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Preface

The message of God’s grace, or one-way love, has captivated me for as
long as I can remember. It saved my life during my early twenties, re-
stored my marriage in my middle twenties, then created in me a father
loved by my children. Grace remade my ministry and made possible my
contact with sufferers as well as with prodigals.

The message of grace has also proven to be provocative, especially in
relation to other Christians. Sometimes I have been accused of being
“long on grace but short on law.” In other words, some have feared that
my emphasis on grace is tantamount to blessing sin. The traditional
word for this accusation is “antinomianism,” or a teaching that is con-
trary to the law. Christians who stress grace — unmerited acceptance —
are often accused of being “antinomian.” It is almost a sure sign that you
are preaching grace when people call you an antinomian.

This book is my attempt, after thirty years of teaching and preaching
the message of grace, to set it out systematically, and to do this in the
face of the chronic criticism grace receives. I also attempt to connect
grace to some contemporary issues in world society. How does grace
work? That is the theme of this book.

No apologies! One-way love is the heart of Christianity. It is what
makes Christianity Christian. I hope that what you are about to read rep-
resents the vox ipsissima Christianismi, the true voice of the Christian reli-
gion, written without compromise or a form of words.

ix
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Certain teachers have helped me understand grace conceptually.
Certain others have helped me understand grace pastorally. The man
who first taught me the meaning of grace was FitzSimons Allison, dur-
ing his memorable classes of the late 1970s at Grace Church in New York
City. My wife and I learned the gospel of grace from Fitz Allison. We
learned that grace alone achieves what the law demands and that this is
true in life as well as in theology. Later, Frank Lake, who died in 1982,
helped me understand grace in relation to my own concrete sorrows and
sins.

Ernst Käsemann, from whom I had the chance to learn personally in
the early 1990s, deepened my understanding of grace within the aca-
demic field of New Testament theology. Jürgen Moltmann, my “doctor
father” at Tübingen from 1991 to 1994, made sure that I struggled with
the political and economic implications of grace.

My wife, Mary, who was herself helped by Canon Anne Long’s views
on Christian listening within the Church of England, has been the ear of
grace to me for thirty-two years. Our sons, John, David, and Simeon, all
of whom now serve in Christian ministry, have each deepened my experi-
ence and my theology in relation to grace. They were my students but
are now my teachers.

Three other less longstanding influences have affected this book.
One is my life among the Loyalist Protestants of Northern Ireland.
These are an often misunderstood if not actually mistreated people. In
particular, the “Sons of William” of Maghera, South Londonderry, have
given me concrete lessons in what it costs to exercise grace in relation to
others with whom you deeply disagree and who dislike you. A second in-
fluence is the plays of Tyler Perry, the African American writer, which
have opened up for me deep wells of grace in relation to the hurts of life
as experienced, in deeply Christian ways, in Perry’s community. Third,
the thwarted genius of Robert George “Joe” Meek, the English indepen-
dent record producer who died in February 1967, functions as a vivid and
living reproach to me of what can happen when grace is not offered to a
sufferer. I wish I had been there to comfort Joe.

Four of my students at Trinity Episcopal School for Ministry have
been fruitful partners in conversation about the relation of Christ’s grace

x
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to God’s law. They are Jady Koch, Nick Lannon, Kate Norris, and Jacob
Smith.

Simeon Zahl, doctoral candidate in systematic theology at Cam-
bridge University; Burke Hilsabeck, doctoral candidate in English at the
University of Chicago; and Dr. Dorothy Martyn, of Bethany, Connecti-
cut, have aided me in the final editing of the manuscript. My assistant at
Trinity School, Mrs. Maxine Moore, has helped me invaluably, and sacri-
ficially, in the preparation of this book.

To all of these, and most of all to Mary, my wife, I say, thank you.

Ambridge, Pennsylvania
Epiphany 2006

xi
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CHAPTER ONE

Grace in Theology

What Is Law?

In life there are two governing principles that are at war with one other.
The first is law; the second is grace. So powerful are these two principles,
so virile and unquenchable, so captivating and irresistible, that all rela-
tionships, all human operations, simply lie down before them. The law
crushes the human spirit; grace lifts it.

The story of the Bible is the story of this perpetual war between law
and grace. Law comes in, as the apostle Paul puts it (Romans 7:21-23), and
human beings become excited by it. They become excited to resist it. The
law, which is any form of external command, provokes the opposite reac-
tion from the one it is intended to provoke. Instead of inciting obedience
or submission, it incites rebellion. It provokes revolutionary resentment.

The Bible is the chronicle of God’s law in virulent antipathy with hu-
man nature, and human nature in virulent antipathy to God’s law: con-
flict, in other words. These antipathies are reflected in real life, whether
you care about the Bible or not. Imperatives produce their opposites: an-
gry reactions. Can you name an exception to this? If somebody tells you
to do something, you immediately and instinctively desire to do the op-
posite.

Is the law ever a gratifying thing? Does it produce pleasure? No. But
the law is a true thing, an accurate summary or description of what it

1
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means to be happy and fulfilled, especially in relation to one’s neighbors.
If we were able and willing to follow it, the law would be the answer to
humanity’s problems. People who obey the law are, at least in principle,
free from accusation. They are in the position of having peace in life, and
also in death. But no law has been created that has the capacity to engen-
der what it demands. The truth is, the law invites illegality. It almost cries
out for it.

The law kills, the law incites, the law breeds hatred for itself, the law
creates suppression. It does sometimes work to one’s temporary benefit
(maxims like “no pain, no gain” may help an athlete to achieve), but in
the long run, the law runs out of fuel. The law does not enable us — ex-
cept by mammoth and exhausting effort — to do the things it com-
mends. The Bible declares the law to be good and right (1 Timothy 1:8;
Romans 3:31; 7:12, 14, 16) but then with one great persuasive insight de-
prives the law of any lasting capacity to do us any good (Romans 7:24-25).

The point is crucial: law tells us the truth, the whole truth, and noth-
ing but the truth about ourselves. It holds the “mirror up to nature” (Wil-
liam Shakespeare). But the law fails to convey the power to correct the
maladies it diagnoses. The law is painful, like iodine on a cut, but another
agent is required for healing to occur. That agent is grace.

Law in the Bible

The big idea in the Bible is the relationship of God’s law to the self-
absorption of the human being. Adam said to God, “I heard the sound of
you in the garden, and I was afraid . . . and I hid myself ” (Genesis 3:10).1

God the Father, the ultimate father-figure of world experience, is to be
avoided, by definition. His very existence is a judgment on humankind.
His very voice thunders judgment, to which each of us says, like Peter,
“Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man” (Luke 5:8). God is purest
law. Habakkuk describes God this way: “your eyes are too pure to behold

2
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evil” (Habakkuk 1:13). God’s perfection is appalling because it “plumbs”
(Amos 7:7-8) the depths of an imperfection distributed evenly among all
human beings.

Today it is common to want to discern in texts, and certainly in the
Bible, a “meta-narrative,” a big idea or overarching theme. Some readers
take the idea of “covenant,” which is in the domain of law, as the meta-
narrative of Scripture. Others have seized on “promise and fulfillment”
as the grand theme. Others take “creation, fall, and redemption” as the
commanding subject of Scripture.

The Protestant Reformers perceived “law and gospel” to be the gov-
erning metaphor of the two Testaments. They took so seriously the de-
mand of God as embodied in the Ten Commandments of Moses that
they actually cowered before it. This human terror before the inflexible
mandate of God caused the Reformers to focus more intently than ever
upon the death of Christ as the solution to human impotence. They were
immensely cheered by the confidence that God had made a way for judg-
ment to fall vicariously on a single man. For Luther especially, the law of
God opened up the wound of human defeat; yet it prepared the way for
the good and comforting news of the substitutive death of Christ.

We cannot understand God’s grace without first understanding God’s
law. The scriptural view of God’s perfect law is that it is the one great step
toward humanity’s self-understanding. Only an inflexible picture of what is
required of the human being is able to penetrate to the marrow of
creaturely insufficiency, and only an unbending picture of what is required
of the human being is able to unveil the full and sufficient remedy for hu-
man failure. If we cheat on law, we are cheated on grace. This is why the
absolute picture of law that is found in the God of the Bible is a safer inter-
pretation of human failure than the mish-mash of extenuations and ratio-
nalizations that the law becomes in the hands of human mediation. There
is a weights-and-measures relationship between law and grace: “you have
been weighed on the scales and found wanting” (Daniel 5:27); but “there is
a Fountain fill’d with blood” (William Cowper). A big view of God’s grace
— the blood that cleanses, the balm in Gilead — depends on a big view of
God’s law.

Did you ever see an “A”-quality film noir from Hollywood entitled

3
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The Tattered Dress? It was directed by Jack Arnold in 1954 and starred Jeff
Chandler and Jeanne Crain. It is rarely watched anymore. But there is
one powerful shot in the movie — the very last shot, in fact. A lawyer has
just won a case of the most obvious truth, after having been disbarred
earlier in the film and having treated his own wife and children most self-
ishly. This man has redeemed himself, and the true culprit has just been
shot and killed on the courthouse steps (it is a movie, after all). The hero,
now accompanied by his reconciled wife, walks down the steps and gazes
up at a large statue of the lady Justice, blindfolded and balancing the
scales in her right hand. The camera dollies up and cranes back. Every-
one on the steps is dwarfed and the towering statue blocks out everything
else. Justice has been done. It is all that is left.

This idea is not simply Hollywood invention (although we see it
through a Hollywood lens); it is a true reflection of law. Jack Arnold was
a Jew who also appreciated Christianity, and he underlined the moral di-
mension in all of his films. The parable of The Tattered Dress is the para-
ble of the perfect law. “Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain
and hill be made low” (Isaiah 40:4). I believe that last shot, in which the
figure of impartial Justice towers over all the characters and finally blots
them out, is an unconditional picture of God’s law, God’s Bible law.

The Bible prepares the way for a discussion of law as the governing
principle of everyday life, the brick wall of human impasse and frustra-
tion. The meta-narrative of law in the Bible lays the foundation for the
experience we all have of law — the experience we all have of judgment
— in the day-by-day conflicts of what our nineteenth-century ancestors
called the “battle of life.” But in doing so, the Bible’s narrative also opens
the way to the principle of grace, the blood and balm to this impasse.

In the Beginning

The law begins in the garden of Eden. God tells the primal couple of a
spacious freedom that contains only one condition: they may not eat of
the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:17).
The prohibition, however, proves decisive. The sheer longing to eat this

4
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fruit overcomes them completely. The freedom of touching and tasting
with which Adam and Eve are endowed includes this one No. All that is
required to flout the law is one instance of it. They grab the fruit.

I once heard from the CEO of a certain institution that he had been
told by the chairman of its board to make a certain decision. All it took
was that instruction from the chairman and I knew in a moment that the
CEO would go the other way. I remember thinking to myself, here’s a
simple directive, the only one I have ever heard the chairman give to that
man. But it was an order! One little order, but an order nonetheless. The
CEO refused to obey it, and that order undid him. It was such a little
thing, but just as important for this man’s life as the single “thou shalt
not” delivered to Adam and Eve. The result was the same: disobedience,
punishment, and expulsion.

We hear this story day after day. All was well before the articulation
of law, but at that point the goose was cooked. It is no wonder artists as
removed in time as Masaccio and Thomas Cole have portrayed the des-
perate moment of expulsion (Genesis 3:24). We cannot countenance the
law, the dynamic of demand, so we reject it in principle. West of Eden we
go, like Milton’s castaway pair: “hand in hand, with wand’ring steps and
slow,” we take our “solitary way.”2

From this primal disaster with the law stems cyclically every sin, ev-
ery betrayal and every punishment of betrayal: Cain and Abel and Cain’s
punishment; the Tower of Babel; the flood of Noah; the gradual forma-
tion of a people, through Abraham, who would relate to God not on the
basis of law but on the basis of faith and grace; the promises to Israel on
the basis of faith and not of law; the patriarchs and the wanderings across
the land; and finally the actual embodiment of law, a “position” on hu-
man waywardness that God took when he summoned the lawgiver, Mo-
ses, to the top of the mountain.

5
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The Lawgiver

God gave Moses a short but complete list of commandments, or require-
ments, which define the just society and happy home (Exodus 20:1-17).
Each flows from the first and second commandments. The first com-
mandment puts God as the fountainhead of all existence and creation.
God is the sole source of any good and any hope, and he can be credited
with every act of deliverance from trouble. The second commandment is
a No to all contrary gods, the negation that underlies the prior affirma-
tion. The next eight commandments are expressions of the will, for ev-
eryday people, of the Author of life who speaks in the first two.

The commandments to Israel, which are universal requirements of
ethical existence addressed to the whole race of human beings, are law.
They embody it and define it, and they are absolute in their authority.
They exist and should be followed “so that your days may be long in the
land” (Exodus 20:12). They idealize the social character and relatedness
of living, and they are to be understood more as idealizations than as
controls or levers on human freedom.

But the law, no matter where it comes from, is always the law heard. I
hear “You shall” and “You shall not” as adversarial. This is the key to under-
standing human psychology and human action. All ideals and all delinea-
tions of what is absolutely good are heard and understood as accusatory
statements. This is the nature of sin. The law of God, as it is with laws
enunciated by human beings, is heard as being expressed in the attack
mode. Say what you will about its idealistic intent, about its being the ulti-
mate “design manual” for men and women, the law is always heard as an
attack. I learned this as a child living in a family. My sister might say to me,
“How do you like my dress?” and I would answer, “It looks fine.” She
would say back, “What’s the matter with it?!” I was mystified.

Any judgment, any evaluation — even if it approves and speaks a
blessing — will be heard as a negation. This is an absolute first principle
of this book. Law is an attack. It is heard as a negation by its recipient. All
laws are negation. God’s law is the negation.

People sometimes deny this. They say that they are grateful for the
criticism, that it really helped them take inventory. Or they speak of criti-

6
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cism as “friendly” or “challenging.” I once spoke to a woman who
praised “challenging” relationships with men. I asked her what she
meant. She explained that some men, just by their stormy temperament
or argumentative spirit, had “challenged” her, had taken her out of her
comfort zone. I then asked her, partly to be “challenging,” myself,
whether any of these boyfriends had been permanent. No, she had to ad-
mit, none of those relationships had lasted. I pressed the point, “Would
you like to be married to a ‘challenging’ man? Or better yet, would you
like the father of your children to be such a person?” She threw me over,
too, with all my “challenging” questions.

People do not wish to be challenged. People wish to be comforted.
They wish to be supported. They wish to be encouraged and sustained.
What people wish is to be loved.

An illustration of this occurs in a popular movie from a few years ago en-
titled Bridget Jones’ Diary. After killing disappointments with men, Bridget,
who simply wishes not to be alone, is told sincerely by a man, “I love you just
the way you are.” The scene in which he says those words to her is powerful.
Despite all the social commentary about the joys of single life in hip, rich
London, the audience, together with Bridget Jones, is arrested by that one
sentiment. There is not a syllable of law in it. There is only grace.

Later we will look at the idea, often purveyed in Christian churches,
of “speaking the truth in love.” It is an empty set. It never happens. Al-
though this form of law is loftily protested as being “within the bonds of
love and affection,” there is always that basso continuo of judgment in
every appeal of criticism, which disqualifies such speaking from having
transformative effects. Did you hear the “attack siren” blasted by the
alien tripods in the 2005 version of The War of the Worlds? It was haunting.
I could not expel it from my mind. It was the signal in the movie for mass
extermination. We hear the law that way.

The law of Moses, which in my theology is the law of God, is upright
and beautiful. It is “perfect . . . true and righteous altogether” (Psalm 19:7-
9), but it does nothing to create the state that it requires. There is not one
enabling word in its arsenal. When Moses came down from the mountain,
he came down with the truth but not the means with which to apply it,
save by suppression through the instrumentality of judgment.

7
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Kings and Prophets

Scripture’s meta-narrative is not metaphysical. It leaves metaphysics
to the Greek philosophers. Scripture’s meta-narrative is not a probing
into the idea of God, nor is it the interpretation of a humanly inter-
ested Reality that lies behind the mask of repetitive historical events.
It is not a hymn to cosmogony, nor a prelude to Spinoza. Scripture’s
meta-narrative is not fundamentally concerned with what we think of
as scientific inquiry.

Scripture’s meta-narrative is ethical. It concerns itself with our hu-
man conflict with the divine requirement. Yes, Scripture is almost uni-
formly religious — that is, its main character is God. This character is
locked in an ethical battle with antagonistic and resentful men and
women. Will human beings submit to God’s law, the Mosaic Decalogue?
Or will they run in the opposite direction?

Without exception, human beings run. When the Jews are finally set-
tled into the Promised Land, the land of Canaan, they demand a king
(1 Samuel 8:4-5). They do not wish to bear with God’s own mouthpiece,
the prophet Samuel. Later, they had been chronically uncomfortable
with God’s other mouthpieces, the judges. One after another, each judge
started well, then either went bad or was repulsed by the people. In the
Old Testament books there is not one sure minute of acquiescence, un-
conditional relatedness, or obedience before the law of God. The cycle
goes from mandate to rebellion to catastrophe to mandate again, and
then the great “wheel in the sky” turns for the next generation. It is not a
pretty picture.

When the prophetic voice is stilled and the voice of human kings be-
comes dominant, the cycle begins again in earnest. From King David to
Solomon to the division of the monarchy and the kingdoms to the pin-
cers of northern and southern aggression, the big idea of the Old Testa-
ment is autonomous protest against God’s Word, followed by collapse.
The big collapse occurs in the year 587, when Jerusalem is destroyed and
the people exiled.

The prophets deliver hope, not in themselves, but in the God of
grace, who forgives the law-exhausted failures of the people. This hope

8

GRACE IN PRACTICE

20

EERDMANS -- Grace in Practice (Zahl) final text
Tuesday, November 28, 2006 5:33:30 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



comes not only from the major prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah but also
from the minor prophets such as Habakkuk, Zechariah, Micah, Joel, and
Hosea. Each of these prophets understands the fruitlessness of the law to
amend their people’s shattered existences. Each of them is forced into
the corner of speaking grace, the complete book of new beginnings in
the light of pathos and repentance. Their message, again and again, is
heard by a remnant of the people. The Psalms, too, and sections of what
we today call the “wisdom literature” release them from the law and into
the favor of God’s grace. The people hear a new song — not consistently,
but often enough to provide hope.

