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      Is it by the instrumentality of faith we receive Christ as our justification, without the merit of any of our works? Well. But this same faith, if vital enough to embrace Christ, is also vital enough to “work by love,” “to purify our hearts.” This then is the virtue of the free gospel, as a ministry of sanctification, that the very faith which embraces the gift becomes an inevitable and a divinely powerful principle of obedience.

      Robert L. Dabney
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      The Debtor’s Ethic

      Should We Try to Pay God Back?

      What Is Gratitude?

      Like most precious things, gratitude is vulnerable. We easily forget that gratitude exists because sometimes things come to us gratis—without price or payment. When that happens, we should feel a pleasant sense of the worth of what we’ve received and the goodwill behind it. This pleasant sense is what we call gratitude. Then, spontaneously rising from this pleasant sense, come expressions of delight. We feel constrained with joy to acknowledge the gift and the goodwill behind it, and to express how good we feel about the gift and the heart of the giver.

      Gratitude corresponds to grace (gratis). This is true even when we feel thankful for something we paid for. We sense that what we bought might have been disappointing in spite of our having enough money to buy it. It might not have been in such good condition; or it might not have been the exact one we wanted; or someone might have bought it before we could; or the transaction might have been harsh; or the timing might have been wrong for our intended use; or the price might have gone down just after we bought it. In other words, gratitude is not the feeling that we have been shrewd in how we get things. It is the emotion that rises joyfully in response to something gratis, even in our purchases.

      The Birthplace of the Debtor’s Ethic

      But danger lurks right at this point. There is an impulse in the fallen human heart—all our hearts—to forget that gratitude is a spontaneous response of joy to receiving something over and above what we paid for. When we forget this, what happens is that gratitude starts to be misused and distorted as an impulse to pay for the very thing that came to us gratis. This terrible moment is the birthplace of the “debtor’s ethic.”

      The debtor’s ethic says, “Because you have done something good for me, I feel indebted to do something good for you.” This impulse is not what gratitude was designed to produce. God meant gratitude to be a spontaneous expression of pleasure in the gift and the goodwill of another. He did not mean it to be an impulse to return favors. If gratitude is twisted into a sense of debt, it gives birth to the debtor’s ethic, and the effect is to nullify grace.

      Don’t misunderstand me. Gratitude itself does not nullify grace. It exults in grace. It was created by God to echo grace. Even the thought that it can be twisted to serve evil shocks some people and makes them shrink back. Make no mistake: I exalt gratitude as a central biblical response of the heart to the grace of God. The Bible commands gratitude to God as one of our highest duties:

      Enter his gates with thanksgiving,

      and his courts with praise!

      Give thanks to him; bless his name! (Ps. 100:4)

      God says that gratitude glorifies him: “The one who offers thanksgiving as his sacrifice glorifies me” (Ps. 50:23). In spite of being vulnerable to misuse in the debtor’s ethic, gratitude is not guilty.

      We all know what the debtor’s ethic is, even if we’ve never called it this. Suppose you invite me over for dinner. It is certainly right for me to feel gratitude. But, oh, how easily we distort this spontaneous response of joy into an impulse to pay back. You gave me an invitation, and now I owe you one. When our virtue—toward other people or toward God—is born out of this sense of paying back, we are in the grip of the debtor’s ethic.

      What’s gone wrong? It’s not wrong to feel gratitude when someone gives us a gift. The trouble starts with the impulse that now we owe a “gift” to someone. What this feeling does is turn gifts into legal currency. Subtly, the gift is no longer a gift but a business transaction. And what was offered as free grace is nullified by distorted gratitude.

      Should We Pay God Back?

      It is remarkable how widespread and durable the debtor’s ethic is among Christians. Recently, I heard a well-known evangelical leader deliver a powerful message about the need for Americans to recover the call of duty and devotion to Christ. He used a compelling illustration about self-sacrifice. But his explanation of the spiritual dynamics of the sacrifice focused entirely on gratitude for what Christ had done. I sat there longing to hear a strong word about the essential role of hope as the sustaining power of laying one’s life down. But it didn’t come.

      This way of motivating duty and devotion seems harmless, even noble. Its appeal is strong. It speaks in words that are almost above criticism. For example, it might say, “God has done so much for you; now what will you do for him?” Or, “He gave you his very life; how much will you give to him now?” The refrain of Frances Havergal’s old hymn “I Gave My Life for Thee” is hazardous language.1 In it Christ says, “I gave, I gave My life for thee, / what hast thou given for Me?” and, “I bring, I bring rich gifts to thee, / what hast thou brought to Me?” I don’t mean that sentences like these must express the debtor’s ethic. I only mean that they easily can and often do.

      In the debtor’s ethic, the Christian life is pictured as an effort to pay back the debt we owe to God. Usually the concession is made that we can never fully pay it off. But “gratitude” demands that we work at it. Good deeds and religious acts are the installment payments we make on the unending debt we owe God. This debtor’s ethic often lies, perhaps unintentionally, beneath the words, “We should obey Christ out of gratitude.”

      This appeal to gratitude as a way of motivating Christians is so common that it may come as a shock when I question whether it has much biblical support. But consider this for a moment: How many places in the Bible can you think of where gratitude or thankfulness is explicitly made the motive of moral behavior? I mean behaviors like treating people with love, doing your business with integrity, and taking risks in obedience of missions. Does the Bible tell us that these things are to be done “out of gratitude,” “in the power of thankfulness,” or “because we owe Jesus so much”?

      This is not nitpicking or incidental; it is amazing. If you ask Christians today, “What is the biblical motive for Christian obedience?” great numbers would say, “Gratitude to God.” And yet this way of thinking seems almost totally lacking in the Bible. The Bible rarely, if ever, explicitly makes gratitude the impulse of moral behavior or ingratitude the explanation of immorality.

      This is stunning when you let that sink in. This most common way of talking about motivating Christian obedience is scarcely mentioned in the Bible. This fact should come like a punch in the belly; it takes your breath away. Is this really so? You will need to search for yourself just to be completely sure.

