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The Manifold Grace of God 
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Introduction to Grace 

 

Grace is unmerited favor. It is the kindness one person grants to another who does not 

deserve it. Grace (χάρις charis) refers to “a beneficent disposition toward someone, favor, 

grace, gracious care/help, [or] goodwill.”1 This definition speaks of the attitude of one who 

is characterized by grace. A gracious act is “that which one grants to another, the action of 

one who volunteers to do something not otherwise obligatory.”2 Others may not understand 

or accept what is offered by grace, but this is not for want of attitude and action on the part 

of the giver, where the benefactor freely confers a blessing upon another and the kindness 

shown finds its source in the bounty and free-heartedness of the giver. Once grace is received, 

it can, in turn, lead to gracious acts to others (Matt 5:43-45; Luke 6:32-36). In this way, grace 

leads to grace. 

 

The Need for Grace 

 

Everyone needs God’s grace, because we are all born in sin. We are sinners in three 

ways: 1) we are sinners by imputation of Adam’s original sin (Rom 5:12-21), 2) we are 

sinners by nature (Psa 51:5; Rom 7:19-21; Eph 2:3), and 3) we are sinners by choice (1 Ki 

8:46; Rom 3:9-18). Adam’s sin the Garden of Eden is the first and greatest of them all. 

Because of Adam’s rebellion against God, sin and death entered the human race and spread 

throughout the universe (Rom 8:20-22). Paul wrote, “Therefore, just as through one man 

[Adam] sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, 

because all sinned [when Adam sinned]” (Rom 5:12), for “through one transgression [of 

Adam] there resulted condemnation to all men” (Rom 5:19a), and “by a man [Adam] came 

death, by a man [Jesus] also came the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also 

in Christ all [who believe in Him] will be made alive” (1 Cor 15:21-22). All of Adam’s 

descendants are born into this world spiritually dead in “trespasses and sins” (Eph 2:1), and 

are by nature “children of wrath” (Eph 2:3), “separate from Christ…having no hope and 

without God in the world” (Eph 2:12), “alienated” from God (Col 1:21), helpless, ungodly, 

sinners, and enemies (Rom 5:6-10). From a biblical perspective, we are all born totally 

depraved. According to Lewis Chafer, “Theologians employ also the phrase total depravity, 

which does not mean that there is nothing good in any unregenerate person as seen by himself 

or by other people; it means that there is nothing in fallen man which God can find pleasure 

in or accept.”3 Total depravity means we are helpless to save ourselves.  

 

1 William Arndt et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 1079. 
2 Ibid., 1079. 
3 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1993), 118–119. 
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Grace & Judgment 

 

God’s grace does not ignore righteousness or judgment. God is righteous and He must 

condemn sin. He can either condemn sin in the sinner, or in a substitute. According to Merrill 

F. Unger, “since God is holy and righteous, and sin is a complete offense to Him, His love 

or His mercy cannot operate in grace until there is provided a sufficient satisfaction for sin. 

This satisfaction makes possible the exercise of God’s grace.”4 Christ is our substitute. He 

bore the penalty of all our sins and satisfied every righteous demand of the Father, for “He 

Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole 

world” (1 John 2:2; cf. Rom 3:24-25; 1 John 4:10). God’s grace follows from His judgment. 

According to Lewis Chafer, “grace is what God may be free to do and indeed what He does 

accordingly for the lost after Christ has died on behalf of them.”5 God’s love for sinners 

moved Him to provide a solution to the problem of sin, and that solution is Christ who died 

in our place. Once we have trusted in Christ for salvation—and trusted in Him alone—God 

is then free to bestow on us forgiveness and eternal life, as well as numerous other blessings 

that are beyond our imagination to grasp. For those who reject God’s salvation by grace, they 

are left to trust in themselves and their own good works to gain entrance into heaven, and 

this will fail miserably for those who choose this course. In the end, these will be judged by 

their works, and because those works never measure up to God’s perfect righteousness, they 

will be cast in the Lake of Fire forever (Rev 20:11-15). 