The last stirrings in the Old Testament of this new song, the song of
grace, occur in Daniel and in Malachi. These books affirm the great prin-
ciple of promise. God will provide a grace that triumphs over his judg-
ment, they say, and this grace has to do with a once and future king from
God. He “will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts
of children to their parents” (Malachi 4:6). The “father problem” of the
Old Testament, the unending ethical conflict between parent and child,
will be healed at last. But this message is all a little vague. It is a little
dreamy. It is all a little “hopeful.”

One thing we know for sure from the prophets. The law did not ef-
fect what it demanded. It could not deliver what it mandated. The law on
its own terms is a discredited thing by the end of the Old Testament.
How could you say otherwise from the texts themselves? Failure to live it
and failure to want to live it are the result of centuries of use. We do right
to hear the Old Testament’s gloomiest interpretation of human exis-
tence: “I, the Teacher, when king over Israel in Jerusalem, applied my
mind to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven;
it is an unhappy business that God has given to human beings to be busy
with. . . . What is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is lacking
cannot be counted” (Ecclesiastes 1:12-15).

Law is true. It is also impotent and counterproductive. It produces its
opposite.

9
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Four Lives

The lives of Jesus, the Gospels, are interesting because they all tell the
same story, the story of a single hero. Each of these lives provides its own
reflected insight concerning him. Together, they provide a united view of
him, a “check” on each of the individual views, because the Gospels are
really one story told in four different voices.

The law ran out of energy during the Old Testament. Its battery acid
spilled out on the roadway again and again. From the garden to the wil-
derness, from the judges to the prophets and the kings, the law proved
unable to generate acquiescence and obedience. “Happy are those,” an-
nounces Psalm 1. To which Malachi replies, “But who can stand when he
appears?” (3:2). The whole of the Old Testament is a free-fall from origi-
nal blessing, a plunge that is arrested at the moment of false hope in the
possibility of willed obedience. Moral failure after moral failure tramps
through the pages of Scripture. This failure is not just the fate of individ-
uals. It is the fate of an elected nation. “If my people would only do thus
and so, then I would restore, redeem, renew, relieve, reward. . . .” The
sentence fades into an everlasting et cetera.

The Old Testament ends in defeat. We can agree that there is some
hope in its end, a projected hope. There is the idea of a coming deliverer,
who will save the people from their sins (Matthew 1:21). But this hope is a
future thing, a maybe thing, and it is sadly shadowed by the great dark
history of their past, a past of unending resentment and unfulfilled
dreaming.

But Emmanuel does come (Matthew 1:23). He is born, and the law is
both fulfilled in him and ended. How does this happen?

Jesus taught that the law is true diagnostically and in its entirety. Not
once in the Gospels did he loosen the law of God. In fact, he tightened it
(Matthew 5:19-20). Jesus said that an angry thought was tantamount to
the criminal act of murder (Matthew 5:21-22). He asserted that a lustful
fantasy is equivalent to adultery (Matthew 5:27-28). He allowed for no
conditions, not one that would extenuate, rationalize, or excuse marital
divorce (Matthew 5:31-32). Theologians sometimes call Jesus the Mose
Mosissime (“the ultimate Moses”). He said that he came to fulfill and es-
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tablish the rigor of the law right down to the dotting of its i’s and the
crossing of its t’s (Matthew 5:17-18). When it comes down to it, Jesus was
extremely interested in the law. Most of his polemics and debates took
place against the Pharisees, who were regarded as consistent but merci-
less defenders of the law. Christ out-lawed the Pharisees (Matthew 5:20)!
Yet he also flouted the law in such a public manner that it earned him in-
stant controversy, intense resistance to his teaching, and finally the death
of a martyred prophet.

On the one hand, Jesus spoke of the law as an instrument probing to
the innermost reaches of the human will and inner mind. The law pene-
trates to the exact, inward motivation of a person. The law penetrates
the external “dome” over a person’s real life. It looks into the “white-
washed tombs” (Matthew 23:27). It calls sinners to account (Luke 5:32)
and separates the living from the dead (Luke 16:19-31).

In the light of the law, all that men and women can do, declares Christ,
is to repent (Matthew 3:2, concerning John the Baptist; Mark 1:15; Luke
13:3). Repentance is not the same thing as restitution or a changed heart.
Repentance is felt sorrow, sorrow in your very marrow, for what you have
been and done. Repentance not only covers shame at what you have done
but also includes shame at who you are, as in the parable of the Pharisee
and the tax collector (Luke 18:9-14). Repentance is not a disposition in rela-
tion to the future. It is a disposition in relation to your personal past.

Not long ago I read a newspaper article about an executive at Boeing.
The reporter asked him to name the secret of his success, and he said,
“There is nothing you can do about the past. The only thing you can do
anything about is the future.” Christ saw life differently. For Christ, the
only thing you can do anything about is your past. God alone can deal
with your future. If you have repented of your past, if you have taken an
inventory of the full extent of hurt, victimhood, malice, and self-service
that describe your achieved life, if you have said the one single needful
word, “sorry,” then that is all. There is nothing more. The future, which
Paul would later call the “fruit of the Spirit,” flows totally from the
“sorry.” The past resolved gives the present its only chance. The future is
the Spirit’s job.

How else can we explain Christ’s one-line attraction to sinners, “I
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have come to call not the righteous but sinners” (Luke 5:32)? Unlike the
Pharisees, who judged the world from the platform of the law, Christ
ended the law for people who lived in its failure. Christ abrogated the law,
and intentionally. He and his disciples picked corn on the Sabbath, and
when they were challenged by the Pharisees, Jesus said, “The sabbath
was made for man, not man for the sabbath” (Mark 2:27, RSV). He
watched as forgiven people leapt into new skins and led new lives full of
praise and love. This is because he embodied the acceptance that the law
had denied them. He saw these people, such as the cleansed lepers (Mat-
thew 8:2-3; Mark 1:40-42), exchange calcified skins of sublimation and de-
pression for skins that contained the seeds of love’s fruit. Against such
natural and spontaneous fruit of the Spirit, such fruit as Mary Magdalene
and Zacchaeus bore, there could be no law!

Jesus taught that the law’s stranglehold on humanity was finished. I
do not mean that Jesus was a “liberal” in the contemporary sense. I do
not mean to say that Jesus cast off the law as simply one big and needless
inhibitor of human potential. Not at all. I mean that Jesus recognized the
inability of the law, which shows us exactly who we ought to be, to pro-
vide its own fulfillment. Christ did not say that the law is bad. He said in-
stead that the law is wholly good. But most importantly, he said that the
law is no skilled mechanic. It cannot fix what it has broken.

This great and actualized insight of Christ’s ministry, which made his
Galilean spring a unique moment of human emancipation, created the
principle of compassion and the power of grace. Paul would soon put
words onto the things Jesus did. Paul would articulate what in Christ’s
life was a blessing on the Magdalene, a touch to the leper, a lifting of the
child, a pause at the blind man, an inconvenient conversation with a hy-
pochondriac. Paul would put words on these actions. He would provide a
way of thinking about Jesus’ mode of doing.

But before that, before the interpretive brilliance of the apostle Paul,
Jesus was required to put the law in the grave. He was forced — although
he, being free unlike the rest of the human race, acquiesced to the forc-
ing — to put his body on the stone table. He was forced to undertake the
destruction of the law within the flesh and bones of the only thing he
“had,” his subjectivity. Christ had to answer personally to the law.
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High Noon

When Christian theology affirms the “end of the law” (Romans 10:4),
some people become nervous. They are afraid that such talk, talk of the
end of the law’s control over the human race, suggests antinomianism.
That is a big word asserting that the law is bad. An “antinomian” is some-
one who is against the law. There is a lurking fear in Christianity — in
life! — that grace is the opposite of law and will lead to license.

There is an excellent British movie entitled The Day the Earth Caught
Fire (1961). In this movie, word gets out that the world is going to end be-
cause its orbit is taking it too close to the sun, and everybody “goes
crazy.” There are mad orgies in the streets, and London spirals down to
total drunken chaos. These scenes capture English fears concerning the
“end of the law.” Are you saying, these fears inquire, that Christianity re-
moves self-discipline and order from the human equation? Are you im-
plying that Christians are free to do exactly what they like? Where does
that lead? It must lead to Britney Spears and Jerry Springer!

The answer to these questions is No. This theology of everyday life
is not saying that the law is bad. The law is good. God’s law is good per-
fectly and describes the ideal human social environment. What I am
saying, and what the Bible teaches and demonstrates, is that the law
cannot deliver what it promises. We are made in such a way that we
instinctually rebut and act against the law in all its forms. If someone
tells me to do something, I immediately oppose it. It is my nature to do
so. “Don’t tell me what to do!” is a cry from the DNA of the human
species.

It is not the content of the law that rankles. It is the mode of its ad-
dress. We will not stand for it. Before the First World War, an ancestor of
mine was threatened with being drafted into the German army. He ap-
parently shot off one of his fingers to avoid it. Other men in his family
emigrated to America so as not to be drafted. It would have been differ-
ent if they had wanted to enlist, if the cause had been one in which they
believed. But the law produced its opposite. This is the point about the
law. Paul never tires of saying that the law is “holy and just and good”
(Romans 7:12). But Paul also never tires of saying, “If a law had been
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given which could make alive, then righteousness would indeed come
through the law” (Galatians 3:21).

Thus we arrive, in surveying the presence of law in the Bible, at High
Noon. The High Noon of Jesus Christ’s approach to the law of God oc-
curs on Good Friday. The human race exists under judgment. Jesus spoke
of a “baptism of fire” with which he was going to be baptized (Luke
12:49-50). He spoke with gravity of the wrath to come (Matthew 23:33,
38). He saw the people of Israel standing under the most imperative accu-
sation for their historic and cyclical exclusion of the prophets (Matthew
23:29, 31, 34; Luke 11:48-51; 13:28). He spoke of his death as “a ransom for
many” (Matthew 20:28; Mark 10:45). He spoke of his own personal “Pass-
over” as his body given and his blood “poured out for many for the for-
giveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:19-20). Christ’s
grim assessment of the judged character of human performance came
out again and again in his parables. To minimize the vicarious sacrificial
nature of the death of Christ, the High Noon on Calvary when Christ
faced God’s irreducible law, is to miss the unifying drama of the Bible.

Observe that High Noon does not minimize the law, as people some-
times understand the gospel to be doing. That would be “antinomian.”
Rather, Christ’s death maximizes the law. It states that death alone is suf-
ficient to answer the accusation of God’s perfect law.

We know this inside ourselves. I was trying once to please a secretary
who worked in a church I was serving. I sensed that she did not like me
and that she was probably comparing me to my predecessor, so I under-
took to win her. I brought her little presents, tried to be funny, took her
out to lunch, but no dice. The sour feeling remained. Then I tried to
dress more like my predecessor. He had been a sharp dressed clergyman,
and it is true that I was indifferent to my clothes. I asked my wife to help
me dress better, and I actually started to look good. But the sour feeling
remained. I tried every trick in my book to win over this woman, but no
change. Then a member of the Vestry took me aside, kindly in fact, and
said, “Look, as long as you’re not him, she will never like you.” That was
the truth; I was the wrong man. She would have been satisfied only if I
were to become someone else, someone specific, and also perfect, in her
mind.
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On another occasion, I was getting some heat from my colleagues in
a theological seminary. It concerned a very small matter. I could not un-
derstand the vehemence of it, especially given the fact that I was new and
they didn’t know me yet. Then an outsider, a professional educator, said
to me privately, “You don’t understand. From their point of view, the
only good dean is a former dean.”

Those experiences were both instructive. Nothing I could do was suf-
ficient to deter the accusing voice of judgment. The condemnation had
less to do with any actions I might perform, “good” or “bad.” The con-
demnation had to do with who I was. “I” was the problem.

This brings us to the heart and soul of the Bible’s High Noon. Jesus
Christ was our substitute. He “bore the sin of many” (Isaiah 53:12). I do
not need a helper only. I need something more than an advocate. I cer-
tainly need a mediator when it comes to defending my life. But what I
need the most is a substitute.

The High Noon of Scripture’s story of the law involves a personal
substitute by which the extreme accusation of the law against the human
race is absorbed in its absolute and total character by an innocent person.
This is the famous “once for all,” the “righteous for the unrighteous”
(1 Peter 3:18). Unless you take seriously the principle of substituted guilt
to its full extent, then the death of Christ seems an incongruent and dis-
proportionate sentence and solution.

Why did Christ die? He died to atone for the sins of the whole world.
This idea will be developed later, for it is crucial to the logic and applica-
tion of all Christian theology. For now it is enough to say that the High
Noon of Christ involves a substitution for guilt, by which the accusation
directed by the law against the imperfection of the human kingdom is
taken off the many heads of the guilty and placed on the one head of the
innocent.

This theological anchor draws criticism. Some say it is unfair. How
can an innocent person bear the guilt of a criminal? It offends our sense
of fairness. But it really doesn’t! Rather, it asserts the unconditional ne-
cessity of the guilty being punished. It does not relieve the burden of this
criminal guilt by denying it or attempting to lower its impact or signifi-
cance. The substitutionary High Noon depicted in each of the four lives
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of Christ takes the weight of guilt seriously and loses not a crumb of its
crushing substance. After all, if there is not a way out from moral guilt
and judgment, what possible hope could people have? The alternative to
the High Noon of moral substitution is despair, madness, and, most obvi-
ously, death.

Paul Taught What Jesus Did

One of my theological teachers was Ernst Käsemann. During the last
few years of Käsemann’s life, I lived in Tübingen, Germany, and was able
to ask him many questions about the teaching of Paul. Käsemann had
lived history, as a resister of the Nazi regime under Adolf Hitler, and had
also taught history, as a theologian of early Christianity and especially of
St. Paul. Käsemann had almost single-handedly initiated a view of Jesus
of Nazareth that became known as the “second quest for the historical Je-
sus.” But his governing interest was in the theology of Paul, within the
context of the earliest forms of Christianity in the Mediterranean world.
One of Käsemann’s best maxims — and he coined several — was this:
Paul taught what Jesus did.

Käsemann believed that Christ upset the religious teachers of his
time and place because he understood himself to have authority over the
law. Käsemann underlined Christ’s welcoming the repentant, his actual
encouragement of former law-breakers to join his movement. Käse-
mann saw Christ as inaugurating a new dimension of human experience
in which the binding and controlling power of law, which he saw in al-
most demonic terms, was ended.

This particular German historian of earliest Christianity saw an
acute discontinuity between the Judaism of Jesus’ day and the teach-
ing that Jesus himself presented. In the exorcisms of Christ, in the au-
thority of Christ over demons, Käsemann observed that Christ per-
sonally ushered in a new era. Käsemann made a point of calling Jesus
“the first Christian” and broke with his more famous teacher, Rudolf
Bultmann, on this point. Bultmann had argued that Jesus of Nazareth
was a Jew, theologically speaking. It was only the resurrected Christ

16

GRACE IN PRACTICE

28

EERDMANS -- Grace in Practice (Zahl) final text
Tuesday, November 28, 2006 5:33:31 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



that Bultmann regarded as a Christian. Käsemann could not have dis-
agreed more.3

I believe the New Testament sees Jesus as the offender of custom and
tradition and the embodiment of forgiveness to all who have broken the
law. He comes to fulfill the law (Matthew 5:17) by quenching the attack
on the human spirit that the law unleashes through the ferocity of its di-
agnosis. Christ died on the cross having interpreted his death beforehand,
at the Last Supper, as an atonement for human sin. Only atonement
could make the death of Christ understandable and palatable to his stu-
dents and followers. Otherwise it constituted suicide for them. If his
death had not counted for something extraordinarily important, their
cause would have been a mighty hoax, a wincing joke to the world.

It is Paul who interpreted what Jesus offered in his life and death. Sac-
rificial terms come to the fore in Paul, words like “redemption” and
“atonement” (Romans 3:24-25). Legal concepts such as justification and
acquittal (Romans 5:16, 18), taken from the courtroom, also appear in his
letters. The climax of Paul’s thought on the law and its relation to Christ
occurs in Romans 10:4: “Christ is the end of the law so that there may be
righteousness for everyone who believes.” What Paul means is that
Christ’s death signals the end of law in its power to accuse (lex semper
accusat). The death of Christ renders anachronistic all attempts to satisfy
the law by means of performance or achievement.4 Christ is the end of
merit.5

Everything else fails. Nothing is good enough. As C. F. Alexander
said it in her old hymn, “There Is a Green Hill Far Away”: “There was no
other good enough to pay the price of sin/He only could unlock the
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3. For a summary and discussion of Käsemann’s relationship to Bultmann, see my
Die Rechtfertigungslehre Ernst Käsemanns (Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag, 1996), pp. 105ff. There is
nothing in English yet concerning the details of Käsemann’s break with his teacher.

4. I realize that some interpreters, especially within the school of thought known as
“the new perspective on Paul,” wish to see the Greek word for “end” here, which is telos,
as meaning “fulfillment” or “consummation,” rather than “conclusion” or “cessation.”
But the context requires “conclusion” or “cessation.”

5. Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theology (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1971), p. 217.
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door of heav’n and let us in.” Mrs. Alexander understood what St. Paul
taught about what Jesus did. Paul envisioned the defeat of Christ as the
transfer of a massive, shared guilt, one that is equally distributed within
and among the human race. He envisioned Christ’s death as a victory. It
was the victory of substitution.

