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Here’s What Others Are SAYING ABOUT THIS BOOK!
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“Just as he has faithfully done so many times as my friend and teacher, Scotty speaks with transparent honesty and contagious passion as he explores the profound depths and demands of the grace of God. May this book take all who reads this ‘further up and further in to God’s great heart of love for them.”

STEVEN CURTIS CHAPMAN— 
Author; Songwriter; Recording Artist

“Scotty’s take in his chapter on stewardship and ownership is not only biblically sound, but ingenious. Helping the reader see stewardship as a love affair culminating in marriage without a prenuptial agreement is a real insight. Fabulous reading!”

DAVE RAMSEY— 
New York Times Best-Selling Author, Financial Peace and More Than Enough

“An examined life always reveals a need for grace. Pastor Scotty Smith has written about the kind of grace that transforms, frees, and provokes us to dig deeper into our lives with the truth of the gospel as both scalpel and stitch.”

DAN HASELTINE— 
Songwriter; Lead Singer, Jars of Clay

“Scotty Smith walks where angels fear to tread. Most mere mortals hunker down on God’s love or rant about the demands of obedience.

Scotty submits his heart to both good news and a compelling call; and in a way I’ve never read, sings of obedience with a heart of ravished gratitude.”

DR. DAN ALLENDER— 
President, Mars Hill Graduate School

“The Reign of Grace is a perfect meal for the hungry heart. If Scotty’s first solo book, Objects of His Affection, was the appetizer, then this new book is the feast. Give thanks and fill yourself with words that satisfy.”

CHARLIE PEACOCK— 
Record Producer; Author, The aWAKE Project: Uniting Against the African AIDS Crisis

“Scotty has reached my heart and captured my believing imagination in this book as he has done so effectively in his sermons for fifteen years. The Reign of Grace has the lyrical ring of a Spurgeon with the weight of an Edwards, the accessibility of a Lewis, and it is all adorned in the sound theology of a Henry Van Til. This one will go in my read-every-year bookshelf.”

WES KING— 
Songwriter; Recording Artist

“I’ve heard the word grace used over and over, yet sometimes the word seems a little ambiguous. The Reign of Grace has helped me see what grace really looks like and has caused me to examine my heart to see how willing I am to let God’s grace change me.”

DENISE JONES— 
Recording Artist, Point of Grace

“I have been distressed many times by the charge that ‘Sonship’ teaching is antinomian and encourages an uncommitted Christian life, that the constant focus on God’s love in Christ for us his orphans gives believers a license to sin. It is my prayer that such critics will be silenced by this book, for Scotty shows with passion and clarity that security in Christ’s love is the source of obedience, discipleship, service, and self-sacrifice. Read it! Give it! Read it again!”

JERRAM BARRS— 
Director of the Francis Schaeffer Institute at Covenant Theological Seminary; Author; Professor, Covenant Theological Seminary

“With rare and splendid pastoral vulnerability, Scotty Smith explores the intimate recesses of his heart to discover the power and peace that motivate all hearts where God’s true grace reigns.”

DR. BRYAN CHAPELL— 
President, Covenant Theological Seminary

“This book may make you uncomfortable. It confronts us with our idolatries and reminds us of the lavish reign of God’s grace. Scotty is honest in uncovering his personal idols, as he shares Gods reign of grace in him.”

ROSE MARIE MILLER— 
World Harvest Mission; Missionary; Bible Teacher; Author, From Fear to Freedom

“Scotty holds nothing back as he demonstrates, even through his own story, how God loves us as a ‘frumpy’ Bride. As a member of Scotty’s congregation and having seen his vision and passion for the Church, I’m encouraged by his vulnerability and boldness in this important word to our culture.”

DEREK WEBB— 
Singer; Songwriter

“What difference do the Reformation doctrines of grace make—in our lives, in our families, and in our churches? According to Scotty Smith, they should make all the difference in the world. In The Reign of Grace, he gives us a glimpse of that extraordinary difference, and he leaves us all the richer for it.”

GEORGE GRANT— 
King’s Meadow Study Center

“Brace yourself. Reading The Reign of Grace is a wild, gritty unfolding of the human heart laid bare under God’s sacred gaze. Scotty’s searingly honest search for the implications of grace invites us to enter the land of God’s romance. Scotty moves us ‘further up and further in’ to a discovery of grace as a life-changing, soul-stirring, passionate treasure.”

BONNIE KEEN— 
Singer; Songwriter; Author, God Loves Messy People

“Scotty can’t help but gush about God’s grace to us. It’s deep in his heart, and it’s everywhere in this book. But he adds a critical question: Now what? God’s grace changes us. It mobilizes us. Be prepared to love others more deeply.”

DR. ED WELCH— 
Author; Counselor; Theological Instructor, Westminster Seminary and C.C.E.F. (Christian Counseling and Education Foundation)

“In this book, Scotty Smith encourages us to make ‘unhurried eye contact’ with our loving Father and to move beyond mere visitation to real participation in His glorious reign of grace. With uncommon honesty and vulnerability, Scotty shows us the Lord’s hand in the intricate tapestry of his own life story.”

CHRISTINE DENTE— 
Out of the Grey, Rocketown Records
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DEDICATION
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Grant Evan Cunningham

June 12, 1965-July 7, 2002

It is with great sadness but with even greater joy that I dedicate The Reign of Grace to the memory of a friend, fellow elder, and passionate lover of the Lord Jesus, Grant Cunningham. My sadness is born from the grief that necessitated my preaching his funeral—a funeral I never imagined I would preach. A likelier outcome would have been for him to lead worship at mine. Indeed, “God’s ways are not our ways”—but just as indeed, “He does all things well.”

