2

s "

Btmmet” i

i :I..
ll.".l'-u‘a: ’"',A"”
143

| ..u.{lt' /
|

tl
I"lru

[t was more than 15 years ago,
but I can still remember where |
was: alone in my car by the ten-
nis courts behind a high school.
* 1 was really down on myself.
I'm just not measuring up! I'm
Just not measuring up! 1 kept
thinking, I had been sincerely
trying to live the way I thought
a Christian should, but I wasn’t
succeeding. What'’s wrong with
me? 1 wondered. ¢ My biggest
problem, I've realized since, was

that I'd fallen from grace.
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"Fallen from grace’

isn't a phrase we often apply to Christians who are trying to do their
best. Usually it brings to mind a drunk in the gutter or a star execu-
tive sitting in jail after being convicted of fraud. That's how I used to
think of it. I was surprised when 1 discovered the Bible uses “fallen
from grace” to describe something completely different.

The phrase appears in Gal. 5:4 (NASB), where Paul rold Galatian
believers, “You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to
be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.” These Christians were
trying to be right with God. but they had the wrong approach. I too
was following the wrong approach. And like the Galatians, I didn't
need to try harder to measure up. | needed a greater understanding of
what it means to live by grace.

For many believers, living by grace is a difficult concepr to grasp. Yet

it is key to experiencing peace and power in our walks wicth Christ.

From Beginning
10 ENA

To understand what it means to live by

united with Christ in a dynamic connection,

clinging as closely to Him as a branch does

F

to a vine ([n. 15:1-10),

grace, we first need a clear idea of what grace That's not how the Galatian believers

15 .11'“] how we access it. Many Christians WCETE |Z\IE]L‘_. \.\'\. Lhey Were orying |1.1|'.i o

define grace by the acronym “God's Riches
at Christ’s Expense.” God gives us grace,

meaning He freely bestows His lite, love,

‘.-ll.'l.t_'i\t::l&_'\..k. mercy, and other .Il_:.:-im_-\ on
us based on Christ’s merit, not our good
ness. But this gift doesn't come from afar,
like mail order. Neither is it a present we
open and take away to enjoy on our own.
Rather God extends His grace to us through
a living, close relationship with Christ. To

experience God's grace, we must remain

do everything right and follow God’s laws
][I\It.lll (4] expenencing « |l"-LrIl ss ta Christ
however, they were "severed from [Himl.

Where had they gone wrong? It was their

» so hard and the way 1|'u_'l\ WCIC

doing it—rthat was the problem. They had
drifted into legalism

| epalism is [Eu'u;\}u isite of [iv ne §

It is the beliel |l

We are justinea |

W ith God) by following

right stat

rules. Paul addressed the error of this



throughout the book of Galatians, explain-

ing that it is impossible to be I'J'glll\»\-illi God
b‘ Oi')(.“\"ing t]-“. IJ‘\_A \\'IL' nlfL'Ll I."rilc{_'.

Most evangelical Christians today know
1o avoid the most basic form of this error.
We understand that our entrance into life in
Christ—salvation—comes by grace through
taith in Christ, not by keeping God's law,
Yet even when our theology of salvation is
r]‘u_)mughl)' ngLc—l.\ascd. we can still fall
into ]cgnlism. Colossians 2:6 says, “Tust as
you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue
to live in him.” That is, the way we live out
our faith in Christ should be consistentwith
the way we received Him.

Many times, though, we fail to extend our

dependence on grace past the foundation of

receiving Christ to the daily matters of fol-
lowing Him. Instead we begin to think that
we stay right with God by keeping His rules.
That's whart the Galatians were doing. Afrer
entering a relationship wirh Christ through
grace, they thought they also needed to obey

Jewish laws. Paul's instruction to them—and
all believers—is clear: Just as we receive sal-
vation by faith and grace, not by following
the law, we also walk in Christ by faith and

grace, not by keeping a list of commands,

The M
or (t:)he EBGV?

“But wait a moment!” you say. “The Bible is
full of commands, and they are there for a
reason, Christians must obey them.”

YCS. Q‘\surddl‘\' 500, (qlillj f.\'.rlt'l_[ﬁ s Lo IJ{)
what He rells us. Thar purs us almost on
the cliff of a contradicrion: We have com-
mands to obey, bur if we seck ro be right
with God by following them, we fall from
grace. So what are we to do? How can we
try to heed God's commands and sdill live
h)’ gracr:? I've puzdcd over this dilemma a
great deal, and the key seems to lie in where
we go find the Rrrﬁngrh Lo carry out God’s
instructions, We have ro make a distinction
between the picture of what is righr and the
power for doing it.

God's commands are the picture: They

describe how God wants us to live. But

they cannot give us the power, or spiritual
strengeh, to live that way (see Ro. 7:7-23),
We fall from grace when we begin to look
to God's commands, the picture of the life
He wants for us, to be our pouwser,

I did something similar on a trip a few
months ago. After flying to Milwaukee, |
rented a car to drive to Madison. [ hadn't
been to either city in decades, so I knew
nothing abour the roure, | gratefully accepred
a map when the rental car company offered
me one. In fact, since the map was free with
the rental, | asked for several dozen. | wok
the maps to the car, opened the gas cap, and
stuffed them into the tank one by one.

Well no, I didn’t do that. That's a picture
of a law-based .Jppl'(mdl Lo uLlc) ing God,
though. We confuse the map with the fuel.
\Y"C [-I.'II\' an GDL' ..‘l comma nd& o E:.I\'c us LI'IL'
fuel to get to our destination; in realiry,
they re just the map of whar our destination
looks like.

