:




Come, Believer, and contemplate this sublime Truth of God, thus proclaimed to you in simple monosyllables—“He… laid… down… His… life… for… us.” There is not one long word in the sentence—it is all as simple as it can be—and it is simple because it is sublime.1





He’s right. Familiarity with the old hymn has numbed our hearts to the power of the phrase, but it is true nonetheless. Grace is truly amazing. Indeed, it’s overwhelming when you ponder it. And pondering it is what we will do throughout the pages of this book. That’s my mission here. To overwhelm you with revelation about the grace of God. But not just for the sake of stirring your emotions.


A deeper, fuller understanding of grace will change you. For one thing, it will fill you with thankfulness. That’s important because a heart of gratitude is a powerful key to living a great life in God. But grasping grace will do even more in you. It will move you into a place of rest and peace in your relationship with God. It will increase your confidence before Him, thereby elevating your closeness and intimacy with Him. And believe me when I tell you, the more intimately acquainted you become with your heavenly Father, the better everything in your life will go. You’ll be more fruitful, more joyful, more sensitive to the promptings of the Holy Spirit, and much, much more, as you’ll discover in the chapters ahead.


It wasn’t that long ago that I sensed a prompting from the Holy Spirit to write this book. I recall saying to the Lord at that time, “Okay, Lord, why a book on grace? And why now?”


I know my Father’s voice. And His reply to me was clear and full of passion:




Look around, Robert. Just look around you. How many people—believers included—don’t know the reality of My grace? How many of My blood-bought children needlessly trudge through their days with weights of shame and condemnation hanging around their necks? How many of My people never realize their full potential in Me because of a fear of failure? How many of My beloved people are exhausted from trying to perform for Me or earn My love? How many live lives of endless discouragement and shame because they fail over and over to live up to an impossible standard? How many are experiencing something far, far below the “abundant life” I sent and sacrificed My only begotten Son to purchase for them? That’s why I need you to write a book about My amazing grace, son!





So here I am, bringing you good news—the best news in the world, actually. It’s an assignment I relish. I love talking about the abundant, lavish, extravagant grace of God. You see, you cannot understand God without grasping grace. You cannot understand the gospel without grasping grace. You cannot live the fruitful, impactful, peaceful, joy-filled life that Jesus made possible without grasping, embracing, and placing your trust in the truth about grace. You just can’t. It truly is amazing. So my goal here is to help you realize how truly amazing grace really is. I want you to be as overwhelmed by it as I am.


In the process, we’ll address some of the most common misunderstandings about grace. So many of God’s sons and daughters have absorbed well-intentioned but wrong teaching about grace. Please note what Paul said in Colossians 2:6, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in him” (NIV). In other words, we continue in God the very same way we started in Him.


The unadulterated truth is that we are saved by grace and grace alone. And we must live this Christian life the same way. By grace and grace alone.


Not grace and…


Not grace with…


Not grace plus…


Not grace but…


The key to experiencing the extraordinary life Jesus came and died to make possible for you is this: Grace… Period.















CHAPTER 2



GIFT, WAGE, OR REWARD?


Brace yourself. I am about to drop a startling bit of useful information on you. This is a truth vast numbers of people around the world seem to have forgotten. Ready?


It’s possible to remain friends with someone who disagrees with you about something important to you.


Hopefully someone revived you with smelling salts after reading that previous sentence. Yes, it’s true. Sadly, the age of social media and the extreme polarization it has fostered have made that a forgotten truth. It is tough to overstate how much the ability to “unfriend” someone with the click of a finger has transformed our relationships and culture. As many have observed, a lot of us now live in self-made information bubbles. We choose who we want to hear from on social media and choose news and information sources that serve only to validate what we already think. These are tightly managed echo chambers in which we never have to experience the discomfort of hearing something we don’t like.


I mention this because I have a great friend; and one time I thought we had a disagreement, but as we talked, I found out we actually didn’t. But we were committed to staying friends no matter what. He shared an illustration that I thought he meant that we had to work to get to heaven. So as friends do, we got together to talk about it. I had heard that he had shared an illustration about grace, and I had totally misunderstood it. And the problem was, “I had heard that he shared an illustration,” but I had not actually heard him share it, so when we got together, things got cleared up pretty quickly!