Grant went to be with Jesus on July 7, 2002, after suffering a head injury incurred while playing his beloved sport of soccer. I was well into writing this book at the time of the accident, but the profound impact of Grant’s death on thousands of people convinced me that his story must be written into The Reign of Grace. That conviction proved to be right but not in the way I expected.

The seventy-page chronicle I wrote—which details the moments and movements of the Holy Spirit from the hour I got the numbing phone call about Grant’s accident to the minute we released helium balloons into the blue skies above the spot where we planted this precious man’s body—remains safe in my computer and the hearts of many of us.

But Grant’s story, his imprint, his presence permeates this book—even as the reign of God’s grace permeated everything he did. At his funeral I commented that Grant was the most invisible, visible Christian I ever knew. He impacted his family, friends, company, culture, and church with the glory and grace of Jesus in ways I have seldom, if ever, seen in any other life—but we didn’t fully realize it until his death. Thus, Grant was a living affirmation of this great truth: There is no limit to what God can do through the man or woman who does not care who gets the credit.

In the chapters ahead you will come upon two titles that I came up with simply from knowing and observing Grant’s life: “lead worshiper” and “Jesus’ best man.” Grant was an amazing singer, songwriter, and elder-participant in the worship ministries of Christ Community Church. He was vice president of Sparrow Records-EMI and had more than 130 songs published. But his heart was so captured by the gospel of God’s grace that Grant became much more than a gifted worship leader; he became an infectious lead worshiper in the doxological celebration and lifestyle of the reign of grace.

In the weeks leading up to Grant’s death, our church family had been meditating on our calling to live as the cherished Bride of Jesus—a theme that winds its way through this book. Of all the metaphors and images that emerge in the Scriptures, giving meaning and life to the sacred romance, there is one which Grant profoundly epitomized and incarnated—that of John the Baptist. John the Baptist came onto the scene as one who found great delight in decreasing that Jesus would increase. He referred to himself as “the friend” of the groom (John 3:29–30). In Hebrew culture, this is the equivalent of what we call the “best man”—the attendant who finds great joy in serving the interests and pleasure of the groom, thrilled with the privilege of uniting the groom to his bride.

Grant knew no greater joy—in life and in death—than serving as Jesus’ best man—fulfilling the purposes of the Day when Jesus will receive his Bride and romance her forever.

Grant gave his wife, Kristin, much more than a taste of this sacred romance. She buried her husband with the testimony of having been a well-loved woman—by her husband and by her Husband. And three special young sons—Will, Evan, and Blake—were given more love, affection, and attention in the brief time they had their dad than many sons experience in a lifetime.

Six months prior to Grants death, God showed his amazing providence and provision as Grant began to envision a new ministry. Grant had dreamed of finding a way to reach and mentor the hearts of boys and girls growing up without a father figure. He and his wife, Kristin, purchased some land in the country, which they named Blue Skies, as an investment and play place for their three boys. Grant dreamed of using this land to help serve fatherless children. Little did Grant and Kristin realize that this gospel-driven vision would include their own three boys.

The vision lives on and has given rise to the Blue Skies Foundation. Blue Skies exists to come alongside fatherless children, helping them discover their God-given gifts and their heavenly Father’s greatest gift—Jesus Christ. Through the arts, sports, and discipleship programs, Blue Skies endeavors to show the love of God in the hope that this love will inspire these children to thrive, to pursue excellence, and to ultimately offer their skills and hearts to the glory of God. Please be encouraged to write to BlueSkiesFoundation@hotmail.com for information on how you can participate in helping Grant’s last vision come to fruition.

May God increase Grant Cunningham’s tribe!—a true servant in the reign of grace.


Our purpose at Howard Publishing is to:

•Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians

•Inspire holiness in the lives of believers

•Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere

Because He’s coming again!
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Sprint’s TV commercials rock! The premise is so clever: “Use our cell phone service to reduce the static on your line so you don’t mishear what a loved one is trying to say. The consequences can be devastating.” Several hilarious scenes are created to show what can happen when the wrong message gets heard.

For instance: The setting is a professional football team practice. The camera pans onto the field where the players are standing around trying to figure out why a pop music group from the past is performing in the middle of the practice field. One exasperated coach comments to another, “I said, ‘Get a back-up for O’Nei’ not, ‘Get the Captain and Tennille!’”

Here’s another: The setting is a home in middle America. A startled mom is staring at her two very white-faced children. Glaring incredulously at the babysitter, she cries out, “I said, ‘Put the kids down in an hour’ not, ‘Cover the kids with flour!’”

The newest edition: At a huge working ranch in the western United States, the owner stares in unbelief as a herd of small German dogs with very short legs runs wild across his property. Two are pinned to the ground under the weight of a large wooden yoke. He remarks to his Sprint representative, “I ordered two dozen oxen, not two hundred dachshunds!”

OK, one last example: The setting is any city in America. A Christian is working feverishly in his backyard, with piles and piles of lumber stacked neatly beside two of his three barns. God shows up and simply comments, “I said, ‘Bow to the reign of my grace!’ not, ‘Add to the size of your place!’” Sprint is right. The consequences can be devastating when we mishear what a loved one is trying to tell us—especially this Loved One.

