
Unexpected Grace. II.

Last Sunday we saw how God’s grace comes to us in unexpected ways, how it comes

to  unexpected  recipients,  and creates  unexpected  responses  in  both  recipients  and

others. We saw that God’s grace comes in God’s own time, and only to those who do

not deserve it. Any who think they deserve to receive God’s grace have shown that

they have in fact misunderstood what that grace is all about. It is always and only

given  to  those  who  do  not  consider  they  deserve  anything  from God,  for  to  see

ourselves  as  the deserving recipients of God’s grace is  to  exclude ourselves from

receiving it. Grace truly is grace: the gift of God to the undeserving, given as a free

gift which cannot be earned. The grace of God is given to those ones whom God

chooses. We cannot deserve it, we cannot earn it, we cannot demand it or presume

upon it. 

Today I want to look at another aspect of grace, building on some of the themes we

looked at last week, particularly the way in which our response to the recipients of

God’s grace determines whether or not we will receive grace. I wish to focus today on

the purpose for which God’s grace is given to us.

The grace of God comes to us as a free gift to the undeserving, in order to accomplish

the purposes of God. It is important for us then to understand those purposes. In the

beginning, God created all that exists. He formed the earth and filled it with a myriad

of his creatures, a rich variety of form, way of life, colour, and size. And God created

human beings to care for and to watch over these creatures. We were also called by

God to explore and develop the world God had made, in order to bring to light the

riches and possibilities it contained. We were given the abilities and the opportunities

to unfold those riches so as to display throughout the creation the glory of the God

who made such wonderful things possible. We can see today in our modern culture

the extent to which we have been successful in this task.

But the story is not that simple. Unfortunately, the human beings God made to love

and serve him as his stewards went astray and rebelled against the commandments of

God. Instead of being faithful to him, we have from the very start decided that we

knew  better  than  God  what  we  should  do,  how  we  should  live,  we  took  upon

ourselves the prerogative of deciding what was right and wrong, and having usurped
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God’s  prerogative  to  set  the  standards  by  which  we  should  live,  we  have  made

ourselves into imitation gods. We presume to make up our own code of conduct, our

own standard of right and wrong, and the confusion and social disintegration we see

around us is the result. We no longer live as we were called to live: as God’s obedient

stewards, caring for the creation which God has entrusted to us. 

But even though we have rebelled against God, rejecting his love, repudiating his

standards for our lives, denying his authority over us, God has not abandoned us. He

has not cast us off, even though we have sought to do the same to him. God in his

grace continues to love us, he continues to care for us, he continues to reach out to us,

calling us back to himself, being willing to forgive and restore our relationship with

him. But for this to be possible, a way must be found for our rebellion and sin to be

dealt  with.  Thus God initiated  the  plan  of  redemption:  the  plan  which  eventually

brought his own Son to be born as one of us, to live as one of us, and to die as one of

us, bearing our sin and shame, even though he remained sinless and pure. He rose

again from the dead to defeat the power of death and to open the way for us to new

life beyond the grave, the penalty which we have brought upon ourselves because of

our going astray. Now death is conquered, and those who put their trust in God will

have their sins forgiven, their relationship to God restored, their lives made new, and

the promise of resurrection and immortality in  the kingdom of God forever.  Thus

being made new, we can once again live as God’s obedient stewards, caring for the

world he has made, exploring and developing it  in appropriate and positive ways,

opening up the riches and possibilities we are given to work with, and demonstrating

in everything the glory of the God we serve. 

But for this to happen, God set out a plan. He would not simply bring redemption out

of the blue: it would come about through the development of a people who would be

faithful to him, who would then proclaim the message of redemption and grace to all.

These  people  would  be  the  first  recipients  of  God’s  grace,  and through seeing  it

demonstrated and lived out in them, others would be attracted to the message they

bring. As we saw last week, the first step on the way to preparing such a people was

the call of Abraham, and the promise to him that he would have many descendants

who would form a great nation. And from this nation would come the one who was to

be the redeemer. But first, that nation had to be prepared. Abraham was promised the
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land of Canaan as the base from which this nation would serve. The people of Israel

were called by God to be a nation of priests, who would bring good news to everyone

about the promised redemption and the wonderful law of God which provided a new

way for everyone to live. 

This then is the purpose of God: to bring us back into loving and obedient relationship

with  himself,  through  the  proclamation  of  the  message  of  his  grace,  and  by  the

example of a people who would live in the way he wished, following the wise and

loving laws he gave. The people of Israel are the chosen people; the ones to whom

God’s grace came. What does it mean for them to be chosen? Is it that they are chosen

to be saved, while others are abandoned to their fate? By no means. Because God

chooses some to be the recipients of grace does not mean that they are automatically

chosen to be saved while others are lost. That choice is for them to be part of his

purposes; participants in the plan of redemption for all humanity. 

