What Does That Mean? – Charis/Grace
Pastor John Rosensteel

Big Idea:

Grace is the gift that keeps on giving.

Purpose:

To challenge people to become agents of grace.

Passage:

Titus 2:11-14

Verse:

Acts 20:24

Opening
Greatest Gift

-What is one awesome gift you have received? Turn to the
people around you and share your answer. One of the greatest
gifts I have ever received is this ornament commemorating a
special moment from the movie Christmas Vacation. I grew up
watching Christmas Vacation and we watch it most years during
the holiday season. This was a special gift from my wife because
it displayed how well she knows me.
I love Christmas. I love Christmas decorations. I love the movie
Christmas Vacation. You can even press a button and it plays the
Hallelujah Chorus. How awesome is that? The moment I opened
it I giggled like a little kid. I realize I am far too easily pleased.

-Our family recently enjoyed another awesome gift. A generous friend gifted us their
timeshare in Hawaii for a week. Prior to COVID,
Corrie and I had scheduled a trip to Hawaii to
celebrate our 20th wedding anniversary. This friend
knew that and also knew how tiring the last year
has been and wanted to bless us with a week away
in Kauai. How great is that? We spent the week
exploring Kauai in a rented Jeep Wrangler. We
hiked, we swam, we biked, we kayaked, we boated
and we snorkeled. It was epic. The locals in Kauai
told us, “Tell people you had an awesome time in
Maui.” They want to keep Kauai a secret.
-What is one awesome gift you have received? How did it make you feel when you
received that gift? How did it shape your relationship with the giver? What role do gifts
play in our spiritual journey? We are going to explore some of those questions today.
-We are in the second week of a series called What Does that Mean? We get words
wrong—often with humorous results. Did anyone else go home last week and play Tiny
Dancer by Elton John and think, ‘…hold me closer Tony Danza’? So great. We get words

wrong and it is usually no big deal. But when we get Bible words wrong it can be
devastating. It can warp our view of God, others and ourselves. During this series we will
explore a significant Bible word each week. We will study what the Bible reveals about
that word, how we misunderstand the word, and how we can properly live it out.
-Our word this week is charis (kHar’-iss) (χάρις) which means grace.
-Let’s take a minute to create space for God and pray before we hear our Scripture today.
Denise will be reading our passage today.
Public Reading

-For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people. 12 It
teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live selfcontrolled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the
blessed hope—the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus
Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for
himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good. (Titus 2:11-14)
What the Bible Reveals About Grace
Grace is gift

-The Greek word charis is normally translated as grace. It can mean charming or
attractive. It usually means an act or attitude of favor and benevolence. It most often
means gift. There are other Greek words New Testament writers use for gift, but this is the
most common one. In most instances it would be appropriate to substitute the word gift
for grace in your Bibles. Here is an example of how charis is used in different ways:
But since you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in
complete earnestness and in the love we have kindled in you—see that you
also excel in this grace of giving. 8 I am not commanding you, but I want to
test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with the earnestness of
others. 9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was
rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you through his poverty might
become rich. (2 Corinthians. 8:7-9)
-The idea of grace is found everywhere in our vocabulary. We can be gracious or grateful.
We congratulate. We pay gratuity. We can be gratuitous. We can fall from grace, become
an ingrate and be a disgrace. If we commit an act of treason, we are persona non grata. It
is a typical practice that when people sit down for a meal, they say grace. This represents
the idea that what we are about to eat is a gift.
-I have become addicted to watching the History Channel show Alone. They basically
drop people alone in the vast wilderness to see who can survive on the land. The number
one goal of the contestants is to find food. When they catch a fish, catch game, or find
berries, they are often overwhelmed with gratitude. Most of us take for granted the food
we eat. Saying grace reminds us that every meal is a gift.

-It is important to note that grace is on full display in both the Old Testament and the New
Testament. People sometimes wrongly assume that grace is only evident in the New
Testament. In Exodus 34, God describes Himself as the gracious and compassionate God.
God’s covenant with Israel was a covenant of grace. God declares that He carried Israel on
eagle’s wings to Himself (Ex. 19:4). Throughout Israel’s story in the Old Testament, we see
God graciously providing for His people again and again.
Grace is undeserved

-The Bible also reveals that grace is undeserved.
-We sometimes get the meaning of justice, mercy and grace all mixed up. Here are some
simple definitions of each.