But let’s be honest—there is a big difference between mishearing and hearing only what we want to hear, right? We, the people of God, seem to have chronic “itching ears,” and we can usually find somebody to scratch till we say “Aaahh” (2 Tim. 4:3). Given the option, we will usually choose bigger barns to serve ourselves over bigger hearts to serve others (Luke 12:13–21). Isn’t it obvious that Jesus has come not just to heal those with hearing loss but also those with listening loss?

Ever since Adam and Eve turned God’s vintage wine of grace into the lukewarm waters of selfishness, everything has been upside down. We’ve lived as though grace is a gentle rain of private blessing when in fact it is a transforming reign of cosmic righteousness—a rolling river of redeeming love, “a never-failing stream” of infinite mercy (Amos 5:24)—changing the landscape of history and the worship of our hearts.

The Reign of Grace chronicles both the placid and unnerving places this river has been taking me since the completion of Objects of His Affection. But more importantly, it is a book extending God’s generous invitation to you—and perhaps to a few of the people with whom you walk most closely. This is a book to be read individually, but it will be processed and applied most effectively in community. For though the Christian life is personal, it is not to be lived in isolation from your brothers and sisters in Christ.

The format is a little unique, so allow me to explain. The first four chapters are a testimony to God’s unrelenting commitment not just to bless but to grow his children in grace—to arrange circumstances and providences of his choosing to make us more and more like Jesus. The remainder of the book is a study of the implications of God’s grace for many of the significant issues we face. Chapters 5–11 are followed by additional sections titled “Further Up and Further In.” This material supplements and expands the topic under consideration.

Since I am writing for a broad audience—including laymen and leaders, young believers and mature believers—I don’t want any of you to get bogged down if a particular discussion seems irrelevant. But don’t sell yourself short or be cowardly either! I challenge you to go “further up and further in” to what the Scriptures have to say about these crucial matters of the heart. Read and study as one preparing to care for others, not just yourself—for, indeed, this is where the reign of grace will take all of us. In the back of the book you will find reflection and discussion questions for personal and small group use.

It is my prayer that this humble and quite incomplete attempt at conveying the rich delights and radical demands of God’s love will honor Jesus and help those of us who are preparing to live as his beloved Wife forever.


BE IMITATORS OF GOD,

THEREFORE, AS DEARLY LOVED

CHILDREN AND Live A LIFE OF LOVE,

JUST AS CHRIST LOVED US

AND GAVE HIMSELF UP FOR US

AS A fragrant OFFERING

AND SACRIFICE TO GOD.

—EPHESIANS 5:1–2
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Were the whole REALM of nature mine,

that were a present far too small;

Love so amazing, so divine,

demands my soul, my life, my all.

Jsaac WATTS
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What are YOU doing

for no other reason than because you love Jesus?

AND what have you ceased doing

for no other reason than his love for you?

Jack MILLER
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O to grace how great a DEBTOR daily

I’m constrained to be!

Let Thy goodness, like a fetter,

bind my wandering heart to Thee.

Robert ROBINSON
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Nothing could sum up better the BLESSINGS of being in Christ

than the expression “the reign of grace”….When we are convinced

that “grace reigns,” we will REMEMBER

that God’s throne is a “throne of grace and will come to it boldly

to receive mercy and to find grace for every need.

John STOTT
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CHAPTER ONE



The Implications of 
GRACE
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“I love you too.” He was eighty-two and I was fifty-one, but it was the first time in my life I’d heard my dad speak those words. Though they comprised a “mere” sentence, they carried the freight of heartfelt expectations and bore the weight of long-term implications. Life and conversation have taught me that a great percentage of us die without ever hearing our dads utter this tiny, but titanic, phrase.

Dismissing it as a generational thing, I never expected my dad to verbalize what I knew to be in his heart. In fact, I’d done a pretty good job of convincing myself it really wasn’t that big of a deal. They were just words, right? If it had taken me half a century to hug my dad and tell him I loved him, who was I to expect the same from a southern octogenarian plus?

It was right after Thanksgiving. As Dad and I were finishing a phone visit between my office in Tennessee and his den in North Carolina, I ended our conversation with the benediction that still feels new to me: “I love you, Dad.” However, before I could put the receiver down, Dad made a huge deposit in the treasury of my heart. Without missing a beat, he responded, “I love you too.”

With that unprecedented and spontaneous return volley, he simply hung up. Stunned, I replayed each word like a hungry man savoring every morsel of a long-dreamt-about feast. Then I hung up the phone and thrust my arms up in the air like I had just won the New York City Marathon and yelled, “Yes!” loud enough to startle even myself. “My dad loves me!”

I never knew how much the absence of actually hearing my dad express his affection for me had affected my heart until that phone call in December 2001.

With those simple words, “I love you too,” I was overcome with emotion. I felt the surprise and joy of a little boy on Christmas morning opening the gift he’d made hints about but didn’t think his parents could afford. I felt somewhat awkward and shy, like right after the first time I kissed the beautiful, young woman who would become my wife. I also felt the same freedom and happiness I remember coursing through my whole being when, at last, I really had a reason to stand up during the singing of the “Hallelujah Chorus” in December, 1968.

THE IMPLICATIONS OF BEING LOVED


Most of my life I’ve felt like an orphan in my own house—always on the run, never able to sit still very long, uncertain of my place in the family portrait. But when my dad told me that he loved me, something clicked, congealed, converged—deep in my heart. Our relationship, already significantly healed, began to take on a whole new direction. The wonderful status of finally having a real dad (not the impersonal “Pop” I’d always called him) segued slowly into the dynamic of my living as a son. Making the emotional transition from being a “boarder” in my family system to being a welcomed son hasn’t been easy. It’s required a lot of me; it’s especially required unhurried reflection and new degrees of vulnerability.

