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But because of His great love for us,  

God, who is rich in mercy, 

made us alive with Christ  

even when we were dead…. 

Ephesians 2:4-5 

 

 

Grace is everywhere. 

George Bernanos, The Diary of a Country Priest 
 

 
  



 

 

ew friends introduced me to mountain biking shortly after we arrived in Santiago. They 

were certain I‟d enjoy the adventure now that I was living in Chile, and wanted me to join 

them for a jaunt in the foothills of the Andes.  

“We go out every Sunday after church,” they told me. “You should come.” 

“I don‟t have a bike,” I said. 

“You can borrow one of mine,” Rick replied. 

“Where do you ride?” I asked. 

“Up there.” Luis pointed to the snow-covered peaks behind us. “On a cow path.” 

I have this thing about heights. “Is it safe? What if I fall?” 

“I fall a lot,” said Jon. He pointed to wounds and scars on his arms, shoulders, back. “Stitch-

es, dislocations, blood. It‟s great.” 

I went; it was steep. And that cow path? Very skinny cows apparently, animals unworried by 

precipitous drop-offs. If going up was difficult, coming down was terrifying. 

“Trust the equipment,” Rick said. “It‟s better than you are.” 

Oh. 

“But you still have to peddle. For the descent, get off the seat and hold yourself over that 

back tire. One more thing: don‟t use the front brake.” 

Before long, those narrow cow paths weren‟t nearly so frightening. Before long, we were 

looking for more challenging rides. Before long, I was inviting newbies to join us. 

Thanks to a friend, I got the right tools; otherwise I would have been lost. And with the en-

couragement of others, I eventually learned the technique. Before long, I was a mountain biker. 

 

Grace and sin are both known by their effects. Sin destroys. It advertises a community but 

assembles a wolf pack; it promises a party cruise, then sets sail on a ship that will sink. It spreads 

a banquet whose main course is the invited guests. Its work is fundamentally disintegrating; it 

controls by distraction and entrapment. Sin cannot create but dismantles, disrupts, removes. Sin 

takes; it never gives.  

By contrast, grace aims resource at need. By far, the most breathtaking display of grace 

comes at the cross, when Jesus dies to save people. But grace does not stop at this. It continues to 

be available, shaping in those rescued by Jesus a new nature.  

Grace‟s impulse is to rescue, redeem, remake, restore. It meets wrecked lives and offers to 

get busy doing good. This is why we describe exhibitions of grace in terms of blessings, for 

grace is at its core and in its demonstration benevolent. Grace flows generally and broadly, exud-

ed by God to the benefit of all. It also pours out in response to trouble, seeking and drawing 

hearts in need of and longing for repair and welcome. Its appeal is intentional and the acts of 

grace are lively, attractive and attracting, pressing forward and always in play. Grace fills a 

bright, appealing neighborhood in which people accustomed to gradual impoverishing by sin 

might want to live. 

Those rescued by grace from sin‟s death grip enter a realm where grace is both companion 

and teacher such that their lives are by it disciplined and enlarged. Then, in a move that defies 

understanding, God makes the targets of His grace agents of it as well. With grace, God fashions 

a virtuous cycle that redounds to His glory. 
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… where sin increased, grace increased all the more. 

Romans 5:20 

 

 

f sin rushed at us brandishing a machete and screaming bloody murder, we would probably 

notice. But sin is very often like crossing the wake on water skis. There‟s a slight bump and 

then suddenly you‟re out where it‟s wild and exciting. Straining at the rope, pulling for all 

your worth, you hardly notice you‟re being dragged along. 

Sin lurks on the edge of sensibility, beckoning; sin pushes out past where life is truly safe 

only to strip away what is good. We see that as Adam and Eve, preferring their own way to 

God‟s, quit Eden. Then Cain becomes a wanderer who cannot settle but moves ever further from 

society and stability. Before long, this disease has spread into every branch of the family tree. 

The testimony of Scripture is consistent: all having sinned, fall. They fall short, fall out, fall 

away. 

This outcome is universal, but the destiny of those snared by sin is not. Such is the witness 

of Ephesians 2:8, another piece of Scripture as well known as Romans 3:23. “For by grace are 

you saved by faith…,” Paul says in the former text—which seems to balance his expression in 

Romans 3 with its symmetry of sinned and grace, of falling short and being saved. The interplay 

is not accidental. As much as Paul wants to point out the far-reaching implications of sin, he also 

wants to emphasize the profound actions and effects of grace. 

