
Praise for
Future Grace (Revised Edition)

“Pastor Piper’s purpose in writing is to revitalize a decadent American 
Christianity that knows only cheap grace and cheap faith. Bible-soaked, 
God-intoxicated, deeply evangelical, and passionately humane, Piper fills 
the forgotten dimensions of faith—hope and contentment, stability and 
sanctity, prizing and praising God—with a master hand. This is a rich and 
wise book, one to treasure and reread.”

—J.I. Packer

“Future Grace is a spiritually rich treasure designed for thirty-one days of 
meditation and reflection. It drives home the truth that sin is what you do 
when your heart is not satisfied with God and that ongoing faith in future 
grace, grounded in the perfect finished work of Christ, is the remedy. What 
a wonderful prescription for finding eternal satisfaction in our God and 
King.”

—DanIel l. akIn, president, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Few books have sharpened my theological thinking, opened my exegetical 
eyes, and so consistently fed my soul as this one. Of all of John Piper’s ‘big 
books,’ Future Grace has had the biggest impact on my life and ministry.” 

—kevIn DeYoung, pastor and author

“Future Grace is one of the fundamental building blocks for John Piper’s 
distinctive message. Here he emphasizes that saving faith, founded on the 
work of Christ in the past, is directed toward God’s promises for our future. 
That is a profoundly moving and motivating message, and I commend it to 
Christians today. The new edition clarifies some problems and presents the 
message more fully at various points.”

—John Frame, professor, Reformed Theological Seminary

“Future Grace delivers a wealth of life-changing truths. With his characteristic 
passion and devotion to the Scripture, John Piper strikes at the heart of 
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short-lived obedience born from ‘the debtor’s ethic’ and lifts up a grace-
driven obedience that flows from faith in God’s future promises. The result 
is a soul-satisfying book that beckons us to marvel at the beauty of King 
Jesus.”

—TrevIn Wax, author and managing editor of The Gospel Project

“In Future Grace John Piper encourages believers to understand the present 
struggles of the Christian life in terms of the surpassing grace of God in 
Christ—a grace that calls us to exult in God’s future work in us, even as we 
experience God’s present grace and rest in the assurance of God’s grace to 
us in the past. In this new edition, Piper serves the church by showing us a 
mind at work as he wrestles with some of the most crucial issues of the 
Christian life. This book is deeply biblical, passionately practical, and 
Christ-centered.” 

—r. alberT mohler Jr., president, The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary

“Future Grace gave wonderful encouragement to my heart when it first came 
out in 1995, and now it has done so again in this new edition. I think John 
Piper is faithful to Scripture when he explains that the Bible does not 
motivate us to obedience by appealing to our gratitude for salvation, but by 
calling us to believe that God will empower us, help us, and draw us near 
to Himself in this present life, if we are obedient to the conditions found in 
His many promises in Scripture. This book provides a much-needed key 
that will help every Christian understand just how to live a joy-filled life that 
is pleasing to God.” 

—WaYne gruDem, research professor, Phoenix Seminary

“God used this book to teach me a very important lesson: you can’t overcome 
temptation with ‘I’m not allowed to.’ Instead, sin is overthrown by believing 
that the promises of God are better than the fleeting pleasures of sin. This 
truth has helped me in my own personal struggles against lust and fear. I’m 
indebted to John Piper and hope many others will read this new edition of 
Future Grace and benefit from it.” 

—Joshua harrIs, pastor and author of Dug Down Deep
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“Future Grace is one of John Piper’s most theological works, looking in detail 
at the nature of saving faith; at the same time it is one of his most practical, 
serving as a wartime manual for fighting the fight of faith. This combination 
makes it among his most important books.… I hope readers notice that this 
is not merely a repackaging of an older book with a new look, but represents 
a careful recalibration at a few key places as Piper has become more 
Christocentric and more clear on the role of imputation and the function of 
bygone grace. Readers will find a sophisticated, nuanced, and hope-filled 
exploration of what it means to walk in the Spirit as we live by faith in all of 
God’s promises in Christ.” 

—JusTIn TaYlor, managing editor, ESV Study Bible and blogger, Between 

Two Worlds

“I am pleased to commend this newly revised edition of Future Grace for 
your thoughtful consideration. Read humbly, for the nourishing of your 
faith in and obedience to Jesus Christ. And read hopefully. In the here and 
now, you walk through many dangers, toils, and snares. But in the mercies 
of Christ, your here and now is decisively altered by the certainty of grace 
already accomplished, and by the sure hope calling you into a future when 
you shall see his face. So read happily, for indeed all shall be well.” 

—DavID PoWlIson, professor, author, and editor of The Journal of Biblical 

Counseling

“Future Grace might be thought of as an extended elaboration on the 
glorious truth captured in the famous line of Wesley’s, ‘O, For a Thousand 
Tongues to Sing,’ where he declares of God’s work in Christ: ‘He breaks the 
power of canceled sin.’ The believer, indeed, should revel in ‘canceled 
sin’—of sin forgiven, of punishment met, of God’s just demands against us 
satisfied, of Christ’s perfect righteousness imputed to us by faith as 
grounded solely in our sin—fully and once-for-all imputed to Christ. But 
since the faith that justifies is a living reality, wrought by the Spirit in the 
believer’s life, that very faith also sanctifies. To miss this is to miss the other 
half, as it were, of the completeness of Christ’s work for and in his people. 
The beauty and importance of Future Grace is precisely here: it explains 
and expounds a multitude of ways in which Spirit-wrought faith moves us 
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forward in seeing sin’s power broken, Christlike character formed, and 
good deeds produced.”

—bruce a. Ware, professor, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“There have been two or three books outside of the Bible that have profoundly 
shaped how I see and understand my relationship with God. When I first 
read Future Grace in the summer of 1999, it sent my head spinning and my 
heart soaring. I couldn’t be more excited about this revision.” 

—maTT chanDler, lead pastor, The Village Church

“Over a decade ago, I gave each of my three teenage daughters their own 
copy of Future Grace. As a father I was committed to providing them with a 
solid theological foundation and a rich understanding of the grace of God, 
and Future Grace was a key addition to their fledgling libraries. Now, I am 
thrilled to give this revised edition with even further “Christ-centered 
clarification” to my teenage grandson, and I eagerly anticipate the future 
grace of Future Grace in his heart and life.”

—c.J. mahaneY, president, Sovereign Grace Ministries

“In the long run, we’re all dead. In the even longer run, we’re raised from the 
dead. That’s the power of Future Grace. It will rocket attention away from the 
narrow horizon we see in front of us toward the incandescent glory of new 
creation, gospel power. This book evaporates all the false dichotomies 
weighing down contemporary Christianity. You don’t have to ping back and 
forth between the present and the future, the law of God or His grace, 
obedience or trust. Future Grace changed my life, and it can change yours.” 

—russell D. moore, dean, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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PreFace
to the 2012 Edition

i am deeply thankful that Multnomah Books has been eager to publish a 
revised edition of Future Grace. In my own effort to live the Christian 
life in a way that magnifies the worth of Christ, the message of this 

book is central. In the battle against my own sin, this book is my war man-
ual. In the quest to become a more sacrificial, servant-hearted lover of peo-
ple, this book is my coach and my critic. In the never-ending question of 
how Christians, who are counted righteous in Christ by faith alone, should 
nevertheless pursue righteousness, this book is my answer. It is my fullest 
attempt to explain why the faith that justifies also sanctifies, without min-
gling or confusing those two glorious works of God.

Clarification

Since publishing the first edition of Future Grace in 1995, I have walked 
through extended controversies surrounding the nature, ground, and 
instrument of justification. These controversies have sharpened my own 
grasp of what the Bible teaches. Some of that sharpening is captured in 
Counted Righteous in Christ: Should We Abandon the Imputation of Christ’s Right-

eousness? (Crossway, 2002), The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. 

Wright (Crossway, 2007), and Finally Alive: What Happens When We Are Born 

Again? (Christian Focus, 2009). Some people have felt tensions between the 
first edition of Future Grace and the message of those books. I hope that this 
revised edition will remove those tensions.

Justification is the gracious act of God in which, by uniting us to Christ 
through faith alone, God counts us perfectly righteous solely by imputing to 
us his own righteousness accomplished by Christ, thus satisfying all the 
law’s demands for our punishment and perfection through Christ’s own 
suffering and obedience on our behalf. Sanctification is the gracious act of 
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God, distinct from justification, and not part of it, by which God progres-
sively frees us from sinning and conforms us to the character of Christ. 
Historic Protestant faith has always believed that anyone who is truly justi-
fied will be truly sanctified. One of the main points of this book is that the 
reason this is so is that the same faith that unites us to Christ for justification 
is also the conduit for the power of God’s Spirit for sanctification. And that 
faith is profoundly and pervasively future-oriented.1

Also appearing since the first edition of Future Grace was my book God 

Is the Gospel: Meditations on God’s Love as the Gift of Himself (Crossway, 2005, 
2011). This is relevant for understanding Future Grace. What I say in Future 

Grace is now underlined with an entire book, namely, that every time I 
speak of God’s future grace, I include God himself, known and enjoyed. 
Future grace is all that God gives us—of his help and of himself—from this 
moment to eternity. Therefore, faith in future grace is always the belief in 
God’s promises and the embrace of God’s person. It is a sense of confident 
security in God’s promised gifts, and a sense of contented satisfaction in 
God himself.

Clarifying further, and perhaps even more importantly, future grace not 
only always includes God himself, but Christ himself, the Son of God, cruci-
fied, risen, reigning, present by his Spirit, and coming in his body. Since the 
9/11 attack on the World Trade Center and the rise of the prominence of 
Islam in the world, everything that I have written has a more explicitly 
Christ-exalting flavor. The prominence of Islam makes mere God-talk inad-
equate. If biblical faith is not to sink out of sight in the soup of religious 
pluralism, the Son of God, Jesus Christ, crucified for sinners and risen from 
the dead, must be conspicuous in all our talk. He is our God. And without 
him, there is no salvation (1 John 5:12). In the book Don’t Waste Your Life, I 
wrote in 2003, 

Since September 11, 2001, I have seen more clearly than ever how 
essential it is to exult explicitly in the excellence of Christ cruci-
fied for sinners and risen from the dead. Christ must be explicit in 
all our God-talk. It will not do, in this day of pluralism, to talk 
about the glory of God in vague ways. God without Christ is no 

 1. I explain this phrase “profoundly and pervasively future-oriented” in Introduction 1, 5–6.
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God. And a no-God cannot save or satisfy the soul. Following a 
no-God—whatever his name or whatever his religion—will be a 
wasted life. God-in-Christ is the only true God and the only path 
to joy.2

Therefore, whenever you read the term “future grace” in this book, keep 
in mind that God himself in Christ himself is at the heart of the grace God 
promises. In all his gifts and all his deeds, God offers himself for our enjoy-
ment. And Jesus Christ is the clearest revelation of God—“the radiance of 
the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature” (Hebrews 1:3).

Pressing further in on the fullness of future grace, the Christ we see and 
savor now and forever is the crucified and risen Christ. That is, the Son of 
God, whose glory will satisfy our admiring hearts for all eternity, will be 
forever worshiped and enjoyed as the Lamb who was slain. This is part of his 
great worthiness. The song will forever be: “Worthy are you to take the 
scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ran-
somed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation” 
(Revelation 5:9). Future grace always includes seeing and savoring not only 
God himself, and Christ himself, but Christ slain for the ransoming of all his 

elect. This is the capstone of the glory Jesus prayed that we would someday 
see face to face: “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, 
may be with me where I am, to see my glory” (John 17:24). This is the apex 
of future grace.

This Christ-exalting clarification leads to another one. When I speak of 
past grace, or bygone grace as the foundation of faith in future grace, what I 
have in mind are the gospel events of the incarnation of Christ, his perfect 
life, his substitutionary death, the propitiation of God’s wrath, the purchase 
of our forgiveness, the resurrection of Christ, and the defeat of Satan and 
death. What makes these events glorious is that they really happened in 
history. They are not mainly or merely trans-temporal ideas. They are facts. 
Without them there would be no future grace for sinners like us. 

This is why the life of faith in future grace has a lively memory. It knows 
that all the grace we need this afternoon and forever depends on what hap-
pened in history two thousand years ago. This is why I devote three chapters 

 2. John Piper, Don’t Waste Your Life, updated ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), 38.
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to “The Crucial Place of Bygone Grace.” I call Romans 8:32 the glorious logic 
of heaven. It is the rhythm of living by faith in future grace: “He who did not 
spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him 
graciously give us all things?” Notice the past grace: “He did not spare his 
own Son.” And notice the future grace: “Will he not with him give us all 
things?” And notice the logic: “If he did the past grace, then surely he will do 
the future grace.” This is why we look back. That event, when God did not 
spare his Son but gave him up for us all, is the rock-solid guarantee that our 
faith in future grace is warranted.

But it would be a mistake—and here is the clarification of bygone 
grace—to think that reminders of the Crucifixion are only in the past. We 
have said that the Christ we know now, and the Christ we hope to see face 
to face, is the crucified and risen Christ. Therefore, every thought of Christ 
now, and every picture of him in the future, is a reminder of the past event 
of God not sparing his own Son. The Christ we embrace every moment, and 
the Christ we look to for help in the future (whether ten seconds from now 
or ten centuries from now), is the crucified and risen Christ.

This means that the gospel events of history have an ever-present impact 
on the believer. Romans 5:8 says it best with its verb tenses. “God shows 
[present tense] his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died 
[past tense] for us.” This means that the past gospel events mediate the pres-
ent experience of the love of God. We feel loved now by God because of the 
effect of those past gospel events. This profound sense of being loved by God 
now is the way that past grace becomes the foundation for our faith in future 
grace—that God will fulfill every promise for our good. 

With these clarifications, I hope that stumbling blocks are removed and 
the Bible’s teaching about living by faith in future grace can shine through.

Dedication

I have dedicated this book to my mother, who was killed in a bus accident 
in Israel in 1974. I was twenty-eight years old when she died. For the last ten 
years of her life, she wrote to me about once a week, first in Illinois during 
college, then in California during seminary, then in Germany during gradu-
ate school, then in Minnesota as I began my ministry of teaching. She was 
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relentless in her love. Scarcely a letter would be without a quote from the 
Scriptures. She had saturated me as a boy. She would go on saturating me as 
a man. Of all the texts that she quoted, one predominated. I think it must 
have been her favorite. At least it was the one she believed I needed most 
often, Proverbs 3:5–6 (in her King James Version): 

Trust in the Lord with all thine heart;

and lean not unto thine own understanding.

In all thy ways acknowledge him,

and he shall direct thy paths.

Over the years, I have come to see that this passage is a call to live by 
faith in future grace. The call to live by faith is in the words, “Trust in the lorD 
with all thine heart.” The reference to future grace is in the words, “He shall 

direct thy paths.” Month after month, my mother counseled me to live by 
faith in future grace. She called me to trust the Lord, and she showed me 
that the focus of my trust is what God promised to do for me in the future: 
“Son, the Lord will direct your paths; trust him, trust him.” This book is a 
tribute to the legacy of my mother’s exhortation. 

She taught me to live my life between two lines of “Amazing Grace.” The 
first line: “’Tis grace has brought me safe thus far.” The second line: “And 
grace will lead me home.” Before I could explain it, I learned that believing 
the first line fortifies faith in the second line; and believing the second line 
empowers radical obedience to Jesus. That’s what this book is about. 

Appreciation

The book is also an evidence of grace poured out on me through the staff 
and elders and congregation of Bethlehem Baptist Church in the Twin Cities 
of Minnesota. As my time as pastor at Bethlehem soon comes to an end, I 
know that I have been loved and cared for and chastened and inspired in 
this fellowship for over thirty-two years. They have not begrudged me the 
seasons of solitude to think and pray and write. I love them and cherish the 
pleasures of living together by faith in future grace. 

When the first edition of this book was written, Jon Bloom, who is now 
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president of the ministry called Desiring God, was my assistant and the 
administrator of our fledgling resource ministry. Today my assistant is 
David Mathis. So let me say clearly, the first edition of this book would not 
have happened without Jon, and the revised edition would not have hap-
pened without David. Both have lifted countless burdens from me, and in 
these recent days, David’s rigorous reading and evaluating have guided me 
to where the revisions were most needed. But best of all is that the three of 
us share a passion for the truth we serve together—that God is most glori-
fied in us when we are most satisfied in him. 

Even though Daniel Fuller and I see some things differently, I consider 
it a great tribute to him that almost all my views have been forged in the 
crucible of our discussions, especially in the early days. If I have taken some 
different turns, it is no diminishment of my indebtedness. Though the 
phraseology of “living by faith in future grace” is my own, the conceptuality 
was learned in the shared exegetical labors with Dr. Fuller. And most of all, 
the insights I have gained from the Bible are owing, under God, to the skills 
of observation and analysis that I learned from his captivating guidance.

Tom Schreiner, professor of New Testament at Southern Seminary, 
Louisville, Kentucky, was my comrade in ministry at Bethlehem when the 
first edition of this book was written. Not only did he help me teach the 
material in those days, but he read it all and made crucial suggestions. If I 
didn’t say things better in that first edition, it’s probably because I did not 
pay close enough attention.

Even though we have not partnered on a writing project for a long time, 
I want to thank Steve Halliday again because Desiring God, The Pleasures of 

God, and Future Grace are owing to his early advocacy and encouragement 
and editorial vision. Those ten years of partnership from the mid-1980s to 
the mid-1990s were seminal in so many ways.

Finally, for over forty-three years, Noël has stood by me in the rugged 
grace of marriage. God has been good to make her part of the grace into 
which I have leaned with hope since I met her in 1966.
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God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.

We shall bring our Lord most glory if we get from Him much 

grace. If I have much faith, so that I can take God at His 

Word… I shall greatly honor my Lord and King.

c h a r l e s  s P u r g e o n
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  1

Why and hoW This 
book Was WriTTen

T he ultimate purpose of this book is that God be prized above all 
things. I could also say that the ultimate purpose is the praise of 
the glory of God’s grace. The reason both are aims, and both are 

ultimate, is that prizing is the authenticating essence of praising. You can’t 
praise what you don’t prize. Or, to put it another way, God is most glorified 
in us when we are most satisfied in him. 

On the other side of the coin, the aim of this book is to emancipate 
human hearts from servitude to the fleeting pleasures of sin. Sin is what you 
do when your heart is not satisfied with God. No one sins out of duty. We 
sin because it holds out some promise of happiness. That promise enslaves 
us until we believe that God is more to be desired than life itself (Psalm 
63:3). Which means that the power of sin’s promise is broken by the power 
of God’s. All that God promises to be for us in Jesus stands over against 
what sin promises to be for us without him. This great prospect of the glory 
of God is what I call future grace. Being satisfied with that is what I call faith. 

And therefore the life I write about in this book is called living by faith in 

Future Grace.

A Crisis in Spirituality 

Alister McGrath, the Oxford theologian and penetrating observer of 
American evangelicalism, describes a “Crisis of Spirituality in American 
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Evangelicalism.”1 He says that evangelicalism, particularly American 
evangelicalism, is failing the church. 

Evangelicals have done a superb job of evangelizing people, 
bringing them to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ as Savior and 
Lord, but they are failing to provide believers with approaches to 
living that keep them going and growing in spiritual relationship 
with him.… Many start the life of faith with great enthusiasm, 
only to discover themselves in difficulty shortly afterward. Their 
high hopes and good intentions seem to fade away. The spirit may 
be willing, but the flesh proves weak.… People need support to 
keep them going when enthusiasm fades.2 

My aim and prayer is that this book will give that kind of support, and 
will provide an “approach to living that will keep believers going and grow-
ing.” It has been forged in the furnace of pastoral ministry where the min-
gled fires of suffering and ecstasy make every joy deeper and every burden 
lighter. It is the fruit of unremitting meditation on the Word of God in rela-
tion to what David Powlinson calls “the existential and situational realities 
of human experience in the trenches of life.”3 

Wrong Thinking Behind Wrong Living 

The book has grown out of the conviction that behind most wrong living is 
wrong thinking. Jesus calls us, for example, to a radical purity. But I find that 
many Christians have no categories for thinking clearly about the commands 
and warnings and promises of Jesus. When he says that we should pluck out 
our lusting eye, he backs it up with a warning: “For it is better that you lose 
one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell” (Mat-
thew 5:29). Threats of going to hell because of lust are simply not the way 
contemporary Christians usually talk or think. This is not because such 

 1. Alister McGrath, Spirituality in an Age of Change: Rediscovering the Spirit of the Reformers (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1994), 9. 

 2. Ibid., 9, 12.

 3. Ibid., 12. 

Future Grace inter.indd   2 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

3

warnings aren’t in the Bible, but because we don’t know how to fit them 
together with other thoughts about grace and faith and eternal security. We 
nullify the force of Jesus’ words because our conceptual framework is disfig-
ured. Our Christian living is lamed by sub-Christian thinking about living. 

I have found in almost forty years of preaching and teaching and strug-
gling with people who want to be authentic Christians, that the way they 
think about Christian living is often absorbed from the cultural air we 
breathe rather than learned from categories of Scripture. Not only that, some 
of the inherited categories of “Christian” thinking are so out of sync with  
the Bible that they work against the very obedience they are designed to 
promote. 

The Place of Gratitude in Motivation 

For example, one of the main claims of this book is that the Bible rarely, if 
ever, motivates Christian living with gratitude. Yet this is almost universally 
presented in the church as the “driving force in authentic Christian living.” 
I agree that gratitude is a beautiful and utterly indispensable Christian affec-
tion. No one is saved who doesn’t have it. But you will search the Bible in 
vain for explicit connections between gratitude and obedience. If, as I will try 
to show in chapters 1 and 2, gratitude was never designed as the primary 
motivation for radical Christian obedience, perhaps that is one reason so 
many efforts at holiness abort. Could it be that gratitude for bygone grace has 
been pressed to serve as the power for holiness, which only faith in future 

grace was designed to perform? That conviction is one of the main driving 
forces behind this book. 

Unmerited, Conditional Grace 

I have also found that some popular notions of grace are so skewed and so 
pervasive that certain biblical teachings are almost impossible to communi-
cate. For example, the biblical concept of unmerited, conditional grace is 
nearly unintelligible to many contemporary Christians who assume that 
unconditionality is the essence of all grace. 

To be sure, there is unconditional grace. And it is the glorious foundation 
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of all else in the Christian life. But there is also conditional grace. For most 
people who breathe the popular air of grace and compassion today, conditional 

grace sounds like an oxymoron—like heavy feathers. So, for example, when 
people hear the promise of James 4:6, that God “gives grace to the humble,” 
many have a hard time thinking about a grace that is conditional upon humil-
ity. Or, if they hear the precious promise that “all things work together for 
good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose” 
(Romans 8:28, kJv), they scarcely allow themselves to ponder that this promise 
of grace is conditional upon our being called and our loving God. 

And yet conditional promises of grace are woven all through the New 
Testament, teaching about how to live the Christian life. “If you forgive oth-
ers their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you” (Matthew 
6:14). “Strive for…the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” 
(Hebrews 12:14). “If we walk in the light, as he is in the light…the blood of 
Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1:7). I find that the biblical 
thinking behind these kinds of conditional promises is uncommon in the 
minds of Christians today. Some popular conceptions of grace cannot com-
prehend any role for conditionality other than legalism. But if God meant 
these teachings to help us live radical lives of Christian love, is it any wonder 
that we so often fall short? As a culture and as a church, we are not given to 
much serious reflection. The consequence is that we are often molded by 
popular notions, rather than permeated by biblical ones. And the church 
looks very much like the world. 

But this book is driven by the conviction that right thinking shapes 
right living. What shall we think when someone treats the commandments of 
God as contrary to a life empowered by the grace of God? How is it that John 
says, “For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his 
commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3)? What shall we think 

when we hear Jesus say, on the one hand, “My yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light,” but, on the other hand, “The gate is narrow and the way is hard that 
leads to life” (Matthew 11:30; 7:14)? How can Christian living be both easy 
and hard? What shall we think when we read that justification is by grace 
through faith alone (Romans 3:28), and yet also read that the kingdom has 
been promised “to those who love him” (James 2:5)? How do faith and love 
relate as prerequisites for final salvation? This book is a response to ques-
tions like these. 
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Faith Is Profoundly and  
Pervasively Future-Oriented

At the heart of the book is the conviction that the promises of future grace 
are the keys to Christlike Christian living. The hand that turns the key is 
faith, and the life that results is called living by faith in future grace. By future I 
do not merely mean the grace of heaven and the age to come. I mean the 
grace that begins now, this very second, and sustains your life to the end of 
this paragraph. By grace I do not merely mean the pardon of God in passing 
over your sins, but also the power and beauty of God to keep you from sin-
ning. By faith I do not merely mean the confidence that Jesus died for your 
sins, but also the confidence that God will “also with him graciously give us 
all things” (Romans 8:32). 

This book is based on the conviction that faith has a profound and perva-

sive future orientation. To be sure, faith can look back and believe a truth 
about the past (like the truth that Christ died for our sins). It can look out 
and trust a person (like the personal receiving of Jesus Christ). And it can 
look forward and be assured about a promise (like, “I will be with you to the 
end of the age”). 

But even when faith embraces a past reality, its saving essence includes 
the embrace of the implications of that reality for the present and the future. 
We see this in Romans 5:10: “For if while we were enemies we were recon-
ciled to God by the death of his Son [past], much more, now that we are 
reconciled [present], shall we be saved by his life [future].” Thus when faith 
looks back and embraces “the death of his Son,” it also embraces the recon-
ciliation of the present and the salvation of the future.

And when faith looks out and trusts Christ in the present, its saving 
essence consists in being satisfied in him now and forever. Thus Jesus says in 
John 6:35, “Whoever comes to me [present] shall not hunger [future], and 
whoever believes in me [present] shall never thirst [future].” Thus when faith 
looks out and embraces Christ in the present, it also embraces his never-
ending all-sufficiency. 

This is why I say that faith is profoundly and pervasively future- 
oriented. There is no saving act of faith—whether looking back to history, 
out to a person, or forward to a promise—that does not include a future 
orientation.
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But even more clarification is in order. Time is a mystery. We hardly 
even know what it is. So words like past, present, and future (“yesterday, 
today, and tomorrow”) can be ambiguous. For example, it is very difficult to 
define the present. Since the past and future can both be milliseconds away, 
what is left to be the present? We can tangle ourselves in knots. But practi-
cally, we can know what we are talking about. 

What I mean by the future is that part of time which is not-yet-
experienced and that has the potential to make you frightened or make you 
hopeful. Ten seconds from now, you may have to walk onto a stage and speak 
before thousands. That is still future. It is very powerful. And you could still 
walk away. Ten years from now you may have to retire on a fixed income. 
Will it be enough? Ten centuries from now you will be in heaven or in hell. 
Future is when all those near and far experiences may happen.

What about the present? What is that? For our purposes here we can 
define it like this: It is the instant (and the succession of instances) when we 
experience faith. When I say that faith is profoundly and pervasively future-

oriented, I don’t mean that it is experienced in the future. Faith is always 
experienced in the present. In fact, that is how I am defining the present. It 
is the instant of experience. Faith is always experienced now. When I say it 
is profoundly and pervasively future-oriented, I mean that deep inside this 
present experience of faith, the heart is picturing a future. When faith is in 
fullest operation, it pictures a future with a God who is so powerful and so 
loving and so wise and so satisfying that this future-picturing faith experi-
ences assurance. Now. 

The closest thing we have to a definition of faith in the New Testament 
is in Hebrews 11:1, “Faith is the assurance [Greek hypostasis] of things hoped 
for.” That word assurance can mean “substance” or “nature” as in Hebrews 
1:3: “[Christ] is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of 
his nature [hypostaseos].” Therefore, it seems to me, that the point of Hebrews 
11:1 is this: When faith pictures the future which God promises, it experi-
ences, as it were, a present “substantiation” of the future. The substance of 
the future, the nature of it, is, in a way, present in the experience of faith. 
Faith realizes the future. It has, so to speak, a foretaste of it—as when we are 
so excited about something and so expectant of it, we say, “I can already 
taste it!”
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What Made Moses Free? 

This understanding of faith accounts for why faith works through love 
(Galatians 5:6). The transforming power of faith in future grace is owing to 
liberating satisfaction that future grace sustains in the heart. Consider, for 
example: By what power did Moses break free from the “fleeting pleasures 
of sin” in the courts of Egypt? The answer of Hebrews 11:24–26 is that he 
was set free by the power of faith in future grace. “By faith Moses…[chose] 
rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting 
pleasures of sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than 
the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward.” The promise of 
God overpowered the promise of sin, and produced a lifetime of sacrificial 
love. This book is an attempt to understand and apply that power—the 
purifying power of prizing God over sin. 

