
Grace Changes the World 


Tell me something.  In your estimation, would more people say it is nobler to make a 
sacrifice to benefit somebody else or to force someone else to make a sacrifice that 
benefits you?  Which is the more noble option of the two?  Do people who never go to 
church think that, or just Christians?  Where do you think the idea comes from?  Was 
there ever a day when most people thought the other way?


In Jesus’ day, under the influence of Greek thought and the Roman application of 
Greek thought, there was no doubt that only fools would sacrifice for the sake of 
others.  The strong person would make others serve him.  The weak person would 
have to do what others wanted him to do.  Strength was noble.  Conquest was noble.  
To the powerful belonged the right to boast and the right to exercise authority over 
others.  So when people today find something to admire in the person who pays a 
price to rescue someone they are acting out of Christian virtue.  When Jesus said, “The 
greatest love is shown when people lay down their lives for their friends,” He was 
planting a seed that would change how people think, what they choose to do in hard 
circumstances.  Since the time of Jesus, grace has begun to change the world. 


The word “grace” barely appears in Israel’s Scriptures - what I have always called the 
“Old Testament” in the past, but which needs a more respectful title.  So I’m going to 
try to remember to call the first 39 books of our Bible “Israel’s Scriptures” from here on.  
Where the word does appear, it’s usually in Psalms or Proverbs and is talking about 
gracious speech or decoration.  In Isaiah, grace is shown to wicked people who don’t 
learn anything from it, but keep doing evil.


But when it comes to the word “gracious”, there is a completely different picture.  The 
word is hardly used at all in the New Testament and only in contexts where it isn’t 
theologically heavy.  For example, in Luke’s Gospel, the crowds were amazed at the 
gracious words that came from Jesus and in Paul’s second letter to Corinth he 
mentions that people will give thanks for the prayers that the Corinthians have offered 
because of the gracious answers they have received.


But, in the Hebrew Scriptures, the word gracious is found all over the place, and most 
of the time it is referring directly to God.  It’s as if He is the One who initiates gracious 
behaviour, and in the process He helps His people.  Here are some examples:

	 Now the LORD was gracious to Sarah as He had said and the LORD did for 	 	
	 Sarah what He had promised.  Sarah became pregnant and bore a son … 		 	
	 	 (Gen. 21:1,2)  

The same graciousness was given to Hannah and she gave birth to Samuel. (1 Samuel 
2:21)  Now to the important passage in Exodus 34:

	 And (Yahweh) passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “Yahweh, Yahweh, the 	 	
	 compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in love and 	 	
	 faithfulness” (Ex. 34:6)

That declaration by Yahweh, revealing Himself to Moses, is picked up several times in 
the Psalms, in 2 Chronicles, in Joel and in Jonah.  It’s a key text.




Ezra and Nehemiah frequently mention that the gracious hand of their God was on 
them, enabling them to complete their work.  


But I want to focus in on a couple of verses from the prophet Isaiah whose prophetic 
words are also revelation of the character or nature of God.	 Isaiah has just been 
talking about some bad times that are coming, when a small number of enemies will 
rout Israel and send them running: 
	 … till you are left like a flagstaff on a mountain top, like a banner on a hill.

	 Yet Yahweh longs to be gracious to you; He rises to show you compassion.  For 	 	
	 the LORD is a God of justice.  Blessed are all who wait for Him!  O people of 	 	
	 Zion, who live in Jerusalem, you will weep no more.  How gracious He will be 	 	
	 when you cry for help!  As soon as He hears, He will answer you.  (30:17-19)


Not only do we have God’s self-revelation to Moses that tells us that grace and 
compassion are at the core of who He is, but here we have it from the prophet Isaiah.  
God longs to be gracious, He rises to show compassion - I love that phrase.  It reminds 
me of the father of the prodigal son running out to greet the son who has so badly 
misused his life and his father’s estate.  God longs to be gracious and is just waiting to 
hear us cry for help.  


If the New Testament largely avoids the word “gracious”, it makes up for it with an 
abundance of uses of the word “grace” and, as you might expect, it is focused on the 
person, the words and the works of Jesus.  There is a huge theological declaration in 
the first chapter of John’s Gospel about the Lord Jesus:

	 The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us.  We have seen His 	 	
	 glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and 		
	 truth . . . From the fullness of His grace we have all received one blessing after 	 	
	 another.  For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through  
	 Jesus Christ. (John 1:14,16,17)


That’s more than a statement describing Jesus’ nature.  That is a strong statement 
contrasting the nature of the old covenant, the law, and the new covenant that was 
being established by Jesus.  The law was given through Moses; grace and truth came 
through Jesus Christ.  In other words, Jesus’ purpose in coming was not to revive 
people’s ability to keep the law, but to forgive sins and provide a new way to the Father, 
through His own sacrifice.