Justice:

When you get what you deserve (one slide)

Mercy:

When you don’t get what you deserve

Grace:

When you get a free gift that you don’t deserve

-We can understand this with our heads, but it is really difficult to understand with our
hearts. That’s because we live in a graceless word. We live in a world where we usually get
what we deserve and deserve what we get.
-The Summer Olympics start on July 23rd. The world will spend two weeks watching some
of our best athletes compete. I am looking forward to cheering on Simone Biles and Katie
LeDecky and Damian Lillard in gymnastics, swimming, and basketball. But some of the
sports are really weird. You have synchronized swimming which is kind of like water
ballet. You have table tennis. I love table tennis, but is it really an Olympic sport? The
weirdest looking sport is race walking. It is basically people walking really fast but not
running, even though their fast walking is faster than most people who run. Go figure.
And then there is the pentathlon. It combines fencing, swimming, horseback riding,
running and pistol shooting. To be honest it sounds awesome. Regardless of the sport,
they all work the same way. The athletes that win gold, silver or bronze medals will be the
ones with the best performance. We understand this and even appreciate it because it is
largely how our world works.
Our society has been referred to as a meritocracy. We live in a world that is rooted in
competition. There are winners and losers. We perform. We earn things. We get what we
deserve. But that is the very opposite of grace. Grace is undeserved. And the Kingdom of
God is ruled grace and not merit.
-Years ago, author Philip Yancey wrote an article called The Atrocious Mathematics of the
Gospel. He argued that grace doesn’t make any economic sense. It is bad math. We are
used to a world where we get what we deserve. Grace gives us stuff we don’t deserve.
The Kingdom of God runs on a different economy. The Kingdom of God is ruled by grace.
-Theologians say that grace is incongruous. That’s a fancy word that means it doesn’t fit.
Sometimes I see 16-year-olds driving brand new luxury cars that their rich parents have
given them. That is an incongruous gift. It doesn’t fit. They are 16 and probably haven’t

worked a day in their life. They don’t deserve an $80,000 car. But that’s grace. It doesn’t
fit. Grace messes with our normal way of thinking. At times grace can even be offensive.
Jesus is God’s greatest gift

-Scripture also reveals that while God gives tons of gifts, Jesus is God’s greatest gift.
-For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever
believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. (John 3:16)
-But the gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of
the one man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the
grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many! (Romans 5:15)
- For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ
Jesus our Lord. (Romans 6:23)
-This is the great irony of the wise men bringing gifts to baby Jesus. They were bringing
gifts to the one who is the gift.
Grace is the gift that keeps giving

-Finally, the Bible reveals that grace is the gift that keeps giving. It is evident that grace
saves. Paul says as much in Ephesians 2:8-9: We are saved by grace through faith. We
can’t save ourselves. Only a gift of God can save us. But sadly, that is the full extent of the
gospel for many Christians. They understand the need for God’s grace to save them. They
say a prayer acknowledging their need of God’s grace to save them—but then they
continue to live graceless lives. That is a woefully incomplete understanding of the Good
News. And it limits the power of grace to not only save us but to transform us.
-The writers of Scripture portray grace as the gift that keeps giving. My dad loves to give
our girls stocks as gifts. He has done so since they were young. It always amused me on
Christmas morning to watch them ripping open gifts that consisted of books, and Legos
and dolls. And then they open a letter informing them that they are now the proud owner
of 3 shares of Apple stock. They letter would then detail why the stock was a good
investment and how it should appreciate over time. They would look from the letter to me
and I would say, “Tell your grandad thank you for the generous gift.” And it was a
generous gift. It probably didn’t mean much to them at the time, but it will one day
because it is the gift that keeps giving. Just like grace.
-Grace not only saves us—Grace transforms us and restores us to being the people God
created us to be. We don’t just receive grace when we initially look to Jesus for salvation.
We receive grace every time we look to Jesus.
-For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people. 12 It
teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live selfcontrolled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the
blessed hope—the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus
Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to

purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.
(Titus 2:11-14)
Grace saves us. But grace also teaches us to say no to ungodliness and to live godly
lives in the present age. Grace helps us do TOV. Grace is a not a one-stop shop.
Grace is something we are meant to continually draw from. Grace is the gift that
keeps giving.
-But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without
effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God
that was with me. (1 Corinthians. 15:10)
-In 2 Corinthians Paul is being tormented by a messenger of Satan. He pleads with God to
take it away. God allows it to stay to teach Paul about discovering God’s power in his
weakness. God tells Paul, ‘My grace is sufficient for you…’(2 Corinthians 12:9a)
-And then there is Hebrews 4:16 that reminds us why we are called to pray continually: Let
us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy
and find grace to help us in our time of need.
This makes me think of that scene from Esther where Queen Esther approaches the King
who literally has the power of life and death. In that scene, the King shows her favor and
grants her request but it was a risky move. It could have gone either way.
Not so with God. Our God is the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords. There is no end to
what God can give us and wants to give us. Because of the gift of Jesus, we can come
boldly before God’s throne as His child. It is a Throne of Grace. What a beautiful thought.
This image should revolutionize our prayer life. From that Throne of Grace, we receive
grace in our time of need. Grace is the gift that keeps on giving.
-Please don’t fall prey to a truncated and narrow gospel that consists of grace just saving
us from death. Grace does save us from death. But grace also transforms us and gives us
life to live as God’s people.
Misunderstandings About Grace
Grace is cheap

-This first misunderstanding about grace is that grace is cheap. I am reading a biography
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer by historian Charles Marsh. It has been staggering to realize that in
the late 1930s Germany was largely a Christian nation. Within a few short years that
Christian nation, including most of its spiritual leaders, bowed the knee to the totalitarian
rule of a madman.
-Dietrich Bonhoeffer was one of the few spiritual leaders in Germany that did not bow the
knee to Hitler. Bonhoeffer’s most well-known book is entitled The Cost of Discipleship. In
that book, Bonhoeffer challenges the church and fellow followers of Jesus to not fall prey
to the idea of cheap grace. Bonhoeffer believed one of the primary reasons that the
church in Germany so quickly abandoned the way of Jesus was because they believed in
cheap grace.

-Grace is free—but it is not cheap. There is a difference. Like our trip to Hawaii—it was a
free gift to us but it was not cheap. It costs the people who gave us the gift. We attended
one of the timeshare meetings that they pay you to attend. We learned what it costs to
stay at the resort we were at for one week. It was costly. That gave us an even deeper
appreciation of the gift.
-My daughters love to give gifts. As small children they would often give me a piece of
white paper with like one crayon marking on it and say here is your “gift.” I know they
were young, but they could have invested a little more time in it. That gift didn’t cost
them anything. I would, of course, thank them profusely for the “gift”—and throw it in the
trash the first moment they looked away. As they grew, they began to create real gifts.
They would spend their time and talents creating pieces of art or writings that expressed
their love for me. Those go in a special box. If our house catches on fire that box would be
one of the first things I grabbed after my Tony Romo jersey. Just Kidding.
Why do so many followers of Jesus not really follow Jesus? They believe in cheap grace. If
grace is not costly to God, why should it affect how we live our lives?
-Bonhoeffer reminds us that grace is not cheap. Grace is costly. He writes,
Costly grace is the treasure hidden in the field; for the sake of it a man will go
and sell all that he has. It is the pearl of great price to buy which the merchant
will sell all his goods. It is the kingly rule of Christ, for whose sake a man will
pluck out the eye which causes him to stumble; it is the call of Jesus Christ at
which the disciple leaves his nets and follows him.
Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again and again,
the gift which must be asked for, the door at which a man must knock. Such
grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us
to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace
because it gives a man the only true life. It is costly because it condemns sin,
and grace because it justifies the sinner.
Above all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his Son: 'Ye were bought
at a price', and what has cost God much cannot be cheap for us. Above all, it is
grace because God did not reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our life,
but delivered him up for us. Costly grace is the Incarnation of God.
Grace has no strings attached

-How do we misunderstand grace? We think that grace has no strings attached. John
Barclay is one of the world’s most celebrated New Testament scholars. John realized that
no one had ever studied grace in the context of the Greco-Roman world. He thought that
was odd since grace is one of the most important Bible words. As we often say at New
Hope, the Bible isn’t written to us but it is written for us. To understand what the Bible
means for us, we must first understand what it meant to its original audience in its original
context. When Paul used the word charis what did he mean? What did the churches he
wrote to understand?