I had heard that he had shared an illustration that we were in a boat, and we were given a set of oars, and those oars were grace, and if we ever stopped rowing, we would go to hell! As we shared, we found out our understanding and teachings about grace were identical! We both believe that there is nothing we can do to earn our salvation and that work would not somehow keep us saved, but that we are saved by grace and grace alone (or in other words, Grace. Period.)


We laughed and had a great lunch and remain best friends to this day! He is a great man of God and a great Bible Teacher in the Body of Christ. He completely understood my concern because there are many believers raised in a law-based religious system who believe grace is God’s ability to keep the law and if we ever stop working, we are in deep trouble. If that were the case, then I messed up the first day after I was saved, and many days since!


Years ago, a sermon I heard contained another illustration that was supposed to explain the role of grace in salvation and living the Christian life. I was told that our journey through life is like a large lake, with heaven lying on the opposite shore. Those who wish to be Christians are handed two oars. (I think that’s why I jumped to the conclusion when I thought my friend was going down the same road.)


In this illustration, one oar was grace and the other oar was good works and/or good behavior. I was told that the only way to get across the lake (to heaven) was to use both oars. The speaker obviously anticipated an objection based on Ephesians 2:8, some of the most familiar and wonderful words in all the New Testament: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves.”


So this preacher said, “Of course grace is necessary. You can’t get to heaven on works alone. If you try to row across the lake with the oar of works only, you’ll just go around in circles! But the same is true if you only use the oar of grace.” The point was that you have to add an adequate amount of good works, good behavior, and human effort to God’s grace in order to make it all the way across.


The terrifying implication of that metaphor, if accurate, is that it’s possible to spend your whole life rowing as hard as you can, but if you quit doing all the stuff—even if you’re only ten yards from shore—you’re disqualified. And make no mistake, the terror is precisely the point of that illustration. Many mistakenly believe that fear is a necessary motivator to keep themselves and other believers toeing the line. Fear of hell, fear of rejection (by God), fear of punishment, fear of not being good enough in your behavior and fervent enough in your faith to receive anything good from God. It’s all a prescription for a life of torment. (By the way, my friend has the best teaching on the fear of God that I’ve ever heard.) Yet didn’t Jesus say He came that we might have abundant life? (See John 10:10.)


Living in this kind of fear is a form of bondage. And yet Paul clearly tells you, me, and all believers this:




For you did not receive the spirit of bondage again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry out, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God. (Romans 8:15–16)





Our examination of grace will destroy this false metaphor about what grace is and how it works. And that examination should begin with the word itself.


The Greek word translated “grace” in our English New Testaments is usually charis. It has a couple of cousins—charisma and charismata, which also make numerous appearances in our Bibles. We’ll visit all of these before we’re finished. But we’ll begin with the one that appears more than 140 times in the New Testament: charis.


Strong’s Concordance—pretty much the gold standard for Greek in the realm of biblical reference materials—tells us this about charis:




Definition: grace, kindness


Usage: (a) grace, as a gift or blessing brought to man by Jesus Christ, (b) favor, (c) gratitude, thanks, (d) a favor, kindness2





Notice the word gift in the first description under “Usage.” It’s there for good reason. Other ancient Greek writers might have used the word charis in a variety of ways, but the people who penned the books of your New Testament—all writing under the inspiration and direction of the Holy Spirit—used the word in a similar way. And that use always carries the implication of a gift. A gift of something good and lovely and of value. The kind of gift a loving Father would bestow on a beloved child.


The entry for charis in the Dictionary of Biblical Languages: Greek includes “kindness, gift, thanks, good will, and favor toward someone” in its definition.3 Again we see the word gift.


The related word charisma makes the connection to the concept of gift plain. It literally means “grace-gift” and occurs seventeen times in the New Testament.


Once you begin to grasp that the concept of gift sits at the heart of the biblical word grace, everything comes into focus. You see you can only do two things with a gift. You can either receive it or reject it. You can earn wages. You can merit rewards. You can purchase anything you desire as long as you have enough of the correct currency.


But a gift can only be accepted.


And so it is with grace—and every good thing the Bible says God bestows through grace. At the top of this glorious list is salvation itself. Look with fresh eyes at Ephesians 2:8–9 again, this time from The Passion Translation:




For by grace you have been saved by faith. Nothing you did could ever earn this salvation, for it was the love gift from God that brought us to Christ! So no one will ever be able to boast, for salvation is never a reward for good works or human striving.