This passage also hints at a theme that John will develop repeatedly throughout the 
gospel - the idea that Jesus reveals the Father to us.  “We have seen His glory, the 
glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”  Grace is 
embodied in Jesus, who represents the nature of the Father.  


Romans gives us a theological understanding of this grace of God, revealed in Jesus.  
Paul teaches about the nature of grace, especially in chapters 5 and 6.  He explains 
that people who are trying to please God by keeping God’s laws will always fall short, 



and be forced to live in frustrated slavery to the law which they can’t keep.  Then, these 
life-changing words:

	 When we were utterly helpless, Christ came at just the right time and died for us 		
	 sinners.  Now, no one is likely to die for a good person, though someone might 	 	
	 be willing to die for a person who is especially good.  But God showed His great 		
	 love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.  And since 	 	
	 we have been made right in God’s sight by the blood of Christ.  He will certainly 	 	
	 save us from God’s judgment.  For since we were restored to friendship with 	 	
	 God by the death of His Son while we were still His enemies, we will certainly be 		
	 delivered from eternal punishment by His life.  So now we can rejoice in our 	 	
	 wonderful new relationship with God - all because of what our Lord Jesus Christ 		
	 has done for us in making us friends with God.  (Romans 5:6-11)


Do you see how many things that passage says about us?  When it talks about where 
the human race was at in relation to God before Jesus died for us, the picture is starkly 
clear: we were utterly helpless sinners who couldn’t do enough right things to make up 
for the wrong things we’d done and so were without hope.  But the ugly part is over 
quickly.

In the verses that follow, Paul says these things:

1. God loves us, and showed His love by giving His Son for us while we were still His 

enemies

2. We have been made right in God’s sight by the blood of Christ

3. We can rest assured that we will be saved from God’s judgment

4. We are friends with God and our life is kept safe from judgment by the life that 

Jesus now lives


This is grace, the basis for a whole new kind of relationship with God that is not based 
on law and our ability to perform at a high level under the law, but is based on God’s 
forgiveness and love for those who choose to honour His Son.  The gracious God of 
the Hebrew Scriptures now has revealed Himself as the grace-giving God of the New 
Covenant.  He calls us His friends because we have acknowledged our weakness and 
called on Jesus for His salvation.  


Paul’s letter to the Galatians is a strong rebuke to the believers in that region of Asia 
who had deserted the gospel of grace that Paul had preached to them and who were 
trying to be justified by law-keeping.  But we’ll be digging in to Galatians in the fall, so 
I’ll leave that for now.  


All of the New Testament letter-writers refer to grace in some way: the writer of 
Hebrews, James, Peter, Jude and John, as well as Paul - in all of his letters.  And, 
hopefully, I can get back to some of that teaching later in this series.  But I want to pick 
up back where we started, which is to notice how the Christian concept of grace 
changed the world.  


You don’t have to read far into the Bible to find that grace and mercy were not high on 
the list of attributes that were valued by ancient kings.  You don’t find those on the 



resume of kings like the Pharaohs of Egypt, or the kings of Assyria who were known for 
being extreme in their cruelty, or a king like Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon or Xerxes of 
Persia.   But not only was compassion not valued by kings, it wasn’t a high value 
among the general population.  


What happened with the early church was a miracle of grace.  Already in the book of 
Acts we read of people selling off pieces of land and giving the money to help others in 
the church - anyone with a need.  And in chapter six we read of the appointment of 
some men who would help organize the daily distribution of food, primarily to widows!  
And during his missionary journeys, Paul would take an offering to help with the needs 
back in Jerusalem which had been hit hard by a famine and whose people were 
suffering.  Counter to the worldwide trends, Christians showed mercy.


But it didn’t stop with the New Testament church - it kept going and growing.  Here is 
Tertullian’s description of the giving of alms at the beginning of the third century:

	 Each puts in a small donation, but only if it be his pleasure, and only if he is able; 		
	 for there is no compulsion; all is voluntary.  These gifts are, as it were, piety’s 	 	
	 deposit fund.  For they are not taken thence and spent on feasts and drinking 	 	
	 bouts and eating houses, but to support and bury poor people, to supply the  
	 wants of boys and girls of destitute means and parents, and of old persons 	 	
	 confined now to the house; such, too, as have suffered shipwreck; and if there 	 	
	 happen to be any in the mines, or banished to the islands or shut up in prisons 	 	
	 …


Do you notice how wide-ranging the early church was in their compassionate treatment 
of those who were suffering misfortune?  They gave money to pay for funeral 
expenses, or the needs of the destitute young and the destitute elderly, the sailors 
whose ships have gone down and are now without work - the list seems endless.  And 
that’s because there was no welfare, no common government-sponsored purse to help 
with the needs of those who had come into some hard times.  