Since the day he spoke that blessing into my soul, I find myself lingering in the implications of feeling loved by Dad. I’m aware of being a steward of something very precious. How does a fifty-two-year-old son respond to the heart movement of an eighty-three-year-old dad? It would have been one thing for Dad to have given me a gift of money, but at a far greater cost to him, Dad has given me his heart. What does good stewardship of this kind of gift involve?

As I continue to ponder this mystery and movement in my own heart, I see my relationship with Dad as a powerful parable, a mighty metaphor for my relationship with God. To hear Dad say “I love you too” has proven to be the current megaphone by which Abba, Father, is speaking his own “I have loved you” deep into my DNA—not just into my theological hard drive. I find myself reflecting a whole lot more about the dynamic, and not just the status, of being loved of God, about the radical implications of his grace, and about good stewardship of the most costly of all gifts—the “indescribable gift” (2 Cor. 9:15) of Jesus.

Regarding my story, it’s the difference between studying and communicating the theology of grace and sitting down (and still) and having face-to-face, transforming communion with the God of all grace—making unhurried eye contact with him. It’s the difference between knowing propositions and being known by a Person—between theological vocabulary and the vocation of knowing Jesus.

FURTHER UP AND FURTHER IN


For those of you who’ve read my last book, Objects of His Affection, you know that in it I tell the story of the death of my mother and the stifling effect it had on my emotional and spiritual growth and my relationship with my father. The automobile accident that took her life left my dad and me emotionally and relationally paralyzed. We simply had no clue how to deal with the devastating loss of the wonderful woman who was my mom and his wife. I was only eleven at the time, and for the next thirty-nine years, Dad and I were held hostage by our undealt-with grief and doomed-to-fail coping mechanisms. No words of love ever passed between my dad and me or my brother. Mom’s name—Martha Amanda—was not mentioned even once between us for all those years. None of us shed one tear over her in the presence of the other. We simply couldn’t “go there.” She was never forgotten—even for one day—but she was never remembered out loud or together.

But shortly before my fiftieth birthday and while in the process of writing Objects, the relationship between my father and I began to thaw. During the same time, I finally made my first visit to the tiny piece of real estate in Burlington, North Carolina, that had held mammoth sway over my heart for so long. Standing over Mom’s grave for the first time since we’d buried her, a process of resurrection was initiated in my heart that continues to this day. Though rusted shut by years of uncried tears, the prison doors of my soul were ripped off their immobile hinges by that visit in February 2000, and my soul found new meaning and depth in the compelling love of God. It is this new awareness that I explored in Objects of His Affection and will continue to explore in this, The Reign of Grace.

How, then, would I describe the relationship between these two books? Movement from admiring an intriguing doorway to taking a few steps through the portal into the realm of new-creation living. It is my hope that The Reign of Grace is an extension of the call Asian the Lion (the Christ figure in C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia) gave to the children and creatures in the shadowlands (life as it is lived in this world) to come “further up and further in” into Narnia—Lewis’s literary tool for describing life lived in the transforming presence of Aslan. Narnia has now become for me a powerful symbol of the expanding and consuming reign of the Lion of the tribe of Judah, Jesus—the reign of redeeming grace.

In The Last Battle, the seventh and last in the series of the Chronicles of Narnia, a conversation between Lucy and her oldest Narnian friend, Faun Tumnus, captures this ongoing journey into Narnia.

“I see,” she said at last, thoughtfully. “I see now. The garden is like the stable. It is far bigger inside that it was outside.”

“Of course, Daughter of Eve,” said the Faun. “The further up and the further in you go, the bigger everything gets. The inside is larger than the outside.”

“I see,” she said. “This is still Narnia, and more real and more beautiful than the Narnia down below, just as it was more real and more beautiful than the Narnia outside the stable door! I see…world within world, Narnia within Narnia….”

“Yes,” said Mr. Tumnus, “like an onion: except that as you continue to go in and in, each circle is larger than the last.”1

As we go “further up and further in” into the reign of grace, we discover larger and larger implications. We live as participants under its transforming dominion rather than as visitors who casually tour Buckingham Palace—checking out its treasures. We experience grace to be as consuming as it is consoling—for we find ourselves thrust directly into the presence of Jesus. Face-to-face with our Lion-King, we learn how to respond to his beauty, love, and majesty—not merely how grace can help us live a more full and enjoyable Christian life.

Emeth, a latecomer to Narnia, experienced Aslan (Jesus) in this way. Coming into Narnia, he observed:

I looked about me and saw the sky and the wide lands and smelled the sweetness…I began to journey into the strange country and to seek him [Asian]….So I went over much grass and many flowers and among all kinds of wholesome and delectable trees till lo! In a narrow place between two rocks there came to meet me a great Lion. The speed of him was like the ostrich, and his size was an elephant’s; his hair was like pure gold and the brightness of his eyes like gold that is liquid in the furnace. He was more terrible than the Flaming Mountain of Lagour, and in beauty he surpassed all that is in the world even as the rose in bloom surpasses the dust of the desert. Then I fell at his feet and thought, surely this is the hour of death, for the Lion [who is worthy of all honor] will know that I have served Tash [the counterfeit Christ—the devil] all my days and not him….

