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CHAPTER 5  
GRACE 

For several summers, our preacher’s niece and nephew would visit and play with 

us. I well remember their home church making national headlines when the church split 

over the preacher’s daughter winning a swimsuit competition. It seems her photo was 

splashed across the front page of the local paper. 

The elders were outraged and voted to fire the popular preacher. However, it 

soon turned out that newspaper photo was taken by one of the elders. When the hypocrisy 

was pointed out, he decided to side with the preacher. The membership took sides 

between the anti-swimsuit elders and the pro-swimsuit, pro-preacher elders. It split. 

In fact, Life magazine’s year-end review featured a picture of their home church 

with its steeple split down the middle as the result of a lightning strike. It was very 

embarrassing to the Churches of Christ and hurt our image for many, many years. 

I wondered then, and still wonder, what really led to the split. I mean, if the 

members of the church truly loved each other, wouldn’t they have found a way to stay 

together—or is the doctrine of swimsuit wearing more important than love and unity? 

Did anyone every apologize? Was the church ever re-united? Or is that too much to 

expect of Christians? I mean, shouldn’t we extend to one another the same grace we 

receive from God? 

Many passages teach us to be confident in our salvation. For example— 

(1 John 3:21-24) Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, 
we have confidence before God and receive from him anything 
we ask, because we obey his commands and do what pleases 
him. And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, 
Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. 
Those who obey his commands live in him, and he in them. And 
this is how we know that he lives in us: We know it by the Spirit 
he gave us. 

John could not have written more plainly. The single command to love is 

expanded only slightly to add faith. And we have confidence, which depends on faith and 

love—and the Spirit, which, of course, produces in us faith and love. 

Similarly, in 1 John 5:13, we are told— 

I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of 
God so that you may know that you have eternal life. 

Notice the word “that.” We’d expect John to write “whether”: “whether you have 

eternal life.” But John says that if you have faith you have eternal life. His concern is that 

you realize the blessing you have. It’s just that simple. Now this makes us worry about 

repentance. But John sees no distinction between faith and repentance. How can you 

accept Jesus as the Son of God and not as Lord? The premise of the entire book of 1 John 

is that you can’t have one and not the other. 
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Now there is much more that could be said regarding grace, but I will limit myself 

to one critical thought. Paul’s favorite test of real grace, of really understanding what he 

is saying when he contrasts faith and works, is that in the true system of grace there is no 

room for boasting— 

(Rom. 3:27-28) Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On 
what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of 
faith. For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from 
observing the law. 

(Eph. 2:8-10) For it is by grace you have been saved, through 
faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by 
works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which 
God prepared in advance for us to do. 

I can boast of my scholarship and learning. I can boast of obeying God’s laws for 

organizing a congregation. I can boast of how I spend or don’t spend church funds. I 

can’t boast about how God has changed my heart. I can’t boast about what’s been given 

me that I don’t deserve. Any version of the gospel that gives you a sense of superiority to 

others is a false gospel. 

A. Falling Away  

At this point, some would surely wonder what limits there are on grace. If works 

don’t produce salvation but rather salvation produces works, then what could cause one 

to lose his soul? Or am I teaching “once saved, always saved”? 

Let’s first take the two clearest cases. Obviously enough, if someone loses his 

faith, then he has in fact left the household of faith and is lost. 1 John 4:2 says so 

plainly— 

This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that 
acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from 
God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not 
from God.  

To state the obvious, losing one’s faith is not the same as going through periods of 

doubt or of weak faith. It doesn’t take a lot of faith to have saving faith. In fact, just 

enough to be willing to confess it, make Jesus Lord, and accept baptism. This is not great, 

mature faith; but it is saving faith. 

Another way to lose one’s salvation is by giving up the other side of faith: 

repentance. We had to repent to be saved; when we repudiate our repentance, when Jesus 

is no longer Lord of our lives, then we are lost in our sins. Hebrews 10:26-31 states the 

principle— 

If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the 
knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a 
fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume 
the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses died 
without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. How 
much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished 



Do We Preach “Another Gospel”? 37 

 
37 

who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as 
an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and 
who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, 
“It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” and again, “The Lord will judge 
his people.” It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living 
God. 

There is no stronger language in all of Scripture. But we need to be careful. The 

writer doesn’t say that we’re damned if we continue to sin after we’re saved. Everyone 

continues to sin after being saved. The difference is that we who are saved continue to sin 

although we no longer want to. We sin contrary to a commitment we’ve made and that 

we are intending to be true to. And the writer also doesn’t say that we’re damned for 

every deliberate sin. Unfortunately, we’ve all done things that we knew were sins when 

we did them, after being saved. It’s the weakness of the flesh that we’re all subject to. 

