Making an Idol of Grace

Dallas Willard says in his masterful work, “The Divine Conspiracy, “It is now understood to be a part of the ‘good news’ that one does not have to be a life student of Jesus in order to be a Christian and receive forgiveness of sins. This gives a precise meaning to the phrase ‘cheap grace,’ though it would be better described as ‘costly faithlessness.’” Strange as this statement may sound, we cannot follow Jesus in His grace alone. Jesus was not just grace, He was equally truth, for John tells us that He came to earth ‘full of grace and truth.” Those who follow Jesus must become disciples, for that is what He commanded them to be and said all who truly followed Him would be. The Great Commission is to make “disciples that observe all that He commanded,” and not converts who say the Sinner’s Prayer and thereafter can point to no observable evidence of faith. Those who believe in and follow grace as their god will never become disciples, because grace neither expects nor requires them to become anything. The belief in the grace of the Word, without following the truth of the Person who was that Word, will never result in discipleship, for John also told us that “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” Though we have through years of preaching grace without truth made it “a part of the good news,” the truth has revealed it to be an extremely “costly faithlessness” insofar as the reputation and witness of the church in America is concerned. 

Embracing grace alone is following one aspect of Jesus, the role of “guilt-remover.” But following the One Willard refers to as “the real person Jesus” is more than that, because there’s more to Him than just grace. Any time we take one aspect of God and separate it from the wholeness of God we create something less, and it becomes an idol. It becomes an entity that we can hold close to our breast while keeping Jesus, the One to whom judgment was passed and not who abolished it, at a comfortable distance. Faith in grace alone is where cheap grace is born. By divorcing it from the wholeness of God we can fashion it into anything we want it to be. We can bestow it upon ourselves for our own sake, and keep it on the shelf to justify anything we command it to justify. It can therefore justify that which Jesus’ grace, as a part of Jesus’ whole, would not justify. It can lead us to believe we’re rich, when Jesus says we’re “poor, pitiful, blind, and naked.” 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, one of the true disciples of Christ in modern history, says in his book The Cost of Discipleship, “Cheap grace is grace we bestow on ourselves. Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion without confession, and absolution without personal confession. Cheap grace is grace with-out discipleship, grace with without the cross, and grace without Jesus Christ living and incarnate . . . the word of cheap grace has been the ruin of more Christians than any commandment of works.” He goes on to say that true grace requires something very costly from the disciple. It justifies him and lifts him up when his burden of pursuing discipleship becomes too heavy, and his flesh succumbs. Faith in Jesus brings us costly grace when we are stumbling desperately in our efforts to obediently follow Him—when we become heavily laden with the battles against our flesh and the worldly forces of darkness, and are tripped up. And the true grace of the crucified Christ is there always for those who strive with everything within them to do those good works that are the evidence of faith, which is what makes grace costly. Conversely, costless grace can be conjured up to forgive without any striving or discipline at all on the part of the believer, and to justify the willful practice of disobedience. In this we actually make grace the enemy of truth—the enemy of Christ, and not an integral part of who He was. 

You can have faith in grace without experiencing Jesus, but You cannot have faith in the true Jesus without also experiencing grace. The true grace of Christ does, as so many verses of Scripture proclaim, drive us to obedience and not away from it. This further proves that what we are seeing in the church today is not true grace, but rather an idol we have concocted. If it was the true grace that was a part of the whole Jesus, it would drive us to do good works as well, but the grace which we preach and embrace does little of that as numerous polls have shown. If grace becomes our god there is no reason to do good works, because grace—the “idol”—forgives and justifies any course in life that is chosen by an act of human will. Grace is incapable of judgment apart from Christ, and that’s why we love to follow grace without Christ.
James says, “But someone may well say, ‘You have faith and I have works.’ Show me your faith without the works, and I will show you my faith by my works.” Jesus said, “Follow Me” as He did the good works His Father gave Him to do during His ministry on earth. It stands to reason then that those who follow Jesus will do those works as well. Disciples prove their belief by following Him into those good works that could not be separated from who He was. Per Ephesians 2:8-10, they know they were not just saved from something by grace, but for something as well. They bear fruit and do good works because the God they follow did them, and He demanded they do likewise. But we have become so seduced by our lives of comfort that we cannot afford to follow the God who demands we “count it all rubbish” and follow Him into discomfort, selflessness, and personal sacrifice. 

Within God’s total plan grace plays a critical and glorious part, and we cannot be saved apart from it. However, it was not meant to be all sufficient for man’s sanctification, and alone is not the whole experience of following Him that Jesus desired His disciples to know. By worshiping grace we have worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator. It is not that we will be justified or saved by works alone either, but that the totality of our lifestyle will prove whether we were disciples of Jesus or not. Following the real person Jesus, in all the fullness of God and man that He was, is the way to find fulfillment in the Gospel. We get it all, or we get an idol that can only forgive us. Sadly, we seem to have become satisfied with the lesser of the two.

Elvis Presley was famous for many things, among them his generosity towards those he liked. Imagine waking up one morning to find a new puppy from Elvis [and no, I don’t think he’s still alive!] wrapped with a bow and sitting on your doorstep. That puppy would be free to you, but would it be costless? There would be the trips to the vet, registration, neutering, food, a dog house, etc. You get the picture—a gift that requires you keep on giving. Now imagine that the gift was a brand new Cadillac, a gift he was known to have given away on occasion. Again, the Caddy is free. But once again, it is not costless. Now you’d be looking at paying taxes, license, maintenance, insurance, and fuel costs. And those costs would no doubt far exceed the expenses for the puppy. As with any item, the cost of maintaining the gift typically increases with the value of the gift. So how should we look at the greatest gift of all, purchased at the greatest cost of all by the greatest God who made Himself the least of all in order to pay the price of it? The gift is absolutely free, but costless? Not hardly! Jesus does not just give, He also commands response to His gifts—and that costs us something. 
 
Grace is absolutely essential for our salvation, but is it what makes us disciples? The Scriptures tell us there are some things that “accompany salvation,” and that they are not to be ignored in the grand scheme of things.  In Hebrews 5:11-6:1, the writer calls repentance from dead works and faith towards God “elementary principles,” and he admonishes those who cannot seem to break free from the milk of such principles. He calls them “babes,” and this not in a positive sense. He tells us to move on to maturity, and away from these things that grace alone can afford us. 

The process of sanctification, which requires the breaking and testing of the saints by a God anxious to prove them for the fields of mission, is a long and painful one that demands unbending faith, repentance, humility, and endurance above all else. It requires discipline, and a fear of the God who understands the cost that must paid. It requires an understanding that God’s command is not a suggestion, and that a god whose love would blind him to righteous discernment would render him a lesser god. It requires disciples who understand the importance of discipleship and want to get on with God’s business, forsaking their own desires.

True to this calling, Jesus’ followers lived as itinerants and strangers in the world and then died martyr’s deaths, but they did it all for the hope of grace that awaited them and the Person that they followed. Jesus set His face like flint through His life and His death, and warned all impostors not to bother following Him because the road He took them down would be too hard. But those today who worship the idol of grace have been able to take the easy road that grace without Jesus allows, and think they are still following Him. They speak the Word without being willing to pay the steep price of following the Person, and they think it’s okay. 
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