But the Glorious One bent down his golden head and touched my forehead with his tongue and said, “Son, thou art welcome.”…Then he breathed upon me and took away the trembling from my limbs and caused me to stand upon my feet. And after that, he said not much but that we should meet again, and I must go further up and further in….And since then, O Kings and ladies, I have been wandering to find him and my happiness is so great that it even weakens me like a wound. And this is the marvel of marvels, that he called me Beloved, me who am but as a dog.2

Marvel, indeed! Oh that we will find Jesus to be more terrible and more beautiful, more welcoming and more wounding with the joy he gives! No, the contribution of this book isn’t found in newness and novelty, but in the broadening, deepening, and clarifying of the same vision that drove me to write Objects. We don’t need more than the gospel, just more of the same gospel. Let us go further up and further in.

MISAPPROPRIATING GRACE?

In the winter of 2001 when the edited manuscript of Objects went speedily off to print, a subtle temptation crept slowly into my heart, leading me to think, Now that I’ve experienced this tremendous healing, I must be a pretty healthy guy! It feels so good to be me right now. I can’t wait to tell my story, and what a great story it is! I can see it now:

“Grave Day Becomes Grace Day”

“Father and Son Unite after Four Debilitating Decades of Deadly Denial”

“Frozen Pastor Begins to Thaw Out in His Jubilee Year.”

Looking back, I cringe with more than a little embarrassment at such thoughts. But that’s one of the occupational hazards that come with writing a book. It’s easy to think that with the completion of the last chapter, the story is over. You’re now on the other side of something—an “expert,” poised to give interviews, sign autographs, speak at conferences, and help others who are struggling where you used to struggle.

What a dangerous and deceiving myth! Publishing a book on grace is not the same as being radically transformed by grace. Significant moments of God’s love breaking into one’s story is not the same as a significant movement of his love redirecting your story.

But more important than telling my own personal story, Objects of His Affection told the story of God’s freely given, unconditional, awe-inspiring grace. Its message was fueled and flamed by years of interacting with believers who suffer the destructive consequences of bad theology, a grace-less gospel, and toxic faith-experiences generated by legalism and performance-based spirituality. It was for those I wrote the book.

It was from those same people that I received encouraging letters and e-mails that made it easy to feel pretty good about…how else can I say it?…well, about myself and the message of grace proclaimed in Objects. Here’s a sampling of some of the feedback I’ve received:

• “At last I have broken free from the paralyzing guilt I’ve carried like a disease for the past fifty-five years of my life. My joy is great!”

• “I knew I would go to heaven when I died because of Jesus, but I lived with an abiding sense of being a disappointment to God. Now I am beginning to believe he actually likes me.”

• “I’m a granddad, and I wept as I read your book. I gathered my family this Christmas and asked them to forgive me for being too busy too much of my life. And they did. It was so healing.”

• “I’ve been a pastor for longer than I care to say, but at last—I’ve heard God sing.”

• “I feel like I now have permission to relax and rest in God’s presence. Hopefully, I’m through with trying to be my own savior.”

Amen, amen, and amen! Isn’t this good news? Absolutely yes! To hear God sing, to rest in his love, to experience his delight, to be enjoyed of God, to finally have the peace that the gospel of God’s grace alone can give is essential and awesome! I have dedicated my life and ministry to helping people discover and experience this glorious reality secured for us by the life and death of Jesus. I should have been thrilled at these letters! And I was….

But is this the whole of the good news? Is the movie over? Are the credits supposed to start rolling now? Have we completely fulfilled our reason for being when we are truly able to say, “I am saved by grace alone, through faith alone?” Is the chief end of man just to come alive to the delights of God’s love? Is the whole point of the gospel simply to free me from the guilt, shame, and fear of bad religion, no religion, civil religion, cultural religion, or religion itself?

I don’t think many of us would offer a resounding “Yes!” to this line of questions. And yet we seem to be confused about “the rest of the story,” as Paul Harvey would say. Where does grace take us? Where does God’s love lead?

CHOOSE YOUR GIFTS WISELY


In time, God used those letters to cause me to think deeply on the implications of his grace and to reexamine my own response to that grace. And I began to consider how I have been interpreting the life of grace for so many others.

As I reread those thank-you notes, I began to wonder, “Did I really give the right gift?” And I started feeling kind of like a department-store Santa Claus—as if I’d played a role that wasn’t really mine to play, as if I’d given small gifts to people I didn’t actually know and made promises I couldn’t really keep. I had to ask myself: Did I include all the needed explanations and instructions with my gift? Did I present the correct balance?

It wasn’t what the letters affirmed that bothered me—I praise God for the peace the writers gained from coming to know the grace of God more fully! Rather, it was what they didn’t say that caused me a great deal of concern.

Though it’s usually a great joy to open your mailbox in January and find thank-you notes, there are a few exceptions:

• From a fourteen-year-old nephew who has had a rough transition into teenage years: “Dear Aunt Sally, Thanks for the snowboard! Me and a gang of my buddies are heading off for Colorado in a couple of weeks to learn how to jump off snow covered cliffs—like they do on ESPN’s extreme sports shows. We can hardly wait! I love you so much, Billy. PS—Mom didn’t have to make me write this thank-you note!”

• From a daughter who just completed her first semester of her sophomore year in college: “Dear Daddy, Thanks sooo very much for the two thousand dollar check! I understand completely that you didn’t have much time to shop. But guess what! As you have been so kind in expressing your hopes and prayers that I will get over my sophomore slumps, you are the answer to your own prayer! I’ve decided not to go back to school this semester. I’m going to take your generous gift and ‘hostel’ my way around Europe for a couple of months. Thanks Daddy. I already feel better. Love, Lynn.”