 

Grace sounds to us like a „New Testament‟ word, but in fact, it appears rather often in the 

OT, at times in astonishing places. We find it, for instance, on Sinai, where Moses goes to re-

ceive the Law.  

That crusty nomad had climbed this mountain with stone tablets on which God would in-

scribe His ten words for the newly formed community.
1
 On that day, Moses expected Law. To 

put a finer point on it, he probably expected a little judgment, too. After all, he‟d been up this 

mountain not long before, to receive stone tablets “inscribed by the finger of God” (Exod 31:18). 

He might have stayed longer that first time, but the Lord sent him back down, to deal with people 

who were unraveling. “We don‟t know what has happened to him” (Exod 32:1), those still below 

had said of Moses. “Come, make us gods,” they instructed Aaron. 

The Lord, aware of what was taking place at Sinai‟s base, threatened to destroy the people 

there. Moses intercedes, successfully, then descends the slope. Then, the text says, “his anger 

burned” (Exod 32:19), and he grinds the stone tablets to dust, and forces people to drink water 

infused with the gritty particles. Then he sweeps through the camp with Levites who slay about 

3000 people that day. Then Moses prays for the survivors, and offers himself as a sacrifice if that 

will mitigate the Lord‟s wrath. 

After all this flagrant disobedience and heaving emotion, the Lord tells Moses to bring two 

more stone tablets up Sinai, so Moses chisels and once again ascends. Then the world stops: the 

Lord Himself descends, stands with Moses and declares His name: 

                                                
1 When you imagine his arrival near the summit, huffing and puffing from the load he bore, you have a picture of 

later generations who would also labor under their interpretation of what the Lord wrote on those tablets. 
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The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, 

abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiv-

ing wickedness, rebellion and sin… (Exodus 34:6). 

 

This we do not expect.  

Why would we? Why would God do anything other than squash rebels so recently rescued 

from Egypt who have so quickly turned away from Him? The answer is here, in this „name‟ of 

God: God acts this way because He is gracious and compassionate, even when—especially 

when—there is no warrant for grace and compassion. 

Echoes affirming these qualities of God reverberate in later writers (e.g. Joel 2:13; Jonah 

4:2; Ps 11:4; 145:8), who affirm that what Moses heard on that mountain is still true. By doing 

this, incidentally, they also depose the notion of an angry, vengeful God, insisting instead that 

the God they know is deeply interested in people. He acts in ways that result in blessings.  

God‟s display of grace is neither random nor rare; we find it consistently through the Bibli-

cal record. It is evident early on, as Paul tells us when he speaks of Abraham‟s experience (see 

Galatians 3:18). This puts grace well before the exile, before David, before the Exodus.  

Then, in Romans 5:20, Paul takes us back to Adam‟s time, telling us that “where sin in-

creased, grace increased all the more.” From this, we understand that at the beginning of human 

history, just as sin was making its entrance, grace also was in play. But we are not to surmise that 

grace is simply God‟s response as sin barrels into paradise. Grace does not occur as a reaction, 

conjured suddenly to mitigate or mask a problem in humanity. In fact, it was evident much earli-

er, “in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time” (2 Tim 1:9).
2
 Paul makes this last point while 

trying to put his own experience of prison and shame into a proper context for Timothy; the 

apostle wants his protégé to see that “suffering for the gospel” fits with God‟s purpose and is 

possible because of His deep—and ancient—grace. 

Sin‟s grip is tight and its reach long; its power and influence is empirically verifiable and 

depressing, leading quickly to pessimism about humanity, nature and the cosmos. But to find 

grace present long before sin entered this system—what might this do? And if we further notice 

how often grace appears, emanating from God to the benefit of people who by any standard 

should not expect it—this is to experience more than a glimmer of hope. 

 

Consideration of a „starting point‟ for grace bolsters optimism about what lies ahead even as 

sin gains a foothold. But we might also reflect on the „width‟ of grace, with similar profit, 

nudged along by texts like these:  

 

All people on earth will be blessed through you (Gen 12:3; cf. 18:18) 

 

I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people (Luke 2:10) 

 

                                                
2 The opening chapters of Genesis hint broadly at this, where „grace‟ is not so much mentioned as shown. There we 

watch in awe as the Lord spins out stars, pushes up glades, fills rivers, shapes sheep. Then He places people and 
says, “This is for you.” In this, we are taught (and reminded) that the work of creation occurred—in part, at least—

because of God‟s desire to fill the empty and illumine the darkness, to bring order from chaos. Well before human 

sin, we find God eager to pour out good, to give, and to bless—actions we acknowledge as hallmarks of grace.  