Thomas Chalmers’s “The Expulsive  
Power of a New Affection”

Thomas Chalmers was a great preacher and professor at the University of St. 
Andrews, Scotland. After seven years of ineffective rural ministry, he had a 
deep encounter with Christ that changed his heart and set his preaching 
ablaze. One of his most famous sermons begins with words that express 
profoundly the aim of this book: 

There are two ways in which a practical moralist may attempt to 
displace from the human heart its love of the world—either by a 
demonstration of the world’s vanity, so that the heart shall be 
prevailed upon simply to withdraw its regards from an object 
that is not worthy of it; or, by setting forth another object, even God, 

as more worthy of its attachment, so that the heart shall be pre-
vailed upon not to resign an old affection, which shall have 
nothing to succeed it, but to exchange an old affection for a new 
one. My purpose is to show that from the constitution of our 
nature, the former method is altogether incompetent and ineffec-
tual, and that the latter method will alone suffice for the rescue 

Future Grace inter.indd   7 7/19/12   9:24 AM



J o h n  P i P e r

8

and recovery of the heart from the wrong affection that domi-
neers over it.4

My aim is the same as Chalmers’s, namely, to displace from the human 
heart its love for the world “by setting forth another object, even God, as 
more worthy of its attachment.” And in this way I hope and pray to magnify 
(like a telescope, not a microscope) the infinite value of God. 

One difference from Chalmers is that I do not make my case mainly 
“from the constitution of our nature,” but mainly from the teachings of 
Scripture. I will try to show from Scripture that saving faith means, in its 
essence, prizing the superior worth of all that God is for us in Jesus. And I will try 
to show that this faith is not just the key to heaven but also the key to holi-
ness. Which is why the Bible can teach that there is no heaven without 
practical holiness (Hebrews 12:14), and yet heaven is reached “by grace…
through faith” (Ephesians 2:8). 

This book is an extended meditation on the biblical testimony that the 
human heart is “cleansed…by faith” (Acts 15:9); that every act of obedience 
to Christ is a “work of faith” (1 Thessalonians 1:3; 2 Thessalonians 1:11); that 
the aim of all biblical instruction is “love…from…sincere faith” (1 Timothy 
1:5); that Abel and Noah and Abraham and Rahab were empowered for 
obedience “by faith” (Hebrews 11:4, 7, 8, 31); that sanctification is “by faith” 
in Jesus (Acts 26:18); and that “faith [works] through love” (Galatians 5:6).

J. C. Ryle’s Amazement at the Promises of God 

This amazingly effectual faith has the power it does because it looks to the 
future and embraces the promises of God as more satisfying than the prom-
ises of sin. Which means that the promises of God are of central importance 
in this book. I share the wonder of J. C. Ryle as he looks out over the pan-
orama of promises in the Word of God. I marvel with him at the way God 
has so wisely and lovingly given them for our “inducement” to listen and 
obey. 

 4. Thomas Chalmers, “The Expulsive Power of a New Affection,” in The Protestant Pulpit, ed. by 
Andrew Watterson Blackwood (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1947), 50 (emphasis added). 
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God is continually holding out inducements to man to listen to 
Him, obey Him, and serve Him.… He has…shown His perfect 
knowledge of human nature, by spreading over the Book a perfect 
wealth of promises, suitable to every kind of experience and every 
condition of life.… Their name is legion. The subject is almost 
inexhaustible. There is hardly a step in man’s life, from childhood 
to old age, hardly any position in which man can be placed, for 
which the Bible has not held out encouragement to every one who 
desires to do right in the sight of God. There are “shalls” and 
“wills” in God’s treasury for every condition. About God’s infinite 
mercy and compassion,—about His readiness to receive all who 
repent and believe,—about His willingness to forgive, pardon, 
and absolve the chief of sinners,—about His power to change 
hearts and alter our corrupt nature,—about the encouragements 
to pray, and hear the gospel, and draw near to the throne of 
grace,—about strength for duty, comfort in trouble, guidance in 
perplexity, help in sickness, consolation in death, support under 
bereavement, happiness beyond the grave, reward in glory,—
about all these things there is an abundant supply of promises in 
the Word. No one can form an idea of its abundance unless he 
carefully searches the Scriptures, keeping the subject steadily in 
view. If any one doubts it, I can only say, “Come and see.”5 

That is what I would like the reader to do with this book: “Come and 
see.” To help navigate the way, I offer now an overview that explains how the 
book is organized. 

Why Does the Book Have Thirty-One Chapters? 

It is not accidental that there are thirty-one chapters. This was intentional 
from the start, and was inspired by Andrew Murray’s Abide in Christ and  
C. S. Lewis’s Screwtape Letters, both of which have thirty-one chapters—one 

 5. J. C. Ryle, Holiness: Its Nature, Hindrances, Difficulties, and Roots (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1979, orig. 1883), 382. 
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for each day of the month. Murray explained the structure of his book like 
this: 

It is only by continuously fixing the mind for a time on some one 
of the lessons of faith, that the believer is gradually helped to take 
and thoroughly assimilate them. I have the hope that to some…it 
will be a help to come and for a month, day after day, spell over 
the precious words, “abide in me.”6 

My hope is that even people who do not have extended periods of time 
for reading will be able to spend some time each day for a month reading 
one chapter of Future Grace. I have kept the chapters relatively short for that 
purpose. The advantage of this daily reading is not only, as Murray says, 
thorough assimilation, but also unrushed reflection. O the riches of under-
standing that come from lingering in thought over a new idea—or a new 
expression of an old idea! I would like this book to be read in the same way 
that the apostle Paul wanted his letters to be read by Timothy: “Think over 
what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything” (2 Timo-
thy 2:7). Every book worth reading beckons with the words, “Think over 

what I say.” I do not believe that what I have written is hard to understand—
if a person is willing to think it over. When my sons complain that a good 
book is hard to read, I say, “Raking is easy, but all you get is leaves; digging 
is hard, but you might find diamonds.” 

I have tried to write as I preach—with a view to instructing the mind 
and moving the heart. I do not take lightly the challenges of reading. For 
example, I would not copy John Owen, the seventeenth-century Puritan 
pastor and theologian. He began one of his books with an almost disdainful 
warning to the reader, “READER,…if thou art, as many in this pretending 
age, a sign or title gazer, and comest into books as Cato into the theater, to go 
out again,—thou hast had thy entertainment; farewell!”7 Virtually everyone 
I know who has read John Owen complains that he writes in a cumbersome 
and unhelpful way, and that his thoughts are difficult to grasp. But he does 
have one formidable defense: twenty-four volumes of his books are still in 

 6. Andrew Murray, Abide in Christ (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, n.d.), vi–vii.

 7. William Goold, ed., The Works of John Owen, vol. 10 (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 
1965, orig. 1850–53), 149. 

Future Grace inter.indd   10 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

11

print three hundred years after his death. People are still struggling through 
his difficult diction in search of treasure. What’s the lesson here? The lesson 
is that biblical substance feeds the church, not simplicity. Whether there is 
nutritional substance for the church in these pages is not finally for me to 
judge. But that is my design. 

An Overview of the Book 

If right thinking nourishes right living, then it seems that truth should pre-
cede application in the writing of a book. But life is more complex than that. 
Most of us need some evidence that what we read is not only true but help-
ful. There are many true things that are not significant. We only have one 
life to live, and perhaps a few hours (or less!) in the week for reading. It 
simply must be helpful as well as true. 

For this reason, I have not waited until the end of the book to set forth 
some of the practical effects of living by faith in future grace. Mingled with 
the foundations are applications. There are eight interspersed chapters 
called “Applying the Purifying Power.” In these chapters I take eight areas of 
human struggle with evil, and try to show how living by faith in future 
grace is the way to prevail over the deceptive promises of sin. In one sense, 
this arrangement is less than ideal because some application comes before 

pertinent foundation. But in another sense this is the way life is. We learn 
and live and refine and learn some more. I think the benefits of early and 
repeated exposure to the practical application outweigh the drawbacks. 

I said at the beginning of this introduction that the aim of this book is 
to emancipate human hearts from servitude to the fleeting pleasures of sin. 
These “Applying the Purifying Power” chapters are where that aim reaches 
its sharpest focus. How does faith in future grace triumph over anxiety, 
pride, shame, impatience, covetousness, bitterness, despondency, and lust? 
That is the question these interspersed chapters try to answer. 

The book begins with two chapters that distinguish living by faith in 

future grace from living by gratitude for past grace. My argument is that the 
backward look of gratitude is not designed by God as the primary empow-
erment of obedience. The primary empowerment is the ever-arriving work 
of God’s Spirit in our lives. And the way we appropriate this promise of 
enabling power is by faith that it will come as promised. That is, by faith in 
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future grace. Thus Peter says, “Whoever serves, [let it be] as one who serves 
by the strength that God supplies—in order that in everything God may be 
glorified through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 4:11). And Paul asks, “Does he who 

supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you do so by works of the 
law, or by hearing with faith?” (Galatians 3:5). Our primary empowerment 
for service is God’s miracle-working, service-producing Spirit, arriving in 
our lives according to his promise. And the act of the soul by which it arrives 
is faith that God will keep his promise, “I will strengthen you, I will help 
you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10). Faith in 
future grace.

Chapters 1 and 2 explain the difference between trying to make grati-
tude the power of obedience, and the alternative of living by faith in future 
grace. Then follow two chapters (chapters 4 and 5) that explain what is meant 
by the “futureness” and the “graciousness” of future grace. They answer the 
question: Does the Bible really make so much of future grace? Is this a cen-
tral biblical concept? 

At this point I can feel the tension building in those who, like me, cher-
ish the magnificence of bygone grace. In chapters 7 through 9, I try to 
relieve that tension. The aim here is to show that the great redemptive works 
of past grace—for example, the death and resurrection of Jesus—are indis-
pensable foundations for our faith in future grace. But their power resides 
precisely in that—they purchase and certify the future grace in which we 
hope. The life and death of Jesus were God’s Yes to all his promises (2 Cor-
inthians 1:20). Christ came into the world “to confirm the promises given to 
the patriarchs” (Romans 15:8). Because of Christ’s death, God will “with 
him graciously give us all things” (Romans 8:32). Those whom God has 

justified, he will most certainly glorify (Romans 8:30). Past grace is the foun-
dation of life-transforming faith in future grace. 

To be as clear and precise as possible, the past grace of the gospel events 
is uniquely foundational, compared to all other past grace. There are a thou-
sand things God has done for us in the past—from giving us birth to help-
ing us prepare to die. But all this past grace is not the same as the grace of 
the gospel events. Christ crucified and risen is unique. Because of this, all 
other grace has come to us—past and future. 

By “gospel events” I mean God’s plan to save us, the Christ’s incarnation 
as human, the death and resurrection of Christ to achieve salvation—endur-
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ing the condemnation of God’s elect, satisfying the Father’s wrath, purchas-
ing the forgiveness of sin, fulfilling the law of God, defeating Satan, 
conquering death. On the basis of these gospel events—this unique past 
grace—all saving blessings flow to those who believe in Christ. Some of 
these blessings—like our regeneration and justification and the Spirit’s 
indwelling—are past. But they were the fruit of the gospel events. So we 
may say that the gospel, as utterly distinct from us in the past, is the founda-
tion of all other grace that comes to us, past and future.

Another way to point out the uniqueness of the past grace of the gospel 
events is to take note that they have a unique role in showing us the love of 
God in our present experience. All past grace reminds us of the love of God 
(Psalm 107:8, 15, 21, 31). But the death of Christ is in a class by itself in 
showing the love of God to our souls. We see this in Romans 5:8, “God 
shows [present tense] his love for us in that while we were still sinners, 
Christ died [past tense] for us.” God goes on showing his love for us now in 
the ever-present instant of experience by directing our minds to the past fact 
that “Christ died for us.” In this way, God’s loving willingness to fulfill all 
his promises for us is made present and powerful, so that our faith in future 
grace is continually founded on the unique work of past grace in the gospel 
events.

Chapters 11 and 12 survey the Old and New Testaments to answer the 
question, Why did obedience sometimes languish and why did it some-
times flourish? My conclusion is that obedience rises and falls in proportion 
to faith in future grace. Both the commandments of God in the Old Testa-
ment (Hebrews 11:8, 17, 24; Numbers 14:11; 20:12; Deuteronomy 9:23) and 
the teachings of Jesus and the apostles in the New Testament (2 Thessalo-
nians 1:11; Galatians 5:6; Hebrews 11) were meant to be pursued by faith in 
future grace. Sometimes that faith was strong. Often it was not. 

This forces us to press the questions, Why is it that faith yields obedi-
ence? Why has God designed it this way? What is it about faith that neces-
sarily bears the fruit of righteousness and love? Chapters 14 through 16 
tackle these questions under the heading “The Nature of Faith in Future 
Grace.” What emerges here is that faith is the God-appointed means of jus-
tification and sanctification because, better than any other act, it highlights 
the freedom of grace and magnifies the glory of God. It does that because, 
at its heart, faith in future grace means being satisfied with all that God 
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promises to be for us in Jesus. This kind of faith magnifies God because 
God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him. 

After seventeen chapters of looking at the biblical dynamics of living 
by faith in the promises of God, we are compelled at this point to deal 
directly with the conditionality of many of those promises. How does one 
actually trust a conditional promise (chapter 18)? Who are the beneficia-
ries of the promises (chapter 19)? What is the bottom-line condition of the 
promises of future grace (chapter 20)? I conclude from these three chap-
ters that faith and love are the conditions a Christian meets in order to go 
on enjoying the benefits of future grace. But faith and love are not condi-
tions in the same way. Faith perceives the glory of God in the promises of 
future grace, and embraces all that God promises to be for us in Jesus. 
This spiritual apprehension and delight in God is the self-authenticating 
evidence that God has called us to be beneficiaries of his grace. This evi-
dence frees us to bank on the promise as our own. And this banking on 
the promise empowers us to love others, which in turn confirms that our 
faith is real. Thus faith is the bottom-line condition that unites us to the 
power of future grace; and love is a condition only in confirming the real-
ity of this faith. 

With this grasp of how faith apprehends the power of future grace, we 
are now prepared to unfold how faith works through love, as Paul says in 
Galatians 5:6 (chapter 22); and how it empowers us for all kinds of practical 
ministries (chapter 23). What becomes evident as we describe the links 
between faith and love is that living by faith in future grace is not a life of 
coasting and ease. It is a lifelong battle against unbelief, or, as Paul calls it in 
1 Timothy 6:12, “the good fight of the faith” (chapter 25). Which means that 
we must take heed to the great enemy of faith, Satan, and expose his strate-
gies to undo our confidence in future grace (chapter 26). 

As the book draws to a close, I reckon with the fact that, as long as this 
age lasts, every one of us will have to suffer and die. “Through many tribu-
lations we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). This poses a 
great threat to faith in future grace. But here, too, the promises abound. 
God makes plain that suffering and death are themselves agents of more 
grace, and will lead, in the end, to everlasting and ever-increasing joy 
(chapters 28 and 29). We will be given new bodies on a new earth, and 
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God will spend eternity exhausting the treasures of his immeasurable 
grace on us (chapter 30). 

The final chapter is for people who like to see the roots and relation-
ships of things. Here I try to show how my thinking about faith in future 
grace coheres with the thinking of Jonathan Edwards, the eighteenth- 
century theologian and pastor. And I try to show how the ideas of this book 
are of one piece with the vision of God and life developed in my earlier 
books Desiring God and The Pleasures of God. 

Where You End Is What Matters 

With this understanding of how the chapters fit together, you are, of course, 
free to begin reading anywhere you like. My concern is not primarily where 
you begin, but where you end. Will it be with deeper faith in future grace? I 
pray that it will be. I pray that you will hear and follow the call to find your 
joy in all that God promises to be for you in Jesus. And I pray that the expul-
sive power of this new affection will go on freeing you from the fleeting 
pleasures of sin and empower you for a life of sacrificial love. If, in this way, 
we prove that God is prized above all things, then living by faith in future 
grace will be to the praise of his glory. For God is most glorified in us when 
we are most satisfied in him. 
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justification, without the merit of any of our works?  
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  2

For TheoloGians

not everyone needs to read this section. But it may be helpful for 
some if I orient the book in the history and the categories of more 
formal theology. From this angle I would say that the aim of this 

book is to explore how the faith that justifies also sanctifies. Or to be more 
precise (since I am here talking to theologians), the aim is to examine how 
the faith, which is alone the means through which pardoning grace justifies, 
is also the faith through which1 empowering grace sanctifies. In its popular 
form, the classic Reformed Protestant expression of faith’s relation to sanc-
tification goes like this: “It is faith alone which justifies, but the faith which 
justifies is not alone.” That is, justifying faith is always accompanied by good 
works. But the Reformed Confessions go further than this. They say that 
justifying faith is not only accompanied by good works, but also is, in some 
way, the instrumental cause of those works. 

 1. The reason I do not say “alone” in this half of the sentence is that it is not precisely true, if it 
means “alone” in exactly the same sense that justification is by faith alone. Justification is by faith 
alone in the sense that no other acts of the soul or the body function as the God-given channel 
(see chapter 14, note 2) or agency of pardon. Whatever preparations the Holy Spirit may have 
performed in advance of faith to bring the heart to believe, and whatever accompanying acts of 
Bible-reading or praying or sermon-listening or weeping may have accompanied the moment 
of believing, or followed as a result, they are not acts that unite the soul with the justifying 
grace of God. Moreover, justification is an event that happens at a point in time, and is not an 
ongoing act of God as sanctification is. Not only that, justification is not an act that comes in 
varying degrees, but one that is a once-for-all and total reckoning of righteousness to us for 
Christ’s sake. It is not mediated to us in varying measures as sanctification is. However, when 
it comes to sanctification, while faith is always the essential element in appropriating the 
power of transforming grace, there are other acts of the soul that the Word of God prescribes 
as a means of experiencing the ongoing empowerment of sanctifying grace, though I would say 
that all of these “means of grace” are exercised “from faith.” Thus faith is the decisive human 
agency that connects with the sanctifying grace of God. 
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The Augsburg Confession

The historic Lutheran Augsburg Confession was written by Philipp Melanch-
thon (1497–1560), sanctioned by Martin Luther, and presented by the Ger-
man Protestants to Charles V in 1530. It describes the relationship between 
justifying faith and the subsequent life of obedience in the following terms: 

(IV) [The churches with common consent among us] teach that 
men can not be justified before God by their own powers, merits, 
or works; but are justified freely for Christ’s sake through faith, 
when they believe… 

(VI) Also they teach that this faith should bring forth good 
fruits, and that men ought to do the good works commanded of 
God, because it is God’s will, and not on any confidence of merit-
ing justification before God by their works. 

Thus far, the Augsburg Confession simply says that justifying faith 
“should bring forth good fruits.” But in Article XX it goes deeper in explain-
ing this connection: 

Because the Holy Spirit is received by faith, our hearts are now 
renewed, and so put on new affections, so that they are able to 
bring forth good works. For thus saith Ambrose: “Faith is the 
begetter of a good will and of good actions.”… Hereby every man 
may see that this doctrine [of justification by faith alone] is not to 
be accused, as forbidding good works; but rather is much to be 
commended, because it showeth after what sort we must do good 
works. For without faith the nature of man can by no means 
perform the works of the First or Second Table. Without faith, it 
cannot call upon God, hope in God, bear the cross; but seeketh 
help from man, and trusteth in man’s help. So it cometh to pass 
that all lusts and human counsels bear sway in the heart so long 
as faith and trust in God are absent.2 

 2. Quoted from Philip Schaff, ed., The Creeds of Christendom, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1977, orig. 1877), 10–11, 24–25. 
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The doctrine of justification by faith “showeth after what sort [i.e., way] 
we must do good works.” I take this to mean that the Augsburg Confession 
is not content to say that good works merely exist alongside justifying faith, 
but also arise from that faith. “Faith is the begetter of…good actions.” The 
power of “lusts and human counsels” is broken where this faith is present. 
This book is an attempt to understand why and how faith has that sanctify-
ing power. 

A Swiss Confession 

The First Helvetic Confession was composed by Swiss theologians (Hein-
rich Bullinger, Simon Grynaeus, Oswald Myconius, and others) at Basel, 
Switzerland, in 1536. It represented the faith of all the cantons of Switzer-
land at that period of the Reformation. Article XIII is entitled, “How the 
grace of Christ and his merit are imparted to us and what fruit comes from 
them.” It reads, “We come to the great and high deeds of divine grace and 
the true sanctifying of the Holy Spirit not through our merit or powers, but 
through faith, which is a pure gift and favor of God.” Then Article XIV 
explains the connection between this faith and works:

This same faith is a certain, firm, yes, undoubting ground, and a 
grasping of all things that one hopes from God. From it love 
grows as a fruit, and, by this love, come all kinds of virtues and 
good works. And, although the pious and believing practice such 
fruit of faith, we do not ascribe their piety or their attained 
salvation to such works, but to the grace of God. This faith 
comforts itself with the mercy of God, and not its works, even 
though it performs innumerable good works. This faith is the true 
service which pleases God.3 

Thus the Helvetic Confession affirms that love grows from faith and 
produces all virtues. Faith does not simply exist alongside the fruit of obedi-
ence, but itself “performs innumerable good works.” 

 3. Ibid., 218, my own translation from the original German. 
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The Thirty-Nine Articles  
of the Church of England 

The Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion of the Church of England were pub-
lished as an expression of Anglican Reformed faith in 1571. Its teaching on 
justification and good works is refreshingly straightforward and clear: 

We are accounted righteous before God, only for the merit of our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ by Faith, and not for our own 
works or deservings. Wherefore, that we are justified by Faith 
only, is a most wholesome Doctrine, and very full of comfort.… 
Albeit that Good Works, which are the fruits of Faith, and follow 
after Justification, can not put away our sins, and endure the 
severity of God’s judgment; yet are they pleasing and acceptable to 
God in Christ, and do spring out necessarily of a true and lively 
Faith; insomuch that by them a lively Faith may be as evidently 
known as a tree discerned by the fruit.4 

A life of obedience “spring[s] out necessarily” from a true and lively 
faith. Good works “are the fruits of Faith.” Justifying faith is not merely 
alongside good works, but is also the agency employed by the grace of God 
to give rise to good works. Thus good works are the evidence of authentic 
faith. 

The Westminster Confession of Faith 

Perhaps the best known Confession of the Reformed faith is the Westmin-
ster Confession of Faith, published in England in 1647. Chapter XI of the 
Confession says: 

(1) Those whom God effectually calleth he also freely justifieth; 
not by infusing righteousness into them, but by pardoning their 
sins, and by accounting and accepting their persons as righteous: 
not for anything wrought in them, or done by them, but for 

 4. Ibid., 494.
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Christ’s sake alone… (2) Faith, thus receiving and resting on 
Christ and his righteousness, is the alone instrument of justifica-
tion; yet is it not alone in the person justified, but is ever accompanied 

with all other saving graces, and is not dead faith, but worketh by love.5 

Thus the Confession boldly declares the faith that is the “instrument of 
justification” also “work[s] by love.” It affirms, therefore, that justifying faith 
is also sanctifying faith. It “works by love.” The Confession makes explicit 
(by its footnotes) that the words work[s] by love are a reference to Galatians 
5:6, “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for 
anything, but only faith working through love.” This text will be central to the 
argument of this book. 

A Classic on Justification 

Numerous other witnesses could be called in to show that the historic view-
point of the Reformed confessions is that justifying faith is also sanctifying 
faith.6 The faith that justifies gives rise to lives of obedience—not perfec-
tion, but growing holiness. Thus in a classic restatement of the doctrine of 
justification, James Buchanan invites us to 

consider how Good Works stand related to Faith, and to Justifica-
tion, respectively. They are the effects of faith, and, as such, the 
evidences both of faith, and of justification. That they are the 
effects of faith is clear; for “whatsoever is not of faith is sin” 
[Romans 14:23, kJv]; and “without faith it is impossible to please 
God” [Hebrews 11:6]; and “the end of the commandment is 
charity, out of a pure heart, and of a good conscience, and faith 
unfeigned” [1 Timothy 1:5]. It is equally clear that, being the 
effects, they are also the evidences, of a true and living faith; for “a 
man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: show me thy 
faith without thy works, and I will show thee my faith by my 

 5. Ibid., 626 (emphasis added). 

 6. See a more extended list of witnesses in Robert L. Dabney, “The Moral Effects of a Free Justifi-
cation,” in Discussions: Evangelical and Theological, vol. 1 (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 
1967, orig. 1890), 73–106. 
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works” [James 2:18]; and all the good works, which are ascribed 
to believers under the Old Testament, are traced to the operation 
of faith [Hebrews 11:4, 7, 8, 23, 32].7 

Scarce Reflections on How Faith Sanctifies 

One of the remarkable things about this unified stream of thinking is that 
comparatively little attention is given to the spiritual dynamics of how faith 
sanctifies. I could be wrong about this, since I am not an expert in the history 
of doctrine. But my sense is that both historically and currently, the claim 
that justifying faith is “not alone in the person justified, but is ever accompanied 

with all other saving graces” is usually left dangling without any extended 
reflection on why this is the case, and how it works out in the spiritual dynam-
ics of real Christian living. Such an extended reflection is what this book is 
meant to be. 

My aim is to understand and explain how it is that justifying faith 
works through love (Galatians 5:6). My argument is that the reason justify-
ing faith is never alone, is that it is the nature of faith to sanctify. There is 
something about the essence of justifying faith that makes it a morally trans-
forming agent. Or, to put it more precisely, there is something about the 
faith through which pardoning grace justifies, that makes it a suitable and 
efficient means through which empowering grace always sanctifies.

If we ask, How does regeneration, or the new birth, relate to the purifying 

power of faith in future grace? I would answer like this:8 Regeneration is the 
work of God’s Spirit through the word of the gospel (John 3:8; 1 Peter 1:23) 
that brings our new nature into being. Simultaneously, saving faith is cre-
ated (1 John 5:1), vital union with Christ is established (Galatians 3:26; 
Romans 6:5), and we are counted as righteous by imputation of the right-
eousness of God in Christ (Romans 5:1; 2 Corinthians 5:21; Philippians 
3:9). All of that is the simultaneous miraculous work of sovereign grace in 
one single instant. We did nothing to bring this about. “The wind blows 
where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it 

 7. James Buchanan, The Doctrine of Justification (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1961, 
orig. 1867), 357. 

 8. For my fullest reflections on regeneration and its relationship to our multifaceted salvation, see 
John Piper, Finally Alive: What Happens When We Are Born Again? (Fearn, Scotland: Christian 
Focus Publications, 2009).
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comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” 
( John 3:8).

The faith that God creates in regeneration (Ephesians 2:8) justifies by 
uniting us to Christ instantaneously. When it exists, it exists in union with 
Christ. There is no time lapse as if there could be saving faith with no union 
with Christ. And since union with Christ is the reason we are counted right-
eous with his righteousness, the way faith justifies is not by any moral 
agency or quality, but by virtue of its uniting us with Christ.

This is crucial. Some have always argued that faith is a morally good 
thing, and therefore justification by faith means that we are justified on the 
ground of some good in us, namely, faith. The Reformers knew this under-
mined the biblical meaning of justification by faith (Romans 5:1). Andrew 
Fuller, one of the worthy heirs of those Reformers, addresses the issue by 
pointing out that faith is unique among all the other graces that grow in the 
renewed heart. It is “peculiarly a receiving grace.”

Thus it is that justification is ascribed to faith, because it is by 
faith that we receive Christ; and thus it is by faith only, and not by 
any other grace. Faith is peculiarly a receiving grace which none 
other is. Were we said to be justified by repentance, by love, or by 
any other grace, it would convey to us the idea of something good 
in us being the consideration on which the blessing was bestowed; 
but justification by faith conveys no such idea. On the contrary, it 
leads the mind directly to Christ, in the same manner as saying of 
a person that he lives by begging leads to the idea of his living on 
what he freely receives.9

To be sure, faith is a duty. It is an act of the soul. It is a good effect of regen-
eration. “Yet,” Andrew Fuller says, “it is not as such, but as uniting us to Christ 
and deriving righteousness from him, that it justifies?”10 From this point of 
justification, and on the basis of it, the process of sanctification begins.

 9. The Complete Works of the Rev. Andrew Fuller, vol. 1, Joseph Belcher, Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle 
Publications, 1988), 281. “By faith we receive the benefit; but the benefit arises not from faith, 
but from Christ. Hence the same thing which is ascribed in some places to faith, is in others 
ascribed to the obedience, death, and resurrection of Christ,” 282.

 10. The Complete Works of the Rev. Andrew Fuller, vol. 2, 572. At this point he refers to Jonathan 
Edwards and gives him credit for this insight.
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Justification and Sanctification Are Distinct 

From this it can be seen that in no way do I mean to confound justification 
and sanctification. They are distinct. Justification is not a human behavior 
of soul or body. But sanctification is a (divinely effected) human behavior of 
soul and body. Both justification and sanctification are brought about by 
God, but they are not brought about in the same way. Justification is an act 
of God’s reckoning; sanctification is an act of God’s transforming. 

Thus the function of faith in regard to each is different. In regard to 
justification, faith is not the channel through which a power or a transfor-
mation flows to the soul of the believer, but rather faith is the occasion of 
God’s forgiving and acquitting and reckoning as righteous by virtue of 
faith’s uniting us to Christ. These justifying acts of God do not in them-
selves touch the soul of man. They are extra nos—outside ourselves. Paul 
speaks of the justification of the “ungodly” (Romans 4:5). We do not remain 
ungodly, but we do begin as “justified ungodly.”11 However, in regard to 
sanctification, faith is indeed the channel through which divine power and 
transformation flow to the soul; and the work of God through faith does 
indeed touch the soul, and change it. 