Others have wished to interpret the cross differently. Some have seen
it as a paradoxical statement of the power that resides in the acceptance
of defeat, in voluntary weakness. This is a powerful idea as well as true to
life. Some have seen it as God’s defeat of the devil within the matrix of a
stratagem. This so-called “Christus victor” interpretation is a head-trip, a
sort of fantasy that sounds good until you look for concrete examples of
it in everyday life. “Christus victor” is the “Harry Potter” among the the-
ories concerning the death of Christ.

Others have accepted the legal language and paradigm of Paul’s writ-
ing about that High Noon on Good Friday, but they have argued that it is
just a partial reading of Paul, a “subsidiary crater” within a much larger
landscape. One can certainly discover in Paul a few other manners of
speech concerning the death of Christ in relation to the law. But these
other languages are simply vestiges of what all preachers do: find as
many metaphors and illustrations as you possibly can, in order to cast
your net to as wide an audience as possible.

The ground floor of Paul’s theology is Romans 10:4: “Christ is the
end of the law.” This ground floor is held up by great bricks of atomic
substance in the following words from the third chapter: “For ‘no human
being will be justified in [God’s] sight’ by deeds prescribed by the law, for
through the law comes the knowledge of sin. But now, apart from law,
the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested by the law
[in the five books of Moses] and the prophets” (verses 20-21).

Paul taught what Jesus did. Given the total inability of the people it
oppresses to effect their own freedom, the end of the law comes through
the instrumentality of one man’s sacrifice of substitution.
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St. John the Revelator

Everything I have said so far is broad-brush. It lays the foundation for a
systematic theology of everyday life that is grounded in the principle of
grace over and against the principle of law. This one question — What is
the law? — is one of the largest conceptual questions in the world. What
I am doing here is summarizing the direction of the Bible’s teaching. But
short is good. We groan under great masses of words these days. Every-
one wants to express himself or herself. I discover that almost no one ac-
tually wants to be brief. This has something to do with self-assertion and
the bottomless pit of our human search for identity. When I ask clergy to
keep their sermons brief, they look at me like I am curbing their right to
exist. But short is good. So this is a short overview of the Bible’s use of
the principle of divine law.

But we are not quite finished. St. John of Patmos, the mighty Reve-
lator, has something to add to this picture. His voice is the last we hear
in the New Testament. At the end of the 2005 War of the Worlds, Ray
Ferrier (Tom Cruise) tries to arrest a soldier’s attention. He wants to
point out a good, if grisly, omen. He sees flocks of vultures closing in
on fallen alien tripods inside of which their pilots are either dead or dy-
ing. These vultures are come to feast on dead predators from Outer
Space, and they signify deliverance. They signify the end of the alien
extermination of the human planet. The aliens have been laid waste by
earthly microbes.

There are similar scenes in the classic finish to the Bible. St. John of
Patmos wrote the Revelation, a phantasmagoric portrait of the end of the
world, from the vantage point of exile on a tiny island off the coast of Tur-
key to which he had fled in order to escape martyrdom at the hands of the
“politically correct” Roman government. The Roman government’s sense
of its sovereignty was repelled by the religion that claimed unique author-
ity. It could not stand the religion of Christ. In the service of tolerance (for
all religions were tolerated provided they saluted the imperial power in
some formal way), Christianity was vomited out. During this period, John,
who had been a disciple of Christ and had become a kind of senior states-
man of the Christians at Ephesus, wrote his second big book. He envisaged
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the death of the Roman Empire, with waves of blood accompanied by
birds of prey (Revelation 19:17-21).

What is striking within the Revelation of John for this discussion of the
law is that it insists on the unconditional judgment of sin and law-breaking
(2:23; 6:16-17; 14:9-11; 16:4-7) as well as the triumph of God’s grace and
mercy (3:12; 7:16-17; 21:4-6; 22:17). No lawbreakers are allowed within the
New Jerusalem (21:27), and there are no tears, no regret, and no mourning
there (21:4). The guilt of the world is washed away by the blood of the
Lamb (7:14), and the effects of guilt are refused any final home.

The Revelation of John is filled with judgment. It abreacts the wrath
of God in the blood of the Lamb and then re-creates the human world
into a judged and utopian place. There is nothing gradual about this
transformation, no idea of process or progress. Human malice is judged
and barred from entry — end of story. Cleansed spirits, to whom the law
has done its worst but whose accusation has been swallowed by the one
Substitute, populate God’s enduring city.

Schoolchildren used to have to memorize Vachel Lindsay’s poem
“General William Booth Enters into Heaven.” It is a vivid and rhythmic
combination of lampoon (of the Salvation Army) and mercy (to the ref-
use of society). It richly sums up the message of the Bible about the law.
It truncates nothing, takes no shortcuts in its demand for full repentance
from sin on the part of sinners. Yet it is at the same time pure grace. To
its final view of human destiny this book will return again and again:

General William Booth Enters into Heaven

[To be sung to the tune of The Blood of the Lamb
with indicated instrument]

I.

[Bass drum beaten loudly.]
Booth led boldly with his big bass drum —
(Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?)
The Saints smiled gravely and they said: “He’s come,”
(Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?)
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Walking lepers followed, rank on rank,
Lurching bravos from the ditches dank,
Drabs from the alleyways and drug fiends pale —
Minds still passion-ridden, soul-powers frail: —
Vermin-eaten saints with mouldy breath,
Unwashed legions with the ways of Death —
(Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?)

[Banjoes.]
Ev’ry slum had sent its half-a-score
The world round over. (Booth had groaned for more.)
Every banner that the wide world flies
Bloomed with glory and transcendent dyes.
Big voiced lasses made their banjoes bang,
Tranced, fanatical they shrieked and sang: —
“Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?”
Hallelujah! It was queer to see
Bull-necked convicts with that land make free.
Loons with trumpets blowed a blare, blare, blare
On, on upward thro’ the golden air!
(Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?)

II.

[Bass drum slower and softer.]
Booth died blind and still by Faith he trod,
Eyes still dazzled by the ways of God.
Booth led boldly, and he looked the chief,
Eagle countenance in sharp relief,
Beard a-flying, air of high command
Unabated in that holy land.

[Sweet flute music.]
Jesus came from out the court-house door,
Stretched his hands above the passing poor.

21

Grace in Theology

33

EERDMANS -- Grace in Practice (Zahl) final text
Tuesday, November 28, 2006 5:33:31 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



Booth saw not, but led his queer ones there
Round and round the mighty court-house square.
Then in an instant all that blear review
Marched on spotless, clad in raiment new.
The lame were straightened, withered limbs uncurled
And blind eyes opened on a new, sweet world.6

Law in Society

Theology has something to say about ethical and moral activity in soci-
ety. This is obvious to a religious believer, but it is not obvious in the
“public square” today. Within the public square, it is commonly stated
that law exists independent of divine or theological sanction. Thus in the
running controversy over displays of the Ten Commandments on public
properties in the United States, one school of thought seems happy to
see eight of the ten displayed, but not the two (or possibly three, depend-
ing on your translation) that invoke God. “Thou shalt not murder” is
fine, just don’t preface it by invoking God. Cannot the law and its princi-
ples of social equity and fairness exist independent of an external, tran-
scendent authority?

Theology has something important to say about the social or civil in-
junctions of the law. This is because the Bible understands human resis-
tance to it! The Bible knows about the indelible character of human resis-
tance to being told what to do. By “resistance,” I mean the perpetual tale
of personal resistance to any form of address that involves demand. The
law, even the law when it is thoroughly unhinged from theology, accuses,
and it accuses always. The principles of law in secular dress are not any
different from their theological framing in the way that they are heard.
“Don’t envy” is just as unpalatable to the concupiscent side of me as the
theologically grounded, “God says . . .”

If I am told to drive 45 miles per hour on the Ohio River Boulevard
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when it seems obvious to me that 60 m.p.h. is perfectly reasonable, then I
will resent the limit as set. I will constantly fantasize about a higher
speed, even when I do not act this out. I reason to myself, “This speed
limit is obviously designed for the sake of small townships that are hun-
gry, are dying, for revenue.” Then I start to dicker in my mind: “50 is fair,
55 is definitely fair.” Then I see a poor fellow pulled over by a patrol car.
And I seethe and obey the rule. But is my heart in it? Do I inwardly grasp
the reason for this limit?

How different things are at a busy intersection along the Florida Pan-
handle beach road where I see two patrol cars parked on different sides
of the road twenty-four hours a day, their roof lights turning every second!
I ask someone why those cars are always there. It turns out that several
people have been killed there in the last two years. In fact, a month ago
two high-school cheerleaders were on their way home from their after-
school jobs when they were run down at that intersection by a drunk
driver. Both young women were killed. My eyes tear up. Bless those pa-
trol cars. Bless those officers who have to sit there in four-hour shifts.
Bless those poor innocent lives taken in a second by a drunkard. Theol-
ogy illuminates this comparison. Theology can serve to shed light on the
law that accuses as well as the law that lives out of loss. Let me explain.

The Social Characteristics of Law

Christian theology teaches that law has two outstanding characteristics:
(1) it makes no exceptions and is therefore entirely merciless; and (2) it is
incapable of producing the motivation to obey it. This is what Paul
taught and Jesus did.

On the one hand, law takes the whole loaf. It mandates the whole
person, the submission of the entire human being to the whole divine de-
mand. Immanuel Kant understood this when he posited the “categorical
imperative”: I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will
that my maxim should become a universal law (Groundwork of the
Metaphysic of Morals). His idea was that anything a person does that has
moral significance must be universal rather than situational or contex-
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tual. Moral action of any kind has to be repeatable in every conceivable
place and time. This is a biblical way of looking at the law, because Kant
saw law as non-contextual, as having divine and final character. One can-
not extenuate law or rationalize law or try to adapt law to fit new condi-
tions. Kant’s law, like Moses’ Decalogue, is absolute.

Its universality makes the law into a hard engine of human control.
The problem here is not the law’s inflexibility, which is right and good.
The problem is its second characteristic, its inability to produce the obe-
dience it requires. As I tried to demonstrate with speed limits, we instinc-
tively fight the law. We use a thousand arguments to criticize it and flout
it. Speed limits do not come naturally. You see this concretely in the driv-
ing manners of many young men and women. They are incapable of
sticking to them. The 25 m.p.h. sign is a red flag.

The law is a red flag. In society it does nothing to control the “theater
of blood” (Vincent Price) that makes the world go round, save by rigid
police restraint. It is also defeated by the inward resistance, which we
have already plotted in Scripture, to anything like a social “ought.”

Here is another example. The whole world tells you not to smoke.
Right now it is almost the worst thing you can do, except maybe hunt a
fox. To smoke is to alienate and somehow actually intend to kill the peo-
ple around you. People actually believe, and believe passionately, that
you can contract cancer from cigarette smoke fifty yards away.

I am not a smoker. But I am tempted to become one now. Smoking is
tempting because everybody tells me not to do it. I drive down city
streets in February and see groups of workers on their breaks, smoking
in the bitter wind. The chance of these people catching pneumonia and
dying is about ten times the danger they pose in the short term to others
or to themselves. When you see those poor, huddled bands of banished
office workers, it makes you want to stop the car and jump out and join
them. I want to become a smoker because the world calls it anathema.

This is the failure of the law in society. It cannot alter anything. Just
review the headlines in the newspaper. We are always seeking to bring
under control some problem in our society. It could be a drug like meth-
amphetamine or ecstasy. It could be low SAT performance by high
school boys. It could be single-parent families or pregnancy among very
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young girls. It could be AIDS in central Africa. It could be repeat-offender
child molesters. It could be suicide bombers in English cities. You name
it. The big problems of society vary from generation to generation.

I happen to like “exploitation” monster movies from the 1950s. I Was
a Teenage Werewolf (1957) is an excellent little movie. The social problem
it seeks to unmask with the help of the monster-movie genre is “juvenile
delinquency.” No one talks about “juvenile delinquency” anymore. In
the 1950s, many people wrote impassioned articles about the kind of man
they thought James Dean was. (There is a touching innocence, by the
standards of the Columbine High School massacre or South Park, to I Was
a Teenage Werewolf. The teenage rage it unmasks is just an old-fashioned
aggression that comes of inert fathers and needy unsatisfied youth.)
Could the law deal with “juvenile delinquency” in the 1950s? Is the law to-
day sufficient to control the inbuilt aggression of adolescent boys? It
never has been, and it never will be.

The law in society is a double message. It calls for perfection but
stimulates rebellion. It creates the very thing it wants to control. The law
is a dud. Social reformers have seen this forever. They have seen terrible
ills and have worked tirelessly to correct them. They have been appalled
by injustices and done everything to challenge them. Yet year after year,
one injustice gives way to another.

Consider Bolivia. The U.S. government has helped to stamp out the
coca-growing culture there in order to hinder the drug trade in our home
country. But the result of this extermination of one bad thing has been
another bad thing: the complete collapse of the Bolivian peasant econ-
omy. This collapse has brought down the government, tied all social
hope to repossessing foreign-owned natural gas and other resources (the
sale of which only hastens global warming), and created terrible despair
in an already despairing nation. The heart of the law is neutral: it is an
“ought” that stimulates its opposite. It is a taskmaster that never creates
peace or satisfaction in the life of men and women. You can see why rein-
carnation is such an appealing bid: maybe in another life I could finally
appease the “ought.”

25

Grace in Theology

37

EERDMANS -- Grace in Practice (Zahl) final text
Tuesday, November 28, 2006 5:33:31 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



Law and the Motivation of Loss

Christianity provides an essential insight into the powerlessness of law to
effect change. It is the insight that demand always creates resistance. It is
a Newtonian principle. Human resistance to law is in direct proportion to
the strength of the demand.

The former Soviet Union is in a shambles. The birth rate has sunk to
almost zero; vast sectors of the country are rusting and rotting; violent
crime is almost everywhere; the few who are rich are getting richer while
the many poor are getting poorer; and terrorism in the former Soviet
Union finds no deterrent. But only two decades ago the country was un-
der lock and key. The Communist Party and its members held absolute
control. There was no freedom and no expression of dissent. Anything
free was underground, suppressed entirely.

When this absolute law was removed and the Party’s hold collapsed,
the real facts of suppressed rage, chaos, and dispiritedness emerged.
They burst out. The result was collapse. Many Russian cities now have a
“Blade Runner” feel. The only sure way to get things done is to have a
Mafia boss help you.

I use this example to illustrate that the chaos is in direct proportion
to the degree of suppression — the degree of law — that kept things “un-
der control.” Another formula: If you add to the degree of suppression
the length of time for which it was in effect, you can roughly calculate
the degree of rebellion that surfaces. Socially speaking, the law is both in-
ept and finally creative of the very behavior it seeks to amend.

Christianity now brings a second insight to bear: the insight of grace.
Grace is the point of this book. But we are not quite there yet. Right now
it is enough to recognize the inflated claims of the law. The police cars on
twenty-four-hours-a-day duty at the tragic intersection on the Florida
Panhandle, on the other hand, convey the seed of what I shall say is the
theology of everyday life, the fact that only grace creates the fruit and
consequence of a law-abiding life. When you pass the patrol cars at that
intersection, with their unfailing lights, it is not the law you see. You see
the response that a cruciform loss created, the loss of two young girls on
their way home from after-school jobs. The police cars at the intersection
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are in fact not the expression of law. They are the expression of love issu-
ing from a broken heart.

This point is vital. On the one hand, law creates resistance to itself.
On the other hand, grace, which we will define next, creates the fruits
and consequences of love. These fruits (the expression is from Paul’s let-
ter to the Galatians 5:22-23) look like the law’s requirement. They come,
however, from a different source. They look like two police cars watching
every single civilian car creep around the corner, just waiting for an in-
fraction. But they are not. They are a whole community’s labor of love
emanating from deepest grief. They are not resented. They are not bar-
gained against. They are not “authorities” to elbow up against. They are,
oddly and beautifully, expressions of the grace of God.

Law in Everyday Life

Before we observe the vitiating effects of law in everyday life, two other
ideas have to be introduced. They are vital for this argument, and they
are vital for understanding the way Christianity works.

The first idea is the dynamic or operational principle according to which
Christianity works. This book is not about the metaphysical or philosophical
ideas of Christianity. It is not about the so-called “doctrine of God.” It is not
about the Trinity as a normative description of God’s unity in plurality.
This book is not about anything related to essences or pure being or ontol-
ogy or anything like that. This book is about how Christianity works. I am
not suggesting that we be anti-intellectual. Nor am I saying something ex-
periential at the expense of something reflective. What I am saying is that
the gospel of Christ is a dynamic or operational principle.

It is perfectly fine to say that God is such and such a thing, or such
and such a person. But the value of the idea is in its application. I am in-
terested in how God’s perfection affects us. In other words, I am inter-
ested in God as the source of law. What is the word that God’s character
as lawgiver says, in experienced reality, when we hear that he in himself
has eyes “too pure to behold evil” (Habakkuk 1:13)? What is the effect of
that? (It is dreadful.) When, on the other hand, we hear that God’s Son
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“welcomes sinners” (Luke 15:2; 5:29-32; 19:7), what is the effect of that? (It
is glowing.)

The gospel of Christ has to do with guilt and with the ashamed re-
sponse of imperfect people to a perfect God. The gospel represents a
transaction involving guilt and the shame of being caught in the reality
of human being and human action, which is powerfully self-deceived.
The gospel is about the relation between law, which is crushing, stun-
ning, and wrecking, and grace, which is restoring, repairing, and re-
creative. The gospel is not about substance or matter, the chemistry of di-
vine essence and its impartation. The gospel is about force and effect,
punishment and rehabilitation. The focus of this book is on the gospel,
the leverage of Christianity in relation to human resistance and
brokenness, and not on the creeds, which affirm conceptual truths con-
cerning God. The focus of this theology of everyday life is on how Chris-
tianity works.

The second idea that needs introduction now is the relation between
“the Law” and laws, the relation between God’s law absolutely given and
understood, and the infinite forms of this law that are embodied in num-
berless “laws” or standards under which people suffer. This second idea
in understanding the influence of law in everyday human experience is
the unity of God’s law with human laws and standards. This is an important
point that some resist. This is because they find that it puts God’s Ten
Commandments on a par with human standards and thus brings God
down to our level.