For more on what God is doing at “the beginning,” see John H. Walton, Genesis, in The NIV Application 

Commentary (Zondervan 2001), 72-78. 



In that day, Israel will be the third, along with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing on 

the earth (Isaiah 19:24)
3
 

 

(The Lord) is patient with you, not wanting any to perish (2 Pet 3:9) 

 

There has been lengthy discussion, not always charitable, on the boundaries of grace. With-

out attempting to reconcile the differences of various positions, perhaps it is enough to suggest 

boundaries on the discussion instead: on one edge belongs a recognition of God‟s legitimate 

function as judge, with all the attendant implications; on the other might stand the prophet Jonah 

who, though he knew “that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and 

abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity” (Jonah 4:2), sulked at the prospect 

of Assyrians receiving God‟s forgiveness. 

In doing this, it bears noting that Biblical corrections to human conceptions of grace tend to 

address the tendency to narrow grace rather than to broaden it. Like Jonah, the religious profes-

sionals of Jesus‟ day routinely challenged Jesus‟ tendency to consort with unsavory people, to 

extend kindness in their direction, to accord tax collectors and sinners worth. What He claimed 

to offer was not, in the view of scribes and Pharisees, appropriate for society‟s riff raff.  

These religious leaders were not alone in holding such opinions. Even Jesus‟ closest disci-

ples exhibited similar hesitations. Think of how often they tried to keep certain folk away from 

Jesus, reckoning no doubt that He had no business with the likes of them. 

In each case, God pushes back. With Jonah, His final questions reveal deep concern for the 

legitimate needs of people—Assyrians!—deemed by those like Jonah as being too far gone. He 

wants Jonah—and us—to know that grace is at home among the undeserving. 

When it comes to His regular opponents, Jesus is clear and firm. They criticize displays of 

grace to a tax collector, a prostitute, a leper, a Greek; how could such acts and attitudes be of 

God?
4
 In response, Jesus tells one of our best-known parables, that of the „prodigal son‟ (check 

Luke 15). In this story, Jesus highlights a young man‟s wanton disregard of his father‟s love and 

goods; he spends all he receives as an inheritance on his own pleasures. Then in a fit of sanity, 

the boy realizes that his only hope of recovery lies with the very one he has scorned. But how 

could he possibly approach his father? And yet what other option is available to him? So he 

comes crawling back home, ready to abase himself for the possibility of some small kindness. 

Instead his father runs to meet him, spreads his arms and throws a feast in welcome. It is the fa-

ther who is prodigal in this story, the father who pours out without restraint the blessings of 

much good on this profligate son. Grace does not come because one deserves it, but because an-

other is so eager to extend it. 

With His disciples, Jesus‟ tactics vary. At times, He will be subtle, as happens, for instance, 

when a woman comes seeking help for her demon-possessed daughter. The disciples try to send 

her away, but Jesus addresses her, giving a curious „answer‟: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of 

Israel” (see Matt 1521-28). This sounds like the end of the matter, as the woman was a Gentile, 

from the region of Tyre and Sidon. But she does not let go, pleading instead for aid from Jesus. 

                                                
3 This cryptic-sounding declaration indicates that the Lord envisions a day when even the arch-enemies of Israel—
Egypt and Assyria—will be counted among those who enjoy His favor. This implies that the Lord is open (at least!) 

to people coming into full fellowship with Him who had been otherwise deemed as completely reprehensible. 
4 Paul, aware of this same dilemma on behalf of his readers, routinely concludes that God‟s grace pours out on all 

regardless of their condition, race or background. In fact, that must have been one of the most startling revelations 

for one schooled by Pharisees. 



Again, He speaks, and again, His words seem enigmatic: “It is not right to take the children‟s 

bread and toss it to their dogs.” With our politically correct sensibilities we shudder at this faux 

pas: Jesus has called her a dog? But the rest of this story reveals that something else is afoot. Je-

sus will commend the faith indicated by her feisty reply: “Yes, Lord—but even the dogs eat the 

crumbs that fall from their masters‟ table.” Jesus heals her daughter, and the disciples are left to 

mull over this interchange.
5
 

Jesus can also be very direct. During His Sermon on the Mount, for example, Jesus calls for 

an active love of one‟s enemy. In this way one exhibits the character of a true child of God, who 

“causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unright-

eous” (Matt 5:45). While the actual word does not appear here, the force of grace is everywhere 

apparent.  