Three Assumptions 

My point in this book is that the faith, which is the occasion of justification, 
is the same faith through which sanctifying power comes to the justified 
sinner. There are three assumptions here. 

The first assumption is that justifying faith12 is persevering faith. As 
Jonathan Edwards explained with careful and nuanced language, “Persever-
ance in faith is, in one sense, the condition of justification; that is, the prom-
ise of acceptance is made only to a persevering sort of faith, and the proper 

 11. Andrew Fuller puts it like this: “The ground on which [the apostles] took their stand was 
‘Cursed is everyone who continueth not in all things written in the book of the law to do them’ 
[Galatians 3:10]. Hence they inferred the impossibility of the sinner being justified in any other 
way than for the sake of him who was ‘made a curse for us;’ and hence it clearly follows, that 
whatever holiness any sinner may possess before, in, or after believing, it is of no account 
whatever as a ground of acceptance with God.” The Complete Works of the Rev. Andrew Fuller, 
vol. 2, 392–93.

 12. Keep in mind that, in this book, this phrase “justifying faith” is always shorthand for “faith 
through which alone grace justifies.” 
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evidence of it being that sort is its actual perseverance.”13 Thus it is proper 
to speak of the moral effectiveness of justifying faith not merely because it 
brings us into a right standing with God at the first moment of its exercise, 
but also because it is a persevering sort of faith, whose effectiveness resides 
also in its daily embrace of all that God is for us in Jesus. 

A second assumption is that justifying faith is not only a trusting in the 
past grace of God, but also a trusting in the future grace of God, secured by 
the past grace of Christ’s death and resurrection. Justifying faith embraces 
the finished work of Christ’s atonement, in the sense that it rests in all that 
this atonement means for our past, present, and future. As the First Helvetic 
Confession affirms, “Faith is…a grasping of all things that one hopes from 
God.” Or as John Calvin says in his sermon on Ephesians 3:14–19, “If we 
come to Christ, with belief in him, that is to say, if we receive the promises of the 

gospel, let us assure ourselves that he will dwell in our hearts, even by means 
of faith.”14 Standing on the bygone grace of Christ’s death and resurrection, 
justifying faith is a future-oriented trust in the promises of God. 

A third assumption is that the essence (though not the sum total) of jus-
tifying faith is being satisfied with all that God is (and promises to be) for us in Jesus. 

As other theologians have said, it is the embracing of Jesus in every office in 
which he is presented in the Word of God. Justifying faith is not selective, 
embracing Christ as he is offered by God in one role, while rejecting him as he 
is offered in another. “True faith embraces Christ in whatever ways the Scrip-
tures hold him out to poor sinners.”15 Justifying faith embraces all that God 
promises to be for us in Jesus. And this embracing is not a mere intellectual 
assent to a teaching, but is also a vital heartfelt satisfaction with God. 

These three assumptions about the nature of justifying faith (which I 
will try to develop and justify biblically) account for why and how justifying 
faith necessarily sanctifies. This book is an extended reflection on the bibli-
cal underpinnings and practical spiritual dynamics of the sanctifying power 
of justifying faith. I call these dynamics living by faith in future grace. 

 13. Jonathan Edwards, “Concerning the Perseverance of the Saints,” in The Works of Jonathan 
Edwards, vol. 2, (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1976, orig. 1834), 596. 

 14. John Calvin, Sermons on Ephesians (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1973, orig. 1562), 
290 (emphasis added). 

 15.  Ernest Reisinger, Lord and Christ (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing Co., 1994), 45. 
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And how long will they not believe in me,  

in spite of all the signs that I have done among them?

n u m b e r s  1 4 : 1 1

Gratitude exults in the past benefits of God and says to faith, 

“Embrace more of these benefits for the future, so that my happy 

work of looking back on God’s deliverance may continue.” 
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C H A P T E R  1

The debTor’s eThic: 
should We Try To  

Pay God back?

What Is Gratitude? 

like most precious things, gratitude is vulnerable. We easily forget 
that gratitude exists because sometimes things come to us “gratis”—
without price or payment. When that happens, we should feel a 

pleasant sense of the worth of what we’ve received and the goodwill behind 
it. This pleasant sense is what we call gratitude. Then, spontaneously rising 
from this pleasant sense, come expressions of delight. We feel constrained 
with joy to acknowledge the gift and the goodwill behind it, and to express 
how good we feel about the gift and the heart of the giver. 

Gratitude corresponds to grace (“gratis”). This is true even when we feel 
thankful for something we have paid for. We sense that what we bought 
might have been disappointing in spite of our having enough money to buy 
it. It might not have been in such good condition; or it might not have been 
the exact one we wanted; or someone might have bought it before we did; 
or the transaction might have been harsh; or the timing might have been 
wrong for our intended use; or the price might have gone up just after we 
bought it. In other words, gratitude is not the feeling that we have been 
shrewd in the way we get things. It is the emotion that rises joyfully in 
response to something “gratis,” even in our purchases. 
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The Birthplace of the Debtor’s Ethic 

But right at this point there lurks a danger. There is an impulse in the fallen 
human heart—all our hearts—to forget that gratitude is a spontaneous 
response of joy to receiving something over and above what we paid for. 
When we forget this, what happens is that gratitude starts to be misused 
and distorted as an impulse to pay for the very thing that came to us “gratis.” 
This terrible moment is the birthplace of the “debtor’s ethic.” 

The debtor’s ethic says, “Because you have done something good for me, 
I feel indebted to do something good for you.” This impulse is not what grati-
tude was designed to produce. God meant gratitude to be a spontaneous 
expression of pleasure in the gift and the good will of another. He did not 
mean it to be an impulse to return favors. If gratitude is twisted into a sense 
of debt, it gives birth to the debtor’s ethic—and the effect is to nullify grace. 

Don’t misunderstand me. Gratitude itself does not nullify grace. It 
exults in grace. It was created by God to echo grace. Even the thought that 
it can be twisted to serve evil shocks some people and makes them shrink 
back. Make no mistake, I exalt gratitude as a central biblical response of the 
heart to the grace of God. The Bible commands gratitude to God as one of 
our highest duties. “Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with 
praise! Give thanks to him; bless his name!” (Psalm 100:4). God says that 
gratitude glorifies him: “The one who offers thanksgiving as his sacrifice 
glorifies me” (Psalm 50:23). In spite of being vulnerable to misuse in the 
debtor’s ethic, gratitude is not guilty. 

We all know what the debtor’s ethic is, even if we’ve never called it this. 
Suppose you invite me over for dinner. It is certainly right for me to feel 
gratitude. But O, how easily we distort this spontaneous response of joy into 
an impulse to pay back. You gave me an invitation and now I owe you one. 
When our virtue—toward other people, or toward God—is born out of this 
sense of “paying back,” we are in the grip of the debtor’s ethic. 

What’s gone wrong? It’s not wrong to feel gratitude when someone gives 
us a gift. The trouble starts with the impulse that now we owe a “gift.” What 
this feeling does is turn gifts into legal currency. Subtly the gift is no longer 
a gift but a business transaction. And what was offered as free grace is nul-
lified by distorted gratitude. 
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Should We Pay God Back? 

It is remarkable how widespread and durable the debtor’s ethic is among 
Christians. Recently I heard a well-known evangelical leader deliver a pow-
erful message about the need for Americans to recover the call of duty and 
devotion to Christ. He used a compelling illustration about self-sacrifice. 
But his explanation of the spiritual dynamics of the sacrifice focused entirely 
on gratitude for what Christ had done. I sat there longing to hear a strong 
word about the essential role of hope as the sustaining power of laying your 
life down. But it didn’t come. 

This way of motivating duty and devotion seems harmless, even noble. 
Its appeal is strong. It speaks in words that are almost above criticism. For 
example, it might say, “God has done so much for you; now what will you 
do for him?” Or: “He gave you his very life; now how much will you give to 
him?” The refrain of Frances Havergal’s old hymn “I Gave My Life for Thee” 
is hazardous language. In it Christ says, “I gave, I gave My life for thee, what 
hast thou given for Me?” And: “I bring, I bring rich gifts to thee, what hast 
thou brought to Me?” I don’t mean that sentences like these must express the 
debtor’s ethic. I only mean that they easily can, and often do. 

In the debtor’s ethic, the Christian life is pictured as an effort to pay 
back the debt we owe to God. Usually the concession is made that we can 
never fully pay it off. But “gratitude” demands that we work at it. Good 
deeds and religious acts are the installment payments we make on the 
unending debt we owe God. This debtor’s ethic often lies, perhaps uninten-
tionally, beneath the words, “We should obey Christ out of gratitude.” 

This appeal to gratitude as a way of motivating Christians is so com-
mon it may come as a shock when I question whether it has much biblical 
support. But consider this for a moment. How many places in the Bible can 
you think of where gratitude or thankfulness is explicitly made the motive 
of moral behavior? I mean behaviors like treating people with love, and 
doing your business with integrity, and taking risks in the obedience of 
missions. Does the Bible tell us that these things are to be done “out of 
gratitude,” or “in the power of thankfulness,” or “because we owe Jesus so 
much”? 

This is not nitpicking or incidental; it is amazing. If you ask Christians 
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today, “What is the biblical motive for Christian obedience?” great numbers 
would say, “Gratitude to God.” And yet this way of thinking seems almost 
totally lacking in the Bible. The Bible rarely, if ever, explicitly makes gratitude 
the impulse of moral behavior, or ingratitude the explanation of immorality. 

This is stunning when you let it sink in. This most common way of talk-
ing about motivating Christian obedience is scarcely mentioned in the Bible. 
This fact comes like a punch in the belly; it takes your breath away. Is this 
really so? You will need to search for yourself to be completely sure. 

Was Ingratitude the Problem? 

In the Old Testament the people of God often sinned against him despite all 
the good things he had done for them. But the reason given for this sin is not 
their ingratitude but, for example, their lack of faith: “How long will they not 
believe in me, in spite of all the signs that I have done among them?” (Num-
bers 14:11). The ethical problem troubling Moses is not ingratitude. What 
troubles him is that God’s past grace did not move the people to trust in 
God’s future grace. Faith in future grace, not gratitude, is the missing ethical 
power to overcome rebellion and motivate obedience. 

Just when today’s Christian would probably say the problem is lack of 
gratitude, the biblical writers again and again say that the problem is a lack 
of faith in God’s future grace. Moses rebukes the people, “You have seen how 
the lorD your God carried you, as a man carries his son.… Yet in spite of 
this word you did not believe the lorD your God” (Deuteronomy 1:31–32). 

The psalmist gives the same reason for why God’s people sinned in 
spite of all his blessings: although God “split rocks in the wilderness and 
gave them drink abundantly…yet they sinned still more against him…
because they did not believe in God and did not trust his saving power” 
(Psalm 78:15, 17, 22). 

It’s true that the disobedient people must have lacked gratitude. But 
that’s not how the Bible explains their rebellion and disobedience. Repeat-
edly the explanation given is lack of faith in God’s future grace. The missing 
channel of motivating power between past grace and today’s obedience was 
not gratitude but faith. You will read the Old Testament in vain for texts that 
make gratitude the explicit motive or power for obedience. 
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The Fear of the Lord and Faith in Future Grace 

There are other Old Testament motives for obedience, such as love to God 
and fear of the Lord. We will deal in coming chapters with the relationship 
between faith in future grace and love for God.1 But this is a good place to 
say a word about the fear of the Lord and its relationship to obedience and 
to faith in future grace. 

Moses taught Israel that the fear of the Lord would give rise to obedi-
ence: “Fear the lorD your God…by keeping all his statutes and his com-
mandments” (Deuteronomy 6:2). Solomon summed up his own teaching in 
Ecclesiastes, “The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep 
his commandments” (Ecclesiastes 12:13). Nehemiah told the nobles and 
rulers in Jerusalem to “walk in the fear of our God” (Nehemiah 5:9). And 
Proverbs 23:17 says, “Continue in the fear of the lorD all the day.” Right 
“walking” and right living flow from fearing God. But to my knowledge 
there are no expressions corresponding to these that link gratitude and 
obedience in the same way. 

And even these expressions about fearing the Lord are probably the flip 
side of trusting the Lord’s future grace.2 In other words, “fear the Lord” 
means “fear the terrible insult it would be to God if you do not trust his gra-
cious promises of power and wisdom on your behalf.” That’s probably why 
Psalm 115:11 says, “You who fear the lorD, trust in the lorD! He is their help 
and their shield.” In other words, if fear is not mingled with trust, it will not 
be pleasing to the Lord. “Without faith it is impossible to please [God]” 
(Hebrews 11:6). The obedience that comes from fearing God without faith in 

his future grace will not be free, but servile. 
The interconnectedness of fear and faith is probably why people looked 

at the grace given to David in distress, and felt fear and trust rising side by 
side in their hearts. “He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our 
God. Many will see and fear, and put their trust in the lorD” (Psalm 40:3). 
The same thing had happened at the Red Sea. “Israel saw the great power 

 1. See chapters 12, 16, and 20. 

 2.  See chapters 14 and 15 for an extended discussion of how faith in future grace relates to “fear-
ing God” and “hoping in God” and “taking refuge in God” and “waiting for God” and “keeping 
his covenant.”
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that the lorD used against the Egyptians, so the people feared the lorD, and 
they believed in the lorD” (Exodus 14:31). Fear and faith happen together in 
response to God’s mighty power and his promise of future grace. 

To fear the Lord is to tremble at the awareness of what a terrible insult 
it is to a holy God if we do not have faith in his future grace after all the signs 
and wonders he has performed to win our obedient trust. It’s this faith in 
future grace that channels the power of God into obedience. We search the 
Old Testament in vain for the explicit teaching that gratitude is a channel of 
this power. 

Pay Your Vows to the Most High 

One possible exception to this observation in the Old Testament is the 
teaching that we should “pay our vows” to God. Thinking about this “excep-
tion” has taken me deeper into the relationship between gratitude and faith 
in future grace. 

One of the most significant vows I ever made to the Lord was prompted 
by stage fright. I was in college and almost paralyzed by the prospect of 
public speaking.3 I was asked by Chaplain Evan Welch at Wheaton College 
to give a brief prayer of invocation at a summer school chapel. That meant 
speaking, perhaps for thirty seconds, to several hundred people. That may 
seem like a small thing to most people, but to me it was a watershed moment 
in my life. Against all my natural inclinations, I said yes. Then I began to 
wrestle with God in the hope that he would help me so that I would not get 
so choked up with paralyzing fear that I couldn’t speak—which had hap-
pened all through high school whenever I had to make a little presentation. 

So I made a vow. I said, “Lord, if you will bring me through this one 
prayer in front of all those students and faculty, I will never again turn down 
a speaking opportunity out of fear.” God helped me, and, to the best of my 
knowledge, I have kept my vow to this day. But was I right to do this? Or is 
the making and keeping of vows a part of the debtor’s ethic? 

Vows are promises that a person makes to God, usually in times of 
distress. For example, Absalom said to David, “For your servant vowed a 
vow while I lived at Geshur in Aram, saying, ‘If the LorD will indeed bring 

 3.  I tell the whole story later in chapter 3. 
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me back to Jerusalem, then I will offer worship to the lorD’ ” (2 Samuel 
15:8). The Lord is not against making vows.4 In fact, it seems that Hezekiah 
is criticized for not making one: “In those days Hezekiah became sick and 
was at the point of death, and he prayed to the lorD, and he answered him 
and gave him a sign. But Hezekiah did not make return according to the 
benefit done to him, for his heart was proud. Therefore wrath came upon 
him and Judah and Jerusalem” (2 Chronicles 32:24–25). It seems that Heze-
kiah should have made a vow of service to the Lord and fulfilled it. More-
over, God gives instructions for keeping vows: “If you make a vow to the 
lorD your God, you shall not delay fulfilling it, for the lorD your God will 
surely require it of you, and you will be guilty of sin” (Deuteronomy 23:21). 

Sometimes the keeping of vows is connected with gratitude. For exam-
ple, Psalm 50:14 says, “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and perform 

your vows to the Most High.” Probably the vows in this context are vows to 
offer sacrifices of thanksgiving. This seems to be the case in Psalm 66:13–14, 
“I will come into your house with burnt offerings; I will perform my vows to 
you, that which my lips uttered and my mouth promised when I was in 
trouble.” When he was in trouble he vowed that he would offer burnt offer-
ings to the Lord. So the “sacrifice of thanksgiving” is a fulfillment of the vow. 

It may well be that other things are vowed from time to time besides 
acts of worship like burnt offerings. So it seems fair to say that some moral 
commitments find their impulse in the desire to render back to God some 
good because of the help he has given in distress. The Old Testament does 
not say explicitly that this behavior is “from gratitude” or is even an expres-
sion of gratitude. But the connection is obviously very close. How are we to 
understand this connection and its relationship to faith in future grace? And 
why is rendering back to God the payment of our vows not an example of 
the debtor’s ethic? 

Is Paying Vows an Example of the Debtor’s Ethic? 

What keeps the paying of vows from the dangers of the debtor’s ethic is that 
the “payment” is, in reality, not an ordinary payment, but another act of 

 4. This does not contradict the warnings of James (5:12) and Jesus (Matthew 5:33–37), where the 
warning is given not to take oaths. Oaths, in these verses, are attempts to buttress the truth of 
your own word by calling on some reality beyond your control to bear witness to your truth-
fulness. A vow is simply a promise to keep your word. 
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receiving that magnifies the ongoing grace of God. It does not magnify our 
resourcefulness. We can see this in two psalms. First, in Psalm 116:12–14, 
the psalmist says, “What shall I render to the LorD for all his benefits to me? 
I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LorD. I will pay 
my vows to the LorD.” The psalmist’s answer to his own question, “What 
shall I render to the Lord for all his benefits?” is, in essence, that he will go 
on receiving from the Lord so that the Lord’s inexhaustible goodness will be 
magnified. First, lifting up the cup of salvation signifies taking the Lord’s satis-
fying salvation in hand and drinking it and expecting more. This is why I 
say that “paying” back to God in these contexts is not an ordinary payment. 
It is an act of receiving. 

Second, this is also the meaning of the next phrase: “I will call on the 
name of the Lord.” What will I render to God for graciously answering my 
call? Answer: I will call again. I will render to God the praise and the tribute 
that he is never in need of me, but is always overflowing with benefits when 
I need him (which I always do). Then the psalmist says, in the third place, “I 
will pay my vows to the Lord.” But how will they be paid? They will be paid 
by holding up the cup of salvation and by calling on the Lord. That is, they 
will be paid by faith in future grace. 

Faith in Future Grace Protects  
Gratitude from the Debtor’s Ethic

Faith in future grace is the secret that keeps impulses of gratitude from turn-
ing into the debtor’s ethic. True gratitude exults in the riches of God’s grace 
as it looks back on the benefits it has received. By cherishing past grace in 
this way, it inclines the heart to trust in future grace. We might say that 
gratitude has a strong appetite for the enjoyment of looking back on the 
outpourings of God’s grace. And since God enlarges the past reservoir of 
grace by pouring out more grace through faith, therefore, for the sake of this 
accumulation, gratitude sends its impulses of delight into faith in this ever-
arriving future grace. 

This is expressed in the words of Psalm 116:12–13, “What shall I render 
to the lorD for all his benefits to me? I will lift up the cup of salvation and 
call on the name of the lorD.” That is, what I will render to the Lord for so 
much past grace is the call for more future grace. Gratitude exults in the past 
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benefits of God and says to faith, “Embrace more of these benefits for the 
future, so that my happy work of looking back on God’s deliverance may 
continue and increase.” 

The same kind of thought is found in Psalm 50. God warns against a 
wrong kind of payment when he says in verses 12–13, “If I were hungry, I 
would not tell you, for the world and its fullness are mine. Do I eat the flesh 
of bulls or drink the blood of goats?” In other words, “Don’t view your ‘pay-
ments’ as ordinary payments that meet my needs or add anything to me. I 
own your ‘payments’ already.” 

What then? Verses 14–15 answer, “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiv-

ing, and perform your vows to the Most High, and call upon me in the day of 
trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.” Here again, the way to 
pay vows is explained as calling on the Lord in the day of trouble so that he 
will do the delivering and he will get the honor. This makes clear that “per-
forming” vows in the Old Testament is not part of the debtor’s ethic. It is an 
act of faith in future grace. Perform your vow, that is, call on me in the day 
of trouble, and I will deliver you with future grace. And you will give me 
honor. 

In sum, we can say that true gratitude does not give rise to the debtor’s 
ethic because it gives rise to faith in future grace. With true gratitude there 
is such a delight in the worth of God’s past grace, that we are driven on to 
experience more and more of grace in the future. But this is not done by 
“payments” of a debt in any ordinary sense. Rather, it happens when grati-
tude for past grace quickens and energizes faith in future grace. The grateful 
gaze at all God’s past grace gives confidence and courage to faith’s contem-
plation of God’s promises. 

If this is the direction the Old Testament points, then what about the 
New Testament? What direction does it lead us in thinking about the debt-
or’s ethic? For that we turn to chapter 2. 
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The effort to repay God, in the ordinary way we pay creditors,

would nullify grace and turn it into a business transaction.

If we see acts of obedience as installment payments,

we make grace into a mortgage…

Let us not say that grace creates debts;

let us say that grace pays debts.

Past grace is glorified by intense and joyful gratitude.

Future grace is glorified by intense and joyful confidence.

This faith is what empowers us for venturesome  

obedience in the cause of Christ.
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C H A P T E R  2

When GraTiTude 
MalFuncTions

A Filipino Insight 

While this book was being written, I taught a lesson on the debt-
or’s ethic at our church. In the audience there happened to be a 
visiting missionary to the Philippines who came up to me after-

ward and said, “Did you know that you were talking about something 
extremely important for Filipino culture?” He explained that in the Filipino 
mind-set, there is something called utang na loob. He showed me later an 
essay that explained what he meant. 

Evelyn Miranda-Feliciano has written a book in which she defines 
utang na loob as “debt of volition.” “It is an interior law which dictates that the 
recipient of a good act or deed behave generously towards his benefactor as 
long as he lives.”1 

She goes on to say that “to a Filipino, to show a lack of due gratitude is 
outrageous; being grateful is almost second nature to him. His sense of utang 

na loob defines his integrity as a person in the context of social relation-
ships.”2 But there are negative aspects to this mind-set. 

Generally, the lifetime indebtedness aspect of utang na loob draws 
from the fact that it is difficult to measure one’s debt of gratitude. It is 
an indebtedness that is harder to pay than money owed. Nothing is 
said about it. Nothing is counted or quantified. Everything is played 

 1. Evelyn Miranda-Feliciano, Filipino Values and Our Christian Faith (Manila: OMF Lit. 1990), 70. 

 2. Ibid., 70. 
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by ear and the poor recipient is never sure whether what he had 
done suffices to repay his debt. Thus, he is bound to be at the beck 
and call of his benefactor. Unless the benefactor outrightly tells him 
to stop, or releases him from the burden of a self-imposed obligation. 

Evidently, an unquestioning form of utang na loob tends to 
create a patron-client relationship that is oppressive. It creates a 
kind of dependency and mendicancy detrimental to the formation 
of a truly free, self-respecting individual, or nation for that matter.3 

It’s a Human Issue, Not a Filipino One 

This awareness of the reality of utang na loob in Filipino culture, and the 
problems it creates for the Christian mission, has raised the stakes of my 
concern higher than ever. I don’t think the spiritual dangers of utang na loob 

are unique to the Philippines. They are present in every human heart. We 
are spring-loaded, it seems, to conceive of our relationship to God in terms 
that focus on what he has done for us in the past and what we must now do 
for him in the future by way of repayment. 

What we saw in the last chapter is that living by faith in future grace is 
the biblical antidote to this debtor’s ethic—the negative aspects of utang na 

loob. God has promised grace for tomorrow. Whatever returns we make to 
him for all his past goodness to us, we make by relying on his future grace. 
The only debt that grace creates is the “debt” of relying on more grace for all 
that God calls us to be and do. That is what we saw in the last chapter from 
our pondering the Old Testament. It is also what we will see now from our 
meditation on the New Testament. 

All Obedience Is to Be by Faith 

In the New Testament the prevalence of faith in future grace as the impulse 
of Christian obedience is even clearer and more explicit than in the Old 
Testament. 

For example, in Hebrews 11 (nasb) we find the saints of the Old Testa-
ment commended again and again because their obedience was motivated 

 3. Ibid., 72. 
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by faith. “By faith” Abraham “obeyed” (11:8); “by faith” Noah “prepared an 
ark” (11:7); “by faith” Moses “left Egypt” (11:27); “through faith” others 
“enforced justice” (11:33, esv). But we find no expression in the Bible like “by 
gratitude they obeyed” or “by thankfulness they enforced justice.” 

Furthermore we find Christian obedience called the “work of faith,” 
never the “work of gratitude” (1 Thessalonians 1:3; 2 Thessalonians 1:11). 
We find expressions like “live by faith” (Galatians 2:20) and “walk by faith” 
(2 Corinthians 5:7), but never any expression like “live by gratitude” or 
“walk by gratitude.” We find the expression “faith working through love” 
(Galatians 5:6), but not “gratitude working through love.” We read that “the 
aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience 
and a sincere faith” (1 Timothy 1:5), but not “from sincere gratitude.” We 
read that “faith apart from works is dead” ( James 2:26), but not that “grati-
tude apart from works is dead.” And when Jesus deals with the disciples’ 
hesitancy to seek the kingdom first because they were worried about food 
and clothing, he did not say, “O you of little gratitude”; he said, “O you of 
little faith” (Matthew 6:30). Faith in future grace, not gratitude, is the source 
of radical, risk-taking, kingdom-seeking obedience. 

As I said before, this is not nitpicking or incidental; it is amazing. Grati-
tude is not set forth in the Bible as a prominent motive for Christian living. 
Gratitude is a beautiful thing. There is no Christianity without it. It is at the 
heart of worship. It should fill the heart of every believer. But when it comes 
to spelling out the spiritual dynamics of how practical Christian obedience 
happens, the Bible does not say that it comes from gratitude, but that it 
comes from the profoundly and pervasively future-oriented gaze of faith. 

A Possible Exception 

One possible exception in the New Testament would be Hebrews 12:28–29, 
“Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, 
and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our 
God is a consuming fire.” Notice that it says, “Be grateful…[we] offer to God 
acceptable worship.” This seems to make gratitude the impulse of our wor-
ship. That may well be the meaning. If it is, then the way gratitude empow-
ers worship is probably by feeding faith with the joyful expectation of future 
grace on the basis of past experience. I say this because the book of Hebrews, 
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more than any other book in the New Testament, is explicitly insistent that 
obedience comes “by faith” (Hebrews 11). 

But, in fact, Hebrews 12:28 might mean something different. The King 
James Version translates it like this: “Wherefore we receiving a kingdom 
which cannot be moved, let us have grace, whereby we may serve God.” The 
phrase “let us have grace” is a literal rendering that is taken usually to mean 
“have gratitude.” But if the literal rendering is accurate, what the verse is 
saying is precisely, “Let’s keep trusting in future grace, which will give us the 
power to serve God.” In that case it would not be a word about gratitude, but 
about faith in future grace. In either case this verse does not nullify the point 
we are making: neither the Old Testament nor the New treats gratitude as a 
prominent impulse for obedience. Faith in future grace is much more prom-
inent. And what we will see at the end of this chapter is that the interplay of 
gratitude and faith makes gratitude the servant of faith in future grace. 

Could Gratitude Nullify Grace? 

It seems that gratitude is so vulnerable to misuse as a debtor’s ethic that God 
has not ordained for it to function as a prominent motive in Christian living. 
This is a remarkable thing. And we can see more clearly why God would 
lead us in this way when we see what is at stake. If the impulses of gratitude 
slip over into the debtor’s ethic, grace soon ceases to be grace. The effort to 
repay God, in the ordinary way we pay our creditors, would nullify grace 
and turn it into a business transaction. If we see acts of obedience as install-
ment payments, we make grace into a mortgage. 

Picture salvation as a house that you live in. It provides you with protec-
tion. It is stocked with food and drink that will last forever. It never decays 
or crumbles. Its windows open onto vistas of glory. God built it at great cost 
to himself and to his Son, and he gave it to you. The “purchase” agreement 
is called a “new covenant.” The terms read: “This house shall become and 
remain yours if you will receive it as a gift and take delight in the Father and 
the Son as they inhabit the house with you. You shall not profane the house 
of God by sheltering other gods nor turn your heart away after other trea-
sures.” Would it not be foolish to say yes to this agreement, and then hire a 
lawyer to draw up an amortization schedule with monthly payments in the 
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hopes of somehow balancing accounts? You would be treating the house no 
longer as a gift, but a purchase. God would no longer be the free benefactor. 
And you would be enslaved to a new set of demands that he never dreamed 
of putting on you. If grace is to be free—which is the very meaning of 
grace—we cannot view it as something to be repaid. 

“O to Grace How Great a Debtor”?

What does this mean for respected and loved hymns like Robert Robinson’s 
“Come Thou Fount”? The last verse says, 

O to grace how great a debtor
Daily I’m constrained to be!
Let Thy goodness, like a fetter,
Bind my wand’ring heart to Thee:
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,
Prone to leave the God I love;
Here’s my heart, O take and seal it;
Seal it for Thy courts above.