      Was Ingratitude the Problem?

      In the Old Testament, the people of God often sinned against him despite all the good things he had done for them. But the reason given for this sin is not their ingratitude but, for example, their lack of faith: “How long will they not believe in [God], in spite of all the signs that [he has] done among them?” (Num. 14:11). The ethical problem troubling Moses was not ingratitude. What troubled him was that God’s past grace did not move the people to trust in God’s future grace. Faith in future grace, not gratitude, is the missing ethical power to overcome rebellion and motivate obedience.

      Just when today’s Christian would probably say that the problem is lack of gratitude, the biblical writers again and again say that the problem is a lack of faith in God’s future grace. Moses rebukes the Israelites, “You have seen how the Lord your God carried you, as a man carries his son. . . . Yet in spite of this word you did not believe the Lord your God” (Deut. 1:31–32).

      The psalmist gives the same reason for why God’s people sinned in spite of all his blessings. Although God “split rocks in the wilderness / and gave them drink abundantly. . . . Yet they sinned still more against him, . . . because they did not believe in God / and did not trust his saving power” (Ps. 78:15, 17, 22).

      It’s true that the disobedient people must have lacked gratitude. But that’s not how the Bible explains their rebellion and disobedience. Repeatedly the explanation given is lack of faith in God’s future grace. The missing channel of motivating power between past grace and today’s obedience was not gratitude but faith. You will read the Old Testament in vain for texts that make gratitude the explicit motive or power for obedience.

      The Fear of the Lord and Faith in Future Grace

      There are other Old Testament motives for obedience, such as love for God and fear of the Lord. In the coming chapters we will deal with the relationship between faith in future grace and love for God.2 But this is a good place to say a word about the fear of the Lord and its relationship to obedience and to faith in future grace.

      Moses taught Israel that the fear of the Lord would give rise to obedience: “Fear the Lord your God . . . by keeping all his statutes and his commandments” (Deut. 6:2). Solomon summed up his own teaching in Ecclesiastes: “The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments” (Eccles. 12:13). Nehemiah told the nobles and rulers in Jerusalem to “walk in the fear of our God” (Neh. 5:9). And Proverbs 23:17 says, “Continue in the fear of the Lord all the day.” Right walking and right living flow from fearing God. But to my knowledge, there are no expressions corresponding to these that link gratitude and obedience in the same way.

      And even these expressions about fearing the Lord are probably the flip side of trusting the Lord’s future grace.3 In other words, “Fear the Lord” means “Fear the terrible insult it would be to God if you do not trust his gracious promises of power and wisdom on your behalf.” That’s probably why Psalm 115:11 says, “You who fear the Lord, trust in the Lord! / He is their help and their shield.” In other words, if fear is not mingled with trust, it will not be pleasing to the Lord. The writer of Hebrews says, “Without faith it is impossible to please [God]” (Heb. 11:6). The obedience that comes from fearing God without faith in his future grace will not be free but servile.

      The interconnectedness of fear and faith is probably why people looked at the grace that was given to David while in distress and they felt fear and trust rising side by side in their hearts:

      He put a new song in my mouth,

      a song of praise to our God.

      Many will see and fear,

      and put their trust in the Lord. (Ps. 40:3)

      The same thing had happened at the Red Sea; “Israel saw the great power that the Lord used against the Egyptians, so the people feared the Lord, and they believed in the Lord” (Ex. 14:31). Fear and faith happen together in response to God’s mighty power and his promise of future grace.

      To fear the Lord is to tremble at the awareness of what a terrible insult it is to a holy God if we do not have faith in his future grace, after all the signs and wonders he has performed to win our obedient trust. It’s this faith in future grace that channels the power of God into obedience. We search the Old Testament in vain for the explicit teaching that gratitude is a channel of this power.

      Pay Your Vows to the Most High

      One possible exception to this observation in the Old Testament is the teaching that we should “pay our vows” to God. Thinking about this exception has taken me deeper into the relationship between gratitude and faith in future grace.

      One of the most significant vows I had ever made to the Lord was prompted by stage fright. I was in college and almost paralyzed by the prospect of public speaking.4 I was asked by Chaplain Evan Welsh at Wheaton College to give a brief prayer of invocation at a summer school chapel. That meant speaking, perhaps for thirty seconds, to several hundred people. That may seem like a small thing to most people, but it was a watershed moment in my life. Against all my natural inclinations, I said yes. Then I began to wrestle with God in the hope that he would help me so that I would not get so choked up with paralyzing fear that I couldn’t speak, which happened all through high school whenever I had to make a little presentation.

      So I made a vow. I said, “Lord, if you will bring me through this one prayer in front of all those students and faculty, I will never again turn down a speaking opportunity out of fear.” God helped me, and, to the best of my knowledge, I have kept my vow to this day. But was I right to do this? Or is the making and keeping of vows part of the debtor’s ethic?

      Vows are promises that a person makes to God, usually in times of distress. For example, Absalom said to David, “For your servant vowed a vow while I lived at Geshur in Aram, saying, ‘If the Lord will indeed bring me back to Jerusalem, then I will offer worship to the Lord’” (2 Sam. 15:8). The Lord is not against making vows.5 In fact, it seems that Hezekiah is criticized for not making one: “In those days Hezekiah became sick and was at the point of death, and he prayed to the Lord, and he answered him and gave him a sign. But Hezekiah did not make return according to the benefit done to him, for his heart was proud. Therefore wrath came upon him and Judah and Jerusalem” (2 Chron. 32:24–25). It seems that Hezekiah should have made a vow of service to the Lord and fulfilled it. Moreover, God gives instructions for keeping vows: “If you make a vow to the Lord your God, you shall not delay fulfilling it, for the Lord your God will surely require it of you, and you will be guilty of sin” (Deut. 23:21).

      Sometimes the keeping of vows is connected with gratitude. For example, Psalm 50:14 says, “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, / and perform your vows to the Most High.” Probably the vows in this context are vows to offer sacrifices of thanksgiving. This seems to be the case in Psalm 66:13–14,

      I will come into your house with burnt offerings;

      I will perform my vows to you,

      that which my lips uttered

      and my mouth promised when I was in trouble.

