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I.  Introduction

What is the most popular Christian hymn today?  Amazing Grace is the runaway winner.  Yet most of Christendom in one way or another throughout church history has failed to uphold consistently the doctrine of grace in faith and practice.
In Acts 20:24, Paul spoke of the ministry he had received from the Lord Jesus, “To testify solemnly of the gospel of the grace of God.”
  In Ephesians 2:8-10 he summarized this gospel, “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.  For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.”  In Titus 2:11-14 he further wrote that grace enables our sanctification and service, “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men, instructing us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus, who gave Himself for us to redeem us from every lawless deed, and to purify for Himself a people for His own possession, zealous for good deeds.” We can define “grace” (charis) in Paul’s usage of  the term as the unmerited favor and power of God for our justification, sanctification, and service received and experienced through faith (pistis, belief and trust in the promises of God).  Through the centuries many have deviated or departed from the way of grace.
Kip Ingram observes that there is something about grace which is difficult to embrace.
 Grace offends our sense of fairness. We were raised to believe that we should earn what we get and get what we earn. Grace also offends our sense of control.  We sometimes think that we are the keepers of grace, that we set the boundaries beyond which God’s grace cannot go.  Grace is scandalous.  It’s hard to believe and hard to receive.  Grace shocks us in what it offers and we tend to deviate or depart from its way.  What are some of the deviations or departures from the biblical way of grace through the history of the church?  A survey of church councils and creeds through the centuries reveals a number of deviations from the biblical way of grace.
II. Salvation Initiated by Human Effort or Will 
versus Salvation Initiated by Divine Grace
Pelagianism and Semi-Pelagianism deviated from the way of grace by placing human effort or will ahead of grace in the initiation of salvation.  The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (ODCC) defines Pelagianism as “the heresy which holds that man can take the initial and fundamental steps towards salvation by his own efforts, apart from Divine Grace.”
  Semi-Pelagianism “while not denying the necessity of Grace for salvation, maintained that the first steps towards the Christian life were ordinarily taken by the human will and that Grace supervened only later.”
  These two conceptions of the initiation of salvation have continued in various forms through the centuries.

Our justification is by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  Consider the following passages:

But now apart for the Law the righteousness of God has been manifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who believe; for there is no distinction; for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus (Romans 3:21-24).

Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom also we have obtained our introduction by faith into this grace in which we stand; and we exult in hope of the glory of God (Romans 5:1-2).
But the free gift is not like the transgression.  For if by the transgression of the one the many died, much more did the grace of God and the gift by the grace of the one Man, Jesus Christ, abound to the many.  The gift is not like that which came through the one who sinned; for on the one hand the judgment arose from one transgression resulting in condemnation, but on the other hand the free gift arose from many transgressions resulting in justification.  For if by the transgression of the one, death reigned through the one, much more those who receive the abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness will reign in life through the One, Jesus Christ (Romans 5:15-17).
In the same way then, there has also come to be at the present time a remnant according to God’s gracious choice.  But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace (Romans 11:5-6).

Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord or of me His prisoner, but join with me in suffering for the gospel according to the power of god, who has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was granted us in Christ Jesus from all eternity (2 Timothy 1:8-9).
III.  Mediated Grace versus Direct Grace
The Roman Catholic Church deviated from the way of grace by placing itself and its rites between God and the individual’s experience of grace.  Roman Catholicism “presents itself as an organized hierarchy of bishops and priests with the Pope at its head…Supernatural life is normally mediated to individual Christians by members of this hierarchy in the seven sacraments.” 
 
The Roman Catholic Church is typical of all who maintain that grace is mediated through the ministrations of an ecclesiastical institution.  Eastern Orthodoxy follows suit.

God directly applies His grace to a person through the work of the Holy Spirit and the Scriptures.  Consider the following passages:
Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter the kingdom of God (John 3:5).
Now on the last day, the great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, saying, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink.  He who believes in Me, as the Scripture said, ‘From his innermost being will flow rivers of living water.’” But this He spoke of the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were to receive; for the Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified (John 7:37-39).
And He (the Holy Spirit), when He comes, will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment (John 16:8).
For you have been born again not of seed which is perishable but imperishable, that is, through the living and enduring word of God (1 Peter 1:23).

IV.  Grace Given to Some versus Grace Offered to All

Calvinism as expressed at the Synod of Dort (1619) deviated from the way of grace by limiting the scope of grace.  In response to the Articles of Remonstrance by the followers of Arminius (see section V), the Synod passed five sets of articles which “asserted: (1) unconditional election, (2) a limited atonement, (3) the total depravity of man, (4) the irresistibility of grace, and (5) the final perseverance of the saints.”