What we have to do in order to relate the concept of divine unbend-
ing law to human experience is to speak from analogy. The point is an old
one: you cannot understand God, who is not understandable to human
beings on his own terms, without reference to human (thus accessible)
experience. I say this without apology. You cannot understand God apart
from perceived, true, real life experience. Without connecting God’s law,
for example, with the innumerable “laws” that people place on them-
selves, God’s law is a concept. It is an abstraction.

We can state this as a thesis: the principle of the divine demand for
perfection upon the human being is reflected concretely in the countless
internal and external demands that human beings devise for themselves.
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In practice, the requirement of perfect submission to the command-
ments of God is exactly the same as the requirement of perfect submis-
sion to the innumerable drives for perfection that drive everyday people’s
crippled and crippling lives. The commandment of God that we honor
our father and mother is no different in impact, for example, than the
commandment of fashion that a woman be beautiful or the command-
ment of culture that a man be boldly decisive and at the same time ut-
terly tender.

Take the idea that a man should be decisive as well as outwardly ex-
pressive of his feelings, or that he should lead and be the passive sidekick
for a strong woman. You may be thinking that this trivializes law by
equating it with ever-changing, culturally conditioned “laws.” But I am
saying that they are the same thing.

How is this possible? How can Sinai law, with its ennobling demand for
personal and social rectitude, be equated with the world of fashion or the
world of psycho-sexual politics? But that is my point: they function exactly
the same way in human experience. Men become bowed down and para-
lyzed in fact by demands from the other half of the human race, and
women are utterly freighted by the conflicting demands to be a perfect pro-
fessional and the mother of dazzling children. The weight of these laws is
the same as the weight of the sublime moral law. Law, whether biblical and
universally stated or contextual and contemporarily phrased, operates in
one way. Law reduces its object, the human person, to despair.

This theology of everyday life makes no distinction between the law
of God and the laws of human interaction individually felt and socially
expressed. Law and laws constitute a unity in their effect!

Why is this idea resisted? It is resisted because it brings the faith of
Christians too close to home. If the demand of God has to do directly
with the subduing and depressing demands of one’s father or mother, or
the guilt one feels in relation to one’s siblings, or the high pressures of a
job or a boss, then this Christianity might actually touch somebody. It
might actually relate to people. Someone near me commented about a
devout evangelical Christian in her family: “She is wholly sold out to the
gospel just so long as it doesn’t come anywhere near her real life.”

This book is an attempt to bring the gospel of law and grace into di-
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rect encounter with the real and tangible stress of living a life within the
swooning, human world. In order to look at the way law makes itself
present in everyday life, and especially in everyday family relationships, it
is an unconditional prelude to affirm the unity of God’s law and human
standards, whatever they are. I am not talking about the material claims
of Christianity regarding the nature of God, except in their consequence
for operational experience. I am talking about how it works. A theology
of everyday life perceives that the pressure to be a “good Christian” and
the pressure, for example, to be a “good husband” are the same in their
effect.

Christianity works through the law embodied within the inward hu-
man laws that cause stress and guilt. St. Paul says this in Romans 2:14-16:

When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the
law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves.
They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, to
which their own conscience also bears witness; and their conflicting
thoughts will accuse or perhaps excuse them on the day when, accord-
ing to my gospel, God, through Jesus Christ, will judge the secret
thoughts of all.

This passage has given much concern to people who wish to distinguish
absolutely between God’s law and the laws of human beings. But Paul is
saying exactly what I am trying to say: everyone carries laws within
themselves. There is no core distinction between the laws of the non-
Mosaic Gentiles and the law of the Mosaic Jews. Inner conscience, inner
stresses of demand, are the same thing as God’s law that requires perfect
submission.

The law plays out in startling and appalling ways in everyday life. Ev-
ery time a person feels “uncomfortable” before somebody in his or her
family; every time a grown child bristles at a parent’s “advice”; every
time a husband tries to change his wife; every time a Christian tries to
“speak the truth in love” in order to straighten out a friend — it is the
same old story. It is the law in its wounding persona.

I think we could go so far as to say that the law is the origin of every
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clash that takes place between people in their emotional life. I hear it
time and time again: “He is judging me”; “She is always trying to change
me”; “I wish they would just take me as I am”; “If he only knew what I
am really like, or where I have really been in my life, he would say ‘forget
it, this whole thing is a mistake.’” Ask yourself, what poisoned the well
between you and this other person? When did things start to go sour be-
tween her and you? At what point did you begin no longer to feel at
home with him? I would ask whether the break is not almost always the
result of some form of judgment.

In its devastating impact on love, God’s law is not a sublime thing. It
turns love into a duty. It imperils the freedom of love in favor of doing
something we are supposed to do. Again, ask yourself: When in that rela-
tionship did I soar in my love? Did it have anything to do with the
“ought”? It never does. The relationship was elated when I loved her
from a full heart, when I held nothing back. I needed to hold nothing
back. I gave my whole self to her from the heart, and she did to me.

You see this in marriages. Marriages continually return to points of
contention that arose in the earliest days of the relationship. They contin-
ually come back, on the minus side, to points of contempt and withhold-
ing that were on the docket from the start. Conversely, in order to be re-
stored, marriages have to return to that “first love,” to the moment of
recognition that got it started in the first place. This is usually a point of
physical contact or breakthrough, but behind this contact was some sort
of deeper embrace. It was grace.

The bar to grace, and almost always the prelude to it, was the law.
One’s problems with other people have to do with the threat of accusa-
tion, with what we can safely call the “no confidence” problem. That was
the point of the law. One felt awkward, or untalented, or just out of sync
with the “in crowd.” It was all law, like the Sissy Spacek character in the
film Carrie (1976). Carrie is an extreme wallflower, ruthlessly teased and
hoaxed. She is teased by the prom queens and by the “jocks” in her class.
Her plight is all the more poignant in the light of her mother’s evangeli-
cal Christianity, which is law-based and even snaps to the point of psycho-
sis. Carrie’s pathetic story is a parable of human laws intersecting with di-
vine law, at least as interpreted by her and her mother.
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Carrie’s vengeance, on the other hand, is in direct proportion to the
degree of law that has stunted her life. In short, everyone gets murdered.
Her wrath is in proportion to the degree to which her life has been
maimed by the law.

Later, I will describe the operation of grace in singleness, in mar-
riage, with children, with parents, and with siblings. For now, it is enough
to say that the law dispossesses love in every place to which it speaks.
Naturally the intent of the law is to move us to goodness. In a sense, the
intent of Carrie’s law was to move her to beauty and poise and to becom-
ing queen of the high-school prom. The intent of her mother’s law was
to move her toward sanctity before God. In both cases, the law backfired.
It always does. Law creates the opposite of what it intends to create.

Can you not detect this in yourself ? You want with everything in you
to see that your child is happy in his or her marriage, fulfilled in his or her
work, protected in his or her happiness. You aim to control that. You start
out as a parent in high hopes of controlling the environment of the child.
But your control is resisted. (If it isn’t, you haven’t noticed.) Control gives
birth to its opposite. So many cases of extreme adolescent rage I have ob-
served in ministry, so many cases of suicidal behavior among teenagers
in relation to eating, have issued from a “type A,” controlling home. Both
in theology and in everyday life, the law results in its distorted underside:
resentment, passive-aggressive behavior, protest, and hospitalization.

The Curse of the Law

The law downs that soaring airplane which carries every aspiration for
human freedom. Law is the great depressant. Let me repeat, it is not a de-
pressant because it is wrong in itself. Law depresses because it stimulates
the opposite thing to that which it intends. In a recent book by the come-
dian Robert Klein (The Amorous Busboy of Decatur Avenue: A Child of the
Fifties Looks Back, 2005), the author takes a sentimental journey into his
old neighborhood in the Williamsburg section of New York. He recalls a
sign on the side of a building that read, “Absolutely No Ball Playing Al-
lowed.” Klein observes that the sign’s existence was the absolute red flag
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provoking all young boys in the neighborhood to bat every conceivable
projectile against it. The sign stimulated mass attack.

The law is like that. But there is something more to its atrocity. The law
is actually a curse. The “cursing” characteristic of law, a squeamish, shock-
ing word, is expressed by St. Paul in the letter to the Galatians: “For all who
rely on the works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed is
everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written in the book
of the law.’ . . . Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a
curse for us — for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree’”
(Galatians 3:10, 13). Paul is drawing on two images from the book of Deu-
teronomy (27:11-26 and 21:22-23), in which a curse is pronounced on all per-
sons who do not fulfill all the requirements of the law, and the public expo-
sure of a hanged man or a crucified man constitutes a curse on the man.

What is a curse? It is a malicious prayer or imprecation intended to
put someone’s whole life and everything in it under a dark cloud, the evil
eye of a steady pitiless fate. In Greek tragedy, mortals and their offspring
are cursed when they offend the gods. The children of such mortals, and
their children’s children, are sentenced forever to their irresistible fate.
When you see the word “curse,” think of Medea and Jason. She hated
him so much that she poisoned her children to spite him.

This is the curse of the law, its double-barreled shot of malignant
power. It curses even when the recipient of the law is impotent to obey
its commands.

St. Paul does not leave us there. He moves in Galatians from the law’s
darkest curse to “the blessing of Abraham [that] might come to the
Gentiles” (3:14). But we cannot proceed there flatly or glibly. We have to
stay with the curse, the curse of the law. For us, who cannot “observe and
obey all the things written in the book of the law,” there is not the curs-
ing in words, but rather the “spider-pit scene” in King Kong (1933), the cen-
sored footage that depicts a group of sailors who have been shaken into a
deep crevasse being eaten by giant crab-like spiders. The law throws you
off any degree of poise or balance you may have achieved. It makes a
mockery of the very idea of achievement. It slams you down into a mud-
hole and leaves you there without any hope of getting out, at the mercy
of giant spider-creatures that feast upon you in their own time.
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The law is a curse. It doesn’t just knock you down; it kicks you while
you are down. Moreover, the law is a curse for all people, non-believers
and believers. Christians suffer under it just as much as non-believers and
vice versa.

Without grace, law has no future. Its future is nothing more than to-
tal immurement within a mud-hole or some kind of wild flight. The law,
of God and of men and women, of super-ego and depressive reaction —
the law of God in operational unity with the “laws” of inner space — has
no future. On its own terms, the law has no future.

Side Bar: Is This Antinomianism?

Before moving forward to define grace, and grace specifically in relation
to law, an objection has to be faced. Whenever I say “the law has no fu-
ture” or observe the impotence of law to create the virtues it requires, in-
cluding for Christians, objections start to fly. These objections claim that
such a negative gloss on law as I am suggesting is antinomian. “Anti-
nomianism” is the formal word for any teaching that is critical of law or
undermines or overturns the law. Antinomianism is regarded as the op-
posite of law and order, which would turn a religion such as Christianity
into an excuse for “license,” which usually means sexual libertinism and
promiscuity, not to mention drug use, thievery, casual violence à la Mad
Max, “Girls Gone Wild,” and a total breakdown of law and order. It is
safe to say that whenever grace is preached in relation to the law, preach-
ers of grace are — wrongly — labeled “antinomian.” Ironically, being ac-
cused of antinomianism is a sort of badge of honor for those who preach
the doctrine of grace, because this reaction means that the doctrine of
grace is hitting home. The accusation means that grace is making law-
bound people uncomfortable.

Nevertheless, what I am stating here concerning the law is not
antinomian! Christianity on the understanding espoused here, which I
believe is St. Paul’s in principle and Christ Jesus’ in action, is the way by
which God’s law comes to expression and fulfillment in life. It is not the
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opposite of that. What we have seen all along is that the law is “holy
and just and good” (Romans 7:12). What the law requires is exactly
what men and women need in order to be wise, happy, and secure. But
the law cannot pull this off. The problem with the law is not its sub-
stance. The problem with the law is its instrumentality. The law is not
up to the task it sets for itself. If the law says, “Jump,” I sit. If it says,
“Run,” I walk. If it says, “Honor your father and mother,” I move . . . to
Portland. If it says, “Do not covet” (Romans 7:7-8), I spend all day on
the Home Shopping Channel.

To see into the failure of the law to instill its good within human be-
ings is not to be antinomian. It is rather to see the character of law as
what we today call a “set-up for failure.” The law is a set-up for failure.
This is true despite the fact that the law is right in everything it asks.

Only this way can you understand the many times Paul had to defend
himself against the charge of antinomianism. He observed the intrinsic in-
sufficiency of law to change people. Yet he still believed in the rightness of
the changes that the law presses on us all. In New Testament religion, ques-
tions should never be posed in relation to the law’s content, but only in rela-
tion to the law’s capacity to bring its content to expression.

Christianity’s insight of unfathomable weight is that we have to look
for another means for the law to work. There must be another means for
it to accomplish what it purposes: the happiness, goodness, patience, and
kindness to which it aspires. On its own terms, law is a failure and pos-
sesses not a second of a future. It has no shelf-life. On the other hand, in
relation to God’s Good News of a legally judged and dead man, the law
has the brightest future in the world. As the pop group Timbuk 3 put it in
1986, “The Future’s So Bright, I Gotta Wear Shades.”

What Is Grace?

A short definition of grace is hard to find. “Unmerited favor” is the clas-
sic one, but “favor” sounds old-fashioned. “Undeserved love” is another
try, but then, what love is really deserved? The minute “deserving” comes
into it, the romance and emotion, all the feeling, melt away. A jawbreaker
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definition of grace is the old anagram that defines grace as “God’s Re-
demption At Christ’s Expense.” Don’t expect to get too far when you use
that one!

What is grace? Grace is love that seeks you out when you have noth-
ing to give in return. Grace is love coming at you that has nothing to do
with you. Grace is being loved when you are unlovable. It is being loved
when you are the opposite of loveable. The cliché definition of grace is
“unconditional love.” It is a true cliché, for it is a good description of the
thing. It just sounds a little 1970s (as in “Have a Nice Day!”). Yet the words
are apt.

Let’s go a little further. Grace is a love that has nothing to do with
you, the beloved. It has everything and only to do with the lover. Grace is
irrational in the sense that it has nothing to do with weights and mea-
sures. It has nothing to do with my intrinsic qualities or so-called “gifts”
(whatever they may be). It reflects a decision on the part of the giver, the
one who loves, in relation to the receiver, the one who is loved, that ne-
gates any qualifications the receiver may personally hold. In 1965 Joe
Meek produced a would-be pop single that was sung by Bobby Rio and
The Revelles and was entitled “Value for Love.” It was a great tune, but,
like almost everything Joe Meek produced, it only grazed the Top Thirty.
The lyrics were wildly false. The singer keeps telling the girl she should
go for him because he is “good value for love.” He is “worth” her falling
for him. Sure, Bobby Rio! That line never works. It never will. It is all
weights and measures. Grace is one-way love. That is the definition for this
book. Grace is one-way love.

The one-way love of grace is the essence of any lasting transforma-
tion that takes place in human experience. You can find this out for your-
self by taking a simple inventory of your own happiness, or the moments
of happiness you have had. They have almost always had to do with
some incident of love or belovedness that has come to you from some-
one outside yourself when you were down. You felt ugly or sinking in
confidence, and somebody complimented you, or helped you, or spoke a
kind word to you. You were at the end of your rope and someone
showed a little sympathy. This is the message of Otis Redding’s immortal
1962 song, “Try a Little Tenderness.”
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Later in the book I shall offer several illustrations of how grace
works, with children and with husbands and wives and in singleness and
with parents and with brothers and sisters. It is true in life that grace,
one-way love, has the power to turn despair into hope. It is almost always
some form of grace, some outside source of unexpected and unhoped
for compassion and kindness, that creates the change from discourage-
ment and despair to endurance and perseverance. Grace as one-way love
is thus the opposite of law. Law depresses and incites. Grace enlivens and
enables.

Grace is one-way love. Take an inventory of yourself. Watch other
people about whose happiness you care. You will see it over and over:
one-way love lifts up. One-way love cures. One-way love transforms. It is
the change agent of life.

Grace in the New Testament

To understand grace in the Bible, we need to begin with the New Testa-
ment. This is because Christians see the shape of grace as being uniquely
visible in the New Testament character of Christ. After the New Testa-
ment picture of God’s grace in Christ has been scanned, we shall go back
to the Old Testament and see where similar pictures of grace emerge
within the biography of Israel.

What is grace in the New Testament? The phrase “one-way love,”
which is an attempt to put into simple words an idea that eludes quick de-
scription, could be misunderstood. It could be misunderstood as a love
that is not returned or that exists in no relation to the response it craves.
It could be understood as unrequited love.

What the phrase points to is the fact that love, in order to be received
without guilt or expectation of return, must be received in a one-way op-
eration. For instance, if I think that anything is expected or demanded as
the result of a compliment, then the compliment loses its force. Instead
of complimented, I feel manipulated. Grace depends on the fact that its
origin is wholly outside myself. This is the heart of love: it comes to me
from outside myself. Moreover, while it almost always elicits a response,
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which is my love in return, it comes toward me without any reference to
my response. One-way love does not deviate on the basis of its goal. It is
determined solely by its source.

Romance makes this clear. Almost any teenage boy will tell you that
when a pretty girl shows interest, he will always go along. I am not sure I
have ever met a young man who is able to turn down the advances of a
pretty or sexy woman. The fact that she likes him, or indicates that she
does, is enough to ensure his response. It doesn’t matter whether she is
right for him, or has good qualities, or displays any kind of rational com-
patibility. If she likes him, he swoons right there on the floor.

This is an important idea. One-way love is the change agent in every-
day life because it speaks in a voice completely different from the voice of
the law. It has nothing to do with its receiver’s characteristics. Its logic is
hidden within the intention of its source. Theologically speaking, we can
say it is the prime directive of God to love the world in no relation to the
world’s fitness to be loved. Speaking in terms of Christian theology, God
loves the world in a kind of reverse relationship to its moral unfitness.
“God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died
for us” (Romans 5:8).