I don’t deny that we are debtors to God. Jesus taught us to pray, “Forgive 
us our debts” (Matthew 6:12), and he called people “debtors” because of 
their sins (Luke 13:4). In other words, when the Bible focuses on our being 
in debt to God, it has reference to our sins that need to be forgiven, not our 
obedience that needs to be paid. 

It would seem more appropriate to say that we are debtors to God’s 
justice, not to his grace. That is, if we deal with him in payments of debt, he 
will deal with us in terms of justice: value for value (see Romans 4:4). We 
will not get very far in this transaction. That is why we plead for forgiveness 
of our debts instead of proposing a schedule of payments. To be more bibli-
cal, let us not say that grace creates debts; let us say that grace pays debts. As 
a more recent song says,

Oh, be ye glad, be ye glad
Every debt that you ever had
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Has been paid up in full by the grace of the Lord
Be ye glad, be ye glad, be ye glad.4 

I think Robinson uses the phrase “debtor to grace” very loosely to mean 
that everything he has is “owing” to grace. It all comes from grace. Therefore 
he is absolutely dependent on grace for everything now and forever. His 
“debt” does not imply a pattern of repayment, but an eternity of childlike 
dependence. 

Perhaps Robinson might say—I hope he would say—the only debt you 
can pay to grace without nullifying grace is dependence on future grace. What 
honors never-ending, inexhaustible future grace is moment-by-moment “pay-
ments” (not a good word) of trust. I hope that’s what Robinson was praying for 
when he wrote, “Bind my wand’ring heart to Thee.… Seal it for Thy courts 
above.” That is, keep me close to you and trusting you rather than wandering 
off in search of something more reliable and more satisfying. 

Not All God’s Glory Is in the Past 

There’s another problem with the debtor’s ethic. It runs the risk of minimiz-
ing the glory of grace by its limited past-orientation. Gratitude ordinarily 
looks back. This is not bad. The Bible commands us to remember the past 
grace of God: “Remember the wondrous works that he has done, his mira-
cles, and the judgments he uttered” (Psalm 105:5). Vast stretches of God’s 
grace and glory would be degraded if we forgot the past. It is the function of 
gratitude to call up this glory in worship. 

When Gratitude Malfunctions 

But we do not live in the past. None of our potential obedience can happen 
in the past. All of our lives will be lived in the future. Therefore when we try 
to make gratitude empower this future obedience, something goes wrong. 
Gratitude is primarily a response to the past grace of God; it malfunctions 

 4. Blanchard, Michael Kelly, “Be Ye Glad,” Copyright 1980 Paragon Music Corporation (ASCAP) 
ARR. UBP of Benson Music Group, Inc. (365 Great Circle Road, Nashville, TN). Diadem Sky/
Gotz Music (Admin. By Diadem Music, Inc. Nashville, TN). 

Future Grace inter.indd   44 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

45

when forced to function as motivation for the future—unless it is trans-
formed into faith in future grace. 

There is a divine power for future obedience. But gratitude is not 
designed for carrying this high-voltage current of future grace. Faith is. 
When gratitude is thrust into this role, what tends to happen is that a debt-
or’s ethic emerges that tries to produce future obedience with the power of 
past grace. It won’t work. It is past. So poor gratitude does the best it can, 
although out of its element: it appeals to the will to make returns to God for 
the past grace that it knows so well. Thus, inspired by past grace (but not 
empowered by future grace), the will tries to do good things for God in the 
power of gratitude—that is, in the power of remembered past grace. If faith 
in future grace does not come in to rescue gratitude at this point, the debt-
or’s ethic takes over and subtle forms of religious self-reliance develop. We 
call them legalism. 

The main problem here is that the past-orientation of the debtor’s ethic 
tends to blind us to the infinite, never-ending, inexhaustible, uninterrupted 
flow of future grace from this moment to eternity. This grace is there in the 
future to be trusted and lived on. It is there to give the motivation and power 
for our obedience. This infinite overflow of God’s grace is dishonored when 
we fail to appropriate it by faith in future grace. Gratitude is not designed for 
this. Faith is. Past grace is glorified by intense and joyful gratitude. Future 
grace is glorified by intense and joyful confidence. This faith is what frees us 
and empowers us for venturesome obedience in the cause of Christ. 

The Debtor’s Ethic Is Not New 

As I was working on this chapter, I happened to pull off the shelf a little 
book by Andrew Murray titled Abide in Christ. Murray was a Dutch Reformed 
pastor and writer who ministered in South Africa until his death in 1917. A 
moment’s inspection revealed that in his own day he shared a concern about 
the way the gratitude ethic limits our grasp of God’s grace.

The idea [many Christians] have of grace is this: that their 
conversion and pardon are God’s work, but that now, in gratitude 

to God, it is their work to live as Christians and follow Jesus.… 
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No, wandering one, as it was Jesus who drew thee when He spake 
“Come,” so it is Jesus who keeps thee when He says “Abide.” The 
[past] grace to come and the [future] grace to abide are alike from 
Him alone.5 

The act of the soul designed to receive the power of this grace and con-
vey it into a new way of life is not gratitude, but faith in future grace. Thus 
Murray says, “By faith you became partakers of the initial grace; by that 
same faith you can enjoy the continuous grace of abiding in Him.”6 In this 
way we maximize the glory of grace. We glory in past grace through grati-
tude, and we bank our future, by faith, on the inexhaustible flow of future 
grace. 

A Tribute to Gratitude 

Gratitude is such a great and wonderful thing in Scripture that I feel con-
strained to end this chapter with a tribute. There are ways that gratitude 
helps bring about obedience to Christ. One way is that the spirit of gratitude 
is simply incompatible with some sinful attitudes. I think this is why Paul 
wrote, “Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude joking, which 
are out of place, but instead let there be thanksgiving” (Ephesians 5:4). Grati-
tude is a humble, happy response to the good will of someone who has done 
or tried to do you a favor. This humility and happiness cannot coexist in the 
heart with coarse, ugly, mean attitudes. Therefore the cultivation of a thank-
ful heart leaves little room for such sins. 

There is a sense in which gratitude and faith are interwoven joys that 
strengthen each other. As gratitude joyfully revels in the benefits of past 
grace, so faith joyfully relies on the benefits of future grace. Therefore when 
gratitude for God’s past grace is strong, the message is sent that God is 
supremely trustworthy in the future because of what he has done in the 
past. In this way faith is strengthened by a lively gratitude for God’s past 
trustworthiness. 

On the other hand, when faith in God’s future grace is strong, the mes-

 5. Andrew Murray, Abide in Christ (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, n.d.), 17–18 (emphasis 
added). 

 6. Ibid., 34. 
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sage is sent that this kind of God makes no mistakes, so that everything he 
has done in the past is part of a good plan and can be remembered with 
gratitude. In this way gratitude is strengthened by a lively faith in God’s 
future grace. Surely it is only the heart of faith in future grace that can follow 
the apostle Paul in “giving thanks always and for everything to God the 
Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Ephesians 5:20). Only if we 
trust God to turn past calamities into future comfort can we look back with 
gratitude for everything.

It seems to me that this interwovenness of the profoundly and perva-
sively future-oriented nature of faith and the ordinarily past-oriented nature 
of gratitude is what prevents gratitude from degenerating into the debtor’s 
ethic. Gratitude for bygone grace is constantly saying to faith, “Be strong, 
and do not doubt that God will be as gracious in the future as I know he’s 
been in the past.” And faith in future grace is constantly saying to gratitude, 
“There is more grace to come, and all our obedience is to be done in reliance 
on that future grace. Relax and exult in your appointed feast. I will take 
responsibility for tomorrow’s obedience.” 

Or, as Jesus would say, “O you of little faith.… Do not be anxious” (Mat-
thew 6:30–31). Ponder for a few moments with me in the next chapter how 
faith in future grace purifies us from anxiety. 
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C H A P T E R  3

Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in FuTure 
Grace vs. anxieTy

A Personal Triumph Through Future Grace 

When I was in junior and senior high school, I could not speak in 
front of a group. I became so nervous that my voice would com-
pletely choke up. It was not the common butterflies that most 

people deal with. It was a horrible and humiliating disability. It brought 
immense anxiety into my life. I could not give oral book reports in school. I 
couldn’t run for any class offices at school, because I would have had to 
make campaign speeches. I could only give very short—several word—
answers to the questions teachers would ask in class. In algebra class I was 
ashamed of how my hands shook when doing a problem on the blackboard. 
I couldn’t lead out on the Sundays when our church gave the service over to 
the youth. 

There were many tears. My mother struggled with me through it all, 
supporting me and encouraging me. We were sustained by God’s grace, 
even though the “thorn” in my flesh was not removed. I managed to make 
it to college without any significant public speaking. But the battle with 
anxiety was intense. I knew that my life would be incredibly limited if there 
were no breakthrough. And I suspected that I would not be able to get 

Note to title: I gladly give tribute to Daniel Fuller for the conception of each of these “Applying the 
Purifying Power” chapters. In his book Unity of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1992), he has a section titled “Fighting Ten Specific Attitudes of Unbelief.” The concep-
tion of the Christian life behind that section was the original inspiration for my own treatment 
of how we battle the sins that come from lack of faith in future grace.
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through college without public speaking. In fact, Wheaton College required 
a speech class in those days. It loomed in front of me like a horrible concrete 
barricade. 

In all these years, the grace of God had driven me deeper into God in 
desperation, rather than driving me away from God in anger. I thank God 
for that, with all my heart. Out of that maturing relationship came the sense 
that there just had to be a breakthrough. 

One crucial opportunity came in Spanish class my freshman year. All 
of us had to give a short speech in Spanish in front of the rest of the class. 
There was no way around it. I felt like this was a make-or-break situation. 
Even as I write about it now, I don’t laugh. I memorized the speech cold. I 
thought that memorizing would mean that I wouldn’t have to look down at 
notes and possibly lose my place, and have one of those horrible, paralyzing 
pauses. I also arranged to speak from behind a large tree-stump lectern that 
I could hold on to so that my shaking might be better controlled. But the 
main thing I did was cry out to God and lay hold on his promises of future 
grace. Even now the tears come to my eyes as I recall walking back and forth 
on Wheaton’s front campus, pleading with God for a breakthrough in my 
life. 

I don’t remember those three moments of Spanish very clearly. I only 
remember that I made it through. Everyone knew I was nervous. There was 
that terrible silence that falls when people feel bad for you and don’t know 
how to respond. But they didn’t snicker, as so many kids had done in previ-
ous years. And the teacher was kind with his comments. But the over-
whelming thing was, I got through it. Later I poured out my thanks to God 
in the autumn sunshine. Even now I feel deep gratitude for the grace God 
gave me that day. 

Perhaps the most decisive event of the breakthrough came over a year 
later. I was staying at college for summer school. Chaplain Evan Welch 
invited me to pray in the summer school chapel. Several hundred students 
and faculty would be present. My first reaction was immediate rejection of 
the idea. But before I could turn it down, something stopped me. I found 
myself asking, “How long does the prayer have to be?” He said it didn’t mat-
ter. It should just be from my heart. 

Now this I had never even tried—to speak to God in front of hundreds 
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of people. I amazed myself by saying I would do it. This prayer, I believe, 
proved to be a decisive turning point in my life. For the first time, I made a 
vow to God. I said, “Lord, if you will bring me through this without letting 
my voice break, I will never again turn down a speaking opportunity for you 
out of anxiety.” That was 1966. The Lord answered with precious grace 
again, and to my knowledge, I have kept my vow. 

There is more to the story as one future grace has been lavished on 
another. I do not presume to understand fully all the purposes of God in his 
timing. I would not want to relive my high-school years. The anxiety, the 
humiliation and shame, were so common, as to cast a pall over all those 
years. Hundreds of prayers went up, and what came down was not what I 
wanted at the time—the grace to endure. My interpretation now, almost 
fifty years later, is that God was keeping me back from excessive vanity and 
worldliness. He was causing me to ponder weighty things in solitude, while 
many others were breezily slipping into superficial patterns of life. 

The Bible my parents gave me when I was fifteen is beside me right now 
on the table. It is well marked. The assurance of Matthew 6:32 is underlined 
in red: “Your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things” 
(kJv). Already in those early teen years I was struggling to live by faith in 
future grace. The victories were modest, it seems. But, O, how faithful and 
kind God has been. 

The Associates of Anxiety 

In the decades that have followed, I have learned much more about the fight 
against anxiety. I have learned, for instance, that anxiety is a condition of the 
heart that gives rise to many other sinful states of mind. Think for a moment 
how many different sinful actions and attitudes come from anxiety. Anxiety 
about finances can give rise to coveting and greed and hoarding and steal-
ing. Anxiety about succeeding at some task can make you irritable and 
abrupt and surly. Anxiety about relationships can make you withdrawn and 
indifferent and uncaring about other people. Anxiety about how someone 
will respond to you can make you cover over the truth and lie about things. 
So if anxiety could be conquered, a mortal blow would be struck to many 
other sins. 
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The Root of Anxiety 

I have also learned something about the root of anxiety and the ax that can 
sever it. One of the most important texts has been the one I underlined 
when I was fifteen—the whole section of Matthew 6:25–34. Four times in 
this passage, Jesus says that his disciples should not be anxious. Verse 25: 
“Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life.” Verse 27: “And 
which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life?” 
Verse 31: “Do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’” Verse 34: “There-
fore do not be anxious about tomorrow.” 

Anxiety is clearly the theme of this text. It makes the root of anxiety 
explicit in verse 30: “But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today 
is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe 
you, O you of little faith?” In other words, Jesus says that the root of anxiety 
is inadequate faith in our Father’s future grace. As unbelief gets the upper 
hand in our hearts, one of the effects is anxiety. The root cause of anxiety is 
a failure to trust all that God has promised to be for us in Jesus. 

I can think of two kinds of disturbed responses to this truth. Let me tell 
you what they are and then give a biblical response to each of them, before 
we look more closely at the battle against the unbelief of anxiety. 

Is This Good News? 

One response would go like this: “This is not good news! In fact, it is very 
discouraging to learn that what I thought was a mere struggle with an anx-
ious disposition is rather a far deeper struggle with whether I trust God.” My 
response to this is to agree, but then to disagree. Suppose you had been 
having pain in your stomach and had been struggling with medicines and 
diets of all kinds, to no avail. And then suppose that your doctor tells you, 
after a routine visit, that you have cancer in your small intestine. Would that 
be good news? You say, emphatically not! And I agree. 

But let me ask the question another way: Are you glad the doctor dis-
covered the cancer while it is still treatable, and that indeed it can be very 
successfully treated? You say, yes, I am very glad that the doctor found the 
real problem. Again I agree. So the news that you have cancer is not good 
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news. But, in another sense, it is good news, because knowing what is really 
wrong is good, especially when your problem can be treated successfully. 

That’s what it’s like to learn that the real problem behind anxiety is 
unbelief in the promises of God’s future grace. In a sense it’s not good news, 
because the unbelief is a very serious cancer. But in another sense it is good 
news because knowing what is really wrong is good, especially because 
unbelief can be treated so successfully by our Great Physician. He is able to 
work in wonderfully healing ways when we cry out, “I believe; help my unbe-
lief!” (Mark 9:24). 

So I want to stress that finding out the connection between our anxiety 
and our unbelief is, in fact, very good news, because it is the only way to 
focus our fight on the real cause of our sin and get the victory that God can 
give us by the therapy of his Word and his Spirit. When Paul said, “Fight the 
good fight of the faith” (1 Timothy 6:12), he called it good because the fight is 
focused on exactly the right cancer: unbelief. 

How Can I Have Any Assurance at All? 

There is another possible response to the truth that our anxiety is rooted in 
our failure to live by faith in future grace. It goes like this: “I have to deal 
with feelings of anxiety almost every day; and so I feel like my faith in God’s 
grace must be totally inadequate. So I wonder if I can have any assurance of 
being saved at all.” 

My response to this concern is a little different. Suppose you are in a car 
race and your enemy, who doesn’t want you to finish the race, throws mud 
on your windshield. The fact that you temporarily lose sight of your goal and 
start to swerve does not mean that you are going to quit the race. And it 
certainly doesn’t mean that you are on the wrong racetrack. Otherwise the 
enemy wouldn’t bother you at all. What it means is that you should turn on 
your windshield wipers and use your windshield washer. 

When anxiety strikes and blurs our vision of God’s glory and the great-
ness of the future that he plans for us, this does not mean that we are faith-
less, or that we will not make it to heaven. It means our faith is being 
attacked. At first blow, our belief in God’s promises may sputter and swerve. 
But whether we stay on track and make it to the finish line depends on 
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whether, by grace, we set in motion a process of resistance—whether we 
fight back against the unbelief of anxiety. Will we turn on the windshield 
wipers and will we use our windshield washer? 

Psalm 56:3 says, “When I am afraid, I put my trust in you.” Notice: 
it does not say, “I never struggle with fear.” Fear strikes, and the battle 
begins. So the Bible does not assume that true believers will have no 
anxieties. Instead, the Bible tells us how to fight when they strike. For 
example, 1 Peter 5:7 says, “Casting all your anxieties on him, because 
he cares for you.” It does not say you will never feel any anxieties.  
It says when you have them, cast them on God. When the mud splatters 
your windshield and you temporarily lose sight of the road and start  
to swerve in anxiety, turn on your wipers and squirt your windshield 
washer. 

So my response to the person who has to deal with feelings of anxiety 
every day is to say: that’s more or less normal. At least it is for me, ever since 
my teenage years. The issue is, How do we fight them? 

The Two Great Faith Builders 

The answer to that question is, we fight anxieties by fighting against unbelief 
and fighting for faith in future grace. And the way you fight this “good fight” 
is by meditating on God’s assurances of future grace and by asking for the 
help of his Spirit. The windshield wipers are the promises of God that clear 
away the mud of unbelief, and the windshield washer fluid is the help of the 
Holy Spirit. The battle to be freed from sin, as we have seen, is “by the Spirit” 
(Romans 15:16; 2 Thessalonians 2:13; 1 Peter 1:2) and by “the truth” ( John 
17:17, 19). The work of the Spirit and the word of truth—especially the 
foundation and central truth of the gospel that guarantees all the promises 
of God. These are the great faith-builders. 

Without the softening work of the Holy Spirit, the wipers of the Word 
just scrape over the blinding clumps of unbelief. Both are necessary—the 
Spirit and the Word. We read the promises of God, and we pray for the help 
of his Spirit. And as the windshield clears so that we can see the welfare that 
God plans for us ( Jeremiah 29:11), our faith grows stronger and the swerv-
ing of anxiety smoothes out. 
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Seven Promises of Future Grace Against Anxiety 

How does this actually work in practice? Here in Matthew 6 we have the 
example of anxiety about food and clothing. Even in America, with its 
extensive welfare system, anxiety over finances and housing can be intense. 
But Jesus says in verse 30 that this stems from inadequate faith in our 
Father’s promise of future grace: “O you of little faith.” And so this paragraph 
has at least seven promises designed by Jesus to help us fight the good fight 
against unbelief and be free from anxiety. 

PromIse #1: 

Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you 
will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you 
will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than 
clothing? (Matthew 6:25) 

This is an argument from the greater to the lesser. If God does the 
greater, then doing the lesser is all the more sure. In this verse, the greater 
thing is that God has given us life and bodies. These are vastly more com-
plex and difficult to maintain than the mere provision of clothing. Yet God 
has done it. Therefore, how much more easily can God provide us with food 
and clothing? Moreover, no matter what happens, God will raise your body 
someday and preserve your life for his eternal fellowship. 

PromIse #2: 

Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather 
into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not 
of more value than they? (Matthew 6:26) 

If God is willing and able to feed such insignificant creatures as birds 
who cannot do anything to bring their food into being—as you can by 
farming—then he will certainly provide what you need, because you are 
worth a lot more than birds. 
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PromIse #3: 

And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his 
span of life? And why are you anxious about clothing? (Matthew 
6:27–28) 

This is a promise of sorts—the simple promise of reality: anxiety will 
not do you any good. It’s not the main argument, but sometimes we just 
have to get tough with ourselves and say, “Soul, this fretting is absolutely 
useless. You are not only messing up your own day, but a lot of other peo-
ple’s as well. Leave it with God and get on with your work.” Anxiety accom-
plishes nothing worthwhile. 

PromIse #4: 

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil 
nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not 
arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the 
field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, 
will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? (Matthew 
6:28–30) 

Compared to the flowers of the field, you are a much higher priority for 
God, because you will live forever, and can thus bring him eternal praise. 
Nevertheless, God has such an overflow of creative energy and care he lav-
ishes it on flowers that last only a matter of days. So he will certainly take 
that same energy and creative skill and use it to care for his children who 
will live forever. 

PromIse #5: 

Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What 
shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the Gentiles seek 
after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you 
need them all. (Matthew 6:31–32) 
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Do not think that God is ignorant of your needs. He knows all of them. 
And he is your “heavenly Father.” He does not look on, indifferently, from a 
distance. He cares. He will act to supply your need when the time is best. 

PromIse #6: 

But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all 
these things will be added to you. (Matthew 6:33) 

If you will give yourself to his cause in the world, rather than fretting 
about your private material needs, he will make sure that you have all you 
need to do his will and give him glory. This is similar to the promise of 
Romans 8:32, “Will [God] not also with [Christ] graciously give us all 
things?” (For an explanation of what “all things” means, see chapter 8.) 

PromIse #7: 

Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will 
be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble. 
(Matthew 6:34) 

God will see to it that you are not tested in any given day more than you 
can bear (1 Corinthians 10:13). He will work for you, so that “as [your] days, 
so shall [your] strength be” (Deuteronomy 33:25, kJv). Every day will have 
no more trouble than you can bear; and every day will have mercies suffi-
cient for that day’s stress (Lamentations 3:22–23). 

“My God Will Supply Every Need of Yours”

Paul learned these lessons from Jesus and applied them to the battle against 
anxiety in the church at Philippi. In Philippians 4:6 he said, “Do not be 
anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.” And then in verse 
19 he gives the liberating promise of future grace, just as Jesus did: “And my 
God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in 
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Christ Jesus.” If we live by faith in this promise of future grace, it will be very 
hard for anxiety to survive. God’s “riches in glory” are inexhaustible. He 
really means for us not to worry about our future. 

When I Am Anxious 

We should follow the pattern of Jesus and Paul. We should battle the unbe-
lief of anxiety with the promises of future grace. When I am anxious about 
some risky new venture or meeting, I battle unbelief with one of my most 
often-used promises: Isaiah 41:10. The day I left for three years in Ger-
many, my father called me long distance and gave me this promise on the 
telephone. For three years I must have quoted it to myself five hundred 
times to get me through periods of tremendous stress. “Fear not, for I am 
with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will 
help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10). 
When the motor of my mind is in neutral, the hum of the gears is the sound 
of Isaiah 41:10. 

When I am anxious about my ministry being useless and empty, I fight 
unbelief with the promise of Isaiah 55:11. “So shall my word be that goes out 
from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that 
which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” 

When I am anxious about being too weak to do my work, I battle unbe-
lief with the promise of Christ, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power 
is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). 

When I am anxious about decisions I have to make about the future, I 
battle unbelief with the promise, “I will instruct you and teach you in the 
way you should go; I will counsel you with my eye upon you” (Psalm 32:8). 

When I am anxious about facing opponents, I battle unbelief with the 
promise, “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8:31). 

When I am anxious about the welfare of those I love, I battle unbelief 
with the promise that if I, being evil, know how to give good things to my 
children, how much more will the “Father who is in heaven give good things 
to those who ask him!” (Matthew 7:11)? And I fight to maintain my spiritual 
equilibrium with the reminder that there is no one who has left house or 
brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or farms for Christ’s sake, 
“who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers 
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and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in 
the age to come eternal life” (Mark 10:29–30). 

When I am anxious about being sick, I battle unbelief with the promise, 
“Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the lorD delivers him out of 
them all” (Psalm 34:19). And I take the promise with trembling, “knowing 
that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s 
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been 
given to us” (Romans 5:3–5). 

When I am anxious about getting old, I battle unbelief with the prom-
ise: “Even to your old age I am he, and to gray hairs I will carry you. I have 
made, and I will bear; I will carry and will save” (Isaiah 46:4). 

When I am anxious about dying, I battle unbelief with the promise that 
“For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. For if we live, 
we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we 
live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and 
lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living” 
(Romans 14:7–9). 

When I am anxious that I may make shipwreck of faith and fall away 
from God, I battle unbelief with the promises, “He who began a good work 
in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6); 
and, “He is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through 
him, since he always lives to make intercession for them” (Hebrews 7:25). 

This is the way of life that I am still learning as I approach my seventieth 
year. I have written this book in the hopes, and with the prayer, that you 
will join me. Let us make war, not with other people, but with our own 
unbelief. It is the root of anxiety, which, in turn, is the root of so many other 
sins. So let us turn on our windshield wipers and use the washer fluid, and 
keep our eyes fixed on the precious and very great promises of God. Take 
up the Bible, ask the Holy Spirit for help, lay the promises up in your heart, 
and fight the good fight—to live by faith in future grace. 
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The life I now live in the flesh I live  

by faith in the Son of God.

g a l a T I a n s  2 : 2 0

My hope for future goodness and  

future glory is future grace.

Grace be with you.

a l l  o F  P a u l ’ s  l e T T e r s
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C H A P T E R  4

The liFe  
ThaT’s leFT is  
FuTure Grace

The only life I have left to live is future life. The past is not in my 
hands to offer or alter. It is gone. Not even God will change the 
past. All the expectations of God are future expectations. All the 

possibilities of faith and love are future possibilities. And all the power that 
touches me with help to live in love is future power. As precious as the 
bygone blessings of God may be, if he leaves me only with the memory of 
those, and not with the promise of more, I will be undone. My hope for 
future goodness and future glory is future grace. 

But does the New Testament really make that much of future grace? Is 
it true that the life we have left to live—from now to eternity—will be lived 
by future grace, or will be lost? 

Letters Encompassed with Future Grace 

Let’s start with a simple and remarkable observation. Without exception the 
apostle Paul begins and ends each of his thirteen New Testament letters by 
blessing his Christian readers with future grace.1 What he usually says at 
the beginning of his letters is, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father 

 1. Romans 1:7; 16:20; 1 Corinthians 1:3; 16:23; 2 Corinthians 1:2; 13:14; Galatians 1:3; 6:18; 
Ephesians 1:2; 6:24; Philippians 1:2; 4:23; Colossians 1:2; 4:18; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; 5:28;  
2 Thessalonians 1:2; 3:18; 1 Timothy 1:2; 6:21; 2 Timothy 1:2; 4:22; Titus 1:4; 3:15; Philemon 
3, 25. 
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and the Lord Jesus Christ.” At the end he usually says something like, “The 
grace of the Lord Jesus be with you.” 

Nothing else in Paul’s letters comes close to this kind of unbroken focus 
on future grace at the beginning and ending of every letter. The blessing of 
“peace” comes close. It’s there alongside grace at the beginning of every let-
ter. But it falls away from every blessing at the end of all the letters.2 Future 
grace alone stands at the beginning and the ending of every letter. 

What is Paul doing when he begins and ends his letters with words like 
these? He is blessing his readers, including us! A biblical blessing happens 
when we say something like, “May God bless you with grace.” That’s what 
Paul is saying at the beginning and ending of his letters, even though he 
doesn’t use the word bless. 

Blessings are peculiar. They focus on the persons spoken to (“Grace to 
you”). But they also appeal to God to do something (“Grace to you from God 

our Father”). The person who blesses takes a position between God and oth-
ers, and makes his words a conduit of blessing between the two. Blessings are 
not quite the same as prayers, because the person addressed is not God but 
other people. You look them in the eye, as it were, and say, “Grace be to you.” 
There is however a prayer-like quality, because implicit in the blessing is the 
appeal, “O God, make these very words of mine a means of grace from you.” 

There is another remarkable thing about these blessings of future 
grace. Without exception the blessings at the beginning of Paul’s letters say 
“Grace [be] to you,” while the blessings at the end of the letters say “Grace 
[be] with you.”3 This is so consistent through thirteen letters that it must 
mean something. 

The meaning I would suggest is this: At the beginning of his letters, Paul 
has in mind that the letter itself is a channel of God’s grace to the readers. 
Grace is about to flow “from God” through Paul’s writing to the Christians. So 
he says, “Grace to you.” That is, grace is now active and is about to flow from 
God through my inspired writing to you as you read—“grace [be] to you.” 

 2. Disconnected from the blessing of grace, Paul expresses the longing that the “God of peace” 
will be with his readers (Romans 15:33; 2 Corinthians 13:11; Philippians 4:9; 2 Thessalonians 
3:16). Ephesians 6:23 is a blessing with peace separate from the blessing with grace. But it 
remains noteworthy that all the blessings of grace at the end of the letters do not include peace 
as they did at the beginning. 

 3. All my observations are based on the original Greek of Paul’s letters. But you can confirm this 
in a good literal translation like the New American Standard Bible. I put the verb be in brackets 
because in the original there is no verb. It simply says “Grace to you,” and “Grace with you.” 
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But as the end of the letter approaches, Paul realizes that the reading is 
almost finished and the question rises, “What becomes of the grace that has 
been flowing to the readers through the reading of the inspired letter?” He 
answers with a blessing at the end of every letter: “Grace [be] with you.” With 

you as you put the letter away and leave the church. With you as you go 
home to deal with a sick child and an unaffectionate spouse. With you as 
you go to work and face the temptations of anger and dishonesty and lust. 
With you as you muster courage to speak up for Christ over lunch. 