The people of Israel are the chosen people, not that nobody else could or would be

saved, but because they are the ones God appointed to proclaim to the world the good

news of God’s grace, his forgiveness, his love and his justice, and to live according to

the law given to Israel as an example to all the nations of how a nation should live: in

peace, justice, fairness and respect for each other. Israel, however, as we are all no

doubt aware,  failed to live as it was called to live. Instead of being the nation of

priests God intended them to be, they began rebelling against God almost as soon as

they were liberated from Egypt. And their lapse into idolatry and immorality meant

that they were no longer able to be a nation of priests, but instead only one tribe from

their midst was appointed to serve as priests. Thus the whole nation failed to live up

to its calling as the priests of God, taking the message of redemption to everyone. And

later even the priests did not remain faithful to God, but fell into the worship of idols.

The prophets were sent to call the people back to the one true God, to remind them of

their task of bringing good news to the nations, and to live in accordance with the law

God had given them.

What then of God’s grace? It was given to the people of Israel not so that they would

be saved while others were lost, but so that they could be the bearers of good news to

all the nations: that God wished to save all by his grace. But he needed messengers

who were fit for the task, and this is what Israel was called to be. God’s choice of
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Israel was for them to be the messengers of the goods news of redemption, and all that

he did for them and through them was for this task. 

So then, we can see that God’s choice of Israel did not make them better than others,

it was not because they were better than others, nor was it for the purpose of saving

them while  others  were  lost.  God’s  choice  is  so that  Israel  can  be  used  to  bring

blessing to all. It was not for their own salvation, it was not a reward for their good

deeds, it was not a privilege they could enjoy for its own sake. God’s choice of human

beings is so that they could fulfil a task he gives them. And it is for this purpose that

Israel was chosen. 

Even within Israel, some were called by God and given grace for particular purposes.

Thus we read earlier of the call of God to Samuel to anoint David as king. Saul had

been chosen by God when the people of Israel had asked for a king, but since Saul

had failed to live up to his calling and had instead taken upon himself the functions of

the priests by offering a sacrifice, he was rejected as king. This may seem very harsh,

but it is all part of the way God works with us. He calls us to fulfill particular tasks,

and gives us the grace and the gifts for those tasks. If we then neglect the task we are

called to do, and take on instead the tasks that belong to another, not only do we not

do what we should be doing, we also cannot do those other tasks the way they should

be done, because they are not ours to do, and we do not have the gifts to do them.

Saul had usurped the office and task of the priests, and for that he was rejected as

king. God then sent Samuel to anoint another as king over Israel, one of the sons of

Jesse.  When  Samuel  arrived  at  Jesse’s  house,  he  found  there  a  good  number  of

candidates  for  the  kingship:  Eliab,  strong  and  tall.  Abinadab,  Shammah,  and  the

others, all no doubt fit, strong and healthy, but not the ones God had chosen. It was

the youngest, the one who had not even been summoned to the feast with the prophet,

who had been left to look after the sheep while his father and older brothers attended

to the important visitor. But it was this one, the youngest, the shepherd, whom God

had chosen to be king. And it was this one that Samuel anointed, David, who was to

be the great king of Israel. But it was not without a long and hard struggle before Saul

finally was killed by the Philistines and David could take the throne. Saul had sought

to kill  David on many occasions, and his own brothers were contemptuous of his

aspirations to be a warrior rather than a shepherd. You will  remember how David
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defeated  Goliath,  by  the  power  of  God  and  his  skill  developed  as  a  shepherd

defending his father’s sheep. But his brothers had accused him of neglecting the sheep

so he could come and watch the fighting; little dreaming that it was David who would

go out to fight while his brothers and all the army of Israel cowered in their tents,

watching  him.  It  was  only  when  David  defeated  Goliath  that  the  army  suddenly

recovered its courage and pursued the Philistines and defeated them. 

David then became a great hero in Israel, fighting and defeating the Philistines and the

other enemies of Israel, and won great fame and admiration from all the people. Thus

God chose a shepherd boy to bring deliverance from their enemies. The grace of God

was with him, and his abilities and skill brought benefit to his people. But Saul was

jealous and grew to hate David, and tried on many occasions to kill him. It was Saul’s

own son Jonathan who recognised that it was David who now had the blessing and

anointing of God on him. Jonathan acknowledged that it was David, and not himself,

who would be the next king of Israel, and Jonathan became the defender and advocate

for David before his father Saul. Thus he recognised the grace of God, while Saul was

hardened in his resentment, jealous of David who now had the anointing once given

to  him.  Thus  Saul  became  further  alienated  from  God,  through  refusing  to

acknowledge his sin and the consequences it had brought on him and his family.