In the dimension of grace, one-way love is inscrutable or irrational
not only because it is out of relation with any intrinsic circumstances on
the part of the receiver. One-way love is also irrational because it reaches
out to the specifically undeserving person. This is the beating heart of it.
Grace is directed toward what the Scripture calls “the ungodly” (Romans
5:6). Not just the lonely, not just the sick and disconsolate, but the “perpe-
trators,” the murderers and abusers, the people who cross the line. God
has a heart — his one-way love — for sinners. This is the problem with
Christianity. This piece of logical and ethical incongruity and inappropri-
ateness is the problem with Christianity.

It is also the New Testament account of grace: God’s one-way love is
a love that acts independent of all response to it yet at the same time elic-
its a response. “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). That is the
premise of this book. Grace works independent of its response, but typically
engenders it. Right from the start, in the Prologue to John’s Gospel, we
hear that “the law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth
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came through Jesus Christ” ( John 1:17). “God did not send the Son into
the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be
saved through him” (3:17).

What Christians call the incarnation, which is a secondary develop-
ment in theology that rides on the one-way love of grace, is the expres-
sion of a prior love for the world. The world is understood to be the
devil’s playground of competing human power allegiances that ebb and
flow and never reach stability. The human world is overwhelmed by big-
ger powers than we — namely sin, the flesh, and the devil. But “while we
were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. . . . God
proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us”
(Romans 5:6, 8). God’s approach to the world is an advance upon a hos-
tile sector of the universe. This fact is grace, and grace is the overarching
paradigm of the New Testament.

We can view this paradigm from the beginning of the New Testa-
ment to its end. Grace is the womb from which the incarnation is born.
In the beginning, the initiative to love is from the outside in. The life that
Jesus led is the purest picture of initiating grace that we have. He calls
men and women who are the opposite of elite. Jesus did not call the Mat-
thew McConaugheys and Joan Didions of his day. “Can anything good
come out of Nazareth?” ( John 1:46). He consorted instead with the worst
people of his day. Christ’s calling of Matthew the tax collector was
countercultural (Matthew 9:9-13). The blessing of the “unclean” act per-
formed by a woman “who was a sinner” drew censure from the Pharisees
(Luke 7:36-39), a tribe that has not left the world to this day. Jesus’ placing
of human needs above divine law in the interest of fulfilling divine law
aroused furious resentment. He said, “The sabbath was made for human-
kind, and not humankind for the sabbath”(Mark 2:27).

Christ’s repeated “mission statement” that he came to call not the
righteous but sinners (Luke 5:32; Matthew 9:13; Mark 2:17) is the exact
shape of grace. Christ was not a sinner himself, for he was the divine em-
bodiment of perfect law. But his direction was to sinners and to sinners
uniquely. This is expressed in his encounters with the other tax collector,
Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10); with the paralytic whom he healed, contrary to
the law, on the Sabbath (Mark 2:1-12); with the woman who had been suf-

39

Grace in Theology

51

EERDMANS -- Grace in Practice (Zahl) final text
Tuesday, November 28, 2006 5:33:33 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



fering from hemorrhages for twelve years (Mark 5:25-34); and with the
persistent blind beggar outside Jericho (Mark 10:46-52).

The labor of one-way love expressed in the life of Christ is also suc-
cinctly, and devastatingly, enacted in his relation to Peter. Peter is a neon
sign above the entire New Testament. His story beams the grace of God
to sinners and never runs out of light. Peter misunderstood Christ and
once even embodied a Satanic temptation (Mark 8:31-33). Peter tried to
push Christ to do the short-term thing (Mark 9:5-6). Peter lost his trust in
Christ when he stepped out of the boat (Matthew 14:28-31).

Peter is therefore at the center of the New Testament’s drama con-
cerning grace. Worse than anything he did during Christ’s three years of
teaching, Peter denied his relationship with Christ when it really mat-
tered (Matthew 26:69-75; Mark 14:66-72; Luke 22:54-62; John 18:15-18, 25-
27). The denial of Christ by Peter is one of the worst breaches of faith in
the Gospels, second only to Judas’s denial. It was insistently warned of in
advance, and it was carried out at the single loneliest point of need in Je-
sus’ life. It was indefensible. It was repeated, denied, and defended — yet
strangely not judged.

“Neither do I condemn you. Go on your way, and from now on do
not sin again” ( John 8:11). This is the one-way love of grace in the life of
Christ. As he forgave Peter, so the Lord forgave the woman taken in adul-
tery. He did not throw a stone against her. His apparent imperative in
John 8, “Go on your way, and from now on do not sin again,” is not an
imperative. It is a descriptive. Few who have ever been forgiven a crime
possess the inward desire to offend again. It was obvious that she would
not sin again. And if she did, she would be forgiven again; and the
chances of her offending again would be reduced by half. Under grace,
imperatives become indicatives.

What I am saying is that Jesus’ life was a labor of grace. This is
boundlessly evident in the four Gospels. It is also the reason why he was
crucified and why his approach to religion was abhorred. The Pharisees
were just as bad as they are portrayed. How often I hear them white-
washed or cleaned up, as solid citizens who were much less heartless
than they are portrayed. I realize that this is partly true. They were cer-
tainly not inhuman. They were casuists, people who bend the law to fit
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around themselves. They talked about extenuating circumstances and ex-
ceptional cases and special needs. But they lived by the deception that the law
is able to effect change. This is where Jesus cut the tie to their conceptual re-
ality. He related to ritually disqualified people and boundary crossers
with single-minded direction. Unlike the law, Christ’s approach always
worked. The people whom he treated under the sign of grace broke
down. Each of them had his or her nervous breakdown. Being loved one-
way, without reference to their response, they always said Yes. This Yes is
the breakdown that arrives with undeceived diagnosis in the presence of
love. Zacchaeus broke down. Mary Magdalene broke down. The woman
who was “freed from [her] ailment” (Luke 13:12) broke down. St. Peter
broke down (Luke 5:8; John 21:17). Every one of the original disciples
broke down (Matthew 26:56). “All fall down.”

Grace has a domino effect. It is at the bottom of the house of cards
that is human identity. It is the ground floor of our striving after love.
When grace comes in, when it rewrites the script, when its light shines in
the basement of the house that is ourselves, unbuilt to God, grace de-
molishes and creates. It does what it promises. Unlike the law, which pro-
duces the opposite of what it demands, grace succeeds. It produces the
fruit, to use the New Testament metaphor, of a law-congruent life.

In the light of Christ’s gregarious life, we have to look now at the
way he died. It was not gregarious. It was a barren summation of the
one-way love that permeates the Bible.

The Death of Christ

The execution of Jesus on the cross was not a victory. It was not a suc-
cessful procedure. It is not an overstatement to call it the collapse of a
revolutionary movement. Pertinently for today, it is completely unac-
ceptable in incident, and also in principle, to the Muslim world. Jesus,
God’s prophet, though not his final prophet, cannot be regarded by Mus-
lims as having died as the result of his movement’s failure. He cannot be
regarded as having lost.

Christ’s defeat is the negation of his significance in terms of the law.
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His death is an irremediable thing. Even in light of the great “rabbit
pulled out of a hat,” the famous resurrection on Easter Day, the death of
the movement with the death of the man is the final commentary on
grace. Grace came to nothing!

Moreover, Christians have always interpreted Christ’s death as ac-
complishing its opposite. They have negated the negation, calling the de-
feat a victory, and valued it as the site of grace in the world where grace
is most plainly displayed. This is an amazing victory of the absurd over
the obvious. Grace is the victory of the absurd over the obvious. “For
God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom” (1 Corinthians 1:25).

Christ’s bloody death represents the final stage of man and woman’s
need for deliverance. It is a stymied need, but it is also the abject and bot-
tomless need of human beings. When the chips are down, the chips are
really down. Christ died, and the outreach of extrinsic intervention per-
ished with him.

Listen to the most gracious of the psalms, which imports the grace
required to reimagine the death of grace at Jerusalem:

If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,
and the light around me become night,”

even the darkness is not dark to you;
the night is as bright as the day,
for darkness is as light to you. (Psalm 139:11-12)

The crucifixion of Christ on Good Friday means that dark is not dark
if God is there. Dark is dark in the absence of God. But in the presence of
God, darkness becomes light, just as a tragic loss in everyday life be-
comes bearable if someone is there to love you through it.

The grace of God assumes the worst concerning the human situa-
tion. It assumes the lowest possible reading of our anthropology. To that
idea, the deepest rung of theological anthropology, we shall return later.
But the grace of God understands that the world is in an either-or situa-
tion from which only a miracle can save us. To people who take the low
road on the question of human nature, the death of Christ is not a prob-
lem. It is a tragedy. It is a disappointment. It is poignant particularly be-
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cause God, or God’s intention, was involved. But the death of Christ is
plausible. It is what we would expect.

For me, Christ’s cry from the cross, Psalm 22, is the apogee of grace,
for it could be answered only from grace: “My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1; Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34). If Christ had
not died, or if he had been defeated in a more regular manner, as in “old
soldiers never die, they just fade away,” there would be no grace to the
situation. Had he won, there would have been no grace to the situation.
Had he lost the skirmish but won the war, or lost the war but won the
skirmish, there would have been no grace to it. Grace, which is one-way
love, happens only at the point at which hope is lost. At that point, there
was no love left in him, no love left from him.

The death of Christ portrays the human world’s worst fears for itself.
Its lack of light, its transparent darkness, make it the perfect template for
grace. For people who live from grace, it is not a surprise, nor is Easter it-
self a surprise. Christ’s death is grace-directed because, as The Brooklyn
Bridge sang so plaintively, “It’s the worst that could happen, to me”
(1969).

Easter Day

The resurrection of Christ is the perfect instance of one-way love. This is
because it is an actual case of life from death. It is all action on God’s part,
and no action on Christ’s part. It is not healing, and it is not recuperation.
It is a case of life from the dead.

The grace involved in the first Easter is noted by St. Paul in Romans
4. Paul underlines the theme of grace as life from death in a dense and
theological verse:

[God] raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was handed over to
death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification. (4:24-25)

Paul connects the death of Christ — this instance of intense beleaguered-
ness, which depicts the human dereliction in its truest, darkest colors —
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with his being raised. The being raised answers the forlornness of the
death in terms that Paul calls “justification.”

There is a connection here that requires explanation, as it is the ful-
crum on which we turn from the facts of Jesus’ Good Friday and Easter
to the interpretation placed on those events by the grace-preaching apos-
tle to the Gentiles. St. Paul is saying that human beings need to be justi-
fied, which means that human beings need to live a non-accused life.
They need to have the certainty that before God they are innocent.

In all of Scripture we have seen that law always accuses the human
being (lex semper accusat). God as law is undeviating. The accusation is al-
ways in front of us, and the whole human drama of finding false hope in
secondary things is a form of flight from that accusation. Thus we need
fundamentally to be non-accused in order to look back up at him whose
“eyes are too pure to behold evil” (Habakkuk 1:13).

The reason why the first Easter is a meaningful instance of grace is
that it sets Christ’s resurrected body in this gap between the total war of
God’s law and the fight-or-flight of quivering men and women. By rais-
ing this perfectly innocent man, whom we understand to be the perfect
expression of God, and by putting that man between us and our irrefut-
able accusation, God “justifies” us. Thus “Jesus our Lord . . . was handed
over to death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification”
(Romans 4:24-25).

We are not required to be interested in the metaphysical possibilities
inherent in the first Easter. I am not focusing on its significance as conso-
lation, nor on its encouragement that we will not be alone when we die.
What this theology of everyday life seeks to emphasize is the grace of
the first Easter, by which our helpless need as pathetic, predatory human
beings is given a remedy.

God did not leave us comfortless. He left neither us nor him hang-
ing in the air, on the one cross of Christ or on the infinite number of
crosses people make for themselves and for each other. The dereliction
of human experience, which I take to be the universal fact of life, the
great misfire of our existence between what we wish would have hap-
pened to us and what has actually happened to us, is engaged by the
solemn God of life both in the abandonment of Christ at his last mo-
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ment and by God’s bringing him back in order to bring us back with
him in innocence.

This now swings us toward the interpretation that Paul sought to
place on the life and death of Christ. There was grace within the interac-
tions Jesus had with the people he met. There was grace in the desolate
death to which his grace-in-action life led. There was grace in the “justifi-
cation,” the restoration of innocence, that Easter brought about. There is
a new freshness to everyday human living, which the grace of Easter and
Good Friday imports. How does this grace work?

Grace in St. Paul

Ever since the late 1800s, Christian theologians have tried to diminish the
radical nature of St. Paul’s approach to life. Among these in the early
days were Johannes Weiss (1863-1914), Wilhelm Wrede (1859-1906), and
Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965). So strong is the dose of grace that the
apostle gives in his letters that a numerous school of revisionists has been
birthed. This birth takes place again and again in every generation of
New Testament scholars, but under different names. They do not like the
discontinuous nature of Paul’s ideas, the discontinuity of Paul’s ideas
with “Second-Temple” Judaism. Therefore they wish to domesticate his
teachings on grace by chaining them to a cultural context rather than lib-
erating them for service in the present world.

Their argument goes as follows. Paul’s teaching on the grace of God
as expressed in the metaphor of “justification” is part of his larger inter-
pretation of the life and death of Christ. But it is only a part! The justifi-
cation metaphor is actually subordinate to the metaphor of “participa-
tion in Christ,” not to mention various pictures of the imminent return
of the Lord to the earth. What Paul meant to do with his grace metaphor
of justification, his “forensic” or legal illustration of Christ’s significance,
was to provide a conceptual license to preach his message to non-Jews.
He meant primarily to give to non-Jews, or Gentiles, the space to be real
Jews yet with Christ as their Lord. This space could be achieved by re-
moving the “curse of the law” in terms of specific points of ethnic iden-
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tity, such as circumcision, Sabbath observance, and the Jewish dietary
laws. For these revisionists of Paul, the grace metaphor of justification
was Paul’s means of opening a door to Judaism, with Christ as a part of
Judaism, to non-Jewish people who would otherwise resist the more
alienating specifics of Jewish everyday life. This is what the revisionists
say, and this view has held steady, within differing scholarly circles, for
more than a hundred years.7

This is an emasculation of St. Paul. It is a kind of “Holocaust denial”
that flies so brutally in the face of the evidence that one can only ask one-
self, Why are these people saying these things? What is the intention be-
hind their words? Such questions must be asked, and asked repeatedly,
because the evidence on the pages of Paul’s letters is so contrary to the
new interpretation.

It is true that Paul uses several visual images and illustrations con-
cerning the life and death of Christ. Like all preachers, he is ever in search
of a good illustration or simile. He is ever in search of a way to connect
to the people around him. He juggles several of these pictures in order to
interpret the “big idea,” which is the abandonment of Christ the inno-
cent on Good Friday and his grace-justification on Easter Day. But Paul’s
overarching paradigm is the paradigm of grace-justification. It simply con-
sumes more pages than any other paradigm. Count the chapters in
Romans, add to that the chapters of Galatians and Philippians, and it is
clear as glass that the most expansive and loved portrait of Christ’s
achievement comes to the fore in those books.

I would reject as secondary the images that many Pauline scholars to-
day regard as primary, such as “participation,” “body,” and “covenant.”
They rush to discredit the grace-justification emphasis, yet they miss the
key development of it in practice. Scholars tend to miss what is obvious to
ministers: grace-justification preaches! It preaches to the abandoned and
those who pant for mercy. It preaches to criminals and perpetrators. It
preaches to victims and to women. It preaches to children and to the op-
pressed poor. It preaches to oppressors and abusers. It preaches to people
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caught in the act. It is thoroughly non-partisan, non-sectarian, and non-
ethnic. It tears down denial. It is thus a threat to walls and veils of excuse. I
understand the rejection of Paul’s message of grace-justification, on the
part of at least two generations of scholars, to be a classic instance of de-
nial. Somehow the word of grace that is kryptonite within the ideas of
Paul has met a wall of lead, a hardened form of protest that has become
sufficient to silence its power and its hearing. This book is an attempt to let
the grace-word of the New Testament, and of Paul, be heard again.

What does Paul say concerning grace? His quintessential teaching
about grace-justification is found in Romans 3. There Paul establishes the
impossibility of human beings changing their world. Paul draws on sev-
eral dark verses from the Psalms and the prophets to describe a Malthu-
sian chaos of aggression and spite (Romans 3:10-18). So established is this
chaos, built on self-defensiveness and self-serving, that there is absolutely
no hope for us to change the world on the basis of our own strength. The
law holds out no hope for correction. Thus Paul writes, “‘No human be-
ing will be justified in his sight’ by deeds prescribed by the law, for
through the law comes the knowledge of sin” (3:20).

Grace, Paul continues, is the only hope for the human race. “All have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his
grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (3:23-24).
This is theological language that admits the impotence of law before the
success of grace. It is always a four-word sentence from God: law fails,
grace succeeds. Grace does what the law cannot do.

How this happens is sketched out in Romans 7. There Paul shows the
native recidivism of human beings, their relapse, who perpetually do
what they say they do not want to do, and fail to do the things they say
they should do (7:19). Nowhere is grace more succinctly preached than it
is in Romans 7. Once again, as in Romans 3, the impasse of existence is re-
vealed: “Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of
death?” (7:24). To this, the word of grace resounds: “There is therefore
now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (8:1). The dead
end of law succumbs to absolution. This is the continual note in Paul’s
voice. Grace, which is absolution, is the second and defining word from
God, after the first word of judgment. It is not a word that is said just
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once or even twice or three times. It is said every hour. The absolving
word never fails and never halts. The “eternal return” of Romans 7, by
which men and women always go back to square one of their bound
repetition-compulsion to sin, is allied with its grace-full replay: “There is
therefore now no condemnation.”

This is the center of Paul’s idea of grace. It meets a need that never
changes, and in itself it never changes. The “big crater” on the landscape
of Paul’s thought is the repeated grace-word of absolution.