John Barclay’s research became a book called Paul and
the Gift. Most New Testament scholars consider it the
most important work of New Testament scholarship in the
last 50 years. Why? It helped clear up some crucial
misunderstandings about grace. One of those
misunderstandings is that grace has no strings attached.
-Gift giving was common in the first century. Gifts were
given freely. But when gifts were given, there was
absolutely an expectation of a return gift.
In the first century an initial gift was seen as the beginning
of a relationship that would be marked by mutual
reciprocity. In the ancient world, gift giving was the
primary means of creating and sustaining relationships.
Gifts were hardly ever anonymous and unilateral.
Generosity and hospitality created social bonds that held
society together.
Like they are now, gifts then were seen in a different
category from loans, wages and trades. There was no legal
obligation to give a gift in return, but there was the
expectation that would happen. When a gift was given in
the first century, it would have been highly uncommon and
dishonorable for the recipient of the gift to not express
gratitude by giving a gift in return. And then the original
gift giver would give another gift—and back and forth it
would go, creating an endless and deepening relationship
based on grace. This idea was captured in the popular
image of the Three Graces (Charities) who were bound
together in an endless dance of gift and return.
-We think that grace is a free gift with no strings attached.
But that is not what grace meant in the first century. That is
not what Paul thought it meant. That is not what the
churches Paul wrote to thought it meant. They would not
have seen grace and the expectation to reciprocate as mutually exclusive things. Grace or
gift giving was free, but there were absolutely strings attached.
-Barclay shows that we see this understanding of grace is woven into everything Paul says
about grace. Paul saw grace as a free gift from God that was not deserved and that was
incongruous – it did not fit. But Paul also would have absolutely expected anyone who
accepted God’s free gift to be ushered into a relationship with God that would involve a
life of mutual reciprocity or mutual gift-giving. Paul would have expected that recipients
of grace would be profoundly changed people. Paul assumed recipients of grace would
become agents of grace.

-We see this mindset on full display in the letter to the Ephesians that we just spent 11
weeks exploring. We know that in chapter 2 Paul tells us we are saved by grace to a life of
good works. Then later in Ephesians 4:1 Paul writes, As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I
urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. There is that expectation of
return. Again, in Ephesians 5:1 Paul writes, Follow God’s example, therefore, as dearly
loved children 2 and walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for
us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. In Romans 12 Paul describes what God has
given us and then, in light of what God has given, Paul challenges us to give our bodies as
a living sacrifice. That this is our only proper response to God’s extravagant gift.
-John Barclay makes the profound observation that we often default to thinking of God
and God’s grace like we think about Santa Claus. We know that Santa is making his list
and checking it twice. We know that Santa is going to find out who is naughty and nice.
Santa gives gifts to good people. Santa gives coal to bad people. But Santa has no
expectation of a return gift. I have never heard anyone sending a thank-you card or return
gift to the North Pole. So, we see Santa giving gifts to the deserving with no expectation
of return.
-God’s grace is the exact opposite. God’s grace is a free gift to the undeserving, the
naughty and the nice—with an expectation of return. God’s grace is a costly gift that is
not meant to be a one-time exchange. It is the gift that keeps giving, ushering us into a
relationship with God that ends our old way of living and transforms us into agents of
grace. As Paul wrote to Titus, grace does not leave us unchanged.
Grace is given to the unworthy

-The final misunderstanding about grace is that grace is given to the unworthy. God’s
grace is given to the undeserving but not the unworthy. There is a big difference.
-I am reading a book by a historian who is studying things like slavery and caste systems
and the Holocaust. She makes the observation that the first step in each of these horrific
events is one group of people dehumanizing another group of people. To put people in
chains, to subjugate people to a lower class, to attempt to exterminate a group of people
requires first their dehumanization.
-It is sad to think that God’s grace is sometimes used to dehumanize people as well. That
is a tragic misunderstanding of grace. This happens when we think God’s grace is given to
unworthy people.
We reinforce this idea in our most famous hymn about grace. In Amazing Grace, John
Newton writes that God’s grace saved a wretch like me. In fairness to John Newton, the
word wretch originally meant being a stranger or being unhappy. But now the word
wretch means despicable or deplorable. When we sing that line in Amazing Grace, we
probably sing it thinking we are despicable and deplorable apart from God’s grace.
-That is not the good news of the gospel. The Bible tells us that each of us were fearfully
and wonderfully made in the image of God. Remember last week’s word? God made you