      When the psalmist was in trouble, he vowed that he would offer burnt offerings to the Lord. So the “sacrifice of thanksgiving” is a fulfillment of the vow.

      It may well be that other things are vowed from time to time besides acts of worship like burnt offerings. So it seems fair to say that some moral commitments find their impulse in the desire to render back to God some good because of the help he has given in distress. The Old Testament does not explicitly say that this behavior is “from gratitude” or even an expression of gratitude. But the connection is obviously very close. How are we to understand this connection and its relationship to faith in future grace? And why is rendering back to God the payment of our vows not an example of the debtor’s ethic?

      Is Paying Vows an Example of the Debtor’s Ethic?

      What keeps the paying of vows from the dangers of the debtor’s ethic is that the “payment” is, in reality, not an ordinary payment but another act of receiving that magnifies the ongoing grace of God. It does not magnify our resourcefulness. We can see this in two psalms. First, in Psalm 116:12–14, the psalmist says,

      What shall I render to the Lord

      for all his benefits to me?

      I will lift up the cup of salvation

      and call on the name of the Lord,

      I will pay my vows to the Lord.

      The psalmist’s answer to his own question, “What shall I render to the Lord for all his benefits?” is, in essence, that he will go on receiving from the Lord so that the Lord’s inexhaustible goodness will be magnified. First, lifting up the cup of salvation signifies taking the Lord’s satisfying salvation in hand and drinking it and expecting more. This is why I say that “paying back” to God in these contexts is not an ordinary payment. It is an act of receiving. Second, this is also the meaning of the next phrase, “I will . . . call on the name of the Lord.” What will I render to God for graciously answering my call? The psalmist’s answer is “I will call again. I will render to God the praise and the tribute that he is never in need of me but is always overflowing with benefits when I need him (which I always do).” Third, the psalmist says, “I will pay my vows to the Lord.” But how will they be paid? They will be paid by holding up the cup of salvation and by calling on the Lord—that is, they will be paid by faith in future grace.

      Faith in Future Grace Protects Gratitude from the Debtor’s Ethic

      Faith in future grace is the secret that keeps impulses of gratitude from turning into the debtor’s ethic. True gratitude exults in the riches of God’s grace as it looks back on the benefits it has received. By cherishing past grace in this way, it inclines the heart to trust in future grace. We might say that gratitude has a strong appetite for the enjoyment of looking back on the outpourings of God’s grace. And since God enlarges the past reservoir of grace by pouring out more grace through faith, therefore, for the sake of this accumulation, gratitude sends its impulses of delight into faith in this ever-arriving future grace.

      This is expressed in the words of Psalm 116:12–13,

      What shall I render to the Lord

      for all his benefits to me?

      I will lift up the cup of salvation

      and call on the name of the Lord,

      In other words, what the psalmist will render to the Lord for so much past grace is the call for more future grace. Gratitude exults in the past benefits of God and says to faith, “Embrace more of these benefits for the future, so that my happy work of looking back on God’s deliverance may continue and increase.”

      The second psalm in which paying a vow to God does not magnify our resourcefulness is Psalm 50. God warns against a wrong kind of payment when he says,

      If I were hungry, I would not tell you,

      for the world and its fullness are mine.

      Do I eat the flesh of bulls

      or drink the blood of goats? (Ps. 50:12–13)

      In other words, God is saying, “Don’t view your ‘payments’ as ordinary payments that meet my needs or add anything to me. I own your ‘payments’ already.”

      What then? Verses 14–15 answer,

      Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving,

      and perform your vows to the Most High,

      and call upon me in the day of trouble;

      I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.

      Here again, the way to pay vows is explained as calling on the Lord in the day of trouble so that he will deliver and get the honor. This makes clear that “performing” vows in the Old Testament is not part of the debtor’s ethic. It is an act of faith in future grace. Perform your vow—that is, call on God in the day of trouble—and I will deliver you with future grace. And you will give me honor.

      In sum, we can say that true gratitude does not give rise to the debtor’s ethic because it gives rise to faith in future grace. With true gratitude, there is such a delight in the worth of God’s past grace that we are driven on to experience more and more of grace in the future. But this is not done by making payments on a debt in any ordinary sense. Rather, it happens when gratitude for past grace quickens and energizes faith in future grace. The grateful gaze at all God’s past grace gives confidence and courage to faith’s contemplation of God’s promises.

      If this is the direction the Old Testament points to, then what about the New Testament? What direction does it lead us in thinking about the debtor’s ethic? For that we turn to chapter 2.

    

    
      
        1  Frances Havergal, “I Gave My Life for Thee” (1858). Public domain.

      

      
        2  See chaps. 12, 16, and 20.

      

      
        3  See chap. 14 and 15 for an extended discussion of how faith in future grace relates to “fearing God,” “hoping in God,” “taking refuge in God,” “waiting for God,” and “keeping his covenant.”

      

      
        4  I tell the whole story later in chap. 3.

      

      
        5  This does not contradict the warnings of James (James 5:12) and Jesus (Matt. 5:33–37), where the warning is given against making oaths. Oaths, in these verses, are attempts to buttress the truth of your own word by calling on some reality beyond your control to bear witness to your truthfulness. A vow is simply a promise to keep your word.
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      Looking Back for the Sake of the Future

      During the thirty years I have served as a senior pastor, we have interviewed dozens of people for vocational and lay roles of ministry—deacons, elders, teachers, secretaries, receptionists, ministry assistants, pastoral associates, and so on. In every case, what is at stake is the future. How will they do? Will they be pure, faithful, and hard working? Will they be team builders? Will they have a passion for the supremacy of God? All this relates to the future. That is where their ministry will happen.

      But in every interview, we talk about the past. We talk about their previous jobs. We talk about the track record of their performance at work and at home. We talk about their spiritual pilgrimage and the family they grew up in. Why all this talk about the past if the issue now is the future? The answer is obvious: Confidence in someone’s future reliability is grounded in a history of past faithfulness. This is also the way it is with God.