Paul’s treatment of grace in his letter to the Galatians is controversial
and radical. Contemporary proponents of the “new” Paul, who regard
justification as a “subsidiary crater” on his theological landscape, want to
understand Galatians as an occasional letter dealing with one particular
problem.8 This problem is the relation of Jewish Christians to Gentile
converts within a single Christian community. Paul’s task in Galatians,
they wish to say, is to interpret the law in such a way that the Gentiles do
not have to be circumcised. In this sense, the letter is an epistolary skir-
mish within a sort of “culture war,” which should not be freighted or
over-interpreted beyond its local context. It should not be universalized.

This contemporary approach to Galatians flies completely in the face
of what the letter actually says, and I stick to Paul’s language. Paul re-
gards the law as a curse (Galatians 3:10-13). He regards the grace of God as
an invasive and strongly new intervention, through which trust in God
rather than in human performance is at the heart of the human relation-
ship to God. He writes:

Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we
might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no lon-
ger subject to a disciplinarian; for in Christ Jesus you are all children of
God through faith. (3:24-26)

Bound slaves to the law, we were unable to secure release until the inter-
vention of the Lord. “While we were minors, we were enslaved to the el-
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emental spirits of the world. But when the fullness of time had come,
God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, in order to re-
deem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption
as children” (4:3-5).

Paul then catalogues the things the law condemns, which he calls
“works of the flesh” (Galatians 5:19-21). He compares them with those
things which the law cannot produce but against which there is no law.
These things he calls the “fruit of the Spirit” (5:22-23). He prefaces this
with a cry for freedom that sounds like a manifesto: “For freedom Christ
has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke
of slavery” (5:1). Every word of Paul’s letter to the Galatians demolishes
the law as having any enabling or creative powers to get people to
change. At the same time, every sentence of Galatians sustains the con-
tent of the law. The problem is always how to get there, how to effect
what the law requires. Only grace does that.

The connection Paul makes in Galatians between grace and freedom
reminds me of something Pen Densham said. Pen Densham was the pro-
ducer of The New Outer Limits, a television show based on the original
Outer Limits, which aired in the early 1960s. Densham was asked how it
was that the early seasons of The New Outer Limits were so good, so fresh
and new in concept and design. He said, “I learned that creativity on my
team did not stem from dictation, it stemmed from emancipation.” In
other words, he did not preach the law to his creative team but gave them
the creative freedom to go for their vision. He offered grace to his team,
and they came up with “fruit” — the fruit being many arresting produc-
tions for television.

Pen Densham didn’t know it, but he was speaking like St. Paul in
Galatians. Liberty derives from grace, and it produces the things the law
demands but cannot form. This is Paul’s timely and universal word to
both the Jewish and the Gentile Christians of Galatia. His message was
contextual for the Galatians, supra-contextual for all Christian churches,
and universal for all conflicted people — right down to the artistic team
behind The New Outer Limits. In other words, Paul’s message was de-
signed for real people living in the ancient place of Galatia. But it burst
that context in being able to address all Christians. And it offers insight

49

Grace in Theology

61

EERDMANS -- Grace in Practice (Zahl) final text
Tuesday, November 28, 2006 5:33:34 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



for everyone, Christian and non-Christian, who has ever struggled
against accusation and been hammered by stress.

The last salvo from Paul concerning grace comes in his letter to the
Philippians. There he talks about himself. He inserts himself personally
into the “big idea,” and thus makes his idea biographical:

[I] have no confidence in the flesh — even though I, too, have reason for
confidence in the flesh.

If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more:
circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the
tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee;
as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law,
blameless.

Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because
of Christ. More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the sur-
passing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suf-
fered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I
may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my
own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in
Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith. (3:3-9)

I quote this section at length because it carries an important principle. Paul
includes himself within what theologians call the “meta-narrative,” the big
idea that overrides all others yet includes the author. For the apostle him-
self, the law had proved inhospitable. It had burdened him. The burden was
not just conceptual; it was false. It was a spurious foundation for personal
identity. It crumbled, and a new “righteousness,” an identity before God
that is acceptable to God, took its place. Paul lived this grace himself.

The passage from Philippians connects with a painting from the Ref-
ormation era that now hangs over the altar table in the Parish Church of
Weimar, Germany. In this painting, which depicts the crucifixion, the art-
ist, Lucas Cranach, stands under the cross. Onto his bald head the blood
of Christ is dripping, actually splashing. The artist looks out at the
viewer. He has portrayed himself as being a part of the drama. The grace
of God, issuing from the bloody side of Christ, belongs to the artist, too.
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It does not belong only to first-century spectators. The Christian impulse
is to see oneself as part of the divine history, now and always.

Several years ago the actor David Morse told me that he had re-
sponded to some sermons I had given at Grace Church in Lower
Manhattan. I asked him, “What made the difference?” He said, “What
you were saying made me feel like I could be an actual part of God’s plan
for the world I live in now.” This is the same principle, from St. Paul to
Lucas Cranach and now to us. The one-way love of grace supplants and
supersedes, replaces even, two-way and half-way ideas of love. They do
not work. Grace makes the change.

Grace in Jeopardy, in Hebrews, James, and Second Peter

Grace, the one-way love of God, comes under criticism in three of the
later letters of the New Testament. It is often considered amusing, within
historical theology, that the Reformer Martin Luther expressed exaspera-
tion in relation to three passages in the New Testament that seemed to
him to take away the very gift grace had given in the letters of St. Paul.
Luther’s exasperation was not unjustified. Three passages are in ques-
tion, and we should not avoid them, even in this short survey of what I
have called the “big idea” within the New Testament.

The first passage is in the otherwise atonement-permeated letter to
the Hebrews. It reads thus:

If we willfully persist in sin after having received the knowledge of the
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful prospect of
judgment, and a fury of fire. . . . Do not, therefore, abandon that confi-
dence of yours. . . . For you need endurance, so that when you have done
the will of God, you may receive what was promised. (10:26-27, 35-36)

Grace is in a little trouble here because the text says that the great gift of
God, the “sacrifice for sins,” no longer applies if we sin deliberately or
consciously after we have become Christian. In other words, I can spoil
and ruin God’s work myself, and on my own. God cannot be trusted to
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bring his work in me to fulfillment and completion. I can play a crucial
part in its progress: I can pollute what God has cleansed.

This particular word from Hebrews damages grace. It implies that
God brings us to a “knowledge of the truth,” but afterwards it is up to
us. A fully expressed doctrine of grace seems to be reversed in this pas-
sage, at least for Christians. It is therefore at odds with the theology ex-
pressed almost everywhere else in the New Testament. What shall we
do with it? We probably have to understand it as a small piece within a
large mosaic.

The second section of the New Testament that has caused problems
for the lifeline of grace is found in the letter of James.

Do you want to be shown . . . that faith apart from works is barren? Was
not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when he offered his son
Isaac upon the altar? You see that faith was active along with his works,
and faith was brought to completion by the works. . . . You see that a
person is justified by works and not by faith alone. (2:20-22, 24)

These sentences seem to have been written in opposition to Paul, for
they hark back to the same example of the faith-alone, grace-alone patri-
arch Abraham whom Paul had invoked in Romans and Galatians. But
James comes to a different conclusion. James concludes that Abraham’s
faith was sufficient only in that it issued in the “work” of his sacrifice of
his son Isaac. The concept is semi-Pelagian. James is not against faith; he
is just against faith alone. He believes that faith alone is wrong. He be-
lieves that faith accompanied by works is the answer to the unpalatable
mystery of God’s grace. James attaches a condition, the condition of
consequence and result, to that trust which is faith in the grace of God.

James sounds reasonable enough. Faith produces works, or, as Paul
had said, faith engenders the fruit of good living. But the words “works”
and “fruit” are different in tone. They convey a different sort of progress
or development. The “works” of James condition the faith that he (half-
heartedly) salutes. The “fruit” of Paul is the unconditioned result of the
faith occasioned from grace. Faith-alone is the position of St. Paul. Faith-
annexed-to-works is the position of St. James. These positions are incom-
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patible. Again, what can we do with this? Anyone can hear the note of
dissonance.

The third and most explicit rejoinder to grace in the New Testament
comes in the second letter of Peter. In Second Peter, something different
occurs. Paul’s writings come under attack!

So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom
given him, speaking of [salvation] as he does in all his letters. There are
some things in them hard to understand, which the ignorant and unsta-
ble twist to their own destruction, as they do the other scriptures. You
therefore, beloved, since you are forewarned, beware that you are not
carried away with the error of the lawless and lose your own stability.
(3:15-17)

This particular dissent from Paul, which is the most pointed dissent
with another canonical writer within the New Testament, is serious. It
accuses Paul in his theology of grace of being guilty, potentially, of creat-
ing lawlessness and instability among Christian people. Both in Second
Peter and in Hebrews, it is understood that non-believers, once they be-
come believers and accept the Christian way out from the law, are on
their own. There is fear being expressed here that Paul’s ideas on grace
could undermine their striving after self-mastery.

This way of thinking has had a long life in Christian history. We hit
people with the law (that is, with a proper diagnosis of their fallen condi-
tion), and they get softened up for grace. Grace is then offered and every-
thing changes. But now, in the new sphere of the so-called “Christian
life,” they are hammered once again by the law. Once saved, in other
words, people are on their own again, to work and prove.

This is standard stuff in Christian history, and it is loaded with poten-
tial for making a person want to “hand back his ticket.” The hidden
“leaven of the Pharisees” (Matthew 16:6, 11; Mark 8:15; Luke 12:1) is right
here, in these passages within Hebrews, James, and Second Peter. The
leaven has never stopped growing within the Christian movement.

I have to add that much of Hebrews, a fair amount of James, and
some verses in Second Peter are inspirational and convey grace. But a few
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missed and dissonant notes, like the ones we have heard above, are signif-
icant. They have gathered momentum over many centuries. Go to al-
most any church service that is directed to “Christians,” and you will
more frequently find yourself in the world of James and Second Peter
than in the world of Paul’s one-way love.

The Canon within the Canon

When I first heard the phrase “canon within the canon,” I got nervous.
The phrase seemed to imply that the Bible contains within itself more
than one big idea, that you more or less choose the particular big idea, or
“canon,” that you like, and then you are free to interpret everything else
in the light of that canon.

Thus, for example, your canon within the canon could be law and
grace in their distinct relation. People sometimes say that the Protestant
Reformers took law and grace as their canon within the canon, through
which they interpreted everything else in the Bible, including the pas-
sages that conflict with it. Another canon could be the covenant people
of God and the agreement and disagreement of this people with the God
of their covenant. Looking at the New Testament, another canon within
the canon could be the concept of “participation in Christ.” Many inter-
preters today are working with that one. Or you could take the character
of the Holy Spirit, especially in the New Testament, and understand the
whole story from the birth of Christ through the persecution of the
church to be the driving action of the Spirit. There are several possible
canons within the canon.

Isolating canons within the canon is a dishonest project potentially.
What can happen is that you become seduced by a single idea and then
try to force all the other data through it, like a magnifying glass capturing
the sun. This trick can burn you, in other words. It can make you guilty
of one-sidedness and reducing the texts to a false unity. It can take a vari-
ous truth, a prism of insights, and reduce it to a single color. The prob-
lem with canon-within-the-canon thinking is that it can miss an accurate
and whole picture of the truth.
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The idea of a canon within the canon also goes against the grain of
current cultural thinking. Current cultural thinking is into “nuance” and
the “diversity” of the human voice. Unity is out; plurality is in. The “one” is
out, and the “many” are in. Anything that applies a single light to the data is
suspect. But regardless of political correctness, if a canon-within-the-canon
approach misses the whole truth, it must in any case be wrong.

This systematic theology of everyday life is a modest form of a
canon within the canon. In this case, I am saying that the canon within
the canon of grace covers just about all, but not absolutely all, the bibli-
cal data. Where there is law in the New Testament, it is law as distinct
from grace, and it demolishes the foundations of anything else but grace
as response. Where there is grace in the Old Testament, it is grace as dis-
tinct from law, which demonstrates the eternal relation in God between
his two words, the No of the law and the Yes of the gospel. There is a lot
of grace in Isaiah and Jeremiah, and there are overwhelming representa-
tions of it in the lives of the patriarchs and Moses. Similarly Christ’s Ser-
mon on the Mount is mostly a word that mows down law. It puts the lis-
tener in her or his place, scattering us into “broken pieces on the ground”
( James Taylor), of which all human achievements ultimately consist.

It is possible to place the overwhelming measure of Bible stories and
Bible characters and Bible prophecy and poetry into a “canon within the
canon” of grace into relation to law. I see no other “big idea” that encom-
passes so much of the material. Are there exceptions to this? Three pas-
sages in Hebrews, James, and Second Peter have been noted. Is this really
a problem? No, because those three are small exceptions within a docu-
ment that can be interpreted overwhelmingly and credibly within the
canon of grace as it relates to law. Moreover, Hebrews, James, and Sec-
ond Peter are obvious exceptions. They stand out because of their incon-
sistency with the overall pattern of total reliance on grace in the face of
law. Second Peter takes off the mask, in fact: the author says how critical
he is of Paul, or at least of misinterpretations of Paul. Peter is open con-
cerning the dissonance. He admits in his own words to being troubled by
a main writer of the book to which he is another contributor. The author
of Second Peter is trying to explain away the problem I am talking about.

Don’t let the phrase “canon within the canon” get to you! The point
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is, which canon or “big idea” produces the biggest and most sustaining
reading of the Bible? Which canon within the canon takes account of the
greatest number of texts? No canon takes account of all the texts. I believe
the law and grace canon covers almost every verse of the Bible. The few prob-
lem passages I have underlined are small asteroids in a night sky of
Andromeda galaxies.

Grace on Patmos

The way something ends is important. It passes a judgment on what
went before. It comforts you concerning the credibility of the steps that
preceded it. It is good for the person, or the project, because ending well
confers satisfaction.

This is true of books. It is true of movies and art. As I said, I am fond
of the second incarnation, from the 1990s, of the television show entitled
The New Outer Limits. It had a moral earnestness and a surprising ability
to break through the veils of political correctness in an eye-popping way.
But it also had one besetting sin: it surprised too much. It almost always
pulled the rug from under you at the last minute. Some underlying “back
story” or dark fact would surface at the end, and you would be shocked.
The problem with this was that it made you gun-shy the next time. Every
time I watched a new episode, I would brace myself for a horrible plot re-
versal at the end.

This is to say that the Bible, in contrast, concludes its long narrative
of grace on an exceptionally high and helpful note. It is not like one of
those New Outer Limits episodes. We saw already how the last book of the
Bible, the Revelation to St. John, understands the requirement that law
be invoked to its last drop in order for grace to be summoned. The elders
with their robes washed “in the blood of the Lamb” (7:14) and the City of
God in which tears will be no more (21:4): these images do not deny real-
ity. They are wholly truthful expressions of the sin (i.e., the blood) and
the sorrows (i.e., the tears) of the world. Secured within these boldly ac-
curate images are also images of grace, the one-way love that washes,
cleanses, and comforts.
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Grace concludes the story of the Bible. We can stand alongside one
arresting image and lay down the case for God’s scriptural grace. We can
lay it down with confidence.

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crys-
tal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the mid-
dle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life
with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the
leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. Nothing accursed
will be found there any more. But the throne of God and of the Lamb
will be in it, and his servants will worship him; they will see his face, and
his name will be on their foreheads. And there will be no more night;
they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light,
and they shall reign forever and ever. (22:1-5)

Three ideas in this passage convey the grace of God. The first is the
image of fruit. In grace everything is naturally produced. Everything
springs without artifice. Everything comes spontaneously. It requires no
“tweaking.” The healing of the nations, according to John, is the result of
the growth of fruit. This is grace and not law.

The second idea in this passage is the final end of mediation. “They
will see his face” (22:4). To quote an old gospel chorus, there is “Nothing
Between.” In the law, everything is always mediated. I am doing every-
thing I can to squeeze a response from the judge of my life. I am always
putting something out there to make the judge approve. That is the law.
Everything is between. It is not so with grace. Grace enacts the end of
mediation. The human being at the close of Revelation is face to face
with God. There is nothing between, and there is no fear. That is the
grace of intimacy. It is what the world wants, and it is promised here
without qualification.

The third idea here at the end of Revelation is the total finish to nu-
ance. “There will be no more night . . . for the Lord God will be their
light” (22:5). One of the marking characteristics of life under the law is
nuance: that ambiguity, multivalence, plurality of interpretation, with its
grays and smudges. Looking on the world from the standpoint of law is
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to create a million partial truths and contradictory insights. An “inno-
cent” man is shot on a London subway car, but every police officer
within ten miles is packing a sub-machine gun in the face of suicide
bombers. We say we need “heightened security,” yet the moment it is
employed the world points a finger and says it takes away our rights. The
world under law is a total mixed message. It is a Yes and a No at the same
time, all the time.

It is not so under grace. Under grace, reality is “not according to ordi-
nary human standards, ready to say ‘Yes, yes’ and ‘No, no’ at the same
time. . . . Our word to you has not been ‘Yes and No.’ For the Son of God
. . . was not ‘Yes and No’; but in him it is always ‘Yes.’ For in him every one of
God’s promises is a ‘Yes’” (2 Corinthians 1:17-20). Christianity spells the end
of nuance, the end of ambiguity as a governing principle. Paul made the
point propositionally that John of Patmos expressed visually. We no longer
live under a Yes and a No simultaneously. That is the world’s approach. It is
the world’s approach because of the law, which is always a little of this and
a little of that. The law is gradualist; nothing is ever complete and done.
There is never any pure satisfaction, not a bit of it. The law is the dedicated
enemy of completeness. It is not so with grace.

Grace on Patmos was fruit from a root, not a “genetically altered”
production. Grace on Patmos was a pure relation, nothing between.
Grace on Patmos was light without any black holes. This is the conclu-
sion of New Testament religion. It is the definite last word in a “canon
within the canon,” which is really the whole canon of Holy Scripture.

Grace in the Old Testament

To trace the history of one-way love in the Old Testament, Christians
need to travel backwards from the New Testament. This is because, for
Christians, the New Testament portrait of Jesus is the unique biblical
portrait of God’s one-way love. This love is not so focused in the Old Tes-
tament; or rather, it exists there in competition with a few other notions
of love.