Oh, blessed ambivalence! These kinds of thank-you notes make you feel joyful and fearful at the same time! Joyful for the expression of gratitude, but fearful for the use of the gift! That’s sort of how I’ve felt in response to feedback from Objects—warmed with the appreciation, but warned by the applications!

THE ULTIMATE GIFT


Any gift we give or receive in life can be dis-used, well-used, mis-used, or even a-bused. As with Christmas presents, so with an inheritance: Gifts can be underappreciated, cherished, worshiped as an idol, forgotten, invested, or squandered (as in the case of the prodigal son in Luke 15).

God’s grace, like any other gift—no, like no other gift—can be distorted, even perverted. Jude, the half brother of Jesus, spoke of just such a situation in the first-century church. “Certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord” (Jude 4).

Indeed, it is quite possible to pervert that which is precious and priceless. Jude teaches us that to distort grace is to misrepresent and deny Jesus. Grace is not just a theological proposition to be debated; it is a living Person to be honored and loved. To be wrong about grace is to be wrong about Jesus. To be wrong about Jesus is to be wrong about grace.

In his classic volume The Cost of Discipleship, German pastor and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote about “cheap grace.” What is cheap grace? It is a Christ-less, faithless, tearless, joyless, and loveless misrepresentation of the grace of God.

Cheap grace is a gospel with no call to repentance; it is discipleship with an aversion to suffering; it is a church with no sense of mission, a community of believers clinging more to their ideal than to Jesus’ cross as a definition of true fellowship. In essence, cheap grace is grace emptied of Jesus. Therefore, it is un-grace or a-grace.

Unlike any other gift giver, God takes no nervous risks when he gives gifts—for risk presupposes the possibility of failure, and his plans never fail. God has never had to second-guess giving a fast snowboard to an irresponsible teenager, a large sum of money to an immature coed, or an incomplete book to an impressionable public. And there was certainly no risk, nor was there any hint of second-guessing, when God gave the ultimate gift, sine qua non, of his only begotten Son for ill-deserving sinners. There is no other way we could have become the permanent objects of his affection and delight. There is always wisdom, joy, passion, and intentionality to God’s generosity.

We are the ones who are at risk! What we do with God’s indescribable gift matters more than anything in life—for it is our response to Jesus himself. Indeed, what we think about God’s grace—how we explain, illustrate, extend, and apply this peerless gift to ourselves and others—is essentially our way of saying, “This is who Jesus is. This is why you need to take him seriously and love him above all. This is what it means to know and follow him.”

THE REIGN OF GRACE


God’s grace is given freely and undeservedly, but not without intent and implications. We dare not try to privatize or domesticate the significance of God’s grace. We have been called into a dynamic love affair—one that gives more than we could have ever hoped and demands more than we would freely give. To receive God’s grace in Christ is to be brought into a revolutionary reign, not ushered into a quiet rest home! God’s love is as disruptive as it is delightful, as demanding as it is delicious! God loves us exactly as we are today, but he loves us too much to leave us as we are and where we are.

Grace is free, but not frail! The Scriptures attest over and over to the potent and life-giving effect that grace is to have in our lives as it reigns supreme in our hearts.

• We are to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.” (2 Pet. 3:18)

• We must be careful not to “receive God’s grace in vain” (2 Cor. 6:1) by having disregard for Jesus, his cross, and his kingdom.

• We must not “set aside the grace of God” (Gal. 2:21) by reverting to self-righteousness.

• The grace of God is not to be “without effect” (1 Cor. 15:10) in our lives, a mere cosmetic window treatment.

• To revert to salvation by obedience is to have “fallen away from grace.” (Gal. 5:4)

• We are to submit to the pedagogy of grace, for it “teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.” (Titus 2:12)

• Grace doesn’t eliminate or leapfrog us over our weaknesses and limitations; on the contrary, “grace is sufficient” to bring God’s power into the very things we despise, like insults, hardships, persecutions, and difficulties. (2 Cor. 12:8–10)

• Grace doesn’t make us guiltless couch potatoes in the kingdom, rather, “to each one of us grace has been given” so we can do our part to “fill the whole universe” with the glory of Jesus. (Eph. 4:7–16)

• When we choose to live disobedient lives—indifferent to the glory of God, we aren’t insulated by grace, we insult “the Spirit of grace.” (Heb. 10:28–31)

• Indeed, God hasn’t lavished grace upon us to release us from concerns about holiness but so that “grace might reign through righteousness.” (Rom. 5:20–21)

If grace is to have its transforming way in our lives, we must submit to it as loyal, devoted servants submit unquestionably to a king. We who have been made objects of God’s tender affection have also been made subjects in his transforming kingdom, servants of the era of “new creation,” participants in the reign of grace.

HOW SHALL WE RESPOND?


How, then, shall we respond? What does a life lived in response to God’s grace look like? Overreaction usually leads to overcorrection—a lesson I am continually learning, especially in spiritual matters. Therefore, I have found it helpful to visualize the process of growth in Christ by creating continuums representing the issues with which I am wrestling at any given time in life.

For me, a continuum represents two dimensions of the same truth—both of which are vital to the whole. Because we don’t do balanced living very well, our temptation is to major on one side of a continuum, almost to the elimination of the other. Here are some of the continuums that I am currently wrestling with in my journey and therefore in this book.