And with us: how will the Lord speak to hearts that tend to pick and choose among those 

who deserve God‟s favor, and those who are, or should be, far from Him? Is it enough to be con-

tent that we and others like us have been saved by grace? Is it not worth considering at least that 

the net of God‟s favor is wide, and that He casts it often, and catches many? 

 

Just as the Scriptures would lead us to conclude that grace is ancient, so they would have us 

entertain the possibility that it is also broad. Sin appeared early, and brought havoc, but as hu-

manity‟s footprint enlarged, grace only widened. To be sure, people quickly opted for a way oth-

er than that offered by grace, stepping out of the Garden and into a new domain. But there is lit-

tle in the record that leads to the conclusion that sin will somehow, inevitably, dominate, and 

drive grace far underground. Old and wide, grace is persistent and sturdy, too.
6
 

Those early chapters of Genesis, telling us how Eve, Adam and Cain forego God‟s way for 

another master, introduce grace, even as they show sin ascendant. Do they suggest that the way 

of grace erodes with the preference of many for sin? No, but they do affirm how few take this 

path. In the main, it is the way of Cain that prevails and along which so many gladly amble. But 

we read also of those like Enoch, who “walked with God” (Gen 5:24). We will hear of Noah, 

too, who found favor with God (Gen 6:8). Abraham, an early target of God‟s grace, will find this 

way. And Moses will, with a litany of comments and commands, mark out its borders and cata-

logue its blessings, pointing all the while to the One who will personify this way. The lives of 

many prophets, priests and kings will add stories that illustrate how God‟s way exists. These 

people are not always the best advertisements for it, but their interactions with grace attest to its 

presence and scope. 

When Jesus arrives, we learn that the life He announces is what these forebears were antici-

pating. “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened,” He says (in Matt 11:28), addressing 

those who are bent low by the ruthless demands of sin. Did Jesus have Adam in mind here, and 

the “painful toil” (Gen 3:17) that would be his after succumbing to sin? Was Jesus thinking of 

                                                
5 There‟s a bit more going on in this episode. You‟ll notice, for instance, how often this woman addresses Jesus as 

“Lord,” and how she subtly shifts from „the children‟s bread‟ to „the master‟s table‟. As for the „dog‟ comment by 

Jesus, what if He is repeating a remark the disciples have themselves made or thought? On other occasions, Jesus 

knows what is going on in the hearts of those around Him; could it be that in this case, the disciples had been mut-

tering that this Sidonian „dog‟ should not bother their Master? If so, then Jesus is actually calling disciples to ac-
count, and in the process, setting the woman up for a terrific riposte (my thanks to Sue Schmidt for this insight). 
6 “Grace does not owe its origin to sin, nor can it be manipulated by men. It is a new reality, a dominion established 

once and for all by Jesus Christ. Like a mighty Lord, it exercises kingly rule. Its ground is the new righteousness of 

Christ, and its goal is eternal life.” Hans-Helmut Esser, “Grace,” in The New International Dictionary of NT Theolo-

gy, ed. Colin Brown (Zondervan, 1971), vol. 2, p. 120. 



Cain, for whom hard work would yield nothing (Gen 4:12)? Surely the sons and daughters of 

Adam whom Jesus met—those who were walking along the way of Cain—these people knew 

little more than wearying labor and a load of guilt. The „new way‟ Jesus spoke of, which was 

available to all who would follow Him? In reality it was an ancient path Abraham and others had 

trod; by faith, many had already been walking with and toward grace. But now Jesus comes and 

opens the door into a realm—the kingdom—where He is the Lord who provides rest. Grace, both 

old and wide, is still very much in the air.   

True, we will barely hear the word in Jesus‟ teaching, but we will certainly see it on display 

in what He does. In fact, the rest of our New Testament will be occupied with ruminations on 

grace, in large part because of what was seen in Jesus. His incarnation will be reckoned as one 

indicator, as are His many interactions with people as He moves through the countryside preach-

ing, teaching and healing. As John says, commenting on Jesus‟ nature, He is “full of grace” 

(John 1:14). But it will be what happens at the cross that elicits the most comment, for at Calva-

ry, the grace of God reaches its apogee.     