In the Old Testament, grace as one-way love in the Christian sense
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oscillates between instances of its full expression and instances of what
Christians call semi-Pelagianism, or half-way love. Semi-Pelagianism is
the technical term for the idea that God loves us as we are but we have to
bring something to the table.

Pelagianism, named after a fourth-century British teacher of theol-
ogy, is the idea that, in order to receive God’s love, we have to be worthy
of it. God will love us if we are proven worthy recipients of his love.
Semi-Pelagianism, on the other hand, is half-way love: we need him to
love us, but our response to his love is very important. God loves us; all
we have to do is accept that love. In short, he will love us a lot if we love
him a little.

Semi-Pelagianism, a Christian term, describes some of what is af-
firmed in the Old Testament concerning the relation between God and
Israel. To put it another way, the Old Testament is less Christian than the
New Testament — which sounds obvious — and Christian interpreters
of grace in the Bible need to begin with the New and travel backwards.

Most everyday Christianity is semi-Pelagian. It is a two-way street
with three lanes. Two lanes come from God, and one lane comes from
us. This is not grace. It holds a slice of grace, we might say, but not the
whole loaf. For grace to be grace, there must be one-way love. For grace
to be grace, it is necessary that I play no role whatsoever in that love.

All you need to do is look at yourself when you are in a crisis. Look at
yourself when you are in a box canyon of your own making. Look at the
external circumstances of the thing. Most criminals, for example, when
they are finally caught and shut up in a prison — let’s say a Turkish
prison, to really get the idea — are open to grace. Only one-way love can
help them. I see many people who are living in the inner equivalent of a
Turkish prison. I see men who dislike women because they are women,
and women who fear men because they are men. I see people entrenched
in decades of amassed resentment that lies just below the surface. For
such people, who live under overmastering states of feeling, grace simply
has to be a one-way street. Semi-Pelagianism will not do. Nor will
Pelagianism do, the idea that grace is a one-way street proceeding from
me. The love of God, the true love of anyone, in fact, is a one-way love
that travels from the deserving to the undeserving.
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I say this because there is always a little push in the Old Testament,
and to some extent, as we have seen in three instances, in the New Testa-
ment, toward semi-Pelagianism. You get the idea in some of the prophets
that, if the people of God would just discipline themselves, then God
would respond with “love and happiness” (Al Green). This is expressed in
the famous condition of 2 Chronicles 7:14: “If my people who are called
by my name humble themselves, pray, seek my face, and turn from their
wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and
heal their land.” Christians have to call that grammatical condition an in-
stance of semi-Pelagianism. Second Chronicles 7:14 describes a truth
that, when it is heard, turns into law. It is absolutely true that moral recti-
tude is required for God to exist in experienced relationship with his peo-
ple. But when this absolute truth contains a requirement, it starts the fire
of resentment and rebellion. The “If my people” command is semi-
Pelagian in practice. It is superseded by the grace that Paul taught in the
New Testament and that Jesus lived.

Another example of semi-Pelagianism in practice is the invitation
from Malachi: “Return to me, and I will return to you, says the Lord of
hosts” (3:7). This reflects a truth in description, for we are far apart from
God, and the distance must be bridged by means of ethical innocence on
the part of us who are most certainly not ethically innocent. But when
this description becomes a prescription, when it becomes law, it is no
good. Or at least it is no good to you and me in practice. Instead of mak-
ing me want to “come close,” it makes me want to run the other way. As
Genesis 3:10 puts it: “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was
afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.” This latter statement,
Adam’s admission of his shame before God, is the true condition of man
and woman before the imperative, which is God as law. At the point of
the imperative, there is no desire to “return to me.”

To find grace in the Bible, you have to look for one-way love. The
first place to find it is in the patriarchs. Abraham, the founding father of
Israel, is a man of absconding disbelief (Genesis 15:2, 3; 17:17; see also
12:10-20). Yet God speaks to him and for him. Abraham is old and unbe-
lieving, and God gives him a son through his ancient wife, Sarah. Abra-
ham in earlier years had lied, and lied again, about Sarah when he was
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passing through foreign countries with his family. He had actually put Sa-
rah into the king of Egypt’s harem in order not to be killed for her
beauty’s sake (Genesis 12:14-20). But God forgave and forgave, then for-
gave again.

Later, Jacob, who is one of the most self-serving and wily characters
in the Old Testament, is forgiven and restored (Genesis 33) and used for
good and for the good of the future. Abraham and Jacob are recipients of
one-way love. They are recipients of grace.

The judges are examples of this also. Gideon is reduced in force and
resources to almost nothing so that his victory over the Philistines can be
attributed only — and I mean only — to the Lord ( Judges 6–8). It is only
grace that saves Gideon, and not his own hand at all. God is frequently
described as “jealous” for the sake of his one-way love. He wishes no hu-
man being to receive or to take a single atom of credit for what he has
done. This uncomfortable lesson is repeated over and over again in the
Old Testament.

The prophet Samuel and the first king of the Israelites, Saul, are con-
stantly given this description of God’s grace as one-sided. If Saul or his
men for one moment suggest that any of the credit for their success be-
longs to them, they are one-sidedly, and ruthlessly, judged. After being
forced by God to give up his kingship, Saul is cursed by Samuel: “As your
sword has made women childless, so your mother shall be childless
among women” (1 Samuel 15:33). Saul is cursed because he tried to take
his problems into his own hands. But God desired to solve Saul’s prob-
lems. There is no synergism, or shared achievement, in the theater of
grace.

One-way love: it is the theme song of Old Testament religion in rela-
tion to biography. A pure example of this is the call of Moses the law-
giver. Moses complains that he is not a public speaker. He is timid and
tongue-tied. God questions him with overwhelming justice: “Who gives
speech to mortals?” (Exodus 4:11). God will do for Moses all that is re-
quired. Nothing that Moses has by way of natural gifting, which is a ri-
diculous term as we shall see more and more, will contribute to what lies
ahead. The only thing Moses has brought to the equation is murder and
slipperiness. Not only is Moses not the one who will finally bring the
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great release to its conclusion — as he will be held back at the entrance to
the Promised Land — but he is weighted down by his past. Moses is a
prime case in point for the system of one-way love that is God’s grace.
God insists that Moses renounce every human effort in favor of the one
divine effort.

Here is the anatomy of grace in the later books of the Old Testa-
ment. Grace as one-way love comes out of nowhere into a world deter-
mined by two-way love (“I will love you if you will love me”) and half-
way love (“I will love you but I need a little sign, just a little one”). Grace
as one-way love appears within the prophecies of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and
Ezekiel. Isaiah conceives of a messenger from God who will embody the
principle of bringing nothing to the table before the face of God:

For he grew up before him like a young plant,
and like a root out of dry ground;
he had no form or comeliness that we should look at him,
and no beauty that we should desire him.
He was despised and rejected by men;
a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;
and as one from whom men hide their faces
he was despised, and we esteemed him not. (53:2-3, RSV)

The messenger will be so separated from human merit that his success
can only be regarded as the sole achievement of grace.

Isaiah sees the one-way love of God for the messenger reflected in
the extreme exclusion that the world delivers:

By oppression and judgment he was taken away;
and as for his generation, who considered
that he was cut off out of the land of the living,
stricken for the transgression of my people?
And they made his grave with the wicked. (53:8-9, RSV)

The alienation of this man, on whom God has set his grace, makes Isa-
iah’s prophecy a unique performance concerning the reality, and God-
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engenderedness, of one-way love. Nothing human or worldly is in play.
God will have to raise him from the dead.

Later the prophet Jeremiah goes forward with this grace-line when
he predicts a period of history in which law-keeping will no longer be fo-
cal or useful. God will make the people, from his own grace, want to do
good rather than see the good in terms of requirement. Jeremiah fore-
shadows the New Testament’s focus on inward religion:

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new cov-
enant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like
the covenant that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the
hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt — a covenant that they
broke. . . . But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Is-
rael after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I
will write it on their hearts . . . for I will forgive their iniquity, and re-
member their sin no more. (31:31-34)

This is the end of the law (Romans 10:4), because the law is no longer
needed. Duty becomes choice; demand becomes desire.

The prophecy of Ezekiel speaks about one-way love in Ezekiel’s
metaphor of muscle-bone-and-flesh resurrection. In Ezekiel 37, the
prophet sees the Israelites as dead men. They are bones in a field full of
bones. There is nothing there but “the bones of the dead” (as in Matthew
23:27). But the prophet sees them brought to life by the Spirit of God
(Ezekiel 37:7-10). This is the portrait of a love that has nothing to do with
amelioration. The bones are dead. They are not the remains of the day.
They are actually dead. But then they are reanimated.

One school of thought in Islam believes that Jesus did not die on the
cross but was extremely ill when they took him down. His disciples car-
ried him to India, where he finally died of the wounds he had received at
Jerusalem. This is a fascinating commentary on death and resurrection.
When the Spirit of God asks Ezekiel, “Mortal, can these bones live?”
(37:3), the answer is, obviously and non-Islamically, No. Grace is about life
from death, or better, life to the dead. When the Spirit raises the dead
men’s bones to life and puts muscles on them and pumps blood into their
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muscles, the paradigm is not sickness and recovery. The paradigm is
death and resurrection. That is the quality of grace. It responds to noth-
ing whatsoever from our side, not a scintilla, not a sign of life, not the re-
ceptive wink of an eye. Grace is one-way love. It comes from outside.

Grace suffuses the Old Testament voice of God and its effects. Grace
permeates Genesis. It discovers the guilty Moses and makes of him a
mouthpiece for the perfection of God. Grace is at the bottom of the well
for every judge and patriarch of the earliest times. Grace makes David
the adulterer into the second founding king of the people. Grace puts the
work of God at the fore in the reign of every king of Judah and Israel.

After the climactic reversal of fortune represented by the Babylo-
nian captivity (587 b.c.) is fully felt, grace is understood to be the sole
way forward. Ezekiel understood this. So did Isaiah before him, and Jer-
emiah too. The minor prophets are grace-intoxicated, although there
are pieces of semi-Pelagian thinking in a few sections. The idea sneaks
in that if we could only consecrate ourselves fully to God, he would
come and heal us. You can see this in Amos, who, for all his powerful
social criticism, seems to believe that human obedience is the ground
floor of divine return. Semi-Pelagianism finds a following in the so-
called “inter-testamental literature” before the time of Christ, and it
permeates what scholars now call “Second-Temple Judaism,” that form
of Judaism into which Jesus was born.

We detect an uncertain voice in the closing verses of the Old Testa-
ment:

Remember the teaching of my servant Moses, the statutes and ordi-
nances that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel.

Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible
day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of parents to their chil-
dren and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come
and strike the land with a curse. (Malachi 4:4-6)

Grace is foreseen in the form of the “great and terrible day of the Lord.”
And it is only God who can change hearts, the hearts of reactive children
and stubborn parents. But the imperative does exist within a relationship
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that invites obedience. The implication of impasse between a requiring
deity and a hopelessly tangled humanity is an uncomfortable one.

The themes of law and grace are mixed, finally, within the great
book of theological praise, the Psalms. On the one hand, there are
Psalms 51 and 32:

Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your steadfast love;

according to your abundant mercy
blot out my transgressions.

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
and cleanse me from my sin. . . .

Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean;
wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. . . .

Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and put a new and right spirit within me. . . .

The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit;
a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.

(51:1-2, 7, 10, 17)

Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven,
whose sin is covered.

Happy are those to whom the Lord imputes no iniquity. . . .
I acknowledged my sin to you,

and I did not hide my iniquity;
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord”;

and you forgave the guilt of my sin. (32:1-2, 5)

On the other hand, there is Psalm 119, which travels a distance to-
ward the semi-Pelagian view of humankind in relation to God:

I have chosen the way of faithfulness;
I set your ordinances before me.

I cling to your decrees, O Lord;
let me not be put to shame. . . .
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You have dealt well with your servant,
O Lord, according to your word.

Teach me good judgment and knowledge,
for I believe in your commandments. . . .

If your law had not been my delight,
I would have perished in my misery.

I will never forget your precepts;
for by them you have given me life. (119:30-31, 65-66, 92-93)

The Old Testament preaches both law and grace. You have to be able
to tell the difference between God’s attacking voice of the law, his inhibit-
ing and deposing voice, his voice that kills; and God’s revivifying voice of
grace, his creative and loving voice, his voice that makes alive. The New
Testament aids us to distinguish between these two voices.

Side Bar: Grace in Systematic Theology

Systematic theology has its detractors. They come from two sides. One
side is uncomfortable, even intimidated, by the word “systematic.” They
argue that God, who is by definition unable to be pinned down or limited
by a logical journey of thought, could never be captured by anything so
rational as a “systematic theology.” “Systematic” sounds like the opposite
of “mystical,” “experiential,” or “personal.” Or they say, when I tell them
I am a systematic theologian, “Whoa! That’s above my pay grade.” What
I think they mean is that the word “systematic” sounds removed from
their lives, as if it were the province of ivory-towered eggheads. Thus
contemporary religious people reject the term because it is too rational
or they reject it because it is intimidating. But their rejection is unsatisfac-
tory. You cannot reject a claim because it is consistent or thoughtful.
That is anti-intellectual, the strategy of an ostrich. Nor should you reject
systematic theology because it sounds a little threatening.

There is a second front from which the attack on systematic theol-
ogy originates. This is from the theological “right,” from sincere and
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consecrated people who would rather be known as “biblical theologians”
than as systematic ones. This group, and it is a large constituency within
the Christian community, fears that systematic thinking about theology
will become the product of human thinking rather than thinking that is-
sues from divine revelation. These people wish to know that one’s theo-
logical expressions originate only and uniquely from within the written
Word of the Bible. Human attempts to create and impose systems are
suspect. After all, is this not what the medieval church tried to do: substi-
tute human-derived ideas for God’s written Word?

What this book, this systematic theology of everyday life, attempts
to do is develop the theme of grace in a consistent manner, beginning
with the Bible, and apply the Bible’s view of it to a wide range of every-
day human problems. For myself, I discern within Scripture a deeply con-
sistent or “systematic” understanding of the grace of God working on
the world. The grace of God in relation to the law of God is the “long
and winding road” (Paul McCartney) that forges coherence from the
many books and eras of the Bible. There are some minor bumps on that
road, such as the book of Esther, which does not mention God, as well as
the three passages already cited from Hebrews, Second Peter, and James.
But these contrary parts of Scripture are few. They stand out! We should
interpret their minority report in light of the overwhelming majority re-
port of God’s law-fulfilling grace. We can do this as we stand beneath the
overwhelming evidence of Scripture.

My point is that a systematic theology of grace is also a systematic the-
ology of the Bible. There is not a problem between the two. It is just that I
wish to put in boldface the one word of grace, which, like an underground
river, flows in and through the many biblical words of Holy Scripture.

I cannot interpret the Bible in the way that Muslims interpret the
Holy Qur’an. It is not necessary to give the same exact weight to every
single verse of the Bible. We should always see the trees in light of the
forest. We should always permit the whole to shed light on the part. If
and when biblical theology applies to Scripture the Qur’anic method, ac-
cording to which every syllable is equivalent to every other syllable, then
it has lost contact with the main tradition of Christian exegesis by which
we weigh verses partly according to their thematic weight.
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No one is going to say that the genealogies of Christ, important as
they are in establishing his messianic identity within a historic human (as
opposed to a ghostly theological) family, are just as weighty as John 3:16. I
hope that no one is going to put Christ’s “dark” saying concerning “that
fox [Herod]” (Luke 13:32) in the same category as “Come to me, all you
that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens” (Matthew 11:28). Rather,
we need to interpret the “harder” texts from the evidence of the “easier”
texts. This is not a fast-and-loose approach. It simply places the emphasis
where Scripture itself places it, on human sin (under the law) and God’s
grace (through the gospel).

That is why this systematic theology of everyday life is also a biblical
theology of everyday life. A systematic theology of grace “earths”
Christ’s crucified grace in the difficult conditions of everyday living.

Grace in Society

“Little children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21). This is the
abrupt ending of the first letter of John. Endings are important because
they should leave you with a fundamental point. Great pop songs never
fade out; they end with a jolt. Joe Meek’s first big success in Britain was ti-
tled “What Do You Want to Make Those Eyes at Me For?” (1959). It
shocked every disc jockey in England that year because of its surprise
ending, the first of its kind in a pop record. The song ended. The sound
simply went completely off. Then, five long beats later, just when you
were lifting the stylus off the turntable, the refrain came back, twice as
loud as before! The listener never forgets it. The same is true of St. John’s
out-of-the-blue warning at the end of his letter. It flies from its context
and hits you in the face with its sublime No to the context in which we all
live, to the world and its gods. What does John mean when he says,
“Keep yourselves from idols”?

John is referring to the driving forces outside people that seek to di-
rect their ideas and demand their allegiance. From the Cable News Net-
work to QVC, from the Atlanta Constitution to the San Francisco Chronicle,
from the radio show you put on at the start of the day to the music you
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listen to in bed at night — all these things shape you in terms of the
world.

In the New Testament, the world is the aggregate of externally in-
duced metaphors and conditioning influences that destroy the freedom
of human beings to think and feel for themselves. Many people do not re-
alize that they are being controlled by a thousand alternating currents of
other people’s notions, the sum total of which comprises “the world.”
But they are being controlled. They are being deeply formed. St. John
drops us off the cliff at the close of his letter by putting us face to face
with the simple, ineluctable power of the world. He also writes in 2:15:
“Do not love the world or the things in the world.”

The world detests grace. The world loves law. At least, it thinks it
does. The world hates pardon and release from demand. It rejoices in ret-
ribution and the kind of demand that provokes suicide. Understood in
this way, we know why the world crucified Christ and martyred the
prophets. The world took the touching idealism of the young students in
Les Miserables and stamped it out. The students were all killed in a com-
plete massacre. The world caused Romeo and Juliet to commit suicide,
but it was all a mistake. Do you remember the song “It’s a Mistake” by
Men at Work (1983)? It is about nuclear holocaust, fear, and a red button.
The red button is pushed, but “it’s a mistake”! This is what the world,
which in New Testament terms is the devil’s playground, enjoys. The
world consists of big, big mistakes.