What then do we learn from Paul’s unbroken pattern of beginning and 
ending his letters in this way (“Grace be to you.” “Grace be with you.”)? We 
learn that grace is an unmistakable priority in the Christian life. We learn 
that it is from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, but that it can come 
through people. We learn that grace is ready to flow to us every time we take 
up the inspired Scriptures to read them. And we learn that grace will abide 
with us when we lay the Bible down and go about our daily living. 

In other words, we learn that grace is not merely a past reality but a 
future one. Every time I reach for the Bible, God’s grace is a reality that will 

flow to me. Every time I put the Bible down and go about my business, 
God’s grace will go with me. This is what I mean by future grace. 

Every Step by Future Grace 

The reason future grace is so important is that everything in the Christian 
life depends on it. You can’t be a Christian without faith in future grace. 
Jesus said, “For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and 
those who find it are few” (Matthew 7:14). Every turn in that narrow, hard 
way is planned by future grace and empowered by future grace. At every 
point on the way, true saints sing, “’Tis grace has brought me safe thus far, 
and grace will lead me home.” Every glance backward sparks gratitude for 
bygone grace; every look forward casts the soul onto faith in future grace. 

When Paul ends every letter with the words “Grace be with you,” he is 
blessing the believers with what they will need to be Christians from that 
moment on—future grace. No one became a Christian without past grace. 
And no one can be a Christian moment by moment without future grace. 
Our standing as Christians is as secure as God’s supply of future grace. Con-
sider some of the things that hang on this supply. 
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Future Grace for Weary Saints 

Again and again the Christian heart grows weak and begins to falter. Where 
will we find strength of heart? I don’t mean physical strength. God doesn’t 
demand physical strength, or health, or even life for that matter. But he does 
call us to be “strengthened…in your inner being” (Ephesians 3:16). How 
does this happen? One answer is very plain: “It is good for the heart to be 
strengthened by grace, not by foods” (Hebrews 13:9). The heart is strength-
ened by grace. “Be strengthened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 
2:1). Daily grace is to the heart what daily bread is to the body. It gives 
strength. Without it we can’t live and we can’t work. 

Someone might ask, “But doesn’t Ephesians 3:16 itself say that the 
strength of the ‘inner being’ comes with power through his Spirit?” Yes it does. 
And we will see in just a moment that those words are almost a perfect defi-
nition of future grace. The Holy Spirit is called “the Spirit of grace” (Hebrews 
10:29), and the power he brings, as we will see, is the power of grace. 

Future Grace for Suffering Saints 

The need for this inner strength arises not just from the depletions of every-
day stress, but from the suffering and afflictions that come from time to 
time. And they do come. “Through many tribulations we must enter the 
kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22; see also 1 Thessalonians 3:4; 2 Timothy 3:12). 
Suffering is inevitably added to heart-weariness on the way to heaven. When 
it comes, the heart wavers and the narrow way that leads to life looks impos-
sibly hard. It’s hard enough to have a narrow road and tiring hills that test 
the jalopy’s strength to the limit. But what shall we do when the car breaks 
down? 

Paul cried out three times with this question because of some affliction 
in his life. But future grace did not come in the form he asked. It came in 
another form. Christ answered, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power 
is made perfect in weakness.” Here we see grace given in the form of Christ’s 
sustaining power in unrelieved affliction—one grace given in the circle of 
another grace denied. And Paul responded with faith in the sufficiency of 
this future grace: “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weak-
nesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me” (2 Corinthians 12:9). 
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God often blesses us with a “grace given” in the circle of “grace denied.” 
For example, on a beastly hot day in July, the water pump on our car stopped 
working, and twenty miles from any town we were stranded on the inter-
state in Tennessee. I had prayed that morning that the car would work well 
and that we would come to our destination safely. No one was stopping as 
we stood around our car. Then my son Abraham (about eleven at the time) 
said, “Daddy, we should pray.” So we bowed behind the car and asked God 
for some future grace—a help in time of need. When we looked up, a pickup 
truck had pulled over. The driver was a mechanic who worked about twenty 
miles away. He said he would be willing to go get the parts and come back 
and fix the car. I rode with him to town and was able to share the gospel 
with him. We were on our way in about five hours. 

Now the remarkable thing about that answer to our prayer is that it 
came inside the circle of a prayer denied. We asked for a trouble-free trip. 
God gave us trouble. But in the midst of a grace denied, we got a grace sup-
plied. And I am learning to trust God’s wisdom in giving the grace that is 
best for me and for unbelieving mechanics and for the faith of eleven-year-
old boys. We should not be surprised that God gives us wonderful graces in 
the midst of suffering that we had asked him to spare us. He knows best 
how to apportion his grace for our good and for his glory. 

The Power of the Spirit and the Working of Grace 

I said above that the heart-strengthening power that comes from the Holy 
Spirit (Ephesians 3:16) is virtually the same as what I mean by future grace. 
What we have just seen in 2 Corinthians 12 is the evidence of this. Christ 
said, “My grace is sufficient for you.” Then he added by way of explanation 
that “[his] power is made perfect in weakness.” So Christ’s power, acting to 
sustain and strengthen believers, is also his grace. And since “the Lord is the 
Spirit” (2 Corinthians 3:17), it is not wrong to say that the power of the Spirit 
is also the working of the Lord’s grace. 

We cannot survive as Christians if we do not find strength to endure 
affliction. God’s answer to this necessity on the narrow road is future grace. 
And future grace is the power of Christ perfected in our weakness. Make 
sure you don’t miss the point here. The grace for endurance—even glad 
boasting in weakness—is not primarily looking back to bygone grace. It is 
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looking forward to the next moment’s and next month’s arrival of the power 
of Christ to do for us what we absolutely despair of doing ourselves. This is 
future grace. 

Future Grace and the Call to Endure 

Sometimes in the midst of these afflictions and ordinary stresses of daily 
life, we may cry out, “How long, O Lord? I can’t see beyond today’s pain. 
What will tomorrow bring? Will you be there for that affliction too?” This 
question is utterly urgent, because Jesus said, “The one who endures to the 
end will be saved” (Mark 13:13). We tremble at the thought of being among 
“those who shrink back and are destroyed” (Hebrews 10:39). We are not 
playing games. Suffering is a horrible threat to faith in future grace. 

Therefore it is a wonderful thing to hear Peter promise the afflicted and 
weary Christians, “And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all 

grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, 
confirm, strengthen, and establish you” (1 Peter 5:10). The assurance that he 
will not delay beyond what we can endure and that he will abolish the flaws 
we bemoan and that he will establish forever what has tottered so long—
that assurance comes from “all grace.” God is not the God of some grace—
like bygone grace. He is the God of “all grace”—including the infinite, 
inexhaustible stores of future grace. Faith in that grace is the key to enduring 
on the narrow and hard way that leads to life. 

Future Grace and the Life of Love 

But endurance is not the best word to describe the Christian life. That’s part 
of it. But the way that leads to life is a way of love, not just endurance—love 
for other people. This too is a matter of tremendous urgency since Jesus said, 
“By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another” ( John 13:35). And John said, “We know that we have passed 
out of death into life, because we love the brothers” (1 John 3:14). We may 
not achieve perfection in this life, but we must change direction. The way 
that leads to life is the way of love. 

How shall we live a life of love—love for people we don’t know, and 
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even for our enemies? There is a real-life illustration that answers this ques-
tion. Paul had gone through Macedonia planting churches in Philippi and 
Thessalonica and Berea. In the process he was also teaching the new 
churches to care for the poor—to love them. Part of his plan was to have the 
churches make contributions for the poor Christians in the mother church 
in Jerusalem. What happened as he did this was so astonishing that he used 
it as an example when he wrote to the church in Corinth to inspire them to 
give as the Macedonian churches had done. Here’s what he wrote to them. 
Watch for the power of future grace. 

We want you to know, brothers, about the grace of God that has 
been given among the churches of Macedonia, for in a severe test 
of affliction, their abundance of joy and their extreme poverty 
have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part. For they 
gave according to their means, as I can testify, and beyond their 
means, of their own accord, begging us earnestly for the favor of 
taking part in the relief of the saints. (2 Corinthians 8:1–4) 

This response of the Macedonians took Paul’s breath away. What makes 
it so spectacular is that their poverty was not taken away when they became 
Christians: their extreme poverty overflowed in generosity (v. 2). In fact, it 
seems that becoming Christians had made their lives not easier, but harder: 
their generosity flowed out of a severe test of affliction (v. 2). Nevertheless 
there was a wealth of generosity (v. 2). They gave “beyond their means”  
(v. 3). They gave “of their own accord” (v. 3). And they even begged for “the 
favor of taking part in the relief of the saints” (v. 4). The word favor in that 
sentence is “grace.” Keep that in mind for a moment. 

How did such countercultural and counter-natural behavior come 
about? How were the Christians freed from the natural love of money and 
comfort? Part of the answer in verse 2 is that their abundance of joy over-
flowed. Joy in something else had severed the root of joy in money. They 
had been freed by joy to give to the poor. But where did this powerful, 
unearthly joy come from? 

The answer is that it came from the grace of God. Paul’s explanation of 
this incredible love was “the grace of God that has been given among the 
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churches of Macedonia” (v. 1). What the Corinthians are supposed to learn 
from this story is that the same grace that was given in Macedonia is avail-
able now in Corinth. Paul is saying in effect that the key to this kind of joy-
ful, sacrificial generosity is faith in future grace. When you trust in future 
grace the way the Macedonians did, your life becomes a grace. Paul calls 
their giving a “favor of taking part in the relief of the saints” (v. 4). 

We know that faith in future grace is the experiential key because later 
on in this section of 2 Corinthians, Paul holds out this wonderful promise: 
“God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency 
in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work” (2 Corinthi-
ans 9:8). In other words, if you want to be free from the need to stash away 
your money, if you want to overflow with an abundance (of grace!) for every 
good work (like the poor in Jerusalem), then put your faith in future grace. 
Trust the promise that “God is able to make all grace abound to you” in 
every future moment for this very purpose. 

I just called faith in future grace the “experiential key” to generosity, so 
as not to deny that there is a historical key as well. There is a key of experi-
ence, and a key of history. When talking about the grace they received, Paul 
reminds the Corinthians, “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by 
his poverty might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). Without this historical 
work of grace, the door of Christ-exalting generosity would remain closed. 
That past grace is a key to love. But notice how the past grace in this verse 
functions. It made the foundation (Christ became poor) of future grace (that 
we might become rich). Thus the historical key to our generosity operates by 
putting in our hand the experiential key of faith in future grace.

Thus the experiential key to love and generosity is this: Put your faith 
firmly in future grace—that “God is able (in the future) to make all (future) 
grace abound to you,” so that your needs are met and so that you will be 
able, like the amazing Macedonians, to overflow with the love of liberality. 
Freedom from greed comes from faith in future grace. 

Every Future Good from Future Grace 

What we have seen is that the New Testament really does make much of 
future grace. The life that’s left for us to live from now to eternity will be 
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lived by future grace, or will be lost. We are not left to ourselves, or even to 
the precious memories of bygone grace. We are not left at all. Today and 
tomorrow and for the rest of eternity, “He gives more grace” ( James 4:6). 
This is not decoration on the permanent structure of the Christian life. It is 
what makes the Christian life permanent. We live moment by moment from 
the strength of future grace. If it were not there, we would perish. But it is 
there. And every future good that we enjoy, in this life and the next, will 
come from future grace. 
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I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious,  

and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.

e x o D u s  3 3 : 1 9

But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works;  

otherwise grace would no longer be grace.

r o m a n s  1 1 : 6

Grace would not be grace

if it were a response to resources in us.

Grace is grace because it highlights

God’s own overflowing resources of kindness.

Grace is eternal because it will take that long for God

to expend inexhaustible stores of goodness on us.

Grace is free because God would not be

the infinite, self-sufficient God he is

if he were constrained by

anything outside himself.
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C H A P T E R  5

The FreesT oF  
all God’s acTs

if God were not a self-replenishing, all-sufficient, everlasting fountain of 
future grace, there would be no hope for sinners. If God has been gra-
cious only in the past, but will not be in the future, Christians are of all 

people most to be pitied. Our lives hang on future grace. Understanding this 
and living in the freedom and power of it is what I hope this book advances. 

So we must ask again, What is future grace? We have seen that it is grace 
that carries me from this moment on. It is one millisecond away and ten 
billion ages of ages away. All of God’s goodness and power that will be 
exerted for me before I finish this sentence, and all the goodness and power 
that will sustain me beyond the grave forever is future grace. But now we 
ask, more precisely, what makes grace grace? Granted that it is there for us 
in the future, and granted that it is the strength to live by (1 Corinthians 
15:10)—what is it? 

Defining Grace and Mercy 

Common definitions of God’s grace and mercy go like this: grace is the 
goodness of God shown to people who don’t deserve it; mercy is the good-
ness of God shown to people who are in a miserable plight.1 These defini-
tions help us see that although grace and mercy are different, they also 
overlap in meaning. 

 1. These are common distinctions, but I have taken them most directly from J. L. Dagg, Manual of 
Theology and Church Order, Part One (Harrisonburg, VA: Gano Books, Sprinkle Publications, 
1982, orig. 1857), 76. 
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Grace Before the Fall 

Before sin entered the world, Adam and Eve experienced God’s goodness 
not as a response to their demerit (since they didn’t have any) but still with-
out deserving God’s goodness. You can’t deserve to be created. You can’t 
deserve, as a nonbeing, to be put into a lavish garden where all your needs 
are met by a loving Father. So even before they sinned, Adam and Eve lived 
on unmerited favor. Thus when I refer to future grace before the Fall, I am 
not referring to the same kind of grace we receive after the Fall, which is 
not only unmerited but demerited. God’s will for Adam and Eve was that 
they live by faith in this kind of future grace—God’s daily fatherly care and 
provision. This is important because it is customary among some theolo-
gians to give the erroneous impression that God wanted Adam and Eve to 
relate to him in terms of a kind of works that are not motivated by childlike 
faith. 

In Genesis 2:16–17, “The lorD God commanded the man, saying, ‘You 
may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die.’” I think John Sailhamer is right when he says that the point of 
these verses is 

that God alone knows what is good for human beings and God 
alone knows what is not good for them. To enjoy the “good” we 
must trust God and obey him. If we disobey, we will have to 
decide for ourselves what is good and what is not good. While to 
modern men and women such a prospect may seem desirable, to 
the author of Genesis it is the worst fate that could have befallen 
humanity.2 

In other words, not eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
was meant by God to be an act of trust in his gracious wisdom and his 
readiness to lead Adam and Eve in what is good and to meet all their needs. 
“The snake speaks only twice, but that is enough to offset the balance of 

 2. John Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1992), 101. 

Future Grace inter.indd   74 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

75

trust and obedience between the man and the woman and their Creator.”3 
Their disobedience was a breach of trust in their Father’s love and a forsak-
ing of faith in his future grace.

Every Act of Grace an Act of Mercy 

Since sin entered the world, the experience of grace has been different for all 
of us. Adam and Eve did not deserve grace, but their lack of desert was not 
yet accompanied by misery. Now that sin has entered the world, however, 
everyone who does not deserve God’s goodness is also in a miserable plight. 
“The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). 

Since sin always brings misery, and misery is always experienced by 
sinners, all of God’s acts of grace are also acts of mercy, and all his acts of 
mercy are also acts of grace. Every act of grace shown to a person because he 
is a sinner is also an act of mercy because his sin brings misery. And every 
act of mercy shown to a person because of his miserable plight is also an act 
of grace because he doesn’t deserve it. It never makes sense to say that some-
times God shows us mercy and sometimes he shows us grace. Whenever he 
shows one, he is showing the other. The difference is whether the act of 
goodness is viewed in relation to our sin or in relation to our misery. 

In a courtroom, you might look at the same act of acquittal from two 
angles. From behind the judge you might see his black robe and huge bench 
and all the papers with convicting evidence spread out before him. This 
would make the acquittal look like an amazing act of grace. Sin and justice 
call for conviction, not acquittal. But if you moved around to the front of the 
bench and saw the tears in the judge’s eyes and noticed the utterly miserable 
plight of the criminal, this would make the acquittal look like an act of 
mercy. The act of goodness is one act, not two. What changes is the angle 
from which we view it. 

The fact that all God’s acts of mercy are also acts of grace probably has 
resulted in a partial merging of their meanings in the Bible. The common 
distinction I have described does not seem to be carried through totally in 
Scripture. For example, contrary to our definitions, people sometimes cry 

 3. Ibid., 103. 
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out to God for grace because they are sufferers (for example, Psalm 6:2); and 
people sometimes receive mercy because they are guilty sinners (for example, 
1 Timothy 1:13; Romans 11:32). But in general the distinction is evident in 
the Bible and helps us grasp the largeness of God’s heart.4 

Grace Looks More Free Than Mercy 

This distinction between grace (toward the one who sins) and mercy (toward 
the one who suffers) implies another helpful distinction. Mercy, by its very 
nature, does not seem as free as grace. When we show mercy, it looks as if we 
are responding to pain and being constrained by a painful condition outside 
ourselves. It is a beautiful constraint. But it does not seem to be as free as 
grace. Grace, however, contemplates the ugliness of sin, and, contrary to all 
expectation, acts beneficently. This looks more free. Pain seems to constrain 
mercy, but guilt does not seem to constrain grace. Grace looks more free. 

I don’t mean that God’s mercy is in fact less free than his grace. No one 
deserves God’s mercy. And God is not bound to be merciful to any of his 
creatures. What I do mean is that “freeness” lies closer at the heart of the 
meaning of grace. Grace, by definition, is free and unconstrained. It even 
lacks the seeming constraint of naturalness that exists between suffering and 
mercy. If God’s grace is “natural” in response to sin, it is owing entirely to 
something amazing in God, not in the constraining power of sin. Suffering 
constrains pity; but sin kindles anger. Therefore grace toward sinners is the 
freest of all God’s acts. 

Free, Unmerited, Conditional Grace 

However, free doesn’t always mean unconditional. Many of God’s acts of 
grace are conditional. For example, when Paul says, “Grace be with all who 
love our Lord Jesus Christ with love incorruptible” (Ephesians 6:24), he 
means that there is a grace that comes to those who love Jesus, but does not 
come to those who don’t. This grace is conditional. And when James says, 
“[God] gives more grace.… God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the 

 4. Examples of mercy oriented toward misery are Matthew 9:27; 15:22; Mark 5:19; Luke 10:37; 
16:24. Examples of grace oriented toward sin and the need for forgiveness are Romans 5:20; 
6:1; 11:6; Ephesians 2:8; Titus 3:7. 
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humble” ( James 4:6), he means that there is a grace that comes to those who 
are humble, but does not come to the proud. 

But conditional grace is not earned grace. It is not merited. “Earned 
grace” is an oxymoron. Grace cannot be earned. The very meaning of grace 
is that the one receiving the grace does not deserve it—has not earned it. If 
a philanthropist pays $80,000 for your college education on the condition 
that you graduate from high school, you have not earned the gift, but you 
have met a condition. It is possible to meet a condition for receiving grace 
and yet not earn the grace. Conditional grace does not mean earned grace. 
How can this be?5 

The part of the answer that needs to be said here is that when God’s 
grace is promised based on a condition, that condition is also a work of 
God’s grace. This guarantees the absolute freeness of grace. The philanthro-
pist mentioned above may even become the personal tutor for a failing high 
school student to ensure that he does get his diploma and so meets the 
condition for the $80,000 grant. A biblical example would be that repen-
tance is the condition we must meet in order to receive the grace of forgive-
ness. “Repent therefore, and turn back, that your sins may be blotted out” 
(Acts 3:19). But repentance itself is a gift of God’s grace. “Then to the Gen-
tiles also God has granted repentance that leads to life” (Acts 11:18; see also 
5:31). “God may perhaps grant them repentance leading to a knowledge of 
the truth” (2 Timothy 2:25). John Calvin quotes Augustine in this regard: 
“Man’s good will precedes many of God’s gifts, but not all. The very will that 
precedes is itself among these gifts.”6 God’s freedom is not reduced when he 
makes some of his graces depend on conditions that he himself freely sup-
plies. Grace responding to grace is still grace. 

Freedom is at the heart of the meaning of biblical grace. This freedom is 
emphasized in at least four ways. 

To Be God Is to Be Free 

First, when God reveals himself to Moses, he virtually defines himself as an 
absolutely free giver of grace. In Exodus 33:18, Moses says to God, “Please 

 5. For a fuller treatment of the issue of conditional, unmerited grace, see chapters 18 through 20. 

 6. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 
1960), 306. 
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show me your glory.” God’s first response to this prayer is to give Moses a 
verbal revelation instead of a visual one. He says in effect, Here is my glory: 
“I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I 
will show mercy” (Exodus 33:19).7 

When God says, “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious,” he 
means: I am free in showing grace. If you ask, “Who are those to whom you 
show grace?” the answer is, “Those on whom I show grace.” In other words, 
God does not look outside his own will for an impulse to move his grace. 
Ultimately, grace is not constrained by anything outside God himself. 

Soon after I finished graduate school in 1974, I devoted about seven 
years to studying the freedom of God’s grace, preparing to write a book on 
Romans 9, where this Old Testament text is quoted in verse 15: “For [God] 
says to Moses, ‘I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have 
compassion on whom I have compassion.’” I tried to be fair to all the differ-
ing views and to give all the necessary evidence for my conclusions. One of 
the most important conclusions goes like this: “[Exodus 33:19] is a solemn 
declaration of the nature of God, or (which is the same thing) a proclamation 
of his name and glory.… It is the glory of God and his essential nature mainly 
to dispense mercy on whomever he pleases apart from any constraint origi-
nating outside his own will. This is the essence of what it means to be God. 
This is his name.”8

So right at the center of God’s self-revelation is the declaration that he is 
free in the way he dispenses his grace. And this freedom belongs to the very 
essence of what it means to be God. God is gracious to whom he will be 
gracious. He is not limited by anyone’s wickedness. He is never trapped by 
his own wrath. His grace may break out anywhere he pleases. Which is a 
great encouragement to the worst of sinners to turn from futile hopes and 
put their trust in future grace. 

Life-Giving Grace Is Free Grace 

Second, the freedom of God’s grace is emphasized by the way Paul describes 
its role in salvation. In Ephesians 2:4–6 he says,

 7. For a detailed support of this interpretation, see John Piper, The Justification of God: An Exegetical 
and Theological Study of Romans 9:1-23, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1993), 75–89.

 8. Ibid., 88–89. 
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(4) But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with 
which he loved us, (5) even when we were dead in our trespasses, 
made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been 
saved— (6) and raised us up with him and seated us with him in 
the heavenly places in Christ Jesus. 

The decisive act of God in conversion is that he “made us alive together 
with Christ” even when “we were dead in our trespasses.” In other words, 
we were dead to God. We were unresponsive; we had no true spiritual inter-
est; we had no taste for the beauties of Christ; we were simply dead to all 
that mattered. Then God acted—unconditionally—before we could do any-
thing to be fit vessels of grace. He made us alive. He sovereignly awakened 
us to see the glory of Christ (2 Corinthians 4:4). The spiritual senses that 
were dead miraculously came to life. 

Verse 4 says that this was an act of “mercy.” That is, God saw us in our 
deadness and pitied us. God saw the terrible wages of sin leading to eternal 
death and misery. And the riches of his mercy overflowed to us in our need. 
But what is so remarkable about this text is that Paul breaks the flow of his 
own sentence in order to insert, “by grace you have been saved.” “God…
made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—and 
raised us up with him.” 

Paul is going to say this again in verse 8. So why does he break the flow 
in order to add it here? What’s more, the focus is on God’s mercy responding 
to our miserable plight of deadness; so why does Paul go out of his way to 
say that it is also by grace that we are saved? 

I think the answer is that Paul recognizes here a perfect opportunity to 
emphasize the freeness of grace. As he describes our dead condition before 
conversion, he realizes that dead people can’t meet conditions. If they are to 
live, there must be a totally unconditional and utterly free act of God to save 
them. This freedom is the very heart of grace. Paul wants to emphasize this 
and so he breaks into the sentence and virtually shouts, “You see, it was 
grace! All grace! You were dead. You could do nothing. Mercy it was, indeed, 
because your plight was pitiable. But the freeness of it is the heart of what I 
mean by grace. What act could be more one-sidedly free and nonnegotiated 
than one person raising another from the dead!” This is the meaning of 
grace. 
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Electing Grace Is Free Grace 

Third, the freedom of God’s grace is emphasized by its relation to God’s 
election and man’s works. In Romans 11:5, Paul says that “at this present 
time also there is a remnant according to the election of grace” (kJv). In other 
words, the existence of a remnant of believers and those destined to become 
believers is owing to God’s election—his choosing them. And this election 
is an “election of grace.” God’s choosing was free. He gives grace to whom he 
will give grace. The elect are elect because of free and unconditional grace 
and not because of anything in themselves. That’s the meaning of the phrase 
“election of grace.” 

The next verse emphasizes this again. Paul adds, “But if it is by grace, it 
is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be 
grace” (Romans 11:6). In other words, if the existence of a saved remnant 
were owing to works, then it would not be owing to the “election of grace.” 
Because grace is free, but works imply earning or meriting, as Paul said in 
Romans 4:4, “To the one who works, his wage is not reckoned according to 
grace, but according to debt.”9 So Paul spotlights the freedom of grace by 
contrasting it with works. If human works earn salvation and create a rem-
nant, the grace of election would no longer be grace. What began as grace in 
free and unconditional election would cease to be grace. 

The Inexhaustible God and the Freedom of Grace 

Finally, the freedom of grace is emphasized by the inexhaustibility of its 
source and the eternity of its outpouring. Grace is free because God is jeal-
ous to be seen as an inexhaustible fountain of self-replenishing life and 
power and joy. “I will…have mercy on the whole house of Israel, and I will 
be jealous for my holy name” (Ezekiel 39:25). He is jealous for the world to 
see that he has no deficiencies that we humans could supply with our works 
or our distinctives. He is always the benefactor, and we are always the ben-
eficiary. He is never constrained by what he has made. He remains free. This 
is what it means to be God. This is what he is jealous to preserve and display 
for the endless enjoyment of all who trust him. 

 9. This is my literal translation. The NASB translates, “Now to the one who works, his wage is not 
credited as a favor, but as what is due.” 
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Paul speaks of the “riches of his grace.” His point is that the free over-
flow of God’s inexhaustible, self-replenishing fullness is immeasurably 
great. There is no end to grace because there is no bottom to the well from 
which it comes. This is what Paul is getting at in Ephesians 2:6–7, “[God] 
raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in 
Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of 

his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.” 
There are two astonishing things here. One is that the purpose of our 

salvation is for God to lavish the riches of his grace on us. The other is that 
it will take him forever to do it. This is a mighty thought. God made us alive 
and secured us in Christ so that he could make us the beneficiaries of ever-
lasting kindness from infinite riches of grace. This is not because we are 
worthy. Quite the contrary, it is to show the infinite measure of his worth. 
Grace would not be grace if it were a response to resources in us. Grace is 
grace because it highlights God’s own overflowing resources of kindness. 
Grace is eternal because it will take that long for God to expend inexhaust-
ible stores of goodness on us. Grace is free because God would not be the 
infinite, self-sufficient God he is if he were constrained by anything outside 
himself. 

Glory Is Duly Praised Where Grace Is Duly Prized 

It should be obvious from this why future grace is so utterly crucial in God’s 
great plan to glorify himself and satisfy his people. Most of our experience 
of God’s active grace lies in the future. The grace that I have already experi-
enced from God—from a quantitative standpoint—is infinitesimally small 
compared to the future grace that I will experience from now to eternity. 
This means that the great wealth of glory that God means to display for the 
enjoyment of his people is duly praised where future grace—in all its free-
dom—is duly prized. 

In exalting the freedom of God, faith in future grace very practically 
nullifies the power of pride. We will pause in the next chapter to ponder 
how this works. How does prizing the freedom of God’s grace purify us 
from the corruption of pride?
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Thus says the Lord: “Let not the wise man boast in his wisdom,  

let not the mighty man boast in his might, let not the rich man  

boast in his riches, but let him who boasts boast in this, that he 

understands and knows me, that I am the Lord who practices 

steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth.  

For in these things I delight, declares the Lord.”

J e r e m I a h  9 : 2 3 – 2 4

The pleasure of pride is like the pleasure of scratching.  

If there is an itch one does want to scratch;  

but it is much nicer to have neither the itch nor the scratch.  

As long as we have the itch of self-regard  

we shall want the pleasure of self-approval;  

but the happiest moments are those when we forget our  

precious selves and have neither but have everything else  

(God, our fellow humans, animals, the garden and the sky) instead.

c .  s .  l e W I s

Humble yourselves…under the mighty hand of God  

so that at the proper time he may exalt you.

1  P e T e r  5 : 6
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C H A P T E R  6

Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in FuTure 
Grace vs. Pride

The Shadow of God 

humility is not a popular human trait in the modern world. It’s not 
touted in the talk shows or celebrated in valedictory speeches or 
commended in diversity seminars or listed with corporate core 

values. And if you go to the massive self-help section of your sprawling mall 
bookstore, you won’t find many titles celebrating humility. 