Jesus died for all and promises eternal life to all who simply believe in Him for it.  Consider the following passages:
For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life (John 3:16).
This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.  For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave Himself as a ransom for all, the testimony given at the proper time (1 Timothy 2:3-6).
But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves (2 Peter 2:1).
My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin.  And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world (1 John 2:1-2).

That Jesus died for all and promises eternal life to all who simply believe in Him for it means that potentially all could be justified if they believed.  But only those who believe are actually justified.
V.  Some Reject Grace and Some Accept Grace


Some deviate from the way of grace by resisting and rejecting grace while others accept grace.  Consider the following passages:
Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her!  How often I (Jesus) wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling (Matthew 23:37).
You men who are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are doing just as your fathers did (Acts 7:51).
And working together with Him, we also urge you not to receive the grace of God in vain ─ for He says “At the acceptable time I listened to you, and on the day of salvation I helped you.”  Behold now is “the acceptable time,” behold, now is “the day of salvation” (2 Corinthians 6:1).
VI.  Probationed in Grace versus Confirmed in Grace


Arminianism as expressed in the Articles of Remonstrance (1610) deviated from the way of grace in the suggestion that Christians could fall from grace in the sense of losing their justification.
  This amounts to believers being in a state of probation which can be revoked for a failure of faith.

Believers are confirmed in grace from which they cannot fall in the sense of losing their justification.
  Consider the following passages:
There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:1).
I thank my God always concerning you for the grace of God which was given you in Christ Jesus . . . who will also confirm you to the end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 1:4, 8).
It is a trustworthy statement: For if we died with Him, we will also live with Him; If we endure, we will also reign with Him; If we deny Him, He also will deny us; If we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself (2 Timothy 3:11-13).
VII.  Living/Laboring in the Flesh versus Living/Laboring in Grace


Some believers deviate from the way of grace by living and laboring in the flesh while others live and labor in grace.  Consider the following passages:
But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me did not prove vain; but I labored even more than all of them, yet not I but the grace of God with me (1 Corinthians 15:10).
For our proud confidence is this: the testimony of our conscience, that in holiness and godly sincerity, not in fleshly wisdom but in the grace of God, we have conducted ourselves in the world, and especially toward you (2 Corinthians 1:12).

Those who live/labor in the flesh lose their inheritance.  Those who live/labor in grace gain their inheritance.  Consider the following passages:
May grace and peace be yours in fullest measure.  Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His great mercy has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to obtain an inheritance which is imperishable and undefiled and will not fade away, reserved in heaven for you, who are protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.  In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ; and though you have not seen Him, you love Him, and though you do not see Him now, but believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory, obtaining as the outcome of your faith the salvation of your souls (1 Peter1:3-9).
Grace and peace be multiplied to you in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord; seeing that His divine power has granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness, through the true knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and excellence.  For by these He has granted to us His precious and magnificent promises, so that by them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world by lust.  Now for this very reason also, applying all diligence, in your faith supply moral excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge, and in your knowledge, self-control, and in your self-control, perseverance, and in your perseverance, godliness, and in your godliness, brotherly kindness, and in your brotherly kindness, love.  For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they render you neither useless nor unfruitful in the true knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  For he who lacks these qualities is blind or shortsighted, having forgotten his purification from his former sins.  Therefore, brethren, be all the more diligent to make certain about His calling and choosing you; for as long as you practice these things, you will never stumble; for in this way the entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ will be abundantly supplied to you (2 Peter 1:2-11).
VIII.  Conclusion


Don’t deviate from the Way of Grace.  Walk in the Way of Grace.
Amazing grace! How sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see.

‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my fears relieved;

how precious did that grace appear the hour I first believed!

Through many danger, toils and snares I have already come;

‘tis grace that brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.
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� All Scripture references are from the New American Standard Version.


� http://members.aol.com/Twinbrookb/sermons/1999/scandal_of_grace.htm


� ODCC, 1058.  Pelagius denied the Augustinian view of original sin and held that human beings are born in a state of innocence and can on their own choose God.  The Council of Carthage in 417 repudiated Pelagius.  However, the Council also upheld baptismal regeneration, “If anyone says that new-born children need not be baptized, or that they are baptized for the remission of sins, but that no original sin is derived from Adam to be washed away in the laver of regeneration…let him be anathema” (Canon 2; see Bettensen, Documents of the Christian Church, 58).