I invite you to ponder with me how each side of these continuums is dynamically related to its counterpart. Also, try to project the consequences of choosing to focus on only one dimension of these continuums to the exception of the other.

By the way, do any of your remember Judy Collins?

BOTH SIDES NOW


My Personal Story….….……God’s New Creation Story

Healing As an Event ….….….Healthy Living As the Goal

The Delights of God’s Love….…….The Demands of God’s Love

Enjoying God’s Generosity….….…… Becoming a Cheerful Giver

Becoming a Whole Person….….…..Becoming a Holy Servant

My Rights As Abba’s Child …… My Responsibilities As Jesus’ Bride

Recovery from My Addictions….…….Repentance from My Sin

My Therapeutic Journey….….….God’s Healing of the Nations

Congruency of Heart ….….….….……Consecration of Life

Freedom from Past Hurts ….…..Freedom for Present Obedience

Loving the Grace of Jesus….….….Living for the Glory of Jesus

A Secure Heart….….….….….…… A Surrendered Heart

Jesus, My Merciful High Priest… Jesus, My Majestic Enthroned King

Me As a Victim of Others’ Sin…….Others As Victims of My Sin

My Personal Boundaries ….….…..God’s Wide Open Territory

Medicinal Living….….….….….…….Missional Living

The Riches of Grace ….….….….……The Reign of Grace

WHAT’S TO COME


In the remaining chapters of this book, we’ll be looking at what it means to live under the reign of grace. We’ll examine some of the main arenas of life in which we must learn to love God well. We’ll ask and seek answers to questions like: What does it mean to be a good steward of God’s grace? Is God more concerned about my happiness or my holiness? When God brings freedom, healing, peace, or some deliverance to my heart by the riches of his grace, what’s supposed to happen next? Is there a reason—not why, but wherefore—that God is so generous with us? If God’s love is so compelling, what does it compel me to believe, do, and become? We will see that the unsearchable riches of his grace commend and command an exacting response.

We’ll also look at how terribly meddlin’ God is as he loves his children. The God of all grace is anything but tame as he relates to us. Perhaps some of us will discover some stereotypes and sentimentality about grace from which we need to be rescued!

Using the Old Testament book of Malachi as our inspiration and focal point, we’ll also draw from the riches of many other passages in the Old and New Testament alike.

My hope is that all of us will be able to see the current enthronement of grace and that we’ll surrender to its eternal implications in the dailiness of our own lives. I invite you to walk with me through the pages of this book as together we begin to grasp the connection between God’s wildly passionate love and his radical commitment to make foolish children into obedient lovers. As objects of God’s affection, we are called to live as subjects in his kingdom—under the reign of his glorious grace. Jesus is calling us further up and further in. Let’s go through the portal together. Welcome to the kingdom of grace.

I HAVE LOVED YOU WITH

AN everlasting LOVE;

I HAVE DRAWN YOU

WITH LOVING-KINDNESS.

—JEREMIAH 31:3
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My heart melts at the love of Jesus.

He is mine and I am his,

GIVEN to me as well as for me.

I am never so much mine

as when I am his, or so much lost to

myself until lost in him.

Arthur BENNETT

[image: Images]

LET THE BELOVED OF THE LORD REST SECURE IN HIM,

FOR HE Shields HIM ALL DAY LONG, AND THE ONE THE LORD LOVES RESTS BETWEEN HIS SHOULDERS.

—DEUTERONOMY 33:12
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We are NEVER nearer Christ

than when we find ourselves

lost in a holy AMAZEMENT

at his unspeakable love.

John OWEN
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Jesus, LOVER of my soul,

let me to thy bosom fly

Plenteous grace with

THEE is found…

Charles WESLEY
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CHAPTER TWO


HOW Have you LOVED ME?


[image: Images]

Trying to get comfortable in a new counselor’s office is like asking me to eat a plate full of canned asparagus—both result in a lot of squirming, stalling, and repositioning. I like being in control of what I eat, and I am convinced that canned asparagus is the clearest culinary indication of the reality of sin. I also like being in control over who gets a peek into my heart—for there are sufficient indicators that I, too, am a testimony to the reality of sin.

It didn’t take long to notice that my new counselor was committed to spending a whole lot more time taking notes than smiling approvingly at me. I was hoping for pity; she listened instead. I wanted agreement with my assessment; she resisted my manipulative pull. I wanted theological insight; she gave me an art assignment!

“Scotty, I want you to take this sheet of paper and draw a picture of yourself as a six- or seven-year-old. Be as detailed as you can. And take this box of crayons with you and use whatever colors seem right.”

A little perturbed, I thought to myself, Draw a picture? What’s with this? These are pretty expensive art lessons. That evening I would begin to find out why the drawing wasn’t such a corny idea after all.

I did OK with pen and pad until it came time to draw a face on the little guy. Try as I might, all I could come up with was an empty circle. For the life of me, I could not even envision an expression to attempt. It wasn’t embarrassment over not being able to draw well—just a blank. Though somewhat taken aback, I soon passed it off as no big deal.

FACELESS ORPHAN


A week later, I walked into her office less apprehensive and defensive than at our first visit. I figured anybody who dispensed drawing pads and crayons couldn’t be all that intimidating.

“Well, how’d it go? Are you a budding Michelangelo?” A little sheepishly, I handed her my masterpiece. Though using professional restraint, she took one look and offered a noticeable “Oh, my goodness.”

With genuine empathy, she asked me to talk about the “faceless orphan.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. I drew myself skipping, as you can tell…well, if you can’t, that’s what my feet are doing up in the air a little! But I just couldn’t come up with a face.”