The basic reason for this is not hard to find: humility can only survive 
in the presence of God. When God goes, humility goes. In fact, you might 
say that humility follows God like a shadow. We can expect to find humility 
applauded in our society about as often as we find God applauded. 

In my local newspaper, a guest editorial captured the atmosphere of our 
time that asphyxiates humility: 

There are some who naively cling to the nostalgic memory of God. 
The average churchgoer takes a few hours out of the week to 
experience the sacred.… But the rest of the time, he is immersed 
in a society that no longer acknowledges God as an omniscient 
and omnipotent force to be loved and worshiped.… Today we are 
too sophisticated for God. We can stand on our own; we are 
prepared and ready to choose and define our own existence.1 

 1. Ralph Georgy, “If God Is Dead, Then the Late 20th Century Buried Him,” Minneapolis Star 
Tribune, September 12, 1994. 
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In this atmosphere, humility cannot survive. It disappears with God. 
When God is neglected, the runner-up god takes his place, namely, man. 
And that, by definition, is the opposite of humility, namely, the haughty 
spirit called pride. So the atmosphere we breathe is hostile to humility. 

An Appetite for God in the Heart 

The point of this chapter is that a haughty spirit is a form of unbelief and 
that the way to battle the unbelief of pride is by faith in future grace. Trust-
ing God and being arrogant are opposites: “A greedy man stirs up strife, but 
the one who trusts in the lorD will be enriched” (Proverbs 28:25). That’s 
why Stephen Charnock said, “A proud faith is as much a contradiction as a 
humble devil.”2 To see why faith and pride are opposites we need to remind 
ourselves what faith is.

We will see in chapter 16 that the heart of biblical faith in Jesus is com-
ing to him for the satisfaction of all that God is for us in him. Jesus said in 
John 6:35, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and 
whoever believes in me shall never thirst.” From this we have drawn out the 
truth that belief in Jesus means coming to Jesus for the satisfaction of all that 
God is for us in him. And unbelief is a turning away from Jesus in order to 
seek satisfaction in other things. 

Belief is not merely an agreement with facts in the head; it is also an appe-

tite for God in the heart, which fastens on Jesus for satisfaction. “Whoever 
comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.” 
Therefore eternal life is not given to people who merely think that Jesus is the 
Son of God. It is given to people who drink from Jesus as the Son of God. 
“The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling 
up to eternal life” ( John 4:14). He is also the bread of life, and those who feed 

on him for nourishment and satisfaction live by him. “I am the living bread 
that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live for-
ever” ( John 6:51). The point of these images of drinking and eating is to make 
clear the essence of faith. It is more than believing that there is such a thing 
as water and food; and it is more than believing that Jesus is life-giving water 

 2. Quoted from Stephen Charnock, in A Puritan Golden Treasury (Edinburgh: The Banner of 
Truth Trust, 1977), 223. 
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and food. Faith is coming to Jesus and drinking the water and eating the food 
so that we find our hearts satisfied in him. 

Turning from Satisfaction in  
God to Satisfaction in Self

With this background we will see more clearly that pride is a species of 
unbelief. Unbelief is a turning away from God and his Son in order to seek 
satisfaction in other things. Pride is a turning away from God specifically to 
take satisfaction in self. So pride is one specific form of unbelief. And its 
antidote is the wakening and strengthening of faith in future grace. 

In chapter 17 we will see that covetousness is turning away from God, usu-
ally to find satisfaction in things. In chapter 27 we will see that lust is turning 
away from God to find satisfaction in sex. We will see that bitterness is turning 
away from God to find satisfaction in revenge (chapter 21). Impatience is turn-
ing away from God to find satisfaction in your own uninterrupted plan of 
action (chapter 13). Anxiety, misplaced shame, and despondency are various con-
ditions of the heart when these efforts of unbelief miscarry (chapters 3, 10, 24). 

But deeper than all these forms of unbelief is the unbelief of pride, 
because self-determination and self-exaltation lie behind all these other sin-
ful dispositions. Every turning from God—for anything—presumes a kind 
of autonomy or independence that is the essence of pride. Turning from God 
assumes that one knows better than God. Thus pride lies at the root of every 
turning from God. It is the root of every act of distrust toward God. Or, more 
accurately, pride is not so much the root as it is the essence of unbelief, and its 
remedy is faith in future grace. Thus the battle against pride is the battle 
against unbelief; and the fight for humility is the fight of faith in future grace. 

Biblical references to pride can be categorized as different ways of dis-
trusting God. Each text on pride reveals what we refuse to trust God for. Or, 
more specifically, each one shows what we prefer to find in ourselves. 

God’s Great Competitors 

In Jeremiah 9:23 God says, “Let not the wise man boast in his wisdom, let 
not the mighty man boast in his might, let not the rich man boast in his 
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riches.” In those three phrases God names his great competitors for the boast 
of the human heart. Each one—wisdom, might, and riches—tempts us to 
take satisfaction in ourselves: our intelligence, our strength, our material 
resources. Each one lures us away from trusting God as the superior satis-
faction above them all. It is radically humbling to confess that the source of 
all our joy resides outside ourselves. 

When Knowledge Puffs Up 

Take wisdom and intelligence, for example. The apostle Paul warns that 
“ ‘knowledge’ puffs up, but love builds up” (1 Corinthians 8:1). This does not 
mean he favors ignorance and irrationality: “Do not be children in your 
thinking. Be infants in evil, but in your thinking be mature” (1 Corinthians 
14:20). G. K. Chesterton, the British Catholic journalist-author who died in 
1936, warned that we moderns are not clear about the relationship between 
intellectual conviction and pride. 

What we suffer from…is humility in the wrong place. Modesty 
has moved from the organ of ambition. Modesty has settled upon 
the organ of conviction; where it was never meant to be. A man 
was meant to be doubtful about himself, but undoubting about 
the truth; this has been exactly reversed. Nowadays the part of a 
man that a man does assert is exactly the part he ought not to 
assert—himself. The part he doubts is exactly the part he ought 
not to doubt—the Divine Reason.3 

Paul is not calling into question the necessity of firm conviction and 
true knowledge. Nevertheless he is keenly aware that what we know—or 
think we know—can lure us from resting in God’s wisdom and lead us 
toward boasting in our own. 

The organ of knowledge was given to us that we might know God and 
how the world relates to God. One of the first things we learn, when we 
know him as we ought, is the Word of Jesus: “Flesh and blood has not 
revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 16:17). All 

 3. G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (Garden City, NY: Image Books, Doubleday and Company, 1959, 
orig. 1924), 31. 
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true knowing depends on God. “For who has known the mind of the Lord, 
or who has been his counselor?” (Romans 11:34). God gave us minds not 
only to know, but to know how we ought to know. We know the way we 
ought to know when we boast in the Source of all knowing, not in our frag-
ile little chip, with its tiny, God-designed circuitry. God has not chosen 
many wise, says the apostle. And the reason he gives is “that no human 
being might boast in the presence of God.” But: “Let the one who boasts, 
boast in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:26, 29, 31). 

When we boast in our wisdom, we show that we have turned from God 
to trust in ourselves. We disclose that our satisfaction is not first in God’s 
infinite, primary wisdom, but in our derivative, secondary capacities. It is a 
failure of faith in future grace—the promise of God to use his infinite wis-
dom to keep on managing the universe for the good of all who hope in him. 

Blowing the Bubble of Our Resources 

Similarly, we are prone to boast in our might. When God graciously blesses 
us, we leap to take credit for the gift—as if there were more satisfaction in 
blowing the bubble of our resourcefulness than in benefiting from God’s. 
We have been duly warned in Deuteronomy 8:11–17, 

Take care lest…when you have eaten and are full and have built 
good houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks 
multiply and your silver and gold is multiplied and all that you 
have is multiplied, then your heart be lifted up, and you forget the 
lorD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 
the house of slavery, who led you through the great and terrifying 
wilderness, with its fiery serpents and scorpions and thirsty 
ground where there was no water, who brought you water out of 
the flinty rock, who fed you in the wilderness with manna that 
your fathers did not know, that he might humble you and test you, 
to do you good in the end. Beware lest you say in your heart, “My 

power and the might of my hand have gotten me this wealth.” 

If the people built their houses and tended their flocks and gathered 
their gold by faith in future grace, it would not enter their minds to say, “My 
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power and the might of my hand have gotten me this wealth.” When you 
live by faith in future grace, you know that all the products of your living are 
the products of grace. 

God Will Not Share His Glory with the Proud 

The king of Assyria illustrates the pride that rises in the heart when both 
wisdom and power conspire to lure the heart from God to self. God made 
the king the rod of his anger against the people of Israel (Isaiah 10:5). Yet the 
king did not delight in God’s enabling power and guidance, but took credit 
for himself and said, “By the strength of my hand I have done it, and by my 
wisdom, for I have understanding; I remove the boundaries of peoples, and 
plunder their treasures; like a bull I bring down those who sit on thrones” 
(Isaiah 10:13). This is not smart. God will not share his glory with the 
proud. In fact, he promises he “will punish the speech of the arrogant heart 
of the king of Assyria and the boastful look in his eyes” (Isaiah 10:12). The 
antidote to the king’s pride is to believe this threat and find his gladness in 
God’s power and God’s wisdom, not his own. 

When the Proud Eat Grass Like an Ox 

Not too much later in Israel’s history the king of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar, 
was brought low for his proud boast: “Is not this great Babylon, which I have 
built by my mighty power as a royal residence and for the glory of my maj-
esty?” (Daniel 4:30). For that pride, God humbled him and made him eat 
grass like an ox in the open field (Daniel 4:33), until he learned to exult in 
God’s sovereign power far above his own: 

All the inhabitants of the earth are 
accounted as nothing, 

and he does according to his will 
among the host of heaven 

and among the inhabitants of the earth; 
and none can stay his hand 

or say to him, “What have you done?” 
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Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol and honor the King of 
heaven, for all his works are right and his ways are just; and those 
who walk in pride he is able to humble. (Daniel 4:35, 37) 

The antidote to Nebuchadnezzar’s pride was not merely a new knowl-
edge in the head, but a new exultation in the heart. His praise and exulta-
tion reveal the wakening of faith, and the gladness that God ruled the future 
with the omnipotent grace to establish his plan and humble the proud. He 
was satisfied with God’s prerogative to do as he pleases in the sovereign 
freedom of his justice and grace. 

Why Boast as If It Were Not a Gift? 

Alongside wisdom and might, perhaps the greatest tempter to pride is 
money. With it we can purchase the resources of intelligence and power 
that we may not have in ourselves. So wealth is the great symbol of self-
sufficiency. If we have savvy in the stock market or luck in the lottery, it 
makes up for any lack of other skills or power, because now we control the 
resources to satisfy our desires—so we think. And the result is described by 
God in Hosea 13:6, “But when they had grazed, they became full, they were 
filled, and their heart was lifted up; therefore they forgot me.” Pride is an 
issue of where your satisfaction is. “But when they had grazed, they became 
full.” Which is another way of saying, pride is an issue of what you are trust-
ing in for your future. Hence God uses the language of trust to indict Israel’s 
pride in Jeremiah 49:4, “Why do you boast of your valleys, O faithless 
daughter, who trusted in her treasures, saying, ‘Who will come against me?’ ” 

Israel trusts in treasures to make her future secure from invading 
armies. Her faith is not in God’s future grace. And that’s the problem. She 
has been lured into a delusion of false delights: treasures, which themselves 
are gifts of God’s grace. Therefore they will pierce the hand if they lean on 
them instead of God. The apostle Paul would ask these people, as he did the 
Corinthians, “What do you have that you did not receive? If then you 
received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?” (1 Corinthians 
4:7). Everything we have we have received from God. It lies in his hand to 
leave or to take, to turn for us or against us. 
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This is why the Bible never tires of telling us, “The king is not saved by 
his great army; a warrior is not delivered by his great strength. The war 
horse is a false hope for salvation, and by its great might it cannot rescue” 
(Psalm 33:16–17). You can buy armies and warriors and horses with your 
wealth, but unless the Lord decides to give you deliverance and victory, they 
will be useless in the day of battle. Future grace, not military force, is the 
final hope of kings and warriors—and everyone else. That’s why the next 
verses in Psalm 33 point to an alternative treasure for our trust: “Behold, the 
eye of the lorD is on those who fear him, on those who hope in his steadfast 
love.… He is our help and our shield. For our heart is glad in him, because 
we trust in his holy name” (Psalm 33:18, 20–21). This trust that looks away 
from our own resources and rests in God is what I mean by faith in future 
grace. This is the remedy for pride.

The Ultimate Pride: Atheism 

When you take all three categories of temptation to self-reliance—wisdom, 
might, and riches—they form a powerful inducement toward the ultimate form 
of pride, namely, atheism. The safest way to stay supreme in our own estimation 
is to deny anything above us. This is why the proud preoccupy themselves with 
looking down on others. “A proud man is always looking down on things and 
people: and, of course, as long as you are looking down, you cannot see some-
thing that is above you.”4 But to preserve pride it may be simpler to proclaim 
that there is nothing above to look at. “In the pride of his face the wicked does 
not seek him; all his thoughts are, ‘There is no God’” (Psalm 10:4). Ultimately, 
the proud must persuade themselves that there is no God. 

One reason for this is that God’s reality is overwhelmingly intrusive in 
all the details of life. Pride cannot tolerate the intimate involvement of God 
in running even the ordinary affairs of life. For example, James, the brother 
of Jesus, diagnoses pride behind the simple presumption of planning to go 
from one city to another: 

Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into 
such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and make 

 4. A quote from Mere Christianity cited in A Mind Awake: An Anthology of C. S. Lewis, Clyde Kilby, 
ed. (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1968), 115. 
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a profit”—yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. What 
is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and 
then vanishes. Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will 
live and do this or that.” As it is, you boast in your arrogance. All 

such boasting is evil. ( James 4:13–16) 

Pride does not like the sovereignty of God. Therefore pride does not 
like the existence of God, because God is sovereign. It might express this 
by saying, “There is no God.” Or it might express it by saying, “I am driv-
ing to Atlanta for Christmas.” James says, “Don’t be so sure.” Instead, say, 
“If the Lord wills, we shall live and we shall get to Atlanta for Christmas.” 
James’s point is that God rules over whether we get to Atlanta, and 
whether you live to the end of this page. “If the Lord wills, we will live…” 
This is extremely offensive to the self-sufficiency of pride—not even to 
have control over whether you get to the end of the page without having 
a stroke! 

James says that not believing in the sovereign rights of God to manage 
the details of your future is arrogance. The way to battle this arrogance is to 
yield to the sovereignty of God in all the details of life, and rest in his infal-
lible promises to show himself mighty on our behalf (2 Chronicles 16:9), to 
pursue us with goodness and mercy every day (Psalm 23:6), to work for 
those who wait for him (Isaiah 64:4), and to equip us with all we need to live 
for his glory (Hebrews 13:21). In other words, the remedy for pride is unwav-
ering faith in future grace. 

The Itch of Self-Regard and  
the Scratch of Approval 

One of the manifestations of pride that shows its aversion to faith in future 
grace is the craving it produces for human approval. C. S. Lewis explains 
how this craving works: 

The pleasure of pride is like the pleasure of scratching. If there is 
an itch one does want to scratch; but it is much nicer to have 
neither the itch nor the scratch. As long as we have the itch of 
self-regard we shall want the pleasure of self-approval; but the 
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happiest moments are those when we forget our precious selves 
and have neither but have everything else (God, our fellow 
humans, animals, the garden and the sky) instead.5 

The itch of self-regard craves the scratch of self-approval. That is, if we 
are getting our pleasure from feeling self-sufficient, we will not be satisfied 
without others’ seeing and applauding our self-sufficiency. Hence Jesus’ 
description of the scribes and Pharisees: “They do all their deeds to be seen 
by others…and they love the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in 
the synagogues and greetings in the marketplaces and being called rabbi by 
others” (Matthew 23:5–7). 

The Void in Self-Sufficiency 

This is ironic. Self-sufficiency should free the proud person from the need to 
be made much of by others. That’s what sufficient means. But evidently there 
is a void in this so-called self-sufficiency. The self was never designed to 
satisfy itself or rely upon itself. It never can be sufficient. We are but in the 
image of God, not the real thing. We are shadows and echoes. So there will 
always be an emptiness in the soul that struggles to be satisfied with the 
resources of self. 

This empty craving for the praise of others signals the failure of pride 
and the absence of faith in future grace. Jesus saw the terrible effect of this 
itch for human glory. He named it in John 5:44, “How can you believe, when 
you receive glory from one another and do not seek the glory that comes 
from the only God?” The answer is, you can’t. Itching for glory from other 
people makes faith impossible. Why? Because faith is being satisfied with all 
that God is for you in Jesus; and if you are bent on getting the satisfaction of 
your itch from the scratch of others’ acclaim, you will turn away from Jesus. 
But if you would turn from self as the source of satisfaction (= repentance), 
and come to Jesus for the enjoyment of all that God is for us in him (= faith), 
then the itch would be replaced by a spring of water welling up to eternal 
life ( John 4:14). 

 5. C. S. Lewis, Letters of C. S. Lewis, ed. W. H. Lewis (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 
1966), 256. 
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The Irony of Weak Pride 

The irony of this insatiable itch in the self-sufficient soul becomes even more 
evident when pride cannot get what it wants and begins to flounder in 
weakness. This calls for discernment. Weak pride is not easily recognized. 
It sounds like an oxymoron—like round squares. But it is not. Consider the 
relationship between boasting and self-pity. 

Both are manifestations of pride. Boasting is the response of pride 
to success. Self-pity is the response of pride to suffering. Boasting 
says, “I deserve admiration because I have achieved so much.” 
Self-pity says, “I deserve admiration because I have sacrificed so 
much.” Boasting is the voice of pride in the heart of the strong. 
Self-pity is the voice of pride in the heart of the weak. Boasting 
sounds self-sufficient. Self-pity sounds self-sacrificing. 

The reason self-pity does not look like pride is that it appears 
to be needy. But the need arises from a wounded ego and the 
desire of the self-pitying is not really for others to see them as 
helpless, but heroes. The need self-pity feels does not come from a 
sense of unworthiness, but from a sense of unrecognized worthi-
ness. It is the response of unapplauded pride.6 

When pride is not strong, it begins to worry about the future. In the 
heart of the proud, anxiety is to the future what self-pity is to the past. What 
did not go well in the past gives us a sense that we deserve better. But if we 
could not make things go our way in the past, we may not be able to in the 
future either. Instead of making the proud humble, this possibility makes 
them anxious. 

The Camouflaged Pride of Anxiety 

Here is another irony. Anxiety does not look like pride. It looks weak. It 
looks as though you admit you don’t control the future. Yes, in a sense the 

 6. John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist (Colorado Springs, CO: Multnomah 
Books, 2011), 302. 
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proud admit that. But the admission does not kill pride until the proud 
heart is willing to look to the one who does control the future and rest in 
him. Until then, the proud are hanging on to their right of self-sufficiency 
even as it crumbles on the horizon of the future. 

The remarkable biblical evidence for this is found in two places. The 
first is Isaiah 51:12–13 where God indicts anxious Israel by showing them 
the pride beneath their fear: “I, I am he who comforts you; who are you that 

you are afraid of man who dies, of the son of man who is made like grass, and 
have forgotten the lorD, your Maker, who stretched out the heavens and laid 
the foundations of the earth, and you fear continually all the day…?” In 
other words, “Who do you think you are to be afraid of mere men? You must 
really think you are somebody to be afraid like this!” Now that is an odd 
rebuke. But the meaning is plain: your fear of man is a form of pride. 

Why is anxiety about the future a form of pride? God gives the answer: 
“I—the lorD, your Maker—I am he who comforts you, who promises to 
take care of you; and those who threaten you are mere men who die. So your 
fear must mean that you do not trust me. You must think that your protec-
tion hangs on you. And even though you are not sure that your own 
resources will take care of you, yet you opt for fragile self-reliance, rather 
than faith in future grace. So all your trembling—weak as it is—reveals 
pride.” The remedy? Turn from self-reliance to God-reliance, and put your 
faith in the all-sufficient power of future grace. 

The second place where we see anxiety as a form of pride is 1 Peter 
5:6–7. “Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that 
at the proper time he may exalt you, (7) casting all your anxieties on him, 
because he cares for you.” Notice the grammatical connection between 
verses 6 and 7. “Humble yourselves…under the mighty hand of God…cast-

ing all your anxieties on him.” Verse 7 is not a new sentence. It’s a subordi-
nate clause. “Humble yourselves…[by] casting all your anxieties on him.” 
This means that casting your anxieties on God is a way of humbling yourself 
under God’s mighty hand. It’s like saying, “Eat politely…chewing with your 
mouth shut.” “Drive carefully…keeping your eyes open.” “Be generous…
inviting someone over on Thanksgiving.” 

Similarly, “Humble yourselves…casting all your anxieties on God.” 
One way to be humble is to cast all your anxieties on God. Which means 
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that one hindrance to casting your anxieties on God is pride. Which means 
that undue worry is a form of pride. Now why is casting our anxieties on 
the Lord the opposite of pride? Because pride does not like to admit that 
it has any anxieties. And if pride has to admit it, it still does not like to 
admit that the remedy might be trusting someone else who is wiser and 
stronger. In other words, pride is a form of unbelief and does not like to 
trust in future grace. Faith admits the need for help. Pride won’t. Faith 
banks on God to give help. Pride won’t. Faith casts anxieties on God. 
Pride won’t. Therefore the way to battle the unbelief of pride is to admit 
freely that you have anxieties, and to cherish the promise of future grace 
in the words, “He cares for you.” 

We end this chapter with a final glimpse at the counsel of God through 
Jeremiah. At the beginning of the chapter we heard him say, “Let not the 
wise man boast in his wisdom, let not the mighty man boast in his might, 
let not the rich man boast in his riches.” We close by hearing him finish that 
sentence: “but let him who boasts boast in this, that he understands and 
knows me, that I am the lorD who practices steadfast love, justice, and 
righteousness in the earth. For in these things I delight, declares the lorD” 
( Jeremiah 9:23–24). When all is said and done, that is the rock-bottom 
biblical answer to the question how to best fight pride. Be stunned and satis-
fied that we know God—and that he knows us. 

I made the following entry in my journal December 6, 1988. It’s my 
own confession of need and my response to Jeremiah’s exhortation. 

Is not the most effective way of bridling my delight in being made 
much of, to focus on making much of God? Self-denial and cruci-
fixion of the flesh are essential, but O how easy it is to be made 
much of even for my self-denial! How shall this insidious motive 
of pleasure in being made much of be broken except through 
bending all my faculties to delight in the pleasure of making 
much of God! 

Christian hedonism7 is the final solution. It is deeper than 
death to self. You have to go down deeper into the grave of the 

 7. On the meaning of Christian hedonism, see chapter 31. 
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flesh to find the truly freeing stream of miracle water that rav-
ishes you with the taste of God’s glory. Only in that speechless, 
all-satisfying admiration is the end of self. 

This “all-satisfying admiration” of all that God is for us in Jesus is what 
I mean by faith in future grace. 
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Remember the former things of old;

for I am God, and there is no other;

I am God, and there is none like me.

I s a I a h  4 6 : 9

For all the promises of God find their Yes in him.  

That is why it is through him that we utter  

our Amen to God for his glory.

2  c o r I n T h I a n s  1 : 2 0

“Amen” means, “Yes, Lord, you can do it.”

It means, “Yes, Lord, you are powerful.

Yes, Lord, you are wise.

Yes, Lord, you are merciful.

Yes, Lord, all future grace comes from you

and has been confirmed in Christ.”

“Amen” is an exclamation point of hope after a prayer for help.
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C H A P T E R  7

lookinG back  
For The sake  

oF The FuTure

during the thirty years I have served as a senior pastor, we have 
interviewed dozens of people for vocational and lay roles of min-
istry—deacons, elders, teachers, secretaries, receptionists, minis-

try assistants, pastoral associates, and so on. In every case, what is at stake 
is the future. How will they do? Will they be pure and faithful and hard 
working? Will they be team builders? Will they have a passion for the 
supremacy of God? All this relates to the future. That is where their ministry 
will happen. 

But in every interview we talk about the past. We talk about their previ-
ous jobs. We talk about the track record of their performance at work and at 
home. We talk about their spiritual pilgrimage and the family they grew up 
in. Why all this talk about the past if the issue now is the future? The answer 
is obvious: confidence in someone’s future reliability is grounded in a his-
tory of past faithfulness. This is also the way it is with God. 

Bygone grace is the foundation for faith in future grace. We obey the 
teachings of Jesus by faith in future grace; and we lay hold on future grace 
in the promises of God’s Word. But we certify the surety of the promises 
with the evidence of past grace. This past grace is God’s down payment on 
the fullness of future grace. 
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The Past-Ward Flow of Infinite Future Grace 

Actually that image of a one-time down payment doesn’t quite work. Past 
grace is continually accumulating every day. The infinite reservoir of future 
grace is flowing back through the present into the ever-growing pool of past 
grace. The inexhaustible reservoir is invisible except through the promises. 
But the ever-enlarging pool of past grace is visible; and God means for the 
certainty and beauty and depth to strengthen our faith in future grace. 

Past Grace Is the Down Payment of Future Grace 

But then again, the image of the down payment of past grace is not only help-
ful, it’s biblical. For example, the Holy Spirit is called a guarantee or pledge of 
the future grace of our entire inheritance (Ephesians 1:14; 2 Corinthians 
1:22; 5:5). He has been given, and the grace of this gift is immeasurable. But 
there is so much more future grace yet to come; and he is the guarantee of it. 

Another example is Christ himself. When he was raised from the dead, 
he was called the “firstfruits of those who [have died]” (1 Corinthians 15:20). 
The “firstfruits” is a portion of the whole harvest that guarantees the reaping 
of the rest. So the resurrection of Jesus is a great work of past grace that God 
wants us to remember. It is the foundation for our faith in the future grace 
of our own resurrection. 

An Old Testament Pattern Looking  
Back for the Sake of the Future

This pattern of looking back in order to believe in future grace is as old as 
grace itself. The Old Testament tells us of times when the people of God 
looked back to strengthen faith in future grace and times when they didn’t. 

For example, we are told that soon after Gideon died “the people of 
Israel turned again and whored after the Baals” ( Judges 8:33). Why did they 
do this? Why would they choose a second-rate foreign deity instead of trust-
ing the future grace of the true God for their help and deliverance? The next 
verse gives the answer: “And the people of Israel did not remember the Lord 

their God, who had delivered them from the hand of all their enemies on every side” 
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( Judges 8:34). They forsook their faith in God’s future grace because they 
stopped remembering his past grace. 

Nehemiah points to another example: the time the people rejected the 
Lord in the wilderness and wanted to go back to Egypt. “Our fathers acted 
presumptuously and stiffened their neck and did not obey your command-
ments. They refused to obey and were not mindful of the wonders that you 

performed among them, but they stiffened their neck and appointed a leader 
to return to their slavery in Egypt” (Nehemiah 9:16–17). Forgetting the past 
grace of God’s “wonders” caused the slavery of Egypt to look better than the 
future grace of God. 

Not all the people in the Old Testament failed to cherish past grace for 
the sake of joyful hope. For example, David wrote, “When I remember you 

upon my bed, and meditate on you in the watches of the night; for you have 

been my help, and in the shadow of your wings I will sing for joy” (Psalm 
63:6–7). God had been his help again and again. He remembered this past 
grace; and the effect was that he sang for joy as he reveled in the ongoing 
protection of future grace under the wings of God. 

God himself commands this pattern of remembering bygone grace for 
the sake of faith in future grace. In Isaiah 46:9 he says, “Remember the former 

things of old; for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none 
like me.” The reason God wants them to look back on “the former things” is 
to increase their confidence in the future things he is planning for them. “My 
counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my purpose” (Isaiah 46:10). 
Remembering the former things that God has done gives a good foundation 
for believing his Word when he says, “I will accomplish all my purpose.” 

Now the Grace of God Has Come in Jesus 

If looking back on past grace was the way the saints of the Old Testament 
fought the fight of faith in future grace, it is all the more necessary for us to 
fight this way today; because for us the greatest grace in world history is 
now past. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, has come into the world. In a sense 
we could say that God’s grace has come in person and done such a decisive 
work of grace that all other experiences of grace depend on it. Paul said 
simply, “For the grace of God has appeared” (Titus 2:11). 
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In fact, the New Testament is explicit that all future grace hangs on the 
past coming of Jesus. For example, Paul says, Christ came “to show God’s 
truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs” (Romans 
15:8). In other words, Christ came to guarantee that the promises of the Old 
Testament would indeed come true. He came for the sake of future grace. 
From the time of Christ onward, faith embraces Christ crucified and risen 
as the unique, once-for-all foundation for all future grace. When we look 
back to the death and resurrection of Christ, God shows us in the present 
the enormity of his love for us, and thus warrants all our confidence in 
future grace. “God shows [present] his love for us in that while we were still 
sinners, Christ died [past] for us” (Romans 5:8). Without the death of Christ, 
there would be no future grace. 