      Bygone grace is the foundation for faith in future grace. We obey the teachings of Jesus by faith in future grace, and we lay hold of future grace in the promises of God’s word. But we certify the surety of the promises with the evidence of past grace. This past grace is God’s down payment on the fullness of future grace.

      The “Pastward” Flow of Infinite Future Grace

      Actually, that image of a one-time down payment doesn’t quite work. Past grace is continually accumulating every day. The infinite reservoir of future grace is flowing back through the present into the ever-growing pool of past grace. The inexhaustible reservoir is invisible except through the promises. But the ever-enlarging pool of past grace is visible, and God means for its certainty, beauty, and depth to strengthen our faith in future grace.

      Past Grace Is the Down Payment of Future Grace

      But then again, the image of the down payment of past grace is not only helpful; it’s also biblical. For example, the Holy Spirit is called a guarantee or pledge of the future grace of our entire inheritance (Eph. 1:14; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5). He has been given to us, and the grace of this gift is immeasurable. But there is so much more future grace yet to come, and he is the guarantee of it.

      Another example is Christ himself. When he was raised from the dead, he was called the “firstfruits of those who [have died]” (1 Cor. 15:20). The “firstfruits” was a portion of the whole harvest that guarantees the reaping of the rest. So the resurrection of Jesus is a great work of past grace that God wants us to remember. It is the foundation for our faith in the future grace of our own resurrection.

      An Old Testament Pattern: Looking Back for the Sake of the Future

      This pattern of looking back in order to believe in future grace is as old as grace itself. The Old Testament tells us of times when the people of God looked back to strengthen their faith in future grace and of times when they didn’t.

      For example, we are told that soon after Gideon died “the people of Israel turned again and whored after the Baals” (Judg. 8:33). Why did they do this? Why would they choose a second-rate foreign deity instead of trusting the future grace of the true God for their help and deliverance? The next verse gives the answer: “And the people of Israel did not remember the Lord their God, who had delivered them from the hand of all their enemies on every side” (8:34). They forsook their faith in God’s future grace because they stopped remembering his past grace.

      Nehemiah points to another example when the people rejected the Lord in the wilderness and wanted to go back to Egypt. “Our fathers acted presumptuously and stiffened their neck and did not obey your commandments. They refused to obey and were not mindful of the wonders that you performed among them, but they stiffened their neck and appointed a leader to return to their slavery in Egypt” (Neh. 9:16–17). Forgetting the past grace of God’s “wonders” caused the slavery of Egypt to look better than the future grace of God.

      Not all the people in the Old Testament failed to cherish past grace for the sake of joyful hope. For example, David wrote,

      I remember you upon my bed,

      and meditate on you in the watches of the night;

      for you have been my help,

      and in the shadow of your wings I will sing for joy. (Ps. 63:6–7)

      God had been his help again and again. He remembered his past grace, and the effect was that David sang for joy as he reveled in the ongoing protection of future grace under the wings of God.

      God himself commands this pattern of remembering bygone grace for the sake of faith in future grace. In Isaiah 46:9 he says,

      Remember the former things of old;

      for I am God, and there is no other;

      I am God, and there is none like me.

      The reason God wants his people to look back on “the former things” is to increase their confidence in the future things he is planning for them. “My counsel shall stand, / and I will accomplish all my purpose” (46:10). Remembering the former things that God has done gives a good foundation for believing his word when he says, “I will accomplish all my purpose.”

      Now the Grace of God Has Come in Jesus

      If looking back on past grace was the way the saints of the Old Testament fought the fight of faith in future grace, then it is all the more necessary for us to fight this way today because for us the greatest grace in world history is now past. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, has come into the world. In a sense we could say that God’s grace has come in person and done such a decisive work of grace that all other experiences of grace depend on it. Paul says simply, “For the grace of God has appeared” (Titus 2:11).

      In fact, the New Testament is explicit that all future grace hangs on the past coming of Jesus. For example, Paul says, Christ came “to show God’s truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs” (Rom. 15:8). In other words, Christ came to guarantee that the promises of the Old Testament would indeed come true. He came for the sake of future grace. From the time of Christ onward, faith embraces Christ crucified and risen as the unique, once-for-all foundation for all future grace. When we look back to the death and resurrection of Christ, God shows us in the present the enormity of his love for us, and thus warrants all our confidence in future grace. “God shows [present] his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died [past] for us” (Rom. 5:8). Without the death of Christ, there would be no future grace.

      All the Promises of Future Grace Are Yes in Christ

      One of the most amazing and wonderful statements of this truth goes like this: “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him” (2 Cor. 1:20). Let’s savor this extraordinary truth for a moment.

      The question that God is asking us in this text is “Are you living in the fullest enjoyment of my Yes to all my promises?” Or, to put it another way, “Have you said yes to all the future grace of God’s ‘Yes’ to you in Christ? Or have you said no, maybe, or not now to God’s ‘Yes’?” This text begs for an immediate and radical response. It calls us to cry out to God, “I consecrate myself to forsake saying no, maybe, and not now because of my unbelief. And I say yes to every future grace of every promise in your ‘Yes’ to me.”

      Let’s take a step back for a moment to make sure that we see the full force of this verse. According to 2 Corinthians 1:15–16, Paul plans to visit Corinth twice. He is going to cross the Aegean Sea to visit the church on his way to Macedonia, and then he plans to come back by Corinth and visit them again. This is his plan, and so they hear about it.

      But then something happens that makes him change his mind. Evidently the rumor starts to circulate that Paul’s heart is divided. Yes, he loves them and wants to see them and bless them. But maybe not as much as he loves his own convenience or some other church. Is Paul’s heart saying both yes and no to the Corinthians?

      He answers passionately in 1:17–18: “Was I vacillating when I wanted to do this? Do I make my plans according to the flesh, ready to say ‘Yes, yes’ and ‘No, no’ at the same time? As surely as God is faithful, our word to you has not been Yes and No.”