 

Common Grace & Special Grace 

 

There is a common grace God extends to everyone, whether they are good or evil, and 

this does not depend on their understanding or attitude toward God or others. God simply 

extends grace to all, and all receive it. Jesus said of the Father, “He causes His sun to rise on 

the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matt 5:45). Paul 

said, “In the generations gone by He permitted all the nations to go their own ways [in 

rebellion]; and yet He did not leave Himself without witness, in that He did good and gave 

you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and gladness” 

(Acts 14:16-17). In these passages, God’s grace is freely given to all, and this because He is 

gracious by nature.  

 

However, there is special grace given to those who will welcome it. Special grace 

refers to those blessings that God freely confers upon those who, in humility, turn to Him a 

time of need. First, there is saving grace that God provides for the lost sinner who turns to 

Christ in faith alone (Eph 2:8-9). Second, there is a growing grace for the humble believer 

who studies and lives God’s Word (2 Pet 3:18). Third, there is a grace God gives—a divine 

 

4 Merrill F. Unger et al., “Grace” in The New Unger’s Bible Dictionary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1988), 

504. 
5 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, vol 7, 178. 
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enablement—to help a believer cope with some life stress (2 Cor 12:7-10). Humility and 

positive volition are necessary requisites for those who would receive God’s special grace, 

For “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (1 Pet 5:5; cf. Jam 4:6).  

 

Saving Grace 

 

God’s grace is never cheap. Our salvation is very costly. Jesus went to the cross and 

died in our place and bore the punishment that rightfully belongs to us. He is righteous. I am 

a sinner. He paid my sin debt in full. There’s nothing for me to add to what He accomplished. 

The sole condition of salvation is to believe in Christ as my Savior. He died for me, was 

buried, and rose again on the third day (1 Cor 15:3-4), and we know “that Christ, having been 

raised from the dead, is never to die again” (Rom 6:9). Salvation is not Jesus plus me. It’s 

Jesus alone. He saves. My contribution to the cross was sin and death, as Jesus took my sin 

upon Himself and died in my place. Peter wrote, “Christ also died for sins once for all, the 

just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to God” (1 Pet 3:18). We are brought to God 

solely by the death of Christ. Salvation is never what I do for God; rather, it’s what He’s done 

for us through the cross of Christ. All of this consistent with the character of God, for He is 

gracious by nature. Scripture reveals, “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, 

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex 34:6), and, “You, O 

Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness and 

truth” (Psa 86:15). God the Father is described as “the God of all grace” (1 Pet 5:10), who 

sits upon a “throne of grace” (Heb 4:16), who “gives grace to the afflicted” (Prov 3:34), and 

provides salvation “by grace” through faith in Jesus (Eph 2:8-9; cf. Acts 15:11; Rom 3:24). 

Jesus is said to be “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14), and the Holy Spirit is called “the 

Spirit of grace” (Heb 10:29). Grace is undeserved favor. It is the love, mercy, or kindness 

that one person freely confers upon another who deserves the opposite (Matt 5:44-45; Rom 

11:6; Eph 1:6; 2:1-9; 2 Tim 1:9; Tit 3:5-7). The kindness shown is rooted in the goodness 

and open-handedness of the giver. Jesus is an example of grace, in that He cared for others, 

healing and feeding many (Matt 4:24; 14:15-21), even to those who refused to show gratitude 

(Luke 17:12-19). He acted out of His own goodness, for the benefit of others, with a full 

knowledge the majority would reject Him and abuse His kindness (John 3:19; 12:37).  

 

Good works have no saving merit before God (Isa 64:6; Rom 3:28; 4:1-5; Gal 2:16, 

21; Eph 2:8-9; Tit 3:5; cf. Phil 3:4-9). We cannot save ourselves any more than we can jump 

across the Grand Canyon or throw rocks and hit the moon. But God, because of His mercy 

and love toward us (John 3:16; Eph 2:3-7), did for us what we cannot do for ourselves. He 

provided a solution to the problem of sin, and that solution is the cross of Christ (1 Cor 1:18). 

God the Son—the second Person of the Trinity—came into the world by human birth (Luke 

1:26-35; John 1:1, 14), lived a perfectly righteous life (Matt 5:17), was always pleasing to 

the Father (John 8:29), and willingly died in our place and bore the punishment for our sins. 

