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“The Gospel of Grace”
Galatians 2:15-21             Romans 3:21-26 February 25, 2018

In his book, Whatever Became of Sin, the renowned 
psychiatrist Dr. Karl Menninger tells the story of a simply 
dressed street-corner preacher on a busy Chicago street. 
From time to time, he who would lift his arm and point at 
busy passersby and shout the one word, “Guilty!” Menninger 
writes, “The effect of this strange accusatory pantomime on 
the passing strangers was extraordinary, almost eerie. They 
would stare at him, hesitate, look away, look at each other, 
and then at him again; then hurriedly continue on their 
ways. One man… exclaimed: ‘But how did he know?’”

Paul says that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory 
of God.  We may be oblivious to our condition before God. 
We may have even thought we were doing well – enjoying 
life, pursuing our passions and, in the eyes of the world, a big 
success. We were living a life centered on ourselves – doing all 
the right things for the wrong reason.  Martin Luther helped 
the church rediscover that sin is not so much all the little 
things we do wrong, but sin is our fundamental alienation 
from God.  All the “things we do wrong” flow from this 
alienation from God.  Sometimes even what appears to be 
the most accomplished life runs aground.  We may think 
that we are doing a good job of hiding our brokenness, our 
alienation and our sin, but there lives deep down within us a 
sense that things are not right. As the man on the street said, 
“How did he know?” 

God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. God 
sets us free from sin and brings us new life.  Kathleen Norris 
describes a moment she experienced at a departure gate at 
an airport. There was a young couple with a baby waiting 
for flight. The baby kept looking around him and “as soon 
as he recognized a human face, no matter whose it was, no 
matter if it was young or old, pretty or ugly, bored or happy 
or worried-looking he would respond with absolute delight. 
It was beautiful to see. Our drab departure gate had become 
the gate of heaven…. I realized that this is how God looks 
at us, staring into our faces in order to be delighted, to see 
the creature God made and called good…. [God] looks right 
through whatever evil we have done in our lives” (Amazing 
Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith, pp. 150-1). This is God’s grace.

In every Christian life, there is a death and resurrection.  
Paul says in Galatians that we are crucified with Christ so 
that it is no longer we who live, but Christ who lives in us. 
The life we live, we live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
us and gave himself for us.  The first thing that happens for 
us to live with Christ is that we die to self.  We put to death 
the terribly destructive notion that we can by our sheer 
effort make ourselves acceptable to God. We open ourselves 
to see the divine face that looks upon us with love. When we 
die to self, Christ comes alive in us. The life we live, we live 
in the power of his spirit. To live the Christian life is to open 
our lives to invite Christ to live in us.

We receive this new life by faith – not by trying harder but 
by trusting more. By grace, God gives us abundant life and a 
new way of living in the world. We no longer live as slaves to 
our passions, but as free men and women; we no longer have 
to calculate our next move based on what others do, but 
on what God does; we no longer have to struggle for self-
worth or acceptance, but we know that we are beloved of 
God and secure in Christ. Paul says that we are justified by 
grace – that is, we are put in a right relationship with God by 
God’s grace and God’s grace along. It is not our own doing. 
We simply receive this life as a gift. It was Paul Tillich who 
gave us this famous definition of grace:  grace is accepting 
yourself as one who is accepted. 

In a Wall Street Journal book review of Dante’s poetic 
work, The Divine Comedy, Rod Dreher talks about how 
reading this 700 year old classic saved his life. After the 
death of his sister from cancer, he and his family moved back 
to his hometown where he hoped to find his own spiritual 
and emotional healing. As time passed, he found himself 
“struggling with depression, confusion and chronic fatigue.” 
One day in a book store he stumbled upon The Divine 
Comedy and was immediately hooked. Dante’s journey 
became his journey into the inferno, through purgatory 
and toward paradise. Dante opened his eyes to his own sin 
teaching him that “all sin is a function of disordered desire 
– a distortion of love. The damned either loved evil things 
or loved good things –such as food and sex – in the wrong 
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way.” He learned how he “had pursued false images of the 
good” in his work and in his love for his family. You might 
say, he learned the power of grace to bring him back from 
the dead and to reorient his life to God. (“A Poetic Path to 
Paradise,” Wall Street Journal, 4/19/2014).