In contrast, living by grace means depend-
ing on the empowerment we receive through
our relationship with Jesus Christ. “Abide in

me, and | in you,” Jesus told His disciples.

As the branch cannor bear Fruit by iself,
unless it abides in the vine, neither can
you, unless yvou abide in me.

—In. 15:4, ES)

Elsewhere, Paul uses the |.1|lms\‘ “walk
l‘_\' the fripirir" to talk about how crucial
this close relationship with Christ is: “Walk
by the Spirit, and you will not grarify the
desires of the flesh” (Gal. 5:16. ESV), His
word choice reflects the reality thar Chrise
now lives in us in the person of the Holy
Spirit. “The fruit of the Spirit,” he adds,

is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, g ad-
ness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control,
... [ we live by the Spirir, ler us also walk
by the Spirit.

—v. 22-23,25, ESV
These passages, just a few of many, tell us

that when we remain in close rcl;_lllunhlli].‘
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with Christ through His Spirir, the Spirit
will work His fruit in us, and our lives will
match the picture shown by the commands
When we're livi

and strength come from our direc

by grace like this, our life

. unsevered
connection with Christ, not from focusing
on His commands.

So often, however, we begin 1o rely on
the rules withour realizing it. Wouldn't it
|lL‘ nice '.]-Lllxlc were .ii.l‘.'l:l\ o h_'!,| s were
trying to run on the w rong fuel? “.LY[].;H.\

I hL'I'L' are.

/arning
IgNs

I've identified several signals that warn me

I'm drifting toward a law-based approach

o life.

* Responding to temptation by telling
m_‘.'\r]f’. ! shouldn't do that! and |‘m|‘tinl<__'
such self-ralk will enable me to resist
Ihat's the willpower approach to handling
sinful desires

* Trying to motivate myselt to do something
“because I should.” Thar’s the duty-based
approach to right living,

» Evaluating my standing betore ( od based
on how well I've been li_:“.'m‘inn: the shoulds
.md \|1<|=.]|niﬂ'r-' |: ] Ve ]—;L‘;‘-'. ||| -T|]i_' I'l||L=~. on
a given day, then I'm OK before God; if |
haven't, I'm not worth much before God
that day. That's the performance-based
approach to relationship with God.

* Beating my sell up over my sins because [
think my angerw ill he lp me do better in the
future. You idiot, Tom!1 might tell myselt

Down't you kitow that sin didn’t do yeu any

good? [1st remember how bad you |

and let that be a lesson to you nexy time! That's
the ang -{—L\;;;L'L‘i .!pl)r'o.h_'|‘1 o h}“_u\\'!!]l_t God.
Certainly we can and should learn from the
l'lL'}_-j.iL'.\-L outcomes l:\'-- our |!1‘m[' LlL'Li\i_L\:I'*.
What we should learn, though, is to draw
closer to Christ and His unconditional love,
not 1o |1c i:.'if‘dc]' an 1'|]1T\rl\':‘\ and |'Ii pe i h:il’
will make us do bertrer.

* Hearing mysell say things like these o
someone L'l‘.L or p'd\ ng arention 1o some-

one saying them to me.




All of these responses are rule-oriented.
They assume we'll stay on the righe track if
we keep all the shoulds and shouldn’ts in
mind strongly enough. When we approach
our Christian lives in these ways, we're not
relying on relationship with Christ.

If you are like me, these signs of fall-
ing from grace are far too familiar. They
reflect the way many of us live. Whar is
the alternative? Cultivating a close, trust
ing, honest r'c|.|tiun:-]1i|1 with Christ and

following His Spirit.

Grace _
unaer Fire

The times we most need to strengthen our
relationships with Christ are when we feel
the least {.lll.l“ﬁt‘{_{ to come to Him: when
we're rcmpred or—strange as it mig}n sound
at firs—even while we're sinning,

For example, I'm prone to impatience

when I'm on the highway behind slow driv-
ers. Too often [ try to handle this tempra-
rion by telling myself, [ shouldn't be feeling
so impatient. [ shouldn't be muttering at
that driver; this isn't the Christian thing to
do. Thoughts like thar, flled with shoulds
and shouldn'ss, are law-based; they have
no power to help me. Soon I'm heading
right toward road rage.

1f you're like me, connecting with Jesus
at a time like this is the last thing on your
mind. It’s humbling to admit to Him what's
going on inside. Offering a superficial prayer
such as “Lord, help me be parient like |
know Tought to be” seems more palatable;
I'm discovering, though, that it's OK to tell
Him what I'm re.‘1|1}-‘ thinking and I‘culing.

In fact, that’s exactly whar | need to do.

Anything less is cutting off part of myself

from Christ, His grace, and His power.
Opening up to Jesus might sound some-

thing like this: “Lord, here I am, being
tempted to ger impatient. What's worse, |
think | have a right to be imparient. [ mean,
look at all these slow cars. 1f those jerks just
knew how to drive. . . and You know what?
I really do think they're being jerks. What
do You think?”

A prayer like that is not pretty. There’s
rebelliousness there. Bur when remptation
hits me, even when | slide into sin, that kind
of prayer is a genuine move roward abiding
in Christ. As | tell Him my weakness and
admit my unruly thoughts, [ open my heart
toward Him so His Spirit can work in me.

My dnﬁ‘lug question— What do You
think?"—is crucial. By it | position II'l_\'b\_'H-
to receive from the Lord. I'm saying, “Jesus,
even though I'm a mess, I'm willing to let
You do what You want to do in me.” li'sin

this type of interaction, not in the rules,

thar | find grace.