Jesus lived the righteous life that God demands and committed no sin (2 Cor 5:21; Heb 4:15; 

1 John 3:5), and He died for us on the cross and paid the penalty for all our sins (Isa 53:1-12; 

Mark 10:45; Rom 5:6-10; 1 Pet 3:18; 1 John 2:2).  
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Jesus died once for all sin. And His sacrifice on the cross was a substitutionary death 

in which He paid the penalty for all our sins. Unlike the Old Testament animal sacrifices 

“which can never take away sins” (Heb 10:11), Jesus “offered one sacrifice for sins for all 

time” (Heb 10:12). This means there is nothing more to be offered for our salvation, for “by 

one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified” (Heb 10:14). Jesus’ 

atoning death on the cross was a one and done event. After Jesus paid the penalty for our 

sins, He said, “It is finished!” (John 19:30). The phrase it is finished translates the Greek 

word τετέλεσται tetelestai, which is a perfect passive indicative of the Greek verb τελέω 

teleo, which means “to complete an activity or process, bring to an end, finish, complete.”6 

According to Edwin Blum, “Papyri receipts for taxes have been recovered with the word 

tetelestai written across them, meaning ‘paid in full.’”7 It means whatever debt we owed to 

God has been paid in full, and there’s no further payment required. This is why salvation is 

never by our good works (Rom 3:28; Gal 2:16, 21; Eph 2:8-9; Tit 3:5). Good works in the 

life of the Christian should follow salvation (Eph 2:10; Gal 6:9-10), but they are never the 

condition of it! When we trust in Christ as our Savior, we accept His payment for our sin-

debt. He gets all the glory and we get all the benefit. And “having been justified by faith, we 

have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1).  

 

In order for us to be reconciled to God, we must simply trust in Jesus as our Savior 

(John 3:16; 20:30-31; Acts 4:12; 16:30-31). When we trust in Christ as our Savior, we are 

forgiven all our sins (Eph 1:7; Col 1:14), given eternal life (John 3:16; 10:27-28), and receive 

the righteousness of God as a free gift (Rom 5:17; 2 Cor 5:21; Phil 3:9). The cross is God’s 

righteous solution to the problem of sin, as well as His greatest display of love toward sinners. 

At the cross, God judged our sin as His righteousness required, and pardons the sinner as His 

love desires. To understand the cross of Christ is to understand the heart of God toward a 

fallen world He wants to save.  

 

Christians are to Model Grace 

 

As Christians, we display common grace to everyone and special grace to believers. 

Concerning unbelievers, Jesus told His disciples, “love your enemies and pray for those 

who persecute you” (Matt 5:44). This is done by grace, for the enemy does not deserve 

the love extended to them. When believers show this kind of gracious love, we are acting 

like our Father in heaven, for He is unconditionally good to everyone (Matt 5:45). Paul 

communicated both common and special in his letter to the Galatians where he wrote, “So 

then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all people [common grace], and especially 

to those who are of the household of the faith [special grace]” (Gal 6:10). And, as Christians, 

 

6 William Arndt et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature, 997. 
7 Edwin A. Blum, “John,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures, vol. 2 

(Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 340. 
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our speech should be characterized by grace. Paul wrote, “Let your speech always be with 

grace, as though seasoned with salt, so that you will know how you should respond to each 

person” (Col 4:6). This means our speech should be biblically attractive to others, especially 

those who are positive to God.  

 

Why Believers Show No Grace 

 

One would think that grace would flow from grace. That is, those who are shown grace 

by God would show grace and mercy to others. Paradoxically, this is not always the case. I 

am amazed at Christians who welcome God’s grace, but show no grace to others. Many are 

mean-spirited, condescending, harsh, unforgiving, and speak with a critical spirit. This is 

contrary to the character of God and the teaching of Scripture. When it comes to our sin and 

unworthiness, the truth of Scripture is, “He has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor 

rewarded us according to our iniquities” (Psa 103:10). God has not treated us as we deserve. 