The line from saved to lost is crossed only when we deliberately continue to sin, 

that is, when the continuing to sin is deliberate. In other words, we’re lost in our sins 

when we’ve repudiated our repentance, when Jesus is no longer our Lord. 

Plainly, it’s hard to look into someone else’s heart and conclude whether he’s in 

this condition. It’s sometimes easy enough to see that someone is in deep spiritual 

trouble, but we can’t conclude that God has given up on him. Only God knows these 

things. 

In short, there are two things that get us into Christ—faith and repentance (at the 

point of baptism)—and two things that take us out of Christ: losing either of these two 

things. There’s a third element that we’ll get to when we focus on Galatians: we must not 

only accept Jesus as the Son of God and as Lord, we must also accept him as our Savior. 

Now, I’ve earlier mentioned my belief that love is a requirement for salvation, 

and love fits very neatly into this viewpoint. When we say that one must repent to be 

saved, we are saying that a convert must agree to put away sin and take on the holy life 

Christ wishes for us to lead—a life of an active, serving love. Love is simply the 

fulfillment of repentance. After all, “love is the fulfillment of the law” (Rom. 13:10). 

Therefore, I readily accept as saved those within the Churches of Christ who 

disagree with me on any number of issues. The Scriptures teach that salvation is 

determined by faith and penitence—not by being right on the fashionable theological 

issues of the day. I can be entirely penitent and yet disagree on what the Bible says on 

any number of subjects. Neither the age of the earth nor the scriptural grounds for a 

divorce are matters of faith, and thus being wrong on those subjects is not a salvation 

issue—provided that I’m penitent, meaning that I’m trying to honor God in my study and 

teaching. 

Now there are several Scriptures that authorize expulsion of church members who 

behave divisively (e.g., Rom. 16:17; Tit. 3:10). But being in error is not by itself 

divisive—or else we’d all have to agree on every single point of doctrine and practice—

and we don’t and can’t. Similarly, a church may disfellowship a member due to 

unrepented moral sin. But this is to shame him into repentance (2 Thes. 3:14-15) because 

an impenitent Christian is in jeopardy of his soul under Hebrews 10:26. But a Christian 
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who disagrees with me on, say, the role of women is not thereby impenitent and hence 

not a subject for disfellowshipping. 

I could go on, but you see my point. There are admittedly very real, very practical 

problems associated with acknowledging the salvation of those who disagree with us on 

one subject or another. It’s especially tough when those people disagree in the area of 

worship, as we can’t worship together unless we can agree on a practice that causes no 

one to sin against his or her conscience (Rom. 14:13-23). But struggling with such issues 

is far superior to running off all who disagree on some issue that happens to be 

controversial at the time. 

Thus, those of my brothers and sisters—baptized penitent believers—who 

worship with (or without) an instrument, who practice quarterly (or weekly) communion, 

who have women elders (or have no women elders), who have Sunday School classes (or 

teach that such classes are wrong), who teach that the earth is billions of years old (or that 

it’s only thousands of years old), etc., etc. are all going to heaven if they believe these 

things with penitent hearts, believing that they glorify God with their teachings and 

practices. 

The church is made up of those who’ve been saved, less those who were saved 

but are now lost. Some people have gotten confused and frequently speak of “lost 

Christians.” There’s no such thing. Romans 8:1 teaches very plainly that all Christians 

are saved— 

Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in 
Christ Jesus … . 

Plainly, if I’m in Christ—a metaphor for being in the church—then there is “no 

condemnation.” I can’t simultaneously be in Christ and be lost. All Christians are saved. 

All those in the church are saved. That doesn’t mean that everyone who calls himself a 

Christian or who attends church is saved. It does mean that the church is made up of 

saved people and only saved people. It means that all Christians are saved as long as they 

are Christians. 

Now this changes everything. We sometimes tend to think that every time we’re 

guilty of a sin we’re lost until we confess the sin and pray for forgiveness. But this would 

mean that Romans 8:1 would be wrong—that there’d be condemnation for those in 

Christ. We need to understand that this is false teaching. 

The truth of the matter is also found in such verses as 1 John 1:7-8— 

But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship 
with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, [continuously] 
purifies us from all sin. If we claim to be without sin, we deceive 
ourselves and the truth is not in us. 

I inserted “continuously” where I did because the Greek word translated 

“purifies” is in the present tense, which denotes continuous action, unlike the aorist tense, 

which denotes action taking place at a single point in time. 