Life was cheap in those days.  We’ve already heard a couple of times about the 
abandonment of babies in Rome - but that’s just one expression of how cheap life was 
in that culture.  The fragile elderly didn’t have nursing homes or sometimes even their 
families’ care.  The sick were often left to die - especially when the suspected cause of 
their illness was considered contagious!  Let’s look at the great plagues that ravaged 
the ancient world.


In the year 165, during the reign of Marcus Aurelius, a terrible epidemic - perhaps the 
first appearance of smallpox in the Western world - ravaged the Roman Empire.  It’s 
estimated that during the 15 years of the epidemic, a quarter to a third of the 
population died from it.  Marcus Aurelius, who would later die of the disease himself, 
wrote about caravans of carts and wagons hauling out the dead.


Then, a century later, another plague hit the Roman Empire and brought with it 
immense suffering and loss.  What did the priests who served the gods of Rome do 



during these times of national emergency?  They ran away from the city, from the 
diseases that threatened their lives because they had no belief that the gods cared 
about human affairs.  The idea of a merciful or loving God was completely foreign to 
them.  During the first plague the famous classical physician Galen fled Rome for his 
country estate where he stayed until the danger was over.


Bishop Dionysius described the events in Alexandria, North Africa with these words:

	 At the first onset of the disease, they (pagans) pushed the sufferers away and 	 	
	 fled from their dearest, throwing them into the roads before they were dead and 	 	
	 treated unburied corpses as dirt, hoping thereby to avert the spread and 
	 contagion of the fatal disease; but do what they might they found it difficult to 	 	
	 escape.


In contrast, the Christians had an answer and a response.  The answer was that death 
was not the end, but was a time of testing before the life eternal.  And in terms of a 
practical response, they met their obligation to care for the sick, rather than desert 
them.  The result was that many more people survived than would have otherwise - the 
simple provision of food and water to people who are too weak to fend for themselves 
is likely to have reduced mortality by more than half.  And it was noted that large 
numbers, in fact most, of these Christian caregivers, even though they did catch the 
diseases of those they were caring for, did not die as a result, but were brought back to 
health by the care of others.  


What became obvious through these plagues and the challenges of persecution and 
ridicule that followers of Jesus faced in those times is that, like their Master, these 
Christians were more concerned about others than about themselves.  They were 
willing to die because they were confident in the promises of new life to come that 
Jesus had given them.  They were self-sacrificing and compassionate and they 
introduced those things as new values to the world they lived in.  


Jesus once said to His disciples, “Freely you have received, freely give.” (Matt. 10:8)  
He also said, “When you have done it - shown compassion - to one of the least of 
these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to Me!” (Matt. 25:40)  And it seems 
obvious to me that those who followed Jesus after His death and resurrection, now 
filled with the Spirit and carrying the mission of Jesus to the world - they got this 
compassion thing and they ran with it.  And they changed this core value, at least in 
the West, and in many other parts of the world as well, from despising weak things, 
weak people, to exercising compassion and care for those among us who are weak, 
who struggle.  It’s hard to imagine how that change could have happened within a 
Greco-Roman world view, or a Hindu or Buddhist world view.  Those world views don’t 
have the raw materials for growing a compassionate, gracious, merciful ideal that 
would apply to all people equally.  


So, what should we take home from this study today?  Let me suggest just two things:

1. The early Christians were known for their love, for their compassion for those who 

were suffering.  We can’t worry about how the media portrays us, because we have 



little control over what they choose to show, but we can have a big say in what our 
neighbours see, what the people we work with have to say about us, with the 
influence we have on family and friends.  Let’s be genuinely compassionate to 
people in all kinds of circumstances and show them grace and love.


2. Often when there is hostility in a culture towards a particular group, people will 
spout off second-hand and often inaccurate information about that group.  That’s 
happening now in a fairly muted way, for the most part, in the way our culture talks 
about Christian faith.  Anything else is okay and should be respected, even valued, 
but not the message of Jesus and the cross.  It’s helpful to have information at your 
disposal to counteract outright lies or unfair generalizations or cruel caricatures.  
One way of doing that is to present aspects of a Christian world view that our 
culture has adopted and help people see that those values are actually rooted in 
Christian faith rather than in science or secular philosophy.  The desire to be 
compassionate is one of those values, and it would have been impossible for 
Western societies to adopt this value were it not for the motivation and faith of the 
Christian church.  There are others that we’ll look at in the weeks ahead as we 
continue to open the book of grace.