      In other words, Paul was saying, “My planning and my preaching are not fickle; they are not double-minded. They are unified; they are yes to you. I live for your good. I am for you and not against you. My life and ministry are a resounding yes to your joy! Yes to your holiness! Yes to your faith and hope and love and peace and power!”

      And then in 1:19–20 Paul says that his own life is a yes to the Corinthians, because God has spoken his final, decisive Yes to them in Christ,

      whom we proclaimed among you, Silvanus and Timothy and I, was not Yes and No, but in him it is always Yes. [literally, “the (decisive) Yes has happened in him”—God’s heart is not divided in Christ. Christ means Yes to all who will have it!] For all the promises of God find their Yes in him.

      So Paul, in effect, is saying, “My heart is not divided toward you because God’s heart is not divided toward you. If you belong to Christ by faith, then everything God could possibly give you for your good he has signed over to your account in Christ. You hear the same answer at every point: Is this promise in my account? Yes. Is this gift in my account? Yes. Is this blessing in my account? Yes. Yes. Yes. All the promises of God are Yes in Christ. Christ is God’s Yes to all future grace.”

      All Future Grace Is Ours in Christ

      In Galatians 3:29 Paul writes, “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (see also Eph. 3:6; Gal. 3:14, 22; Heb. 9:15). All the promises of God for the good of his people are in Christ. He confirms them and secures them and purchases them for all who “are Christ’s”—for all who believe and belong to him (Gal. 3:22). Every sinner who comes to God in Christ with all his needs finds God coming to him in Christ with all his promises. When a sinful person meets the holy God in Christ, what he hears is yes: “God, do you love me?” Yes. “Will you forgive me?” Yes. “Will you accept me?” Yes. “Will you help me change?” Yes. “Will you give me power to serve you?” Yes. “Will you keep me?” Yes. “Will you show me your glory?” Yes.

      All the promises of God—all the blessings of God in the heavenly places (Eph. 1:3)—are yes in Christ Jesus. Jesus is God’s decisive yes to all who believe. He is the foundation of all future grace. When we look back to strengthen our faith in future grace, we look primarily to Jesus.

      The Magnificent Meaning of Amen

      The place where the past and the future are linked repeatedly in our lives is prayer. I mention this here because Paul links prayer with God’s yes in this verse in a striking way.

      In 2 Corinthians 1:20 he says (in choppy Greek that comes through in choppy English), “That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory.” Here’s what he is saying (in a smoother translation): “Therefore, because of Christ, we say Amen to God in our prayers to show that God gets the glory for the future grace we are counting on.”

      If you’ve ever wondered why we say amen at the end of our prayers and where that custom comes from, here’s the answer: Amen is a word taken straight over into Greek from Hebrew without any translation, just like it has come into English and most other languages. In Hebrew it was a very strong affirmation (see also Num. 5:22; Neh. 5:13; 8:6)—a formal, solemn, and earnest “I agree,” “I affirm what you just said,” or “This is true.” Most simply, amen means a very earnest yes in the context of addressing God.

      Now notice the connection between the two halves of 2 Corinthians 1:20. The first half says, “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him.” And the second half says, “That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory.” When you realize that amen and yes mean the same thing, here’s what the verse says: In Jesus Christ, God says his yes to us through his promises; and in Christ, we say our yes to God through prayer.

      This implies four crucial things for our faith in future grace that we express in prayer.

      All Prayer Seeks God’s Yes Through Jesus

      First, our prayer goes to God through Jesus. Paul says, “Through him is our Amen.” God’s yes comes to us in Christ. Therefore, prayer goes to God through Christ. Prayer goes where the yes is: in Christ. Everybody wants to hear a yes when they pray, and that is what we hear in Christ and nowhere else. This is what we mean when we say, “In Jesus’s name,” at the end of our prayers. He is God’s yes to all the future grace that we seek in prayer.

      The Giver of Grace Gets the Glory

      Second, we see that prayer is for God’s glory. Paul says that when we pray through Christ, “our Amen [is] to the glory of God” (2 Cor. 1:20 NASB 1995). Amen is the great affirmation that God is the bountiful giver and I am the needy receiver. Amen affirms God’s inexhaustible future grace to respond to our need in the very best way for his glory and for our good. Prayer has the wonderful capacity to highlight our emptiness and God’s fullness at the same time. It is wonderfully suited to express our inadequacy and God’s all-sufficiency. When prayer looks away from our flaws and deficiencies and turns to God for his future grace, he gets the glory that he deserves, and we get the good that we need.

      Prayer Goes to the Bank Called Future Grace

      Third, we see that prayer is a response to promises—that is, to the assurances of future grace. Prayer is drawing from the account where God has deposited all his promises of future grace. Prayer is not hoping in the dark that there might be a God of good intentions out there. Prayer goes to the bank every day and withdraws promises of future grace that are needed for that day.

      Don’t miss the connection between the two halves of this great verse. Notice the words “that is why” (“therefore,” NASB 1995): All the promises of God are Yes in Christ. That is why (therefore) we pray amen through him, to God’s glory. To make sure we see it, let’s turn the two halves around. When we pray, we say amen to God through Christ because God has said amen to all his promises in Christ. Prayer is the confident plea for God to make good on his promises of future grace for Christ’s sake. Prayer links our faith in future grace with the foundation of it all: Jesus Christ.

      “Amen” Is Our Yes to Future Grace

      This leads to the final point: Amen is a full and precious word in times of prayer. It doesn’t mean primarily, “Yes, I have now said this entire prayer.” Rather, it means, “Yes, God has made all these promises.” Amen means, “Yes, Lord, you can do it.” It means, “Yes, Lord, you are powerful. Yes, Lord, you are wise. Yes, Lord, you are merciful. Yes, Lord, all future grace comes from you and has been confirmed in Christ.” Amen is an exclamation point of hope after a prayer for help.