Maybe a better passage is Romans 5:6-10— 
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You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, 
Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a 
righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly 
dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  

Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more 
shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him! For if, when we 
were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death 
of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be 
saved through his life!  

The first paragraph points how remarkable it is that God sent his Son to die for us 

while we were still sinners. We were “ungodly,” “powerless,” and “God’s enemies,” and 

yet God provided us the gospel so we could be saved by the cross of Jesus. 

Now we’ve always taught—correctly, I think—that when we are baptized, all our 

sins are forgiven—utterly, thoroughly, completely. Our soul is washed clean, whiter than 

white. For those of us in the Church of Christ, when we first came out of the baptismal 

waters, we felt perfectly guiltless and fully forgiven. 

In the next paragraph, Paul points out that we are no longer “God’s enemies”—

we’ve been reconciled. We’re now God’s children, justified and saved. Well, Paul says, if 

God would give a good gift to his enemies, how “much more” would he give to his 

children? Indeed, we are “much more” saved after our baptism than we were at the 

moment of our baptism!  

So, now that we’ve been saved, we’re not just whiter than white, we’re whiter 

than whiter than white! I’m not entirely sure what this means, although it’s certainly 

more than just words. Likely, it’s a reference to the fact that we initially had to come to 

God on our own, but now that we’re Christians, we’ve received the Holy Spirit and so 

have a Helper to strengthen us to keep us among the saved. 

Anyway, the point is that we don’t lose our souls every time a wicked thought 

flits through our minds or we make some honest mistake. Rather, salvation is solid and 

lasting—it’s like being continuously baptized over and over until we die, but better. 

B. The Salvation of Those in Error 

As we discussed earlier, it is possible to forfeit our salvation. Here’s where many 

of my fellows get it wrong. It’s easy enough to find plenty of biblical teachings and 

commands that I believe some of our brothers and sisters misunderstand or violate. But 

thinking or doing wrong does not necessarily cause one to be lost. No matter how 

strongly I feel about a particular command or teaching, I can’t tell my brothers and sisters 

that violating that command or teaching will cost them their souls unless the Bible says 

so. It’s just not my place to damn those who disobey my understanding of the rules.  

It is unthinkable to many of us that God would save those who are in doctrinal 

error. And he won’t—on matters of the gospel. But outside the gospel, on questions of 

how we live as Christians, God will tolerate any error other than failure to accept Jesus as 

Son of God, Lord, and Savior.  
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Understanding this requires making some fine distinctions. We start with Romans 

14:1-4— 

Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on 
disputable matters. One man’s faith allows him to eat everything, 
but another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. The 
man who eats everything must not look down on him who does 
not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn 
the man who does, for God has accepted him. Who are you to 
judge someone else’s servant? To his own master he stands or 
falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.  

Paul writes the Romans regarding two controversies: whether it’s permissible to 

eat meat and whether Christians should treat some days as especially holy. Before Paul 

addresses who is right and who is wrong, he gives the practical answer. We may “not 

look down on” those we disagree with. We may not “judge” those we disagree with. 

Again, this is addressed to Christians, those who have been saved and are in grace. 

Paul then explains why we are not to judge or condemn those with whom we 

disagree—it’s because God will save that person despite his error. God will make him 

stand, that is, God will save him even though he doesn’t deserve it (as if any of us do!)  

If God grants grace to a fellow Christian, then we must do so also. We can’t hold 

our brothers and sisters to higher standards than God does! Not that we can’t teach or 

correct someone in error—we just aren’t allowed to condemn someone for an honest 

mistake. 

So just what is a “disputable matter”? Plainly, isn’t that any matter (outside the 

gospel) as to which we are disputing? I mean, the test can’t be subjective. Surely, the fact 

that I see the answer clearly does not take the question out of the “disputable” category. 

After all, we are disputing, and so the answer must not be all that clear! 

One man considers one day more sacred than another; another 
man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully 
convinced in his own mind. He who regards one day as special, 
does so to the Lord. He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he 
gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord 
and gives thanks to God. 

In verses 5-6, Paul reiterates the point. Those on both sides of each issue believe 

that they are honoring God by their conduct and by the positions they take. Because in 

their hearts they are blameless, God accepts their conduct and forgives their error. 

Clearly, Paul sees each of these issues as “disputable,” even though Paul urges his 

readers to be “fully convinced.” In other words, the fact that you feel fully convinced on 

an issue does not take the issue out of the “disputable matters” category. 