Now that we know what grace is, let me share my preferred definition. Ready?




Grace is the unmerited, undeserved, unearned kindness and favor of God.





There is a ton of life-changing truth in that eleven-word sentence. So let’s unpack it by examining each of the three key adjectives. We’ll begin with unmerited.















CHAPTER 3



AMAZINGLY UNMERITED


The Bible word is boasting. But in my home state of Texas, we call it bragging.


It’s a word that reminds me of a famous quote by Major League Baseball pitcher Dizzy Dean. Dean’s heyday was the late 1930s. He was born in 1910 in a tiny town in the hills of Arkansas called Lucas, and never finished fourth grade. But Jay “Dizzy” Dean grew up to become one of the greatest major-league pitchers of that era. He was also an expert in the verbal art form modern athletes call trash talking. He loved to make audacious predictions about what he was going to do in an upcoming game. And more often than not, he delivered on his predictions. Which brings me to the iconic quote—one often repeated in the world of sports to this day—that will forever be associated with Dizzy. After being accused by a reporter of bragging, Dean famously replied:


“Hey, it ain’t braggin’ if you can really do it.”


Now, far be it from me to question the logic or semantics of a Hall of Fame pitcher, but Dizzy’s statement is simply untrue. In fact, it’s the opposite of true. In reality, it’s bragging if, and only if, you can actually do whatever it is you claim you can do. Otherwise, it’s just bluffing. Or the less polite term: lying through your teeth.


Think about it. Suppose I had memorized the book of Acts and could recite all 24,229 words of it from memory. (I can’t, but go with me here for the purpose of illustration.) Also suppose that I tended to tell everyone I encountered that I could do so. Imagine that I looked for creative ways to work it into the conversation with acquaintances, and would approach random strangers in order to share the exciting news of my ability. “Hi, I’m Robert Morris. I’ve memorized the entire book of Acts!”


Sorry, Dizzy, but that would be bragging. Or to use the biblical term, boasting.


We tend to think of boasting as an indicator of pride. And it can be. But more often than not, it’s actually outward evidence of inward insecurity. The fact is, pride and insecurity are really just two sides of the same coin. People who are secure in their identities rarely brag. They don’t feel the need to. It’s the guy who won’t stop talking about his skills and accomplishments who is likely the most insecure person in the room. The chest-beating and self-aggrandizement reveal a desperate need to be viewed by others as significant.


So why this journey from Dizzy Dean to Psychology 101? Because we’re exploring the definition of grace I offered at the end of the previous chapter:




Grace is the unmerited, undeserved, unearned kindness and favor of God.





That exploration must begin with the first of those three key words. We need an understanding that grace is unmerited.


If you were in Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts when you were younger, you recall the never-ending quest for merit badges. And no doubt you also recall the feeling of pride and accomplishment that came from qualifying for that Camping, Signaling, Dog Care, or Astronomy merit badge. Today those vintage merit badges with the colorful embroidered symbols are highly collectible. And of course, some clever entrepreneurs have built businesses out of selling nostalgic adults fake, comical, authentic-looking merit badges in specialties such as Snoring, Computer Viruses, Text Messaging, Whining, Boat Sinking, and Duct Tape.


The whole merit-badge system was built upon every human being’s innate desire to achieve and our hunger to be recognized for having done so. It’s not a bad thing to want to master new skills and be recognized for all the hard work and accomplishment. As we’ll see a little later on in this journey, even with spiritual things, there is a place for going after rewards. But this can never be the case with salvation, or with any other grace-gift God wants to bestow upon us in His kindness and generosity. Remember, if it’s truly a gift, there are only two things you can do with it: receive it or reject it.


Which brings us again to Ephesians 2:8–9. Here it is again broken down by its phrases, for clarity:




• For by grace you have been saved


• through faith,


• and that not of yourselves;


• it is the gift of God,


• not of works,


• lest anyone should boast.




Remember, if you can do it yourself, or can contribute to it in any way, you’re boasting (bragging) when you talk about it. But here the Word of God plainly tells us that no one can rightly boast about being saved. Why? Because salvation is a grace-gift.