      “In Jesus’s Name, Amen”

      When we come to the end of our prayers and say the simple words, “In Jesus’s name, amen,” we are really saying two amens. When we say, “In Jesus’s name,” that is God’s amen to us. All his promises are amen in Jesus: Jesus Christ is God’s yes and amen at the end of our prayers. Then when we say, “Amen,” this is our yes and amen back to God for his, which means that our amen and the prayer it supports is our yes to God’s yes to us. It is a commitment from our hearts that we will now live by faith in the yes of God’s guaranteed future grace.

      Forsaking No, Maybe, and Not Now for Yes

      This brings us back to our earlier question: “Are you living in the fullest enjoyment of God’s yes to you in Christ Jesus?” Or, to put it another way, “Have you said yes to all God’s yes to you, or are you answering God’s yes to you with a no, maybe, or not now?”

      The foundation of future grace is Jesus Christ. Of course, he is more

      
      
      
    

  
    
      No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God.

      Romans 4:20

      Faith is the God-appointed means of justification and sanctification because, better than any other act, it fits with the grace of God and magnifies the glory of God.

      John Piper

    

  
    
      The two conditions of Romans 8:28 are simply clarifications of what it really means to trust God for this great promise of future grace. Trusting him for this promise is not merely believing that he will work for your good. You can believe that and be wrong. It means looking through the promise to the one who promises and by grace—that is, by his sovereign call—apprehending in him the spiritual worth and beauty that will go on satisfying your heart forever, and then embracing that beauty as your chief treasure above all that the world can give. This is the meaning of loving God, and this is the essence of faith in future grace. When you have this faith—when you fulfill this condition by God’s gracious call—God works all things together for your good.

      John Piper

    

  
    
      We are not required to love others before we become people who trust in God. But trusting in God means trusting in his future grace. So it is possible—indeed, necessary—to bank on the promises of future grace before we are transformed into the kind of people who love others. We do not have to perform before faith what faith is meant to perform.

      John Piper
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      Loving Ministry More Than Life

      Ministry Is More Important Than Life

      According to the New Testament, “ministry” is what all Christians do. Pastors have the job of equipping the saints for the work of ministry (Eph. 4:12). But ordinary Christians do the ministry. What ministry looks like is as varied as Christians are varied. It’s not an office like elder or deacon; it’s a lifestyle devoted to making much of Christ. It means that we “do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). Whether we are bankers or bricklayers, it means that we aim at advancing other people’s faith and holiness. Fulfilling your ministry is more important than staying alive.

      This conviction is what makes the lives of radically devoted people so inspiring to watch. Most of them speak the way Paul did about his ministry: “I do not account my life of any value nor as precious to myself, if only I may finish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus” (Acts 20:24). Doing the ministry that God gives us to do is more important than life.

      You may think that you need to save your life in order to do your ministry. On the contrary, how you lose your life may be the capstone of your ministry. It certainly was for Jesus, who was only in his thirties. We need not fret about keeping ourselves alive in order to finish our ministry. God alone knows the appointed time of our service. Henry Martyn was right when he said, “If [God] has work for me to do, I cannot die.”1 In other words, I am immortal until my work is done. Therefore, ministry is more important than life.

      They Loved Not Their Lives Above Ministry

      Oh, how many examples could be multiplied from the glorious history of God’s faithful saints! William Carey sailed to India from England in 1793. He lost his five-year-old son, his wife became mentally ill, he labored seven years for his first convert, and he lost years’ worth of precious translation work in a fire. But still he pressed on—for forty years without a furlough. Because ministry is more important than life.

      Adoniram Judson, America’s first foreign missionary, went to Burma in 1814. He lost a six-month-old baby boy, spent a year and a half in a “death prison,” lost his wife from fever, suffered a mental breakdown, and waited five years for his first convert. But he kept on because ministry is more important than life.

      Robert Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to go to China, in 1807, lost his young wife and worked seven years for his first convert. But he kept on because ministry is more important than life.2

      No Mirror for the Last Twenty Years

      Evelyn Harris Brand, the mother of Paul Brand, the world-renowned hand surgeon and leprosy specialist, grew up in a well-to-do English family. She had studied at the London Conservatory of Art and dressed in the finest silks. But she went with her husband to minister as missionaries in the Kolli Malai range of India. After about ten years, her husband died at age forty-four and she came home “a broken woman, beaten down by pain and grief.” But after a year’s recuperation and against all advice, she returned to India. Her soul was restored, and she poured her life into the hill people, “nursing the sick, teaching farming, lecturing about guinea worms, rearing orphans, clearing jungle land, pulling teeth, establishing schools, preaching the gospel.” She lived in a portable eight-foot-square hut that could be taken down, moved, and erected again.

      At age sixty-seven, she fell and broke her hip. Her son, Paul, had just come to India as a surgeon. He encouraged her to retire. She had already suffered a broken arm, several cracked vertebrae, and recurrent malaria. Paul mounted as many arguments as he could think of to persuade her that sixty-seven years has been a good investment in ministry and that it was time for her to retire. Her response? “Paul, you know these mountains. If I leave, who will help the village people? Who will treat their wounds and pull their teeth and teach them about Jesus? When someone comes to take my place, then and only then will I retire. In any case, why preserve this old body if it’s not going to be used where God needs me?” That was her final answer. So she worked on.

      At the age of ninety-five, she died. Following her instructions, villagers buried her in a simple cotton sheet so that her body would return to the soil and nourish new life. “Her spirit, too, lives on, in a church, a clinic, several schools, and in the faces of thousands of villagers across five mountain ranges of South India.” Her son commented that “with wrinkles as deep and extensive as any I have ever seen on a human face . . . she was a beautiful woman.” But it was not the beauty of the silk and heirlooms of London high society. For the last twenty years of her life, she refused to have a mirror in her house! She was consumed with ministry, not mirrors. A coworker once remarked that Granny Brand was more alive than any person he had ever met. “By giving away life, she found it.”3 This is what happens, paradoxically, when ministry is more important than life.

      Doing Ministry and Dying Well by Faith in Future Grace

      I stress this radical orientation on ministry simply to double the impact of the importance of future grace. For no one fulfills any spiritual ministry without relying on future grace. This is the unmistakable witness of the New Testament. And it makes future grace central and indispensable in doing ministry and dying well.