It is easy to fall into the trap of taking grace for granted. 
If we think that grace means that it doesn’t matter what I 
do God is going to love me anyway, then we have yet to 
take into ourselves the grace of God.  When our lives are 
grasped by the grace of God, we are eager to forgive others 
just as God has forgiven us. When we discover the riches 
of God’s grace, we discover another way to live. We are to 
embody God’s grace in our relationships and in the work 
we do each day. Grace moves us to be less judgmental and 
more understanding; grace moves us to listen in situations 
of conflict before we get ready to draw swords; grace leads 
us to take risks when we would rather stick with what is 
comfortable and familiar.  The gospel of grace, God’s 
unmerited favor poured out for the world in Jesus Christ, 
is the one thing and the only thing that the church has to 
offer a spiritually hungry world. Grace is the primary thing. 

It is also easy to fall into the trap of thinking that God’s 
grace has made us “special” in a way that other people are not.  
We trade true righteousness of God for a kind of false self-
righteousness. The self-righteousness of the church is the 
first casualty of the cross. In his book, What’s So Amazing 
about Grace?, Philip Yancey wrestles with the question of 
why Christians have such a hard time understanding grace.  
He writes: 

Having spent time around “sinners” and also 
around purported saints, I have a hunch why 
Jesus spent so much time with the former 
group: I think he preferred their company. 
Because the sinners were honest about 
themselves and had no pretense, Jesus could 
deal with them. In contrast, the saints put on 
airs, judged him, and sought to catch him in a 
moral trap. In the end it was the saints, not the 
sinners, who arrested Jesus. 

The church has gotten a pretty bad reputation among 
millennials among others for being judgmental about 
people who do not conform to a certain set of rules and not 
extending grace to people outside of the church.   If we live 
by grace, then why do we have such a hard time extending 
that grace to others?  Grace is the primary thing. 

This week we have marked the passing of one of the 
great leaders of the Christian Church in America, Dr. Billy 
Graham.  In an article in Newsweek written some years ago, 

author and journalist Jon Meacham interviewed Dr. Graham 
at his mountaintop home in Montreat, North Carolina. 
Meacham described Billy Graham as “frail in body but rich 
in spirit.”  In the article, Graham talks about his call to what 
may be his “last mission: to soldier on by faith, praying and 
pondering and sharing what he has come to see and feel and 
think in the twilight of his life.”  According to his daughter 
Anne, what Graham has learned in these years of declining 
health, but enlarging spirit is that “secondary things... begin 
to fall away, and the primary things becomes primary again...” 
(pp. 37-38, Newsweek, August 14, 2006). 

For Billy Graham, and I dare say for each one of us, the 
primary thing is the simple gospel truth of God’s love for the 
whole world in Jesus Christ.  This man who has preached the 
gospel to more people in our world than any other evangelist 
in history, counseled presidents, met with world leaders, 
spoken out on social and moral issues and even publicly 
admitted his shortcomings, sins and mistakes, comes back to 
the simple truth that our salvation is God’s gracious gift to us 
through Jesus Christ which we receive through faith.

If we are going to be religious fanatics, let us be religious 
fanatics about one thing: this gospel of grace.  In Jesus 
Christ, God has shown his love for you, for me and for the 
whole world.  We no longer live for ourselves; we no longer 
live by our own strength or power; we no longer live under 
the illusion of our own goodness. The life we now live we live 
by faith in the Son of God who loved us and gave himself 
for us.  Our true life is given to us by God’s grace and God’s 
grace alone.