There is no sentence in the Bible more un-Church-of-Christ-like than “Each one 

should be fully convinced in his own mind.” We’d rather say, “Each one should be right, 

because if he’s wrong, he is in the wrong church and won’t go to heaven.” But Paul is 

telling us that the standard is subjective. If the Christian is truly penitent—truly intending 

to honor God—then God will accept what he does according to the spirit of what is done.  
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It’s significant that, although Paul later tells us who is right on the eating-of-meat 

issue, he never tells his readers whether one day is more holy than another! Why not? 

Because the unity of the church and our willingness to accept one another cannot depend 

on being right on every single point. Thus, some celebrate Easter and Christmas and 

others do not. Some treat Sunday as an especially holy day, while others consider all days 

equally holy. Each does what he does to glorify God, and God accepts both practices. 

Let’s skip over to verses 17-19— 

For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but 
of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because 
anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and 
approved by men. Let us therefore make every effort to do what 
leads to peace and to mutual edification.  

Note carefully the first sentence. I’ll paraphrase: “For the kingdom of God is not a 

matter of keeping rules, but of trying to do right the best you know how, getting along 

with your brothers and sisters, and celebrating the grace mediated to us through the Holy 

Spirit, because anyone who serves God with a clean conscience while trying to do what’s 

right is pleasing to God and approved by men.” 

Paul then points out that if we’ll think and behave this way, we’ll have peace in 

the Christian community (as opposed to today’s vicious, destructive behavior) and will 

build each other up—those who disagree with me will be in a position to edify me only if 

we treat each other as fellow Christians. And, of course, no Christian will be edified by 

me if I’m condemning him to hell. “Mutual” edification requires that those who disagree 

listen and learn from each other. 

Now turn to 15:1-2— 

We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and 
not to please ourselves. Each of us should please his neighbor for 
his good, to build him up.  

If you carefully read chapter 14, you’ll see that the Christian with weak faith is 

the Christian who binds a rule that God doesn’t bind. Therefore, we who are on the 

leftward end of the Church of Christ spectrum are required to “bear with” our more 

conservative brothers. We should try to get along so that we can build them up. Of 

course, the principle works in both directions. 

Verses 5-6 hammer the point home.  

May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you 
a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so 
that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Unity is a gift from God. It’s not something that we accomplish by studying and 

debating so that one day we’ll all agree on every point of doctrine. That would be a 

works-based religion—and impossible. Two thousand years of church history surely 

proves the futility of unity through human effort! Rather God has already united us by 

adding us to the one church, the one body of Christ. The burden is therefore on us to act 
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like we’re united—because we are. That means having the “endurance” necessary to put 

up with those who so disagree with us.  

Verse 7 is the climax and summary of the entire discussion. 

Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to 
bring praise to God. 

In the Greek, “accept” one another is in the present tense—indicating continuous 

action. “Be accepting of one another” or something like that. But “just as Christ accepted 

you” is in the aorist tense, indicating action at a single point in time: “just as at the point 

in time that Christ accepted you.” Clearly, this is a reference to the moment of our 

salvation. “Just as” means “in the same way.” Thus, the verse means— 

Continually accept one another, then, in the same way that Christ 
accepted you when you were saved, in order to bring praise to 
God. 

In short, and it’s quite unambiguous in the Greek, we must accept as fellow saved 

people all those who’ve met the terms that we had to meet when we were first saved. 

“Hear, believe, repent, confess, be baptized” defines not only who becomes saved but 

whom we must treat as still saved. More precisely, someone who’s become a Christian 

and who remains true to his original faith and repentance is still a Christian, and we must 

treat him as such. 

Discussion questions— 

1. In Paul’s understanding of grace, “there is no room for boasting.” How can this 

be? Don’t we have a role to play? Don’t our actions matter? 

2. What are some sins of “omission” that we sometimes commit? How can we be 

guiltless from such sin? Is anyone ever guiltless of such sin? How and for how long? 

3. How can Christians be continuously saved when they sometimes sin? How 

frequently do Christians sin? If we had to be sinless to be saved, how often and how long 

would we stay saved?  

4. Why should I try to do right if I’m saved based on grace and Christ’s sacrifice 

and my own good works?  

5. How can Christians lose their salvation? 

6. What might cause a Christian to become guilty of the kind of sin described in 

Hebrews 10:26 and following? Why would someone who has learned better and been 

given such generous gifts by God himself continue to deliberately sin? 

7. What is the lesson of Romans 14? Which doctrines does it apply to? Which 

ones does it not apply to?  

8. What would the Church of Christ be like if everyone obeyed Romans 14? 

9. Explain Romans 15:7. How can I accept someone who is in doctrinal error or 

who sins? Should I expect to be accepted when I’m in error or other sin? How can that 

be? 