After a little more chitchat about the picture, my counselor leaned in toward me, took off her glasses, and offered this observation.

“Scotty, I’m happy you and your dad have had a great breakthrough, and certainly many other good things have taken place in the past year. But my sense is that you’re in a dangerous place. I’d be sad if all of this simply ended up as a good story, but with no real change in your heart. Don’t be offended, but you seem a little slick to me—more than a little evasive and disconnected on the inside.”

She picked up my picture and turned it toward me. “You’ve got to find this little guy’s face—your face as a child—so you can grow as an adult. He’s there. You’ve just got to look.”

Though I was too proud to admit that I really didn’t understand what she meant by “finding my face,” the earnestness and hope with which she spoke grabbed my heart and wouldn’t let go.

She continued, “By your own admission, you’ve got a track record of talking too much about big moments in your life before you take the time to process these things quietly on your own.”

Looking me dead in the eye, she continued. “Scotty, don’t sabotage what God is doing in your life by running to your pulpit. Right now you’ve got more answers than raw courage, more insight than follow through. I’m concerned for you.” She sat back in her chair as though exhausted.

To think I actually paid for that barrage! But she was right. I looked at her clock, happy we were already two minutes past the hour; but she wasn’t through.

“I want you to plan your next visit to your mom’s grave—not a ‘drive-by quickie,’ but a lingering visit and chat. That’s your homework assignment. And when you go, I want you to allow your heart to feel what it would be like to have your mom hold your hand and walk with you as a six- or seven-year-old.

“Just visualize some familiar scene or place you remember being with her.”

She could tell by my body language that I was beginning to freak a little on this one.

“Trust me, Scotty. I’m not going New Age on you or anything. I want you to get a clearer picture of the depth of your loss. You’ve chosen to live your life in ways that rob you and others of your heart. I know you love God’s grace, but you need it more than you realize.”

DISCONNECT EXPOSED


My love for God’s grace was indeed what Objects of His Affection was all about. Helping people understand the rich theology of God’s sovereign grace is something I’d been passionate about for a long time. But now I was being called to become something, something that would require surrendering to the reign of a sovereign. Though it took awhile to see the parallels, my response to God’s grace resembled the presumption and complacency that filled the hearts of the Israelites whom Malachi addressed in the last book of the Old Testament.

Malachi was the last of Israel’s writing prophets from whom God’s people would hear until the dawn of the Messianic Age. His name means “God’s messenger,” and he was commissioned to record and deliver a fiery love letter. In this letter, God speaks to his children in the first-person voice in forty-seven of fifty-five verses—the highest percentage of first-person speech from God himself to be found in any book of the Bible. In the truest sense, God “gets in the last word” as the Old Testament concludes. We usually think of final words as “Sit up and pay attention” words. The Book of Malachi is no exception. Through Malachi, God gets in our face to get at our hearts.

Malachi reminds us that we are God’s chosen people—his beloved family—a people with a history, a heritage, and a hope. Through Malachi, God addresses us as beloved sons and daughters who have forgotten the family history. Like faceless orphans, God’s chosen people, the Israelites, were trying to make a way, a name, and a story for themselves—forgetting God’s story to their own ruin.

God’s pithy prophet was commissioned to make bored, cynical children wrestle with the radical implications of being the objects of God’s affection—a wrestling match in which losing means winning. With redemptive sarcasm and holy parody, Malachi played the court jester as he exposed the huge disconnect between God’s faithfulness to his people and their fickleness toward him. Through Malachi, God reminds us that the delights of grace are to lead to the reign of grace.

“I HAVE LOVED YOU!”

“I have loved you,’ says the LORD” (Mal. 1:2). What an amazing way to begin the very last book of the Old Testament! A bold and unflinching profession of long-term grace by the God of creation, the God of eternity, the God of the Israelites, the God of you and me.

And how did the objects of his affection respond? With either the worst memory lapse of all time or with out-and-out spoiled brat-i-ness! “How have you loved us?” they retorted. Let the weight and the tragedy of their response sink in. They said in essence, “We want proof! Give us evidence. When have you loved us? What have you done for us? If you really loved us, you’d treat us differently than you’re treating us today. Where is the fulfillment of your promises?”

Do you hear pathetic, whiny voices or perhaps angry defiance in their tone? Maybe some of each. If you have ever doubted the patience and forbearance of God, camp out at this scene for a while and marvel that he does not simply call down the fire of well-deserved judgment, or at the very least throw up his hands and walk away with his heart filled with incredulous disgust.

CHILDISH INGRATITUDE


As a parent, have you ever had a conversation like this with a six-year-old?

“Daddy loves you, Jimmy.”

“No you don’t! You’re just saying that. If you really loved me, you would give me the box of matches and the butcher knife. You’re no fun. I want a different daddy.”

Or maybe you’ve had an encounter with a fourteen-year-old daughter similar to this one. “Charissa, sweetheart, I do love you.”

The door slams, bang! Then, from within her playpen—I mean bedroom, “The heck you do! You only care about yourself! You don’t trust me! All of my friends get to stay out till two in the morning. Their moms love them a lot better than you love me. It’s not fair! Maybe I’ll just run away and get pregnant. Then you’ll be sorry.”

The childish reasoning of this six-year-old is somewhat predictable. And the hormone-charged irrationality of this teenager, though not excusable, is at least understandable. But how do we explain the disconnect that occurred in the hearts of God’s people? “How have you loved us?” they asked God.
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