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 God’s grace is given freely for all.  What a great idea.  What a simple concept.  

Who could possibly want to argue about that?  But, what is grace exactly and how does it 

work?  According to one teaching “God’s grace is favour, the free and underserved help 

that God gives us to respond to God’s call to become children of God … partakers of the 

divine nature and of eternal life.”    Sounds a bit like what we read from Isaiah, 1

“Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come, buy and 

eat!  Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.” 

 But of course, there is nothing so simple that we can’t make it more complicated.  

Or perhaps I shouldn’t say that grace is complicated, it’s more that over time, the ways in 

which we understand grace have changed.  And different churches therefore have 

somewhat different ideas of what God’s grace is, and how we engage with it.  And I find 

that different people - even if they are Christian - have different ideas about God’s grace.  

So let’s look at some of the different ways that grace has been understood, and see what 

resonates with you. 

 Since the time of Augustine of Hippo (4th century) - and perhaps earlier than that 

- much of the debate has been around what humans DO to find grace.  Or do we do 

anything at all.  If grace is a gift from God, what exactly is our role.  In the 5th century 

there was a lot of debate about the idea of “irresistible grace”.  Irresistible grace is grace 

that is effective regardless of the intentions of the person receiving the grace.  It is the 

belief that grace is all about God, and not about our response.  But can an omnipotent 

God “force” grace on an unwilling person?  And if God were to do that, what would that 

mean about human free will?  I won’t tell you the whole debate here, but I love the 

conclusion which seemed to be that irresistible grace would not violate human free will 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grace_in_Christianity1
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because the grace given would make the person want the grace in the first place.   

 Also in the 5th century, it was argued that original sin had left people in such a 

poor moral state that they could not even be open to receiving God’s grace.  This was a 

condition known as “total depravity”.  This condition required an irresistible grace by 

God just to get the person’s soul in a state where they could even respond to God. 

 Another understanding of grace was presented by Calvin and reformed theology 

in the 16th century.  They believed that people are saved by faith alone.  But they also 

believed in total depravity, meaning the people could not even accept God’s grace unless 

God chose them particularly.  Calvin believed that God pre-ordained some people to be 

God’s elect - an idea called “predestination”.  Other people - those to whom God did not 

extend God’s grace - were called “the reprobate”.  Calvin’s idea was that to be saved you 

only needed faith, but God determined who would have that faith. 

 In the 18th century, John Wesley and others spoke against predestination, 

reverting to prevenient grace, the idea that God indeed makes the first move towards us in 

salvation, but that all human beings are free to respond or reject God’s grace.  Perhaps 

this is (finally) a form of Grace that we recognize more readily, because it is a more 

“classic” Protestant understanding of grace. 

 One important aspect of understanding grace concerns the Church’s role in that 

grace.  In the Catholic Church, part of the Church’s role is to be a vehicle for God’s grace 

through the sacraments, particularly through the Mass.  But for Protestants, given the idea 

that all people are free to accept God’s grace, what is the church’s role in helping people 

find God’s grace?  Grace through faith happens on a personal level.  What’s the church 

supposed to do?  The “vehicle” to support God’s grace is therefore whatever builds up 

people’s faith in the expectation that their faith will lead them to more fully accept God’s 

grace.  And in that context, “the sermon replaces the eucharist as the central act of 

Christian worship” .  That’s why the Catholic model includes weekly Mass and mini-2

sermons, and the Protestant model includes occasional communion and thoughtful, longer 

sermons.  And that’s why here at Martin Grove United Church my official title with you 

 Ibid.2
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is “Minister of Word, Sacrament, and Pastoral Care”. 

 The theological differences in our understanding of grace that have spanned over 

1500 years suggest that these differences are actually caused by the human condition - by 

what makes us human.  And I want to propose 2 key elements in our own human nature 

that make it hard for us to actually agree fully on the nature of God’s grace.  So if you 

found the previous bit of history a bit boring, it’s time to wake up for the summary. 

 Different understandings of how to imagine God’s grace boil down - in my mind - 

to 2 key drivers.  The first driver is the role of the receiver - the person who wants God’s 

grace.  Does God do all the work, or as humans do we participate in our own salvation?  

And if we do participate in our own salvation, what exactly should we be doing?  The 

second driver is that we humans simply have a very hard time actually believing in 

unconditional love.  And if you can’t accept the idea of unconditional love, then it’s hard 

to accept God’s grace.  1500 years of theology boils down to fact that we struggle to 

accept unconditional love.  Frankly, I think we have difficulty even imagining that we are 

worth it.  We have troubles accepting at a deep level that we are all children of God.  Let 

me share a story. 

 William Wilberforce was a British politician who worked diligently for the 

abolition of slavery in the United Kingdom in the 18th century.  By that time, over 11 

million African people had been sent, as slaves, the West Indies and the American 

colonies.  Great Britain - once a mighty superpower - was build on the back of slaves, 

and the slave trade was considered acceptable by almost all people in Britain back then.  

Today we might imagine that the battle for the abolition of slavery must have been easy.  

In the late 1700’s, England was a decidedly Christian nation.  And Wilberforce was a 

Christian too.  One of the most clear Christian doctrines is the belief that humans are all 

made in the image of God, and therefore, all human beings are equally valuable, at least 

in the eyes of God.  That belief - if lived out - would put an end to all forms of 

discrimination, including slavery.  It would also end war, but that's another sermon. 

 And yet - somehow - it took 26 years from the time that Wilberforce and his 

supporters began to work to end slavery to the passage of the Slave Trade Act abolishing 
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slavery in the year 1807.  How could that take 26 years?  How is that possible? 

 One problem is that Wilberforce and friends tried to attack slavery solely on the 

grounds that slavery was an offence to God.  But the opposition - even if they believed 

that slavery was an offence to God - did not know how to end slavery without causing 

massive economic problems, both for the commonwealth and for themselves personally.  

Wilberforce attacked on theological grounds, but the opposition defended on commercial 

grounds, and that led to a long delay in the whole process.  Both groups were actually 

correct, but they were looking at very different aspects of the problem. 

 So the problem persisted.  And the bill to end slavery took a long time in coming. 

 Even more disturbing of course is that the abolition of slavery did not in fact happen.  

Today there are more slaves around the world than there were in 1807.  Slavery as an 

industry has actually expanded, to include bonded labour, forced marriage, forced labour, 

slavery by descent, trafficking, and organ harvesting.  But that’s another sermon. 

 How is it that simple, basic, Christian principles are so readily ignored by 

Christians?  I saw a post on Facebook this week that encapsulates that idea: “The most 

interesting way of reading the Bible is to imagine that St. Paul’s statements against 

women apply for all time, but that Jesus’s command to love your enemies is so vague that 

it just never seems to apply.” 

 And perhaps that’s how grace ties in with our gospel today.  In our gospel, the 

owner of a vineyard wanted to cut down an unproductive fig tree.  But the gardener 

suggested giving the tree extra care, extra support, extra love, and more time to mature 

before judging it.  God’s grace is not the promise that we make one decision in life and 

automatically become perfect.  God’s grace is the gift that allows us to keep working at 

becoming better Christians and better human beings.  God’s grace is not a destination.  

God’s grace is the journey itself. 

 As we continue our journey of Lent, remember that we are on a journey.  Lent is a 

journey of grace.  Lent is a season of grace.  Embrace the gift of God’s grace. 

Amen.
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