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TWO WAYS 
According to the Bible, law and grace are opposite ways of 

approaching God. To make certain we understand the 

differences between the two, the New Testament devotes 

one entire book (Galatians) and half of another (Romans), 

plus many other passages, to this issue. We can summarize 

the differences by looking at their answers to these four 

questions: (1) How do we become acceptable to God? (2) 

How do we get daily blessings from God? (3) How does 

God motivate us?, and (4) Where do we get the power to 

live as God wants us to? 

 

CELESTIAL BROWNIE POINTS 
The most basic difference between law and grace is how 

we get God’s acceptance. Law says, “Perform so you will 

be accepted.” Grace says, “You are accepted; now you can 

perform.” The law lists numerous specific requirements we 

must meet to merit either eternal salvation or daily 

fellowship. Under grace, we are accepted first because 

Christ died for us, then we naturally tend to perform as God 

wants. We perform not to earn acceptance, but because we 

are accepted. Paul says, “And be kind to one another, 

tender hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ 

also has forgiven you” (Ephesians 4:32, NASB). Note the 

order of grace: first acceptance, then performance. After we 

are accepted and forgiven, we are encouraged to forgive 

others. 

 
LAPSING BACK UNDER LAW 
The New Testament and many theologians clearly teach we 

are under God’s grace. This was the great affirmation of 

Martin Luther and other Reformation leaders. Yet human 

nature is such that Christians tend to slip back under subtle 

forms of law. 

 

WHEN GOD SEEMS FAR AWAY 
Take the feeling of acceptance, for example. Don’t we all 

have times when we feel especially close to God? On these 

occasions we usually feel an extra measure of acceptance, a 

kind of divine pat on the back. By contrast, when we have 

been rebellious or unresponsive we begin to feel God is 

starting to reject us. This is living “under law.” When we 

aren’t performing well we don’t feel as much acceptance. 

 

ALL THOSE RULES 
Because we have such a strong desire to feel accepted, we 

fool ourselves into thinking that specific performances will 

gain it. We often come up with extra-biblical standards of 

behavior. We forget we are acceptable through Christ and 

that we can’t do one thing to earn more acceptance. Instead, 

we start looking around for highly visible ways of 

improving our standing before God. We begin to focus on 

specific lists of rules and start to judge ourselves and others 

by these lists. 

 

Some churches, for example, habitually attack practices 

like drinking, smoking, and dancing. Others rule out 

movies or certain forms of dress. In past years, some  

 

churches forbade people of the opposite sex to swim 

together and considered makeup and seamless hose as 

“instruments of the devil.” At least one religious sect still 

refuses to use the “horseless carriage” and other modern 

inventions. 

 
Students who attend church colleges are sometimes 

required to promise to refrain from certain activities such as 

drinking and smoking. They are told that this is part of 

setting a Christian example to weaker Christians and the 

outside world, and that some of the activities, while not 

mentioned in the Bible, are clearly wrong. 

 
At first this sounds sensible. Some activities are harmful. 

Many movies now present raw sex in living color, 

alcoholism takes a fierce toll, and smoking can be 

damaging to health. But setting prohibitions won’t really 

resolve these issues. In fact, it can compound the problem. 

A heavy emphasis on external rules represents a lapse back 

under law. When we focus excessively on specific, visible, 

keepable rules of behavior, we begin to use them as a basis 

of determining how good we are. We want to perform to 

get acceptance. If we keep the rules, we feel a bit more 

“righteous” or “spiritual.” Those who fail to keep them are 

“sinful.” 

 
In this way, rules tend to create a rash of contradictions and 

hypocrisy. They cater to our craving for acceptance by our 

own efforts. They focus our attention on a few externals 

instead of the great biblical issues like love, justice, and 

humility. And they may lead to a form of pride and a 

tendency to judge others. 

 

THOSE CANCER STICKS 
Smoking is another example. Medical evidence shows that 

smoking is linked to cancer and heart disease. Since the 

Bible says our body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, it 

seems best not to smoke. Yet why single out smoking as a 

special spiritual or moral issue to the exclusion of other 

equally harmful habits? 

 

Overeating is just as bad. It endangers health, sets a bad 

example, and represents lack of discipline. But how many 

churches or schools have rules against being overweight? 

The great evangelist, D.L. Moody, weighed close to three 

hundred pounds. His friend, the famous English preacher 

Charles Spurgeon, smoked cigars at one period in his 

ministry. An anecdote has it that Moody once rebuked his 

cigar-smoking friend about his bad habit, but for obvious 

reasons had little success! When we vigorously oppose one 

practice and are tolerant of another just as hurtful, we are 

trapped in a hypocritical mentality, not to mention the fact 

that we look ridiculous to the outside world. 