      In 2 Corinthians 9:8, Paul says “God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work.” The immediate context relates to financial liberality. But the principle is stated more broadly than that. God is able to make all grace—all the future grace you need—abound to you so that you will (literally) “abound in every good work.” Future grace is the means that God supplies for “every good work”—not “every good work” imaginable but “every good work” appointed by God along your unique path of ministry. The power for every one of them is future grace.

      The church at Antioch gives us an example of how this promise is to be trusted. When God called Paul and Barnabas to be missionaries, the church saw it as a summons to faith in future grace. They prayed and then sent Paul and Barnabas on the first missionary journey with the confidence that future grace would go before them and give them success. We know this because when they got back, the book of Acts describes their arrival in relation to this work of grace: “They sailed [back] to Antioch, where they had been commended to the grace of God for the work that they had fulfilled” (Acts 14:26).

      The connection here between future grace and ministry is clear. Literally it says, “They were handed over to the grace of God for the work that they had fulfilled.” This was how the Christians in Antioch trusted the promise of 2 Corinthians 9:8. The promise said that God will make all grace abound to the church for “every good work.” So by faith in future grace, the church handed Paul and Barnabas over “to the grace of God for the work.” Future grace was like an armed guard, a supply of goods, a team of physicians, and a spiritual force from heaven. It was strategically positioned in the future just out from the port of Antioch. And by faith the church entrusted the missionaries to God’s great provision called future grace (see Acts 15:40).

      Grace Is the Great Doer in Paul’s Ministry

      Paul confirmed with his own words the absolute necessity of future grace for ministry. He said, “By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me” (1 Cor. 15:10). Paul realized that the first part of this verse might be misunderstood. Someone might say, “See, he is telling us that God gave him grace in the past, and now Paul is simply responding to that grace out of gratitude by working for God as hard as he can.” That would be a partial but distorted truth. It is not the picture of Christian ministry that Paul wants to leave in our minds. So he goes on to say, “Though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.”

      This text does not say that Paul was obeying Christ out of gratitude for past grace. There is no doubt that Paul was filled with gratitude to God for multiplied bygone grace. And no doubt, as we saw in chapter 2, this gratitude nourished his faith in future grace with happy reminders of the past. But this is not what the text says. It says that, at every moment, the future grace of God enabled Paul’s work. Does it really say that? Doesn’t it just say that the grace of God worked with Paul? No, it says more. We have to come to terms with the words “though it was not I.” Paul wanted to exalt the moment-by-moment grace of God in such a way that it was clear that he himself was not the decisive doer of this work: “Though it was not I.”

      Nevertheless, he was a doer of this work: “I worked harder than any of them.” He worked. But he said it was the grace of God “toward me.” If we let all the parts of this verse stand, the end result is this: Grace is the decisive doer in Paul’s work. Since Paul was also a doer of his work, the way that grace became the decisive doer was by becoming the enabling power of Paul’s work.

      I take this to mean that, as Paul faced each day’s ministry burden, he bowed his head and confessed that unless future grace was given for that day’s work, he would not be able to do it. He recalled the words of Jesus, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). So he prayed for future grace for the day, and he trusted in the promise that it would come with power: “My God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19). Then he acted with all his might. And when he came to the end of the day, he called his might the might of grace and gave God the glory: “Though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.” Or, with different words, “I can do all things through him who strengthens me” (Phil. 4:13).

      The Grace to Will and to Do

      This is the way Paul saw all Christian ministry happening, not just his. That’s why he wrote to the Philippians, “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12–13). God is the decisive worker here. He wills and he works for his good pleasure. But believing this does not make Christians passive. It makes them hopeful and energetic and courageous. Each day there is work to be done in our special ministry. Paul commands us to work at doing it. But he tells us how to do it in the power of future grace. Believe the promise that in this day God will be at work in you to will and work for his good pleasure.

      It is not the memory of past grace that wills and works for God’s good pleasure. It is God himself, graciously arriving each moment, that brings the future into the present. It was not gratitude for past grace that Paul focused on when he explained how he “worked harder than any of them.” It was fresh grace for every new conquest in his missionary labor. He did not say that the grace to do ministry comes from the past, as a memory, through the channel of gratitude; he said it comes from the future, as divine power, through the channel of faith.4

      The power of future grace is the power of the living Christ—always there to work for us at every future moment that we enter. So when Paul described the effect of the grace of God that was with him, he said, “I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me to bring the Gentiles to obedience—by word and deed” (Rom. 15:18). Therefore, since he would not dare to speak of anything but what Christ accomplished through his ministry, and yet he did, in fact, speak of what grace accomplished through his ministry (1 Cor. 15:10), this must mean that the power of grace is the power of Christ. Which means that the power we need for tomorrow’s ministry is the future grace of the omnipotent Christ, who will always be there for us—ready to will and ready to work for his good pleasure.

      Abundant Grace Was on Them All—to Witness

      If our ministry is to witness to Christ tomorrow in some unsympathetic situation, the key will not be our brilliance; the key will be abundant future grace. Of all people, the apostles would seem to need the least help to give a compelling witness to the risen Christ. They had been with him for three years. They had seen him die. They had seen him alive. In their witnessing arsenal, they had “many proofs” (Acts 1:3). You might think that, of all people, their ministry of witnessing in those early days would sustain itself on the strength of the past glories that were still so fresh.

      But that is not what the book of Acts tells us. It says, “With great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all” (4:33). The power to witness with faithfulness and effectiveness did not come mainly from memories of grace or reservoirs of knowledge; it came from the new arrivals of “great grace.” That’s the way it was for the apostles, and that’s the way it will be for us in our ministry of witnessing.

      Whatever added signs and wonders God may show to amplify our witness to Christ, they will come the same way they came for Stephen: “And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among the people” (Acts 6:8). There is an extraordinary future grace and power that we may bank on in the crisis of special ministry need. It is a fresh act of power by which God “bore witness to the word of his grace” (Acts 14:3; see also Heb. 2:4). The grace of power bears witness to the grace of truth. This is not the performance of gratitude for what is past; it is the performance of faith in what is future.