We find another episode of resentment and intrigue in our first reading from Numbers.

Moses himself, the greatest of all the prophets of Israel, was not immune from the

petty jealousy of his brother and sister. Miriam, the one who had watched over Moses

as he lay in the basket of reeds in the river Nile, was now a prophetess herself. Aaron,

his brother, was now the high priest, the one appointed by God to offer sacrifice for

the sins of all the people. But these two resented Moses, and took as an occasion of

offence his foreign wife, one who was not an Israelite. But the complaint they made

had nothing to do with his wife; that was merely the seed of their sin that festered and

grew into open rebellion. They claimed that Moses may very well be a prophet of

God, but weren’t they also prophets? “Has God spoken only through Moses? Hasn’t

he spoken through us as well?” they demanded. You’re no better than us: who do you

think you are, Moses? But Moses had obviously not claimed any such thing, for the

Scriptures tell us that Moses was the most humble man on the face of the earth. He

was not  going around claiming anything at  all:  it  was  the jealousy of  Aaron and
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Miriam that was the problem. God himself came to the defence of his prophet Moses,

and it was God who made the claim that Moses was the greatest prophet of all. God

spoke with other prophets in dreams and visions, and in riddles, but with Moses God

spoke face to face, in clear speech not in riddles. As a result God’s punishment came

on them and Miriam was inflicted with leprosy. And it is to their credit that Aaron and

Miriam  immediately  recognised  their  sin,  and  sought  forgiveness,  and  so  the

punishment was reduced to seven days; then Miriam was healed. 

God appoints those he chooses, and gives the gifts he chooses. These appointments

and gifts are not for the benefit of the recipient, but for those he or she is called to

serve. We see this in the New Testament in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, when

he says that the gifts of the Spirit are distributed as God chooses, and these are given

for the benefit of the whole community. Each one is given the gift God desires for

them; and it is God who is at work in each and every gift, regardless of what that is. In

this we see the grace of God at work. We are called to a particular task, given the gifts

with which to fulfill that task, and together we are enabled to carry out the purposes of

God. 

But if instead of recognising the grace that has been given to us, we resort instead to

jealousy and resentment because of what others have been given, or because of the

task they have been called to do, or because of the position they hold, then we have

failed to  recognise the gift  of  God:  his  grace,  given to  whom he chooses  for the

purposes he chooses. And likewise, those who receive the grace of God are not to

consider  themselves  any  better  than  another,  no  more  important  than  another,  no

greater status than another; even if the task they are to carry out or the gift they are

given  to  exercise  is  of  relatively  greater  importance  than  another.  It  is  not  their

importance that is in view, but the importance of the task or the gift. We are at best

merely the vessels God uses for his purposes.

And what indeed are the purposes of God? To call all people back to faith in him, to

obedience and trust in his ways, in his laws, and to fulfill the purpose for which we

are created: to care for the earth as stewards of all God’s creatures, and to explore,

develop and discover what lies hidden in the creation God brought into being. All that

we do, all our activities, all our skills and gifts, are to be directed to this one great

purpose, so that in all that we do, the glory of God will be revealed.
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The grace of God is given to us, not for our benefit, not so that we will be saved while

others are lost, but so that through us everyone will hear the good news of redemption

won for us in Jesus Christ. We are to be saved, certainly, but that is not the prime

purpose of God’s grace given to us: it is so that we will be the bearers of the message

of good news to others, and so that we can live in trust and faith before God, obeying

his law, accepting his decree concerning right and wrong, so that all the world will see

what it means to live as human beings ought to live. We are to be the patterns of the

new life for the whole world; and by looking at us people should see what it means to

be  redeemed:  to  be  whole  people,  new  people,  people  of  peace,  justice,  mercy,

forgiveness, generosity, and love. People caring for each other, for the earth, for all

God’s creatures, and carrying out our task as stewards on God’s behalf. We are to be

people of faith, believing in God, trusting in him, obedient to him, praying to him for

our  needs  and  praising  and  thanking  him  for  his  goodness  to  us.  We  are  to  be

repentant people, forgiven people, people of grace and truth, so that in us others can

see God at work, and more importantly, they can see God himself in those called to be

his image in the world. Israel lost its way by considering its calling as the chosen

people  to  be  for  their  benefit,  rather  than  the  benefit  of  others.  Look  then  to

yourselves that the New Israel does not also fail the grace of God, for the judgement

on us will be that much worse. May God grant us grace to see ourselves as we should.
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