� ODCC, 1258.  Semi-Pelagianism is usually first ascribed to a group of monks in fifth century Southern France who rejected the views of both Pelagius and Augustine regarding the priority of divine grace and human will in salvation.  They maintained that while the human will is sick and diseased, having been crippled by sin, it is nevertheless still free enough to take the initial step toward God.  Their view gained approval at the regional Synod of Arles in 473 (see Bettensen, 60).  However, the Council of Orange in 529 condemned the view and reaffirmed the Augustinian view of sin and grace (see Bettensen, 61). Bettensen notes “that the label ‘semi-Pelagianism,’ with the suggestion ‘half-heretical,’ is inaccurate when applied to views of this kind.  It is often to this day ignorantly employed as a term of reproach against similar views.  ‘Semi-Augustianism would be at least as accurate and less question-begging.’” The name Semi-Pelagian itself first appears in the Lutheran Formula of Concord in 1577, “Besides these errors, we reject also the false dogma of the Semi-Pelagians, who teach that man by his own powers can commence his conversion, but can not fully accomplish it without the grace of the Holy Spirit” (Article 2, Negative 3; see Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, III, 110).


� ODCC, 1195. The Council of Florence (1438-45) gives a summary of the doctrine of the sacraments as it developed in medieval theology, “There are seven sacraments of the New Law, viz. baptism, confirmation, the eucharist, penance, extreme unction, orders, and marriage.  These are quite different from the sacraments of the Old Law, which did not cause grace, but foreshadowed the grace that was to be bestowed solely through the passion of Christ.  Our sacraments, however, not only contain grace, but also confer it on those who receive them worthily.  The first five have been ordained for the spiritual perfection of every individual in himself, the last two for the government and increase of the whole Church.  Through baptism we are spiritually reborn; through confirmation we grow in grace and are strengthened in faith.  Having been regenerated and strengthened, we are sustained by the divine food of the eucharist.  But if we become sick in soul through sin, we are healed spiritually through penance, and healed spiritually as well as physically, in proportion as it benefits the soul, through extreme unction.  Through orders the Church is governed and grows spiritually, while through marriage it grows physically.  Three elements are involved in the full administration of all these sacraments, viz. things as the matter, words as the form, and the person of the minister performing the sacrament with the intention of doing what the Church does.  If any one of these is lacking, the sacrament is not effected” (see John Leith, Creeds of the Churches, 60-61).  The Council of Trent affirmed this, “If anyone saith, that the sacraments of the New Law are not necessary unto salvation, but superfluous; and that, without them, or without the desire thereof, men obtain of God, through faith alone, the grace of justification…let him be anathema” (Session 7, Canon 4; see Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, II, 120).  Today’s Catechism of the Catholic Church also affirms this, “The Church affirms that for believers the sacraments of the New Covenant are necessary for salvation” (emphasis in the original; Part 2, Paragraph 1129).


� The Confession of Dositheus (1672) defines Orthodox theology against Protestantism (see Leith, 483-517).  Though it does not have the status of the early creeds, it is an important Orthodox confession.  Decree XIII states, “We believe a man to be not simply justified through faith alone, but through faith which worketh through love, that is to say, through faith and works.”  Decree XV states, “We believe that there are in the Church Evangelical Mysteries [i.e., Sacraments of the Gospel Dispensation], and that they are seven…And we acknowledge them to be, of necessity, efficient means of grace to the receivers.”


� ODCC, 421; see also Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, III, pp 581-597.


� Here is a summary of the Articles of Remonstrance: (1) God elects or reproves on the foreseen faith or unbelief.  (2) Christ died for all men although only believers are saved.  (3) Man is so depraved that divine grace is necessary to bring man unto faith.  (4) This grace may be resisted.  (5) Whether or not all who are truly regenerate will certainly persevere requires further investigation (Later modified to affirm that a regenerate believer could, through unrepented sin, lose his salvation. However, modern day Arminians are still split over this point.); see Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, III, 545-549.  John Wesley believed that faith and salvation may be lost, “It is incumbent on all that are justified to be zealous for good works.  And these are so necessary, that if a man willingly neglect them…he cannot retain the grace he has received” (“The Twenty Five Articles of Religion”, Leith, 367-368).  “Q. 9. What sins are consistent with justifying faith?  A. No willful sin.  If a believer willfully sins, he casts away his faith.  Neither is it possible he should have justifying faith again, without previously repenting....Q. 11. Are works necessary to the continuance of faith? A. Without doubt; for a man may forfeit the free gift of God, either by sins of omission or commission” (“The Minutes”, Leith, 374-375).


� Donald Campbell in the Bible Knowledge Commentary suggests that those who “have fallen from grace” in Galatians 5:4 are those “leaving the grace system for the Mosaic Law system.  The same error is repeated today when a believer leaves a church that emphasizes salvation by grace through faith and joins one which teaches that salvation depends on repentance, confession, faith, baptism and church membership.” See also Robert Wilkin, Confident in Christ (Grace Evangelical Society, 1999), 111-117.