      Spiritual Gifts: Channels of Future Grace

      When we think of the ministry of ordinary Christians, we think not only of the ministry of witnessing to Christ but also the use of spiritual gifts for the building up of the church. Here the crucial point is that no one can exercise a spiritual gift without future grace. In fact, ministering through spiritual gifts is defined by the apostle Peter as mediating grace from God to other people: “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace” (1 Pet. 4:10).

      Future grace is varied grace. It comes in many colors, shapes, and sizes. This is one of the reasons why spiritual gifts in the body are so diverse. The prism of your life will refract one of the colors of grace in a way that it would not through my prism. There are as many future graces as there are needs in the body of Christ—and more. The purpose of spiritual gifts is to receive and dispense the future grace of God to those needs.

      But someone may ask, “Why do you take Peter to refer to future grace? Doesn’t a steward manage a household store that is already on hand?” The main reason why I take Peter to refer to future grace is because the next verse illustrates how this works, and the reference there is to ongoing supplies of future grace. He says, “Whoever serves . . . by the strength that God supplies—in order that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 4:11).

      When you fulfill your spiritual gift to serve someone tomorrow, you will be serving “by the strength that God supplies” tomorrow. The word is supplies, not supplied. God goes on, day by day, moment by moment, supplying the strength in which we minister. This means that spiritual gifts are fulfilled by the power of future grace, not merely in the power that we muster through thinking about past grace.

      And when we rely on future grace in this way, what happens is that our gifts do in fact become grace for others. We channel grace from God to others. Paul gives a beautiful example of this in Ephesians 4:29: “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.” Before this day is done, there will be a moment in your life “as fits the occasion.” Someone will be positioned to benefit from your words. This is the ministry that you will be called to at that moment: “for building up.” If you put your faith in future grace and serve in the strength that God supplies, you will become a channel of that grace. You will “give grace to those who hear.” They do not have it now; it is future. But when it comes—to you and through you—the satisfaction is so deep, you will know why you were created and why you were called.

      The Timing of Future Grace

      All ministry is in the future—a moment away, or a month, or a year, or a decade. We have ample time to fret about our inadequacy. When this happens, we must turn to prayer. Prayer is the form of faith that connects us today with the grace that will make us adequate for tomorrow’s ministry. Timing is everything. What if grace comes too early or too late? The traditional translation of Hebrews 4:16 hides from us a very precious promise in this regard. We need a more literal rendering to see it. The more traditional wording goes like this: “Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” The Greek original behind the phrase “grace to help in time of need” could be translated literally as “grace for a well-timed help.”5

      The point is that prayer is the way to find future grace for a well-timed help. This grace always arrives from the “throne of grace” on time. The phrase “throne of grace” means that future grace comes from the King of the universe, who sets the times by his own authority (Acts 1:7). His timing is perfect, but it is rarely ours: “For a thousand years in [his] sight are but as yesterday when it is past” (Ps. 90:4). At the global level, he sets the times for nations to rise and fall (Acts 17:26). And at the personal level, “My times are in [his] hand” (Ps. 31:15). When we wonder about the timing of future grace, we must think on the “throne of grace.” Nothing can hinder God’s plan to send grace when it will be best for us. Future grace is always well timed.

      Future grace is the constant plea of the praying psalmists. They pray for it again and again to meet every need. They leave every minister a model of daily dependence on future grace for every exigency. They cry out for future grace when they need help: “Hear, O Lord, and be merciful to me! / O Lord, be my helper!” (Ps. 30:10). They cry out for future grace when they are weak: “Turn to me and be gracious to me; / give your strength to your servant” (Ps. 86:16). They cry out for future grace when they need healing: “Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am languishing; / heal me, O Lord” (Ps. 6:2). They cry out for future grace when they are afflicted by enemies: “Be gracious to me, O Lord! / See my affliction from those who hate me” (Ps. 9:13). They cry out for future grace when they are lonely: “Turn to me and be gracious to me, / for I am lonely and afflicted” (Ps. 25:16). They cry out for future grace when they are grieving: “Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am in distress; / my eye is wasted from grief” (Ps. 31:9). They cry out for future grace when they have sinned: “O Lord, be gracious to me; / heal me, for I have sinned against you!” (Ps. 41:4). They cry out for future grace when they long for God’s name to be exalted among the nations: “God be gracious to us and bless us / . . . that your way may be known on earth” (Ps. 67:1–2).

      Unmistakably, prayer is the great link of faith between the soul of the saint and the promise of future grace. If ministry was meant by God to be sustained by prayer, then ministry was meant to be sustained by faith in future grace.

      Ministry Is a Gift of Grace, Just Like Salvation

      I recall coming to the end of my graduate studies in Munich, Germany, back in 1974. I had no idea where to go. I was ready to enter any ministry that the Lord would open for me. I sent my résumé to dozens of schools and missions agencies. One of the most encouraging letters I received in those days was from my friend and former professor, Daniel Fuller. He knew that I was struggling to trust God for a place of ministry. So he quoted a little-known verse, 2 Corinthians 4:1:“Since we have this ministry, as we received mercy, we do not lose heart” (NASB 1995). He pointed out the word “as” in the phrase “as we received mercy.” Then he showed me the link between “having a ministry” and “receiving mercy.” He said that ministry is given as freely and as sovereignly and as graciously as the first experience of mercy that we received in salvation. That is what I needed then. And that is what I need now, to press on in my ministry. The place of ministry and the ongoing performance of ministry are gifts of grace, just like my conversion was. Therefore, ministry means living by faith in future grace.

      One of the great threats to persevering in ministry is the paralyzing effect of despondency. Therefore we must find a way to triumph over this crippling sense of oppression. In the next chapter we will ponder how prizing the promises of God can fight off the destructive effects of despondency.
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      He breaks the power of canceled sin,

      He sets the prisoner free.

      Charles Wesley

      If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.

      Romans 8:13

      He has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire.

      2 Peter 1:4
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