All the Promises of Future Grace Are Yes in Christ 

One of the most amazing and wonderful statements of this truth goes like 
this: “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him” (2 Corinthians 1:20). 
Let’s savor this extraordinary truth for a moment. 

The question God is asking us in this text is this: “Are you living in the 
fullest enjoyment of my Yes to all my promises?” Or to put it another way, 
“Have you said yes to all the future grace of God’s Yes to you in Christ? Is 
there any of God’s Yes to you to which you are saying ‘No’ or ‘Maybe’ or ‘Not 
Now’?” This text begs for immediate and radical response. It calls us to cry out 
to God, “I consecrate myself to forsake the ‘No’ and the ‘Maybe’ and the ‘Not 
Now’ of my unbelief. And I say ‘Yes’ to every future grace of every promise in 
your Yes to me.” 

Let’s step back for a moment to make sure we see the full force of this 
verse. According to 2 Corinthians 1:15–16, Paul plans to visit Corinth twice. 
He is going to cross the Aegean Sea to visit the church on his way to Mace-
donia, and then he plans to come back by Corinth and visit them again. 
This is his plan, and they hear about it. 

But then something happens that makes him change his mind. Evi-
dently the rumor starts to circulate that Paul’s heart is divided. Yes, he loves 
them and wants to see them and bless them. But No, maybe not as much as 
he loves his own convenience or some other church. Is Paul’s heart both Yes 
and No toward the Corinthians?
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He answers passionately in verses 17–18: “Was I vacillating when I 
wanted to do this? Do I make my plans according to the flesh, ready to say 
‘Yes, yes’ and ‘No, no’ at the same time? As surely as God is faithful, our word 
to you has not been Yes and No.” 

In other words, “My planning and my preaching are not fickle; they are 
not double-minded. They are unified; they are Yes to you. I live for your 
good. I am for you and not against you. My life and ministry are a resound-
ing Yes to your joy! Yes to your holiness! Yes to your faith and hope and love 
and peace and power!” 

And then in verses 19 and 20, Paul shows why his own life is yes to the 
Corinthians: namely, because God has spoken his final, decisive Yes to them 
in Christ. “Whom we proclaimed among you, Silvanus and Timothy and I, 
was not Yes and No, but in him it is always Yes. [Literally: “The (decisive) Yes 
has happened in him”—God’s heart is not divided in Christ. Christ means 
Yes to all who will have it!] For all the promises of God find their Yes in him.” 

So Paul is saying: My heart is not divided toward you, because God’s 
heart is not divided toward you. If you belong to Christ by faith, then every-
thing God could possibly give you for your good he has signed over to your 
account in Christ. You hear the same answer at every point: Is this promise 
in my account? Yes. Is this gift in my account? Yes. Is this blessing in my 
account? Yes. Yes. Yes. All the promises of God are Yes in Christ. Christ is 
God’s Yes to all future grace. 

All Future Grace Is Ours in Christ 

In Galatians 3:29 Paul wrote, “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s off-
spring, heirs according to promise” (see also Ephesians 3:6; Galatians 3:14, 22; 
Hebrews 9:15). All the promises of God for the good of his people are in Christ. 
He confirms them and secures them and purchases them for all who “are 
Christ’s”—for all who believe and belong to him (Galatians 3:22). Every sinner 
who comes to God in Christ, with all his needs, finds God coming to him in 
Christ, with all his promises. When a sinful person meets the holy God in Christ, 

what he hears is Yes. God, do you love me? Yes. Will you forgive me? Yes. Will 
you accept me? Yes. Will you help me change? Yes. Will you give me power to 
serve you? Yes. Will you keep me? Yes. Will you show me your glory? Yes. 

All the promises of God—all the blessings of God in the heavenly 
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places (Ephesians 1:3)—are Yes in Christ Jesus. Jesus is God’s decisive Yes 
to all who believe. He is the foundation of all future grace. When we look 
back to strengthen our faith in future grace, we look primarily to Jesus. 

The Magnificent Meaning of Amen 

The place where the past and future are linked repeatedly in our lives is 
prayer. I mention this here because Paul links prayer with God’s Yes in this 
verse in a striking way. 

In 2 Corinthians 1:20 he says (with choppy Greek, that comes through 
in choppy English), “That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen 
to God for his glory.” Let’s try to smooth that out. Here’s what he is saying: 
“Therefore, because of Christ, we say AMEN to God in our prayers to show 
that God gets the glory for the future grace we are counting on.” 

If you’ve ever wondered why Christians say Amen at the end of our 
prayers and where that custom comes from, here’s the answer. Amen is a 
word taken straight over into Greek from Hebrew without any translation, 
just like it has come into English and most other languages without any 
translation. In Hebrew it was a very strong affirmation (see also Numbers 
5:22; Nehemiah 5:13; 8:6)—a formal, solemn, earnest “I agree,” or “I affirm 
what you just said,” or “This is true.” Most simply, “Amen” means a very 
earnest Yes in the context of addressing God. 

Now notice the connection between the two halves of verse 20. The first 
half says, “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him.” The second 
half says, “That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for 
his glory.” When you realize that “Amen” and “Yes” mean the same thing, 
here’s what the verse says: In Jesus Christ, God says his Yes to us through 
his promises; and in Christ we say our Yes to God through prayer. 

This implies four crucial things for our faith in future grace that we 
express in prayer. 

All Prayer Seeks God’s Yes Through Jesus 

First, our prayer goes to God through Jesus. Paul says, “Through him is our 
Amen.” God’s Yes comes to us in Christ. Therefore prayer goes to God through 

Christ. Prayer goes where the Yes is: in Christ. Everybody wants to hear a Yes 
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when they pray, and that is what we hear in Christ, and nowhere else. This 
is what we mean when we say, “In Jesus’ name,” at the end of our prayers. 
He is God’s Yes to all the future grace that we seek in prayer. 

The Giver of Grace Gets the Glory 

Second, we see that prayer is for God’s glory. Paul says that when we pray 
through Christ our Amen [is] to the glory of God ” (nasb). “Amen” is the great 
affirmation that God is the bountiful Giver and I am the needy receiver. 
“Amen” affirms God’s inexhaustible future grace to respond to our need in 
the very best way for his glory and for our good. Prayer has the wonderful 
capacity to highlight our emptiness and God’s fullness at the same time. It 
is wonderfully suited to express our inadequacy and God’s all-sufficiency. 
When prayer looks away from our flaws and deficiencies to God for his 
future grace, he gets the glory he deserves and we get the good that we need. 

Prayer Goes to the Bank Called Future Grace 

Third, we see that prayer is a response to promises, that is, to the assurances 
of future grace. Prayer is drawing on the account where God has deposited 
all his promises of future grace. Prayer is not hoping in the dark that there 
might be a God of good intentions out there. Prayer goes to the bank every 
day and draws on promises for the future grace needed for that day. 

Don’t miss the connection between the two halves of this great verse. 
Notice the “that is why” (“therefore,” nasb): All the promises of God are Yes in 
Christ. That is why (therefore) we pray Amen through him, to God’s glory. To 
make sure we see it, let’s turn the two halves around: When we pray, we say 
Amen to God through Christ, because God has said Amen to all his prom-
ises in Christ. Prayer is the confident plea for God to make good on his 
promises of future grace for Christ’s sake. Prayer links our faith in future 
grace with the foundation of it all, Jesus Christ. 

“Amen” Is Our Yes to Future Grace 

Which leads to the final point: “Amen” is a full and precious word in times 
of prayer. It doesn’t mean primarily, “Yes, I have now said all this prayer.” It 
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means primarily, “Yes, God has made all these promises.” Amen means, 
“Yes, Lord, you can do it.” It means, “Yes, Lord, you are powerful. Yes, Lord, 
you are wise. Yes, Lord, you are merciful. Yes, Lord, all future grace comes 
from you and has been confirmed in Christ.” “Amen” is an exclamation 
point of hope after a prayer for help. 

In Jesus’ Name, Amen 

When we come to the end of our prayers and say the simple words, “In 
Jesus’ name, Amen,” we are really saying two Amens. When we say, “In 
Jesus’ name,” that is God’s Amen to us. All his promises are Amen in Jesus: 
Jesus Christ is God’s Yes and Amen at the end of our prayers. Then when we 
say, “Amen,” this is our Yes and Amen back to God for his. Which means 
that our Amen, and the prayer it supports, is our Yes to God’s Yes to us. It is 
a commitment from our hearts that we will now live by faith in the Yes of 
God’s guaranteed future grace. 

Forsaking the No, Maybe, and Not Now for Yes 

This brings us back to our earlier question: Are you living in the fullest 
enjoyment of God’s Yes to you in Christ Jesus? Or to put it another way: 
Have you said yes to all of God’s Yes to you? Are you answering God’s Yes to 
you with a No or Maybe or Not Now? 

The foundation of future grace is Jesus Christ. Of course, he is more 
than this. Ten thousand times more. He is the Water of Life that satisfies us 
now. And he is the Treasure that sums up and outshines all other future 
grace. But here and now, what I am emphasizing is that Jesus Christ is the 
foundation of future grace—all of it, including eternal fellowship with Jesus. 
His gospel work secures everything good God has planned for us—“what 
no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined” (1 Corinthi-
ans 2:9).

He is the confirmation and Yes to all God’s promises. He is worthy of 
your fullest confidence and trust. The prayer of consecration that rises in my 
heart, and I hope in yours, is this: “O Lord, I promise that by your grace my 
future will be a future of unfailing Yes to you. I consecrate myself to forsake 
the No and the Maybe and the Not Now of my unbelief. And I say Yes to 
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everything in your Yes to me. I pledge myself to a holy dissatisfaction until 
my thoughts and my words and my deeds express the radical holiness that 
comes from the wonderful, joyful freedom of living by faith in guaranteed 
future grace. Amen. And I do mean AMEN.” 
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He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all,  

how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?

r o m a n s  8 : 3 2

Surely if he would not spare his own Son one stroke,  

one tear, one groan, one sigh, one circumstance of misery,  

it can never be imagined that ever he should, after this,  

deny or withhold from his people, for whose sakes  

all this was suffered, any mercies, any comforts, any privilege, 

spiritual or temporal, which is good for them.

J o h n  F l a v e l
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C H A P T E R  8

The solid loGic  
oF heaven

romans 8 is the most precious chapter in the Bible to me. A few years 
ago I memorized it during the Advent season and recited it to our 
congregation on Christmas Eve as a kind of Christmas present 

from my heart. It abounds with promises of future grace. But just as impor-
tant, it shows me the solid logic of heaven that makes the most far-reaching 
promise of future grace as firm as God’s love for his Son, Jesus.

The Most Far-Reaching Promise of Future Grace 

The most far-reaching promise of future grace is found in verse 32. “He who 
did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also 
with him graciously give us all things?” This is the most precious verse in the 
Bible to me. Part of the reason is that the promise in it is so all-encompassing 
that it stands ready to help me at virtually every turn in my life and ministry. 
There never has been and never will be a circumstance in my life where this 
promise is irrelevant. 

By itself that all-encompassing promise would probably not make the 
verse most precious. There are other such sweeping promises such as Psalm 
84:11, “No good thing does [God] withhold from those who walk uprightly.” 
And 1 Corinthians 3:21–23, “For all things are yours, whether Paul or Apol-
los or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all 
are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.” It is difficult to over-
state the spectacular sweep and scope of these promises. 

But what puts Romans 8:32 in a class by itself is the logic that gives rise 
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to the promise and makes it as solid and unshakable as God’s love for his 
infinitely admirable Son. Romans 8:32 contains a foundation and guarantee 
that is so strong and so solid and so secure that there is absolutely no pos-
sibility that the promise could ever be broken. This is what makes it an 
ever-present strength in times of great turmoil. Whatever else gives way, 
whatever else disappoints, whatever else fails, this all-encompassing prom-
ise of future grace can never fail. 

The verse has two parts. The foundation and the promise. The first part, 
the foundation, goes like this: “He who did not spare his own Son but gave 
him up for us all…” If this is true, says the logic of heaven, then God will 
most surely give all things to those for whom he gave his Son. Which means 
that all future grace is founded in the first half of Romans 8:32. Dwell with 
me for a moment on this foundation. 

One of my friends who used to be a pastor in Illinois was preaching to a 
group of prisoners in a state prison during Holy Week several years ago. At 
one point in his message, he paused and asked the men if they knew who 
killed Jesus. Some said the soldiers did. Some said the Jews did. Some said 
Pilate. After there was silence, my friend said simply, “His Father killed him.” 

That’s what the first half of Romans 8:32 says: God did not spare his 
own Son but handed him over—to death. “This Jesus [was] delivered up 
according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23). Isaiah 
53 puts it even more bluntly, “We esteemed him stricken, smitten by God.… 
It was the will of the Lord to crush him; he (his Father!) has put him to grief” 
(vv. 4, 10). Or as Romans 3:25 says, “God put [him] forward as a propitiation 
by his blood.” Just as Abraham lifted the knife over the chest of his son Isaac, 
but then spared his son because there was a ram in the thicket, so God the 
Father lifted the knife over the chest of his own Son, Jesus—but did not 

spare him, because he was the ram; he was the substitute. 
And my pastor friend told me later that those hardened prisoners sat 

there in silence for a moment and then said, “Why would he do that?” Why 
would God kill his own Son? Why would he not “spare” him? 

Why Did God Not Spare His Son? 

The answer is given right here in the verse: God “did not spare his own Son, 
but gave him up for us all.” In another place Paul says, “For our sake [God] 
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made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21). Or as Isaiah saw it hundreds of 
years before it happened: 

He was pierced for our transgressions,

he was crushed for our iniquities;
upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,

and with his wounds we are healed.

All we like sheep have gone astray;
we have turned—every one—to his own way;

and the lorD has laid on him 
the iniquity of us all. (Isaiah 53:5–6) 

God did not spare his own Son, because it was the only way he could 
spare us. The guilt of our transgressions, the punishment of our iniquities, 
the curse of our sin would have brought us inescapably to the destruction 
of hell. But God did not spare his own Son; he gave him up to be pierced 
for our transgressions, and crushed for our iniquities, and crucified for 
our sin. 

This verse is the most precious verse in the Bible to me because the 
foundation of the all-encompassing promise of future grace is that the Son 
of God bore in his body all my punishment and all my guilt and all my 
condemnation and all my blame and all my fault and all my corruption, so 
that I might stand before a great and holy God, forgiven, reconciled, justi-
fied, accepted, and the beneficiary of unspeakable promises of pleasure for-
ever and ever at his right hand. 

The Glorious Logic of Heaven 

But that’s not all. The logic of the verse says more. Paul reasons like this: 
since God did not spare his own Son, then surely he must and will freely give 
us all things with him. Why is that? How does this all-important logic 
work? There is a technical name for this kind of reasoning. It’s called “a 

majori ad minus.” This means arguing “from the greater to the lesser.” Sup-
pose two tasks are motivated by the same desire, but one is very improbable 
because the cost is so high, and one is more probable because the cost is less. 
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If I have the desire for both tasks, and somehow manage to accomplish the 
costly one, then it is virtually assured the less costly one will be accom-
plished. Overcoming the greater obstacles assures you that I will overcome 
the lesser ones. 

It’s the logic Jesus used when he said, “If God so clothes the grass of the 
field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not 
much more clothe you, O you of little faith?” (Matthew 6:30). Be careful 
here. Don’t jump to the conclusion that Jesus is arguing from “lesser to 
greater.” Yes, grass is lesser than people. But clothing grass is more unlikely 
than clothing disciples. Jesus really is arguing from the greater to the lesser. 
God desires to clothe both flowers and disciples. The disciples are doubtful 
that he really will clothe them. How does Jesus strengthen their faith in the 
future grace of his promise to clothe them? 

He says in effect that it is highly improbable that God Almighty would 
waste his time clothing field flowers that last only a day. This high improb-
ability is the “greater thing” in his argument from greater to lesser. On the 
other hand, there is a small amount of improbability that God would neglect 
his Son’s disciples and not clothe them. This small improbability is the 
“lesser thing” in his argument. So when God overcomes the high improba-
bility and clothes field flowers, he proves that he can and will overcome the 
small improbability and clothe the disciples. 

So Paul is reasoning in Romans 8:32 from the hard to the easy, or from 
the greater to the lesser. If God did not spare his own Son but gave him up 
for us—that’s the hard thing, the great thing. The reason it’s the greater 
thing is that God loved his Son infinitely. His Son did not deserve to be 
killed. His Son was worthy of worship by every creature, not spitting and 
whipping and scorn and torture. To hand over his beloved Son (Colossians 
1:13) was the incomparably great thing. The reason for this is the immensity 
of God’s love for his Son. This is what made it so unlikely that God would 
hand him over. Yet God did it. And in doing it he showed that he most cer-
tainly would do all other things—all of which would be easy by compari-
son—to give all things to the people for whom he gave his Son. 

This is why I said that the promise of Romans 8:32 is as sure as God’s love 
for his Son. God desired two things: not to see his Son made a mockery by 
sinners; and not to see his people denied infinite future grace. Surely it is more 
likely that he will spare his Son than that he will spare us. But no. He did not 
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spare his Son. And therefore it is impossible that he should spare us the prom-
ise for which the Son died—he will freely with him give us all things. 

What a truth! Giving us all things is the easy thing! Think on that every 
time you fear being denied something that would be good for you. You 
think it is a hard thing. You see many obstacles. It looks impossible. At that 
discouraging moment think about this heavenly logic. Giving you what you 
need is the easy part. And the hard part is already done. Creating the world 
and running it for the good of his people is a relatively easy thing for God to 
do compared to handing over his Son to ridicule and torture. But he did it. 
And now all future grace is not only sure; it is easy. 

Does God Really Give Us All Things? 

But what does this promise mean—that God will freely with Christ give us 
all things? Future grace like this seems out of sync with our experience. 
There are many things we may not receive that we think would be gracious 
and wise of God to give us—health, safety, more success, a spouse, believ-
ing children, long life. What does Paul mean that God will give us all things? 

One key is found in the immediately preceding verse (Romans 8:31). 
There Paul says, “If God is for us, who can be against us?” Our first response 
to this question is, lots of people are against us! In fact, Jesus said, “You will 
be delivered up even by parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and 
some of you they will put to death. You will be hated by all for my name’s 
sake” (Luke 21:16–17). That’s a lot of opposition. Paul knew that. Just a few 
verses later in this chapter he said, “For your sake we are being killed all the 
day long” (Romans 8:36). 

What then did Paul mean when he said, “If God is for us, who can be 
against us?” I think he meant, “Who can be successfully against us?” What oppo-
sition could there ever be against us that almighty God could not transform 
into our benefit? And the answer is: none. This is what Paul means later when 
he says that in tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, danger, 
and sword we “are more than conquerors through him who loved us” (Romans 
8:37). We overwhelmingly conquer not by escaping these terrible things, but by 
watching God turn these enemies of our joy into servants of our good. 

The great promise of future grace is that God will give us all things with 
Christ—including death. This is what he says in 1 Corinthians 3:21–22, 
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“For all things are yours, whether…life or death…all are yours.” Death is 
ours—it will be given to us—not as a gift we can reject, but as a triumphant 
gateway to glory. 

The great promise of future grace, guaranteed in the logic of Romans 
8:32, is that nothing will ever enter your experience as God’s child that, by 
God’s sovereign grace, will not turn out to be a benefit to you. This is what 
it means for God to be God, and for God to be for you, and for God to freely 
give you all things with Christ. 

He Strips Every Pain of Destructive Power 

You must believe this or you will not thrive, or perhaps even survive as a 
Christian, in the pressures and temptations of modern life. There is so 
much pain, so many setbacks and discouragements, so many controversies 
and pressures. I do not know where I would turn in the ministry if I did 
not believe that almighty God is taking every setback and every discour-
agement and every controversy and every pressure and every pain, and 
stripping it of its destructive power and making it work for the enlargement 
of my joy in God. 

The world is ours. Life is ours. Death is ours. God reigns so supremely on 
behalf of his elect that everything which faces us in a lifetime of obedience and 
ministry will be subdued by the mighty hand of God and made the servant of 
our holiness and our everlasting joy in God. If God is for us, and if God is God, 
then it is true that nothing can succeed against us. He who did not spare his 
own Son but gave him up for us all, will infallibly and freely with him give us 
all things—all things: the world, life, death, and God himself. 

Romans 8:32 is a precious friend. The promise of future grace is over-
whelming. But all-important is the foundation. Here is a place to stand 
against all obstacles. God did not spare his own Son! How much more, then, 
will he spare no effort to give me all that Christ died to purchase—all 
things, all good? It is as sure as the certainty that he loved his Son. 

John Flavel’s Tribute to the Great Logic of Heaven 

I am not the only one who revels in the great, solid logic of Romans 8:32. 
Recently I read this savoring tribute from John Flavel, a Puritan pastor from 
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over three hundred years ago. It expresses my heart (and my interpretation) 
exactly: 

He spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all; how 
shall he not with him freely give us all things?” (Romans 8:32). 
How is it imaginable that God should withhold, after this, 
spirituals or temporals, from his people? How shall he not call 
them effectually, justify them freely, sanctify them thoroughly, and 
glorify them eternally? How shall he not clothe them, feed them, 
protect and deliver them? Surely if he would not spare his own 
Son one stroke, one tear, one groan, one sigh, one circumstance of 
misery, it can never be imagined that ever he should, after this, 
deny or withhold from his people, for whose sakes all this was 
suffered, any mercies, any comforts, any privilege, spiritual or 
temporal, which is good for them.1 

This quote moved me so much that I copied it into my journal and 
added this prayer: 

Oh, Lord, I believe, help my wretched unbelief. What a life! Free 
from murmuring and complaint, and full of risk and joy and love! 
O, to believe this! God, I want to live in this reality. Help me. O, 
spare me nothing that would put me in this glorious confidence. 

If there is a way to live by faith in this invincible future grace, I want to 
know that life. I want to know how trusting this promise, rooted in the 
unshakable logic of heaven, can free me and empower me to love and risk 
and suffer and die and rise for the glory of God, and the good of my people, 
the good of the nations, and the good of my own soul. That’s one of the main 
reasons I am writing this book—if by any means I might come into the 
deeper experience of living by faith in future grace, and take as many people 
with me as I can. 

 1. John Flavel, The Works of John Flavel (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, reprint, 1988), 
418.
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And we know that for those who love God all things work together 

for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.  

For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be  

conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might  

be the firstborn among many brothers. And those whom he 

predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also 

justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified.

r o m a n s  8 : 2 8 – 3 0

Grace reaches back to eternity. And every step of the way leading to 

this very moment has been a moment of grace. Election is by grace; 

predestination is by grace; effectual calling is by grace;  

justification is by grace; and, because of all this glorious  

bygone grace, we may now, with tremendous confidence,  

stand in the great halls of Romans 8:28 and live in the freedom  

and love and righteousness that come through faith in the future 

grace: that God will cause all things to work together for our good.

Future Grace inter.indd   116 7/19/12   9:24 AM



117

C H A P T E R  9

Four Pillars oF a 
Precious ProMise

even though I gave Romans 8:32 the most exalted place among the 
promises of God in my heart, thousands of Christians would do the 
same for Romans 8:28. “And we know that for those who love God 

all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his 
purpose.” I won’t quarrel with anyone who cherishes this promise of future 
grace above all others. The scope of both promises is all-encompassing, 
each in its own way. The common phrase between them is “all things.” 
Romans 8:32 says that God will freely give us “all things,” and Romans 8:28 
says that God will cause “all things” to work together for our good. 

Not only is each of these promises distinctly all-encompassing, both are 
massively rooted in the irrevocable work of bygone grace. We saw it in 
Romans 8:32. And we will see it now in the verses that follow and support 
Romans 8:28. 

Broad Roots and Deep Retaining Walls 

I wrote the first edition of this book in Georgia. Just outside my vacation 
study, there was a huge oak tree. The tree is still there, though the study is 
gone. The two bottom limbs, which come out like great arms with gnarly 
elbows, probably have a girth of five or six feet. The base of the trunk is 
perhaps twelve feet around. The height and spread of the branches is mas-
sive, giving shade over the whole area. What is not seen is the roots. That’s 
the way it is with roots. They support everything but they don’t get much 
attention. The more massive the tree, the more massive the root system. It’s 
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there, and if we could see it, we would be amazed. We would understand 
why this tree is still standing after decades of wind and lightning and hail 
and heat. Our faith in the durability of the tree and the shade would be 
strengthened. 

It’s the same way with buildings. In the last thirty years, I have watched 
from my study window as the skyline of Minneapolis has filled up with one 
new skyscraper after another. Their construction is a wonder to watch—
especially what happens before they rise from the ground. I recall watching 
a mammoth mechanized scoop sit in the middle of an empty lot and dig a 
hole deeper than many of the other buildings were tall. The foundation wall 
at the edge of the hole must have been six or seven stories underground. The 
principle is simple: the taller the building is going to be aboveground to 
serve people, the deeper and stronger the foundation has to be underground 
to serve the building. 

When it comes to the architecture of future grace and the buildings we call 
the promises of God, Romans 8:28 shares the tribute of being one of the two or 
three greatest. This structure is staggering in its size. The infinitely wise, infi-
nitely powerful God pledges that in this building, future grace will make every-

thing beneficial to his people! Not just nice things, but horrible things too—like 
tribulation and distress and peril and famine and sword (Romans 8:35–37). 
What brick would you lay on the top of this skyscraper promise to make it 
taller? “God works all things together for good” means all things. 

What It’s Like to Live in Romans 8:28 

If you live inside this massive promise, your life is more solid and stable than 
Mount Everest. Nothing can blow you over when you are inside the walls of 
Romans 8:28. Outside Romans 8:28 all is confusion and anxiety and fear 
and uncertainty. Outside this promise of all-encompassing future grace, 
there are straw houses of drugs and pornography and dozens of futile diver-
sions. There are slat walls and tin roofs of fragile investment strategies and 
fleeting insurance coverage and trivial retirement plans. There are card-
board fortifications of deadbolt locks and alarm systems and antiballistic 
missiles. Outside are a thousand substitutes for Romans 8:28. 

Once you walk through the door of love into the massive, unshakable 
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structure of Romans 8:28, everything changes. There come into your life 
stability and depth and freedom. You simply can’t be blown over anymore. 
The confidence that a sovereign God governs for your good all the pain and 
all the pleasure that you will ever experience is an incomparable refuge and 
security and hope and power in your life. When God’s people really live by 
the future grace of Romans 8:28—from measles to the mortuary—they are 
the freest and strongest and most generous people in the world. Their light 
shines and people give glory to their Father in heaven (Matthew 5:16). 

The Four Pillars Under Romans 8:28 

The foundation of this immense structure of future grace is equally immense. 
It is found in Romans 8:29–30. In fact, the foundation is so massive that all I 
can do in this chapter is point out some of its main supporting structures and 
pray that you will spend the rest of your life going further and further into 
the strength and depth of Romans 8:28. This would not be wasted effort 
because Romans 8:28 contains within itself virtually every other promise 
God has made to us. Therefore the foundation of Romans 8:28 is the founda-
tion of all the promises. It is good to live aboveground in the great skyscraper 
of Romans 8:28; but it is also needful to know our way around in the under-
ground rooms and halls where the massive supporting pillars go deeper than 
we can imagine. This will make us secure and unshakable people. 

I call Romans 8:29–30 the foundation of verse 28 because it begins with 
“for,” which means that Paul is giving the reason or basis that we can be con-
fident in this promise. The promise says, “We know that for those who love 
God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to 
his purpose.” Then comes the basis of the promise in four parts: 

29) FOR those whom he foreknew he also predes-
tined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son, in order that he might be the first-
born among many brothers. 

30a) And those whom he predestined he also called, 
30b) and those whom he called he also justified, 
30c) and those whom he justified he also glorified. 
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These four statements are the four massive pillars in the foundation of 
the future grace promised in Romans 8:28.

What’s the point of a chain of statements like this? The point is certainty 
and confidence and assurance and security. The point is that God is the one 
who saves his people, really saves them. He does not just offer salvation, he 
saves them. From beginning to end he is the One who decisively and infal-
libly acts so that not one of his own is lost. The point is that the chain cannot 
be broken: all the foreknown are predestined; all the predestined are called; 
all the called are justified; and all the justified are glorified. The point is to 
guarantee that everyone in the chain will reach the goal of glory. 

What Will It Mean to Be Glorified? 

The end of the chain is that the justified will be “glorified.” That refers to “the 
[future] grace…at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:13), when he 
comes to give us “the unfading crown of glory” (1 Peter 5:4). We “will shine 
like the sun in the kingdom of [our] Father” (Matthew 13:43), because we 
will be completely “conformed to the image of his Son” (Romans 8:29). He 
will wipe away every tear from our eyes and there will be no death or crying 
or pain anymore (Revelation 21:4). God himself will be with us; and “fullness 
of joy…[and] pleasures forevermore” will be ours at his right hand (Psalm 
16:11); and we will “enter into the joy of [our] Master” (Matthew 25:21). 

This is the ultimate fulfillment of Romans 8:28. Being “glorified” means 
coming to the final, everlasting experience of seeing God work everything 
together for our good. The “glorified” state of verse 30 is the ultimate “good” 
for which God works all things together in verse 28. It is our final likeness 
to Christ that brings him glory (“the firstborn among many brothers”) and 
brings us unspeakable joy. 