Because of the world’s thrall (an old but concise word) to the law,
which accuses the poor “sons and daughters of Adam and Eve” (C. S.
Lewis) of ever new abuses and crimes, the grace of God provokes a
never-failing resistance. When a man who committed a crime professes
conversion to God, the world does not accept this. The world hates his
profession of faith and tells the man he is a hypocrite. When the Jim
Brown character in Tim Burton’s Mars Attacks (1996) says he has “em-
braced Allah and cleaned up his life,” we are meant to be skeptical. (He
had been a Las Vegas bouncer and general no-good.) But the film shows
that it really has happened. The character offers his life, in a Christ-like
posture on a tarmac cross, for the other main characters. It is a heart-
stopping moment in an otherwise trivial (but extremely cool) movie.

69

Grace in Theology

81

EERDMANS -- Grace in Practice (Zahl) final text
Tuesday, November 28, 2006 5:33:36 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



Tim Burton meant it that way. “Muhammad” or “Christ”: the world
doesn’t like to hear that a man has turned from its own influence to influ-
ences outside its closed system of narcotic manipulation.

Grace is one-way love. Society demands two-way love. Society re-
quires quantity and value and “evidence” of the pound of flesh. In hu-
man society grace has a bad day every day. This was first expressed con-
ceptually when the philosopher Aristotle composed his Nicomachean
Ethics in the fourth century b.c. Aristotle taught that a man is defined by
his deeds: a good man is good because he does good deeds. This is the
only way to gauge moral worth. Measurement becomes everything.
Progress becomes everything. Amelioration becomes the law of life. I
would say that Aristotle is the safe harbor of absolute worldliness in the
world of thought.

Grace is the opposite of Aristotle. Grace takes a different approach
to criminal justice. Grace takes a different line on what forms human
identity. Grace rewrites the meaning of achievement and career. Grace is
not utopian; in fact, it is dystopian. What I mean is that utopian ideas of
society call on hard work and human dedication to create a new society
of fairness and equity — the same old story. Grace, on the other hand,
recognizes the wholly dystopian and hellish character of life in the world
under the law and posits an alternative view of reality.

Another theme arising from grace in society is the theme of single
message versus double message. A principal reason why grace gets such a
hard time in the world is that it is an unequivocal word. It is not, as we
have seen, a mixed message, a No and a Yes (2 Corinthians 1:17-20). Just as
the law is a No in its essence, so grace is a Yes in its essence. The world
has a hard time understanding this. It is too good to be true. How can
love be one-way? How can grace end-run its way around standards and
yardsticks? It sounds unfair.

It is unfair, but it is completely unfair. It is the other side of the law,
which is a total grappling, a totally unsuccessful and failed grappling,
with judgment. Because the law is completely fair, grace has to be com-
pletely “unfair.” The atonement makes grace “fair,” as is apparent in the
teaching concerning the cross. But from our point of view, from the
standpoint of its recipient, grace is unfair.
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The “unfair” character of grace makes it persona non grata in the cut-
and-thrust of the battle of life. Nobody welcomes grace. At the same
time everyone pants for it; everybody wants it every second of every
hour. Grace is an either-or proposition; it is not both-and.

If we apply grace to issues in social thought, the world’s rejection be-
comes clear. Take criminal justice. Grace believes in absolution and re-
lease. It most certainly does not believe in capital punishment. Once a
young man who worked for me was arrested for allegedly shooting an-
other young man to death. It was all over the papers: “Arrested for Capi-
tal Murder.” I could not believe it. It chilled me, that adjective “Capital.”
There simply would be no way out if he were sentenced. Yet the world
yearns for retribution.

I compare the feeling of horror I had then with the feeling of elation
I had on first seeing the ending of Intolerance (1916). At the end of D. W.
Griffith’s epic film, Christ comes again to the world. The effect is created
by an optical superimposition. What the inspired director shows is a
prison teeming with convicts, all dressed in prison stripes. They look up
and the prison walls start to fall. They emerge, every one of them, into
the absolving light of the one releasing God. The release is total. I don’t
think the image — and it is the last image of the movie — is intended
metaphorically. Another quick frame in the montage shows men fighting
on a battlefield, their long bayonets skewering each other with brutal rel-
ish. Overhead, the brightly lit cross of the Second Coming suddenly ap-
pears and they drop their weapons. There is no “peace process” here. It is
finally all over.

Griffith’s great images are apocalyptic. They are the visual images
through which the artist depicts the grace-full end of history. The vision
is inspired because it is either-or. There is either war or peace, imprison-
ment or release.

Jesus went to his hometown synagogue and announced “release to
the captives and recovery of sight to the blind” (Luke 4:18; Isaiah 61:1). In
all his dealings with accused people, he illustrated his non-gradual recep-
tion arising from grace. His approach to people was one-way love. More-
over, it was not a compartmentalized one-to-one exchange. It had impli-
cations for the larger field. Christ’s expression of grace has implications
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for deterrence in relation to criminal justice and for our ideas concerning
war. These implications are one-sided. When Jesus speaks of peace, it is
total. When he speaks of forgiveness, it is not a shadowy thing or a meta-
phor. The social consequences are extreme. This is why Christianity is
subversive. “These [are] people who have been turning the world upside
down,” say the accusers of the Christians in the book of Acts (17:6). The
words are apt.

Consider another social idea and look at it through the lens of grace:
the “good” of career as the world assigns it. The world puts a high mea-
sure on professional achievement. Career is regarded as an important
thing. Success in one’s profession is thought to be a definite mark of the
satisfied life. Both women and men now accept this, or generally accept
it, as something for which to strive. I am amazed at the extent to which
career success is universally regarded as a key to identity. The fact is quite
funny to anyone who lived through the 1960s. In that transitional time,
success in the professions was thought to be selling out to the “establish-
ment” — to the “military-industrial complex.”

I remember the visit of the father of a friend of mine to a fraternity
house on the campus of the University of North Carolina. The boy was
from Greenwich, Connecticut, and his dad showed up looking exactly
like our 1960s undergraduate idea of a businessman from Greenwich,
Connecticut. It was May of 1970, right around the time of the Kent State
shootings. One of my fraternity brothers turned to me and said, “Have
you ever seen such a pig in your whole life?” There was a ripple of disgust
in the dining room as the man, our “brother’s” father, walked through.
Today, on the other hand, college fraternities are considered the height
of “red-state” thinking. Everywhere, from Brown to Stanford, from USC-
LA to USC-Columbia, the “I-Banker” is the acme. Almost every student I
know on a college campus thinks that the real thing is to be a trainee with
Morgan Stanley or Goldman Sachs. In less than forty years, there has
been an about-face away from huge suspicion of the professions to total
adulation and competitive jealousy for places within them.

Everyone wants a career. Everyone thinks it is the thing to do.
Whether this is fashion or not, grace turns it upside down. Not only is ca-
reer, from the standpoint of grace, a mighty joke — for a career spits you
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out as rapidly as it sucks you in — and not only is it dominated over-
whelmingly by the principle of law as it fixes your path, but grace de-
clares that real “work” is created only when it springs from belovedness.
Grace declares the end of all “career paths” that envisage a concrete goal.
In grace, work — the best and most enduring work — is “fruit” as un-
studied and uncontrived as the peaches in Chilton County, Alabama. The
irony of grace is not only that it sabotages any interview you might have
with a Wall Street law firm but that it actually prepares you to do the best
work you will ever do if you should actually land the job. For when work
is produced from natural desire and motive, rather than from the idea of
actions resulting in proposed consequences, the best work is done. This is
because the subject of the work, the “I” of all human endeavor, is not its
end. That “I” is dead; it was dead on arrival the day grace arrived on the
scene, irrespective of your gifts, talents, and givens. Under grace, career
advances only one way: away from the wreckage of the “I” and the ab-
sence of any fixed need for achievement.

Justice, punishment, career: these are just three of the social sectors
for which grace has high implications. More will be covered in later chap-
ters. But the big field for grace, the place where it has got to have free
reign for any happiness to reign at all for more than ten minutes, is the
field of personal relationships.

Grace in Everyday Life

Grace has the power of the mallet. Every other prong and heavy-lifting
device that seeks to change people is an expression of law and accom-
plishes the opposite of what it intends. People fear that grace will give
permission to be bad. This is the classic fear: that grace will issue in a li-
cense — “007” — to do whatever you want, without consequences.

Yet that never happens! In fact, the opposite happens. When you
treat people gracefully, they always end up doing the right thing. It
comes naturally. Their righteousness grows like fruit, as Jesus predicted
(Mark 4:20; Luke 6:43-45; 8:15; John 15:5).

What does grace look like? Let’s say I am talking on the phone to
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somebody who is a real talker. I know this phone call is going to take at
least a half hour. Inside, I am resisting it on every front. Somehow I give
way, however, and fifteen minutes into the conversation the person says,
“Look, I know you’re busy and I’ll let you go. But thanks for listening.”
Had I tried to get off the phone, had I tried to impose the law (in this case
my own law) and forced the conversation to end, I would never have got-
ten off. Even if I had gotten off, I would have felt guilty about it for the
rest of the day. Grace lets be.

Maybe you write a lot of e-mails. Take this Dilbert exercise: do you
ever find yourself fretting over the wording of an e-mail? You over-
correct it; you make mistakes at the keyboard; you keep going back to
make sure it’s right. When this happens, you can be sure that the person
to whom you are writing is a figure of the law in your life. The person to
whom you are writing has some kind of judging power, and it is this
power that puts your e-mail under threat. I recently did an inventory of
the e-mails I wrote on a particular day, and I noticed that three of them
had caused me discomfort and vacillation. Each of the three was written
to someone who in my mind was potentially accusatory. On the other
hand, the messages that came naturally and were even on the fun side of
my work, these flowed like water. In those, I was responding to grace —
in the others, to law.

Consider your wardrobe. Whether you are a woman or a man, how
you look is probably at least a little important. Most of the time appear-
ance seems to matter very little to me. I wear the same old corduroys and
polo shirt and loafers. In the winter I wear a blazer, and in the summer I
wear a seersucker jacket. Every so often, however, I take more pains. But
it is rarely love that causes this checking up. When I take pains with my
clothing, it is almost always out of law. I know this because it is so un-
characteristic. I watch my lapel pins, afraid that they may signal a contro-
versial cause. I may look too “preppy,” or maybe my tie is not acceptable
— no outrageous “Jesus” ties allowed, and also none that stem from
questionable organizations like a college eating club or a Protestant fra-
ternal organization. In my case, grace is there when I am not worried
about the way others will size up my appearance. Law is present when I
begin to second-guess myself.
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Take your workplace. You know that grace is operating there when
you are not worried about running into the wrong person on your way
to the restroom. The corridor at work is a lightning rod for law, and also
for grace. More typically, you worry about running into the wrong per-
son or maybe passing their cubicle when they are actually there. You
might actually have to talk to that person, that painful person who raises
every hackle you have. When people quit their job, they usually quit be-
cause of somebody in the workplace who is judging them or “making
their life miserable.” Most people who like their work do so because they
feel free to be creative and are not being managed or controlled. This
feeling has everything to do with grace and nothing to do with law.

Take your daughter-in-law or your son-in-law. Perhaps your
daughter-in-law does not like you. Somehow she has decided that you do
not approve of her. The other day I heard a woman rake her son-in-law
over the coals in his absence. He does not have a “Mount Pleasant [South
Carolina]” background, I heard her say. Then she added, “I don’t know
him very well, anyway.” No wonder! The poor boy is not from the right
neighborhood. Surely he must know how his mother-in-law feels. Nei-
ther of them is going to come anywhere near each other as long as that
sort of law-based thinking prevails. I am certain, by the way, that he
judges her, too. But there is no hope as long as the law defines their rela-
tionship. Many daughters- and sons-in-law relate well to their spouses’
parents; in those cases there is grace. Often the law has infected a per-
son’s relationship with her natural parents, and the daughter-in-law has
transferred her feelings about her parents to her spouse’s parents. I see
this all the time in families. Few extended families are not dealing in
some way with their experiences of the law.

Take your own child. You live in Trenton, and he moved to Portland.
The fact is, he could not get far enough away from you. He would not
put it this way himself, but you represented the law for him. He under-
stood you as a judge over his life: lex semper accusat (the law always ac-
cuses). This broke your heart because you never meant to come across as
accusatory. But you did. So now he lives in Oregon, land of “physician-
assisted suicide.”

But there is still hope. Reconciliation is possible. You fly out there;
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you do not grovel but you apologize instead. You apologize especially
when he and the woman with whom he lives have a child. You roll up
your sleeves (staying at a motel nearby, not their house) and help them.
You do not throw stones and you do not open old wounds. But you really
help him; you help them, right when your son really needs you. This is
grace. Three years after that weekend, you receive a call: “Mom and Dad,
Cheryl and I want to move back to New Jersey. We want our little boy to
know his grandparents.” This is grace. Tacked on to that surprising,
thrilling conversation is a little postscript: “By the way, we didn’t tell any-
body, but we got married last month. We even found a nice minister to
do the service.”

We could say that there are three prime relationships in life, in addi-
tion to work. The first is with your parents; the second is with your sib-
lings, if you have them; and the third is with your children, if you have
them. These are the blood-relationships. Grace makes the difference in
all of them.

If any of the three relationships, especially the first, is law-driven,
there is no relationship. There is no relationship because torn relation-
ship means no relationship. On the other hand, if any of these three rela-
tionships, especially the first, is based on grace, there is everything good
and fruitful there. It is that simple and that pregnant.

Because of what Christianity calls “original sin,” which is only an-
other expression for a realistic portrait of the human being and the hu-
man situation, almost every relationship in the world is assailed by the
law. Every relationship is fragile because it exists under the law. There
are a few non-neurotic, non-law-based relationships in life, but they are
few and far between. Just count on your fingers and toes the number of
non-judgmental people you know. Grace comes from outside of us. It
is one-way love. Grace is the intervention that draws people away from
the law. It has worked in your life. You had a teacher once, an uncle
once, even a mother once, who drew you away from the law. When this
happened, everything changed. As a character in Close Encounters of the
Third Kind (1977) said, “The stars came out last night and sang.” Colors
returned to nature and feeling returned to the anesthetized parts of
your life.
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Grace against the Curse:
“Deeper Magic from before the Dawn of Time”

The law is a curse. We saw this earlier from St. Paul’s letter to the Gala-
tians, and we saw it in the reference to crucifixion in the book of Deuter-
onomy. We see this in life. Law curses everything it touches. It is an ironic
curse, because it intends to bless. It means well.

Often this is true in love. We mean well. We really do love someone.
We really do wish to bless them and not curse them. But our love is
wrong somehow. It is possessive, or it springs from an intense need on
our own part. Have you known examples of love that was sincere but
somehow got mishandled, tainted with self-love?

Take the example of the possessive widower who cannot let go of his
daughter. He would be just as happy if she never grew up, never left
home, and stayed with him into his extreme old age. He needs her that
badly. She is his fixed object of love. His love has become a bent love,
however, a misconstrued love, and it results in destroying the very one in
whom it believes. It is like the novel The Collector by John Fowles (1963).
Its main character collects beautiful things, like butterflies. But he de-
cides he needs to collect a beautiful woman. He imprisons her and wants
only to admire her within his little museum. The man is not Hannibal
Lector, but the result is the same: the beloved’s destruction.

Love, when it is processed wrongly or confused with self-love, is a
curse. Think of Norman Bates in Psycho (1959). This utterly split-
personality killer thought he was doing right. Listen to Norman’s own
words at the end of the movie, Robert Bloch’s epitaph on his famous
character: “Don’t they know? I wouldn’t hurt a fly.” The law is like Nor-
man Bates. It thinks it will do us good. It desires to do us good. But in fact
the result is always that “the trespass multiplied” (Romans 5:20). It makes
worse that which it seeks to control.

Grace has the opposite effect. If law is the “deep magic from the
dawn of time” (C. S. Lewis’s phrase from The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe), then grace is the “deeper magic from before the dawn of
time” (also Lewis’s phrase). Grace is required to counteract the curse of
the law. In Lewis’s story, the law has frozen the world. Every animal, ev-
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ery human, every living thing lives within this frozen world. The White
Witch wants it this way. She keeps the world frozen in place. She presides
over the fatal rule of law. When Aslan, the Christ-like figure, challenges
her and her minion, the freezing law, he must pay for it. He is executed
under the law. The “deep magic” of the law has been in charge forever
and must be reckoned with. No one can remember a time when its sway
was not complete and unchallenged.

But Aslan is raised from the dead. The Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea in-
tervenes with grace and justifies the one-way love of the Lion. Grace
melts the frozen world because of Aslan’s one-way love. Aslan dies in the
place of the law’s victims (the frozen, once-living beings who sit covered
in sheets of snow and ice). He dies in place of one particular sinner, the
selfish and even vicious Edmund, who betrayed Aslan as well as his sis-
ters and brother. The one-way love of the Lion delivers the world, and
the curse of the law is lifted. The world is unfrozen! Grace is the end of
the curse over life. It is the end of the law. This is why Paul writes as an
exclamation his words in Romans 10:4: “Christ is the end of the law.”

What Is the Relation between Law and Grace?

Grace and law are the driving forces of the world. They exist in a rela-
tion, but it is not a both-and relation. It is not a little bit of one and a little
bit of the other. The two are resolved in a one-time resolution that is con-
nected to a single historical instant, the death of Christ. In the way we re-
ceive them, however — in the way they play out in everyday life — they
are completely separate. In human historical experience, there is no such
thing as grace in law, although some wish to believe there is. Neither is
there law in grace, although some wish to believe there is.

Resolving the Opposition of Law and Grace

The law of God is absolute, and the grace of God is undeviating. These
are two irresoluble forces. They are also irresoluble in everyday life. If a
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