 



ASHTRAYS IN THE PARISH 
HOUSE 
Some churches have never had special rules concerning 

drinking, dancing, or smoking. In fact, they may serve beer 

at church picnics and have ash trays in their parish houses! 

But they may have very stringent rules concerning church 

membership, baptism, and communion. A woman once 

complained to me that though she was unquestionably a 

Christian, she had to take two years of catechism classes 

before the church would allow her to participate in 

communion. Where do we find such a requirement in the 

Bible? This again is setting up an external human code to 

judge performance when no such code exists in the Bible. 

 

“IF YOU GET RIGHT WITH GOD, 
YOU’LL MAKE MILLIONS”  

Another relapse to law comes when we try to perform well 

so God will reward us for our efforts. I once counseled an 

area manager for a well-known life insurance company—

we’ll call him Harvey. He had a lovely home, a fine family, 

and was active in his church. From all appearances he was 

successful. Unfortunately, his insurance region was doing 

poorly. He had difficulty recruiting qualified salesmen and 

his area was near the bottom in sales production. He came 

to me discouraged, feeling his region’s poor performance 

reflected a spiritual weakness in him. He thought God 

wasn’t “blessing.”  

 

Over a period of several weeks, we got well acquainted and 

I began to help him understand his tendency to blame 

himself when things didn’t go right.I explained that God 

has a very different view of success than we do. While God 

obviously wants us to do our best in our vocational 

endeavors, He doesn’t intend for all Christian businessmen 

to be the most successful in their fields. Then we discussed 

how we often confuse God’s spiritual blessings with 

business success, financial prosperity, and physical health.  

 

The New Testament doesn’t promise us health, prestige, or 

financial prosperity as a result of Christian living. We 

should do our best and be grateful for health, safety, and 

financial progress. But we shouldn’t count these as direct 

rewards from God earned through good behavior. Many of 

the Christian’s direct rewards will come in heaven. While 

we’re here on earth, we will reap good and bad con-

sequences for our actions, but these are not rewards or 

curses like Israel received under God’s rule of law. They 

are the natural consequences of our actions. 

 

Over the space of a few weeks, Harvey’s depression began 

to lift. He began to realize God wasn’t punishing him for 

hidden faults by withholding sales. Then he went to a 

regional insurance meeting. One of the first men he met 

was a fellow Christian who said, “Harvey, I just straight-

ened out my life with God last year, and you wouldn’t 

believe how great sales have been since then. The Lord is 

really blessing.” Immediately Harvey hit bottom again. All 

of our efforts to understand his spiritual life and 

professional work were derailed and we had to start over. 

 

This experience is not uncommon. We usually choose the 

star athlete, the beauty queen, or the wealthy businessman 

as our “Christian heroes.” The subtle implication (and 

sometimes not so subtle) is that if we were spiritually 

committed we, too, might become star athletes, beauty 

queens, or successful businessmen. When we don’t, we are 

left feeling like second-class citizens who somehow just 

never had what it takes to earn God’s highest blessings. 

 

GRACE IS PIE IN THE SKY 
Another lapse back under law comes when we see grace 

primarily as God’s way to get us to heaven, but 

deemphasize it as His way of dealing with us here and now. 

The reasoning goes like this: “Through Christ alone we are 

forgiven and accepted by God for the future, but for now 

we must do certain things to merit His favor, earn His 

blessings, and avoid His anger.” 

 
By relegating much of God’s grace to the future, we may 

think we are faithful to the teachings of the Bible. But we 

have made a fatal mixture of law and grace. What we fail to 

recognize is that God does not say we are under grace in 

the future—but that we are under it now. Paul writes, “You 

are not under law, but under grace” (Romans 6:14, NASB). 

Earning acceptance, fearful anxiety, and punishment are all 

a part of the law, not of grace 

 

Questions for Reflection 
 
1. What statements were the most helpful in giving you a 

greater understanding of grace? 

 

2. What are some specific ways that  you find yourself 

lapsing back under the law? Another way to think about 

this question: “In what areas of your life are you trying to 

perform for God and others?”  

 

3. What do you think is behind this tendency? 

 

4. In what ways have you bought into the faulty premise 

that believes: “if I am committed to God, my life will go 

well and I will be blessed with comfort, health, and wealth? 

 

Share the Journey Action step: 

 

The grace of God is the best news a dead world could ever 

hear. As a signpost for Jesus on this campus, to whom are 

you currently pointing the way? Make a list of 3 people 

who you have regular contact with. What will you do this 

week to help them begin to experience the grace of God?  

 

Be honest with yourself: Are you really going to step out in 

faith towards these people this week? If not, what is 

stopping you right now?
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