In other words… there’s no rowing involved! If you row—whether it’s with one oar or two—in order to contribute to your salvation, you’ve merited it in some way, and you therefore have some room to boast.


Please understand me here. There will be no boasting in heaven.


Sure, there is plenty of boasting on earth right now. Boasting over accomplishments small and great, noble and stupid. But there will be none in heaven. Of the billions of souls you’ll encounter there, not one will be heard saying, “I’m so glad I kept rowing. Yay, me! Sure, I got weary at times but I didn’t quit! I kept adding my effort and striving to God’s grace. And that’s why I’m here. I had some friends who didn’t keep rowing and you’ll notice they’re not here. But I’m here because I rowed hard and rowed well.”


No, nothing like that will enter your mind there. Here’s what you and every other blood-washed adopted son and daughter of God will do upon entering the glories of eternity. You’ll point to the nail marks in Jesus’ hands. You’ll point to the horrific scars on His back. And you’ll say, “You see those. That’s why I’m here! He’s why I’m here. It was all Him!”


There will be no salvation merit badge in heaven. Why? Because salvation is by grace and is therefore unmerited.


Believers like me who were saved as adults understand something that people like my wife who were born again as children might not. When you’ve lived in sinfulness and depravity for years and then encounter the extravagant mercy of God—a mercy made available only through the enormous sacrifice of His sinless Son—you know you don’t merit it. At first. But fast-forward twenty years. After the love of God has transformed your desires and habits… after you’ve done some good things… after you’ve made church attendance a part of your weekly routine… it’s a perilously easy thing to start thinking that, somehow, you’ve begun to merit some blessing, some favor, and maybe even heaven. Pride is always and ever ready to ooze in through the unhealed cracks and crevices of our hearts.


No, the truth is that even our righteousness is as filthy rags (see Isaiah 64:6). The best thing about you is not even close to the worst thing about God. Take the best day you’ve ever had in terms of good works and good behavior and it all is still pitifully inadequate. Imagine that the pristine righteousness and holiness necessary to stand in God’s presence is the summit of Mount Everest. Your worst day is ground level and your best day ever is only half an inch up the mountain.


That’s the severe beauty of grace. There’s no place for pride or boasting anywhere in the equation. What comes from God by grace is always and only… unmerited.


When I think about this aspect of grace, I’m reminded of something my grown son, Josh, reminded me of not too long ago. We were talking about the amazing nature of God’s grace and he said, “Dad, I think I’ve had an easier time grasping grace than a lot of other believers I know because you modeled it for us when we were kids.” He went on to remind me of an incident when he was in junior high.


The day came when everyone received their yearbooks. He and a couple of friends thought it would be hilarious to spend their lunch break drawing mustaches, beards, or horns on the photos of all their teachers, along with other juvenile defacements of many of the pictures. When he got home at the end of the day, I saw him carrying it and said, “Hey, you got your yearbook! Let me see it!” Suddenly all the color drained out of his face. He clutched it tighter and started stammering while inching toward his bedroom. After some insistence, he showed it to me and, of course, I saw all the supplemental artwork. In recalling the memory, he said I got a sad look on my face and said, “Son, do you realize what you’ve done? Not only is this disrespectful to the teachers who spent a whole year trying to help you, this yearbook is something you’re going to want to look back on years from now. But you ruined it.”


Josh always had a tender heart. When the reality of that hit, he burst into tears. He remembers me picking his chin up and saying, “Son, look at me. Tomorrow, I’m going to buy you a new one.” He looked shocked and sputtered out, “Why… why would you do that?”


“Because that’s what fathers do, son.”


Marking up a brand-new yearbook is the kind of stupid act I specialized in when I was that age. And my father modeled grace, too. You’re certainly familiar with the Scripture that says, “Love will cover a multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8). Well, here’s a verse from the Book of Robert: “Grace will cover a multitude of stupid mistakes.” Have you ever done anything stupid? I suspect so. Then be grateful for grace.


Now, many people confuse grace with mercy. This will help you see and understand the difference. Not punishing Josh for that stunt was mercy. But buying him a new yearbook? Well, that was grace. Why? Because it was a gift that was utterly unmerited. A gift extended with love from a father’s heart.


Grace is, indeed, unmerited. But that’s not all it is.
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