All the Justified Will Be Glorified 

But who may be sure of this ultimate fulfillment of Romans 8:28? Paul 
answers: “Whom [God] justified he also glorified.” All those who are justi-
fied will be glorified. None drops out. This is an unshakable pillar penetrat-
ing deep into the foundation of God’s promise. Justification by faith secures 
final glorification. God has ordained it. God accomplishes it. The future 
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grace of glorification is guaranteed by the past grace of justification. “[We] 
are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus” (Romans 3:24). If we have been justified by grace, we will be glorified. 
God has forged the link and it cannot be broken. 

All the Called Will Be Justified 

But who will be justified? Paul answers: “Those whom he called he also 
justified.” All those who are called are justified. This is the second immov-
able pillar in the foundation of Romans 8:28. It is a powerful claim. 

How can Paul say that all who are called are justified? He teaches else-
where, in unmistakable terms, that justification is only by faith. “Therefore, 
since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God” (Romans 5:1). 
“For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law” 
(Romans 3:28). Only people with faith are justified. And all the called are 
justified. This must mean that the “call” Paul has in mind is not the general 
gospel call that goes out to all who hear the gospel each time it is preached. 
For we know that not all those who are called in this sense exercise faith, 
nor are they all justified. Many close their hearts to the gospel. Paul could 
never say of them, “Whom he called he also justified.” They are “called” 
outwardly, but it has no transforming effect on their hearts. 

The Call Creates the Faith That Justifies 

The call that Paul has in mind must be the effective, inner call of God to the 
heart that actually creates what it commands, namely, faith. In other words, 
the call of Romans 8:30 is not like, “Here, Blackie! Here, Blackie!” The dog 
may or may not come. Rather, God’s call is like, “Lazarus, come out” from 
the grave ( John 11:43). Or, “Let light shine out of darkness” (2 Corinthians 
4:6). The call creates what it commands. 

Since the call is infallibly effective because of God’s sovereign power, 
Paul is able to say, “Whom he called he also justified.” All the called are justi-
fied, because all the called have faith, because the call creates the faith.1 

 1. For a fuller discussion of this truth, see John Piper, The Pleasures of God, 3rd ed. (Colorado 
Springs, CO: Multnomah, 2012), chapter 5, especially 123–29. 
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To Whom Is the Promise of Romans 8:28 Made? 

Here we come to the center of the foundation of Romans 8:28. Notice that 
Romans 8:28 is not true for everybody. The verse says “all things work 
together for good, for those who are called.” The beneficiaries of this promise 
are people who are not left to their own resources to get qualified for the 
promise. They are people whom God calls. And we have just seen that this 
call is no mere invitation that might fail, but an infallibly effective work of 
faith-begetting creation. 

Here’s the center of the foundation of Romans 8:28. Those who are 
called by God can be sure that God will work all things together for their 
good because their calling guarantees their justification; and their justifica-
tion, in turn, guarantees their glorification; and glorification is the ultimate 
fulfillment of Romans 8:28—endless ages of seeing God make everything 
in the universe serve our holy joy in him. 

Who Receives This Faith-Creating Call? 

But Paul is not content to stop with these two pillars in the foundation of 
Romans 8:28. He pushes on back to ask, “What is this calling of God 
founded on?” Or, “Who are the ones who experience this sovereign call of 
God?” And he answers: “Those whom [God] predestined he also called.” 
That’s foundational pillar number three. God’s act of calling is based on his 
act of predestining. 

This is just another way of saying what Romans 8:28 says in the words 
“called according to his purpose.” God causes “all things [to] work together 
for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.” “According to 
[God’s] purpose” means “according to the goal of God’s predestination.” In 
other words, God did not call us without a specific aim or purpose in mind. 
He had a “destiny” in mind for us, and he called us “according to [that] 
purpose.” Those whom he thus predestined, he called. 

And the “purpose” or “destiny” is spelled out plainly in Romans 8:29. 
“For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many 
brothers.” So the foundation of our calling is the purpose of God to have a 
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people who will be morally and spiritually like Jesus, and will exalt him as 
supreme. Our calling is as sure as God’s ultimate purpose to glorify his 
Son. 

When we add pillar number three to the foundation under the promise 
of Romans 8:28, it looks like this: Since our final glorification is the ultimate 
fulfillment of Romans 8:28, we can be utterly sure it will happen, because 
our glorification is guaranteed by our justification, and our justification is 
guaranteed by our calling, and our calling is as solid and sure as the predes-
tination of God—that is, the eternal purpose of God to make us like his Son 
and to exalt his Son as Supreme—to the praise of his glory. “He predestined 
us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ…to the praise of his glorious 

grace” (Ephesians 1:5–6). Pillar after pillar of past grace gives unshakable 
grounding to the future grace of Romans 8:28. 

Digging Back to Eternity in the Heart of God 

There is one more. Paul does not stop even in pressing us back as far as 
predestination. It’s as though he is saying, “For the highest of all promises of 
future grace, I will dig the deepest foundation of past grace. I will dig all the 
way back to eternity in the heart of God.” What is there beneath predestina-
tion to hold it up and make it even more sure? Paul’s answer: “Whom [God] 
foreknew he also predestined.” This is as deep as Paul digs: the foreknowl-
edge of God. From this flows the certainty of predestination and calling and 
justification and glorification—and therefore the infallible fulfillment of the 
future grace of Romans 8:28. 

Sometimes people take “foreknowledge” to mean that God simply fore-
sees the faith that we produce by our own self-determination. Then on the 
basis of what we do, he predestines us to sonship. That makes the whole 
glorious chain of salvation hang ultimately on our act, not God’s. 

But this interpretation will not work. It assumes that faith is something 
we produce by the power of self-determination rather than being a work of 
God’s sovereign call in our lives. That does not fit with what we saw in 
Romans 8:30—“Those whom he called he also justified.” What we saw was 
that if all the called are justified, as Paul says, then the call of God is not a 
mere invitation to people with the power of self-determination. Rather it is 
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an act of creation in people who are spiritually dead.2 What the call creates is 
faith. Therefore when God looked forward into history from his standpoint 
in eternity, he did not see free people using powers of self-determination to 
believe; he saw people enslaved to sin and spiritually dead, whose only hope 
was that the sovereign call of God would create the faith he commands. 

The meaning of “foreknew” in Romans 8:29 is not merely God’s prior 
awareness of what we would produce on our own. It is the kind of knowing 
that in the Bible frequently means “take a special recognition of with a view 
to setting apart for a relationship.” It is virtually the same as setting one’s 
favor on or choosing. For example, in Amos 3:2 God says to Israel, “You only 
have I known of all the families of the earth.” That is, God had set his special 
loving awareness and attention on Israel so as to set her apart from all the 
nations. There are numerous instances of this meaning of “know” in the Bible.3 

What this means, then, is that the final pillar in the foundation of 
Romans 8:28 is God’s free and gracious election. It gives eternal certainty 
and security to the whole chain. Our glorification is guaranteed by our 
being justified graciously by God; and our justification is guaranteed by our 
being called graciously by God; and our calling is guaranteed by our being 
predestined graciously by God; and our predestination is guaranteed by our 
being freely and graciously recognized by God and chosen as a beneficiary 
for the awesome future grace of everything working together for our good. 

The Massive Place for Bygone Grace 

As we celebrate future grace, let it not be said that there is no place for past 
grace. Grace reaches back to eternity. And every step of the way leading to 
this very moment has been a gift of grace. Election is by grace (Romans 
11:5); predestination is by grace (Ephesians 1:5–6); effectual calling is by 
grace (2 Timothy 1:9); justification is by grace (Romans 3:24); and, because 
of all this glorious bygone grace, we may now, with tremendous confidence, 
stand in the great halls of Romans 8:28 and live in the freedom and love and 
righteousness that come through faith in future grace—that God will cause 

 2. See further evidence for this in chapter 5, where Paul explains the freedom of grace by show-
ing that it raises the spiritually dead (Ephesians 2:5). 

 3. See Romans 11:1–2; Genesis 18:17–19; Hosea 13:4–5; Psalm 1:6; Matthew 7:23; 1 Corinthians 
8:3; Galatians 4:8–9; 2 Timothy 2:16–19. See Piper, The Pleasures of God, 123–29. 
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all things to work together for our good. The freest life of love is the life satu-
rated with the confidence that nothing comes to me but what is good for me. 
It is fitting that this greatest freedom rest on the greatest foundation. 

One of the most precious experiences of this freedom is deliverance 
from misplaced shame. Ponder with me in the next chapter the purifying 
power of prizing God’s grace, as it overcomes the paralyzing effects of shame. 
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Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in  
FuTure Grace vs. 
MisPlaced shaMe

Though shame has been fashionable as a prevalent diagnosis for 
emotional dysfunction, its roots are deep in the human condition, 
and the pain it can bring is real. If we are to live the kind of free 

and radically loving and holy lives Christ calls us to, we must understand 
the place of shame and how to fight against its crippling effects. We start 
with a definition: Shame is a painful emotion caused by a consciousness of 
guilt or shortcoming or impropriety.1 The pain is caused not merely by our 
own failures but by the awareness that others see them. Let me illustrate 
each of these causes. 

 1. I am aware that in common psychological parlance, this has not been the definition. The com-
mon definition in psychotherapy has been this: “While guilt is a painful feeling of regret and 
responsibility for one’s actions, shame is a painful feeling about oneself as a person.” Quoted 
from Facing Shame by M. Fossum and M. Mason, in John Bradshaw, Healing the Shame That 
Binds You (Deerfield Beach, FL: Health Communications, Inc., 1988), 17. I do not embrace this 
definition, first, because it is not the definition used in Scripture. So the use of it makes under-
standing and applying Scripture more difficult. Secondly, I don’t use it because it generally 
goes hand in hand with an assessment of the human situation that minimizes the biblical 
doctrine of original sin (Bradshaw, 65), relativizes moral absolutes (Bradshaw, 199), rejects 
biblical conditions of love (Bradshaw, 120), and turns God into the spiritual embodiment of 
absolutely unconditional approval, which never says, “should,” “ought,” or “must.” 
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Three Causes of Shame 

First, consider guilt as a cause. Suppose you act against your conscience and 
withhold information on your tax returns. For a couple of years, you feel noth-
ing because it has been put out of your mind, and you weren’t caught. Then 
you are called to account by the IRS and it becomes public knowledge that you 
lied and you stole. Your guilt is known to your church and your employer and 
friends. Now in the light of public censure, you feel the pain of shame. 

Or take shortcoming as a cause. In the Olympics, suppose you come 
from a country where you are quite good in the 3000-meter race, compared 
to your countrymen. Then you compete before thousands of people in the 
Olympics, and the competition is so tough that by the time the last lap 
comes up, you are a whole lap behind everyone else, and you must keep 
running all by yourself while everyone watches. There’s no guilt here. You 
have done nothing wrong. But, depending on your frame of mind, the 
humiliation and shame could be intense. 

Or consider impropriety as a cause of shame. You are invited to a party 
and you find out when you get there that you dressed all wrong. Again, 
there’s no evil or guilt. Just a social blunder, an impropriety that makes you 
feel foolish and embarrassed. This, too, is a kind of shame. 

One of the things that jumps right out at you from this definition of 
shame is that there is some shame that is justified, and some that isn’t. There 
are some situations where shame is exactly what we should feel. And there 
are some situations where we shouldn’t. Most people would say that the liar 
ought to be ashamed. And most people would probably say that the long-
distance runner who gave it his best shot ought not to feel ashamed. Disap-
pointment would be healthy, but not shame. 

Two Kinds of Shame 

Let me illustrate from Scripture these two kinds of shame. The Bible makes 
very clear that there is a shame we ought to have and a shame we ought not 
to have. I’m going to call the one kind “misplaced shame” and the other kind 
“well-placed shame.” Like everything else that matters, the crucial issue is 
how God fits into the experience of shame. 
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Misplaced Shame 

Misplaced shame (the kind we ought not to have) is the shame you feel when 
there is no good reason to feel it. Biblically that means that the thing you feel 
ashamed of is not dishonoring to God; or that it is dishonoring to God, but 
you didn’t have a hand in it. In other words, misplaced shame is shame for 
something that’s good—something that doesn’t dishonor God. Or it’s shame 
for something that’s bad, but which you didn’t have any sinful hand in. 
That’s the kind of shame we ought not to have. 

Well-Placed Shame 

Well-placed shame (the kind we ought to have) is the shame we feel when 
there is good reason to feel it. Biblically that means we feel ashamed of 
something because our involvement in it was dishonoring to God. We ought 
to feel shame when we have a hand in bringing dishonor upon God by our 
attitudes or actions. 

I want to be sure you see how important God is in this distinction 
between misplaced shame and well-placed shame. Whether we have a hand 
in honoring God or dishonoring God makes all the difference. If we want to 
battle shame at the root, we have to know how it relates to God. And we do 

need to battle shame at the root—all shame. Because both misplaced shame 
and well-placed shame can cripple us if we don’t know how to deal with 
them at the root. 

It will help us in our battle if we look at some Scriptures that illustrate 
misplaced shame and some that illustrate well-placed shame. We need to 
see that these are, in fact, biblical categories. In this day, when psychology 
has a tremendous influence on how we use words, we need to be sure that 
we can assess all language about our emotions with biblical ways of think-
ing and speaking. If you have learned your use of the word shame from 
contemporary psychology, be aware that I am not using it in the same way 
(see note 1). You may find that the Bible uses the concept of shame differ-
ently from the way it is popularly used. Once you see the biblical terms 
clearly, you will be in a position to assess the way contemporary people talk 
about shame. 
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Biblical Examples of Misplaced Shame 

Paul says to Timothy that if he feels shame for testifying to the gospel, he feels 
misplaced shame. “Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony about our 
Lord, nor of me his prisoner, but share in suffering for the gospel by the 
power of God” (2 Timothy 1:8). We ought not to feel shame for the gospel. 
Christ is honored when we speak well of him. And he is dishonored by fear-
ful silence. So it is not a shameful thing to testify, but a shameful thing not to. 

The same verse says that if we feel shame that a friend of ours is in 
prison for Jesus’ sake, then our shame is misplaced. The world may see 
imprisonment for Christ as a sign of weakness and defeat. But Christians 
know better. God is honored by the courage of his servants to go to prison 
for his name, if they have acted in just and loving ways. We ought not to feel 
shame that we are associated with something that honors God in this way, 
no matter how much scorn the world heaps on us. 

In a well-known saying of Jesus, we learn that our shame is misplaced 
when we feel shame because of who Jesus is or what he says. “For whoever 
is ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, 
of him will the Son of Man also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of 
his Father with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38). For example, if Jesus says, 
“Love your enemies,” and others laugh and call it unrealistic, we should not 
feel ashamed. If Jesus says, “Don’t fornicate,” and promiscuous people label 
this command out-of-date, we should not feel shame to stand with Jesus. 
That would be misplaced shame because the words of Jesus are true and 
God-honoring, no matter how foolish the world may try to make them look. 

Suffering and being reproached and made fun of as a Christian is not an 
occasion for shame, because it is an occasion for glorifying God. “Yet if any-
one suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God 
in that name” (1 Peter 4:16). In other words, in the Bible the criterion for 
what is well-placed shame and what is misplaced shame is not how foolish 
or how bad you look to men, but whether you in fact bring honor to God. 

Whose Honor Is at Stake in Our Shame? 

This is extremely important to grasp, because much of what makes us feel 
shame is not that we have brought dishonor to God by our actions, but that 
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we have failed to give the appearance that other people admire. Much of our 
shame is not God-centered but self-centered. Until we get a good handle on 
this, we will not be able to battle the problem of shame at its root. 

A lot of Christian shame comes from what man thinks rather than what 
God thinks. But if we realized deeply that God’s assessment is infinitely more 
significant than anyone else’s, we would not be ashamed of things that are so 
amazing they are even called the very power of God: “For I am not ashamed 
of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, 
to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Romans 1:16). This verse tells us 
another reason that shame in the gospel would be misplaced shame. The 
gospel is the very power of God unto salvation. The gospel magnifies God 
and humbles man. To the world the gospel doesn’t look like power at all. It 
looks like weakness—asking people to be like children and telling them to 
depend on Jesus, instead of standing on their own two feet. But for those who 
believe, it is the power of God to give sinners everlasting glory. 

One of the reasons we are tempted to feel shame even at the power of 
Jesus is that Jesus shows his power in ways that the world does not recognize 
as powerful. Jesus said to Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:9, “My grace is sufficient 
for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Paul responds to this 
strange demonstration of power, “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of 
my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake 
of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecu-
tions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Corinthians 
12:9–10). Ordinarily, weaknesses and insults are occasions for shame. But 
for Paul they are occasions for exultation. Paul thinks that shame in his 
weaknesses and shame at his persecutions would be misplaced shame. 
Why? Because the power of Christ is perfected in Paul’s weakness. 

I conclude from this—and from all these texts—that the biblical crite-
rion for misplaced shame is radically God-centered. The biblical criterion 
says, Don’t feel shame for something that honors God, no matter how weak 
or foolish it makes you look in the eyes of others. 

Biblical Examples of Well-Placed Shame 

The same God-centeredness is seen when we look at passages that illustrate 
well-placed shame. Paul says to the Corinthians who were doubting the 
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Resurrection, “Wake up from your drunken stupor, as is right, and do not 
go on sinning. For some have no knowledge of God. I say this to your 
shame” (1 Corinthians 15:34). Here Paul says that these people ought to feel 
shame. “I say this to your shame.” Their shame would be well-placed if they 
saw their deplorable ignorance of God and how it was leading to false doc-
trine (no resurrection) and sin in the church. In other words, well-placed 
shame is shame for what dishonors God—like ignorance of God, and sin 
against God, and false beliefs about God. 

In the same church, some of the believers were going to secular courts 
to settle disputes among themselves. Paul rebukes them. “I say this to your 
shame. Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to settle a 
dispute between the brothers?” (1 Corinthians 6:5). Again he says they 
should feel shame: “I say this to your shame.” Their shame would be well-
placed because their behavior is bringing such disrepute upon their God. 
They are disputing with one another before godless judges to settle their 
disputes. A well-placed shame is the shame you feel because you are involved 
in dishonoring God. 

These people were trying their best to appear strong and right. They 
wanted to be vindicated by men. They wanted to be winners in court. They 
didn’t want anyone to run over them, as though they had no rights. That 
would look weak and shameful. So in the very act of wanting to avoid shame, 
as the world sees it, they fell into the very behavior that God counts shame-
ful. The point is, when you are dishonoring God, you ought to feel shame, no 
matter how strong or wise or right you are in the eyes of the world. 

When a Christian’s eyes are opened to the God-dishonoring evil of his 
former behavior, he rightly feels ashamed. Paul says to the Roman church, 
“For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. 
But what fruit were you getting at that time from the things of which you are 
now ashamed? For the end of those things is death” (Romans 6:20–21). 
There is a proper place for looking back and feeling the twinge of pain that 
we once lived in a way that was so belittling to God. We will see in a 
moment that we are not to be paralyzed by dwelling on this. But a sensitive 
Christian heart cannot think back on the follies of youth and not feel echoes 
of the shame, even if we have settled it all with the Lord. 

Well-placed shame can be very healthy and redemptive. Paul said to the 
Thessalonians, “If anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, take note 
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of that person, and have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed” 
(2 Thessalonians 3:14). This means that shame is a proper and redemptive 
step in conversion and in a believer’s repentance from a season of spiritual 
coldness and sin. Shame is not something to be avoided at all costs. There is 
a place for it in God’s good dealings with his people. 

We can conclude from what we have seen so far that the biblical criterion 
for misplaced shame and for well-placed shame is radically God-centered. 
The biblical criterion for misplaced shame says, Don’t feel shame for some-
thing that honors God, no matter how weak or foolish or wrong it makes 
you look in the eyes of other people. And don’t take on to yourself the 
shamefulness of a truly shameful situation unless you are in some way truly 
woven into the evil. The biblical criterion for well-placed shame says, Do feel 
shame for having a hand in anything that dishonors God, no matter how 
strong or wise or right it makes you look in the eyes of others.

Battling the Unbelief of Misplaced Shame 

Now comes the crucial question that relates to living by faith in future grace. 
How do you battle this painful emotion called shame? The answer is, we 
battle it at the root—by battling the unbelief that feeds its life. We fight for 
faith in the promises of God that overcome shame and relieve us from its 
pain. I’ll try to illustrate this battle with three instances. 

Future Grace for a Forgiven Prostitute

First, in the case of well-placed shame, the pain ought to be there, but it 
ought not to stay there. If it does, it’s owing to lack of faith in the promises 
of God. For example, a woman comes to Jesus in a Pharisee’s house weeping 
and washing his feet. No doubt she felt shame as the eyes of Simon com-
municated to everyone present that this woman was a sinner and that Jesus 
had no business letting her touch him. Indeed she was a sinner. There was 
a place for true shame. But not for too long. Jesus said, “Your sins are for-
given” (Luke 7:48). And when the guests murmured about this, he helped 
her faith again by saying, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace” (Luke 7:50). 

How did Jesus help her battle the crippling effects of shame? He gave 
her a promise: “Your sins have been forgiven! Your faith has saved you. Your 
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future will be one of peace.” He declared that past pardon would now yield 
future peace. So the issue for her was faith in this future grace rooted in the 
authority of Jesus’ forgiving work and freeing word. Would she believe the 
glowering condemnation of the guests? Or would she believe the reassuring 
words of Jesus that her shame was over—that she is now and in the future 
forgiven, that she may go in peace and wholeness and freedom? Whom will 
she trust? With whose promise will she satisfy her soul? 

That is the way every one of us must battle the effects of a well-placed 
shame that threatens to linger too long and cripple us. We must battle unbe-
lief by taking hold of the promises of future grace and peace that come 
through the forgiveness of our shameful acts. “But with you there is forgive-
ness, that you may be feared” (Psalm 130:4). “Seek the LorD while he may 
be found; call upon him while he is near; let the wicked forsake his way, and 
the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return to the LorD, that he may 
have compassion on him, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon” 
(Isaiah 55:6–7). “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). “To him 
all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives 
forgiveness of sins through his name” (Acts 10:43). 

It doesn’t matter whether the act of God’s forgiveness is entirely past, or 
if there is new forgiveness in the future2—in both cases the issue is the lib-
erating power of God’s forgiveness for our future—freedom from shame. 
Forgiveness is full of future grace. When we live by faith in future grace, we 
are freed from the lingering, paralyzing effects of well-placed shame. 

Unashamed, for I Know Whom I Have Believed 

The second instance of battling shame is when we feel shame for something 
that is not even bad—like Jesus or the gospel. Second Timothy 1:12 shows 
how Paul battled against this misplaced shame. He says, “But I am not 
ashamed, for I know whom I have believed, and I am convinced that he is 
able to guard until that Day what has been entrusted to me.” 

 2. Sometimes we speak of all our sins, past, present, and future, as already forgiven in the past, 
since they were “condemned” in the death of Jesus (Romans 8:3) and covered by the blood of 
Christ (Hebrews 9:14; 10:12) and forgiven through his blood (Ephesians 1:7). Other times we 
speak of God forgiving us in an ongoing way as we confess our sins (1 John 1:9) and ask for 
forgiveness (Matthew 6:12) on the basis of the once-for-all atonement that he made for us in 
Christ. 
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Paul makes very clear here that the battle against misplaced shame is a 
battle against unbelief. “I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed” 
and I am confident of his keeping power. We fight against feelings of shame 
in Christ and the gospel and the Christian lifestyle by fighting for faith in the 
future grace of God. Do we really believe that the gospel is the power of God 
unto salvation? Do we believe that Christ’s power is made perfect in our weak-
ness? Do we really believe that endless glory awaits us in place of ridicule? Do 
we believe he will keep us for that great day? The battle against misplaced 
shame is the battle to live by faith in the greatness and glory of future grace. 

Freed from Shame That Is Not Ours to Bear 

Finally, we battle shame when others try to load us with shame for evil cir-
cumstances, when in fact we had no part in dishonoring God. This is 
extremely common. I would guess that the most common psychological 
diagnosis of people’s emotional disorders is that they grew up in “shame-
based families.” There are some detailed and sophisticated connotations of 
meaning in this phrase that I would not affirm. But the understanding of 
misplaced shame I am developing here, and the one implied in the phrase 
“shame-based families” overlap. There is such a thing as shame that is 
repeatedly put on people, but which does not belong to them. Freeing peo-
ple who have been hurt deeply by carrying this misplaced shame is also 
what living by faith in future grace is meant to do. 

It has been a great encouragement to me to realize that this kind of 
“shaming” happened to Jesus repeatedly. For example, they called him a 
drunkard and a glutton (Luke 7:34). They called him a temple destroyer 
(Mark 14:58). They called him a hypocrite: he saved others, but he can’t save 
himself (Luke 23:35). In all this, the goal was to load Jesus with a shame that 
was not his to bear. They hoped they could discourage him and paralyze 
him by heaping shameful accusations on him. 

The same was true in Paul’s experience. They said he was out of his 
mind when he defended himself in court (Acts 26:24). They called him an 
enemy of the Jewish customs and a breaker of the Mosaic law (Acts 21:21). 
They said he taught that you should sin so that grace may abound (Romans 
3:8). All this his enemies said to load him with a shame that it was not his 
to bear. 
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And it has no doubt happened to you, perhaps from immature parents, 
and probably from others. And it will happen again. How do we battle this 
misplaced shame? We battle it by believing the promises of God that in the 
end all the efforts to put us to shame will fail. We may struggle now to know 
what is our shame to bear and what is not. But God has a promise for us that 
covers either case. Isaiah promises the people who trust in God, “You shall 
not be put to shame or confounded to all eternity” (Isaiah 45:17). And Paul 
applies the Old Testament promise to Christians: “Everyone who believes in 
him will not be put to shame” (Romans 10:11). 

In other words, for all the evil and ridicule and criticism that others may 
use to make us feel shame, and for all the distress and emotional pain that 
it brings, nevertheless the promise of God stands sure: they will not succeed 
in the end. All the children of God will be vindicated. The truth will be 
known. And no one who banks her hope on the promises of God will be 
put to shame. Living by faith in future grace is a life of freedom from crip-
pling shame. 
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The Law Has Multiple Aims

The Bible portrays the law of God as something deadly and some-
thing life-giving. We can see the tension in one verse: “The very 
commandment that promised life proved to be death to me” (Romans 

7:10). Therefore, we must be careful that we do not make sweeping positive 
statements or sweeping negative statements about the law without an aware-
ness of its diverse aims. Instead, we must distinguish different functions for 
the law. My way of describing the difference is that the narrow, short-term 

aim of the law led to death, and the larger, long-term aim of the law led to 
Christ, to faith in him, and to life.

The Narrow, Short-Term Aim of the Law

The law given on Mount Sinai—and the Ten Commandments in particu-
lar—Paul says, was a “ministry of death, carved in letters on stone” (2 Corin-
thians 3:7). Something about it was deadly. “For if a law had been given that 
could give life, then righteousness would indeed be by the law” (Galatians 
3:21). But the law, in its narrow, short-term aim, could not give life. I think 
this is another way of saying, “Law-keeping—commandment-keeping—
cannot provide eternal life.”

Rather, in this narrow, short-term aim, “Through the law comes knowledge 
of sin” (Romans 3:20). And not just the knowledge of it, but the increase of it. 
“The law came in to increase the trespass” (Romans 5:20; see also Galatians 
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3:19). There was something about the law, in its narrow, short-term function 
that drew the sinful heart to sin—either by kicking against it or by making 
it the way of salvation. “While we were living in the flesh, our sinful pas-
sions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for 
death” (Romans 7:5). “Sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, 
produced in me all kinds of covetousness” (Romans 7:8). Thus, “the Scrip-
ture imprisoned everything under sin” (Galatians 3:22). In its narrow, short-
term function, it drew out human sinfulness through libertine rebellion or 
legalistic law-keeping; but it proved to be no way of salvation. And so in its 
narrow, short-term purpose, “the law brings wrath” (Romans 4:15). 

One crucial feature of the law in its narrow function is that it demands 
perfect obedience to all its commandments. If this were not the case, the 
entire structure of redemption in the Old and New Testaments would not 
make sense. Both the Old Testament law in its larger, long-term purpose and 
the New Testament with its redeeming work of Christ provide a merciful 
sacrifice to atone for the failure to be perfect. However, the law in its narrow 
sense does not embrace that atoning provision, but creates the need for it.

The law’s demand for perfection is implicit in the holiness of God who 
is “of purer eyes than to see evil and cannot look at wrong” (Habakkuk 
1:13), and is made explicit throughout the Bible. For example, James 2:10: 
“Whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become account-
able for all of it.” Hebrews 2:2: “Since the message declared by angels proved 
to be reliable, and every transgression or disobedience received a just retri-
bution…” Leviticus 26:14–16: “If you will not…do all these command-
ments…but break my covenant, then…I will visit you with panic.” Galatians 
5:3: “I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obli-
gated to keep the whole law.” In other words, if you choose the way of law-
keeping, in this narrow sense, you are committing yourself to live perfectly 
for your salvation. Similarly, Paul says in Galatians 3:101, “All who rely on 
works of the law [that is, all who choose the way of commandment-keeping 
for justification] are under a curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who 
does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.’”

 1. On this crucial Pauline