In fact, He treats us much better than we deserve; but again, that’s grace. The Lord is a God 

who loves, forgives, and shows great compassion toward the undeserving and has done so 

toward us. Yet some believers refuse to give grace to others, who are themselves 

undeserving. Jonah, for example, was a prophet of God who became angry when the Lord 

showed grace to Israel’s enemy, the Ninevites, and withheld judgment when they humbled 

themselves and repented of their sin (Jonah 3:1-10). Jonah became angry at God’s display of 

grace, saying, “I knew that You are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and 

abundant in lovingkindness, and one who relents concerning calamity” (Jonah 4:2). The 

contradiction is that Jonah personally enjoyed God’s grace, but then selfishly wanted God to 

withhold it from others. I also think of the story Jesus told about a servant who owed a great 

debt, and when the man could not pay, he pleaded with his master, who felt compassion and 

graciously forgave his debt (Matt. 18:23-27). However, the man who had received 

forgiveness from his superior, later refused to forgive another man who owed him a very 

small amount (Matt. 18:28-30). The man who was shown grace refused to show grace to 

others, and the Lord called him “wicked” (Matt 18:32). I’ve often pondered why some, who 

rejoice in God’s grace, refuse to show grace to others. I think there are several reasons. 

 

1. Ignorance of God and His Word. Some believers fail to understand grace as a 

characteristic of God (Ex 34:6; Psa 86:15; Prov 3:34; John 1:14; Eph 1:6; Heb 4:16; 

10:29; 1 Pet 5:10), and that He directs His people to be gracious and loving to others 

(Matt 5:44-45; Luke 6:27-28; Col 4:6). Grace is not automatic in the Christian life. It 

must be learned and actively applied. As believers learn about God’s grace, they can 

then actively share it with others.    

2. A legalistic mindset. Legalism is the belief that one can earn God’s favor through 

religious practices and good works. This mindset prevents people from experiencing 

God’s grace because they don’t think they need it. Why would they? Their religious 

lives and good works lead them to think they’ve earned God’s favor. But this has 

consequences in relationships with other people. If we earn God’s favor, then naturally 

we’ll only show favor to those we feel have earned it too.  
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3. A judgmental spirit. It seems as though some people come out of the womb with a 

judge’s gavel in their hand. These stand in the place of God rendering judgment on 

others according to their own arbitrary standards and expectations. Often this 

judgmental spirit takes the form of gossip, maligning, and badmouthing others. Such 

a critical spirit lacks the capacity to show grace because everyone is guilty, and some 

more than others. In some ways, running others down is a subtle form of self-praise.  

4. Arrogance. Arrogant people don’t show grace. In fact, they lack the capacity because 

they’re so self-absorbed, consumed with thinking about themselves and their own life, 

they have no room in their thinking and speech to show grace to others. I’ve heard it 

said that “arrogant people never see their own faults, only the faults of others,” and I 

think there’s merit to the statement.  

5. Refusing to forgive. An unforgiving spirit makes it difficult to show grace. 

Forgiveness means we release someone from an offense or debt they owe us (or a debt 

we think they owe us). Forgiveness releases them from paying the penalty for their 

crime (real or imagined). Forgiveness does not mean continuing to tolerate abuse 

(physical, mental, sexual, etc.), but it means we continue to seek God’s best in their 

life by prayer and biblical discussion. By refusing to forgive, we end up harboring 

hatred, and there’s no room for grace in a hate-filled heart.  

 

How do we overcome these obstacles to grace? First, it starts with knowing what the 

Bible teaches about the gracious character of God. We cannot live what we do not know, and 

knowledge of God’s character and Word necessarily precedes living His will. We show grace 

only as we learn and experience it ourselves. Second, we must learn to see everyone from 

the biblical perspective, as undeserving of God’s grace and love. Then, with eyes open, we 

choose to love the unlovely and show them grace. We treat them better than they deserve. 

We seek God’s best in their lives. Third, learn to discipline the mind and will daily to think 

and act in grace. As we encounter unpleasant people, or those who have hurt us (i.e., family, 

friends, co-workers, etc.), we can consciously extend grace to them by showing love, 

kindness and mercy. Fourth, be ready to be hurt. Showing grace can be very difficult because 

it places us in a vulnerable spot where we may be hurt, sometimes on an ongoing basis. By 

faith we’re okay with absorbing the pain others inflict, much like our Lord (1 Pet 2:21-24). 

We know God is with us, to shield and sustain us as we do His will (Psa 18:30; 55:22; Isa 

41:10; Phil 4:6-7; Heb 4:16). Since we’ve tasted of the grace of God, let us also be gracious 

to others. 

 

 

 