TOV and that is good; that is beautiful. And then sin wrecked things. Sin enslaves us and
works to corrupt all the good and beauty that God has woven into our lives.
The good news is that God put on flesh to break the power of sin and death and offers to
each of us a pathway to become who God created us to be. God’s work in Jesus is a gift.
It is grace. And why would God do such a thing for us? Why would God give us such an
incredible gift? Because we are worth it! ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his one
and only Son.’ God’s grace is not given to the unworthy. God’s grace was given because
we are worth it! God sees who we are truly meant to be and provides the necessary
means to redeem us and restore us. The gospel doesn’t dehumanize. The gospel
rehumanizes. The gospel declares, “You are worth it!”
In a world besieged by dehumanizing messages, followers of Jesus are called to be agents
of grace, proclaiming the good news that each and every person is dearly loved by God,
gifted with an invitation for new life, and that each and every person is worth it. If you ever
doubt you are worth it, then just look to the cross. God put on flesh and hung on a cross,
rising again to conquer sin and death because you are worth it. Grace is proof positive
that we are worth it. Grace reminds us that our core identity is as the beloved of God.
Closing
Grace is our only hope

-In 1737 26-year-old Moravian missionary George Schmidt arrived in Cape Town, South
Africa. George moved to a place called The Valley of Baboons to set up one of the very
first mission stations in Southern Africa. George built a home and planted a pear tree in his
new garden. George befriended and educated a small group of displaced people. He
taught them to read. He taught them to farm so they wouldn’t starve. He shared the good
news of God’s grace with them. After five years George baptized the first followers of
Jesus. Shortly after that powerful people in the area forced George to depart. George
headed back to England.
50 years later Moravian missionaries returned to the same valley expecting they would
have to start from scratch. They found the ruins of George’s old house. They were
surprised to discover the pear tree that had grown from a tiny shout into a mighty tree.
But they were more astonished at what they discovered next. The met a woman who had
been one of the first Jesus followers that George baptized 50 years before. God’s grace
had gotten ahold of this woman and the group of young believers. They had grown into a
church. This woman pulled out a Bible that George had given them before he left and the
woman’s daughter, who had become a follower of Jesus, read to them from it.
This next group of Moravian missionaries continued George’s work and this once
displaced people group grew into a self-sustaining, literate and Jesus following
community. The governor of the region was so impressed he renamed The Valley of
Baboons, The Valley of Grace. Many years later in 1995, President Nelson Mandela
declared that the official residence of the President of South Africa would be called the
Valley of Grace because he wanted that residence to be ruled by grace.

-Grace is a profoundly powerful force. Grace doesn’t need our help. Grace has a life of its
own. Grace is the only force powerful enough to save us and transform us. Grace is the
only force powerful enough to bring us back to God and keep us in vital relationship with
God. Grace is the only force that can tear down walls and heal divisions. Grace is the only
force powerful enough to break the chains of ungrace. Grace is the only force powerful
enough to keep us together in a world that is coming apart.
We must let grace have its way with us.
-New Hope, grace is one of our values. Let me ask you some provocative questions as our
closing prayer.
What if we truly became known as a church of grace? What if we truly let grace get ahold
of us? What if, instead of thinking of grace as being a one-time gift, grace became the gift
that keeps giving?
What if we started each day on our knees before the throne of grace seeking grace for the
day ahead? What if we kept going back to that throne of grace to get mercy and grace for
the day ahead? What if grace not only saved us but taught us to say no go ungodliness
and made us people eager to do good? What if we became agents of grace?
What if our single focus became Paul’s single focus—to testify of the Good News of God’s
grace? What if grace became what we were known for instead of judgment and division?
What if the good news we proclaim wasn’t ‘you aren’t worthy’, but ‘you are worth it’?
What if the good news was actually good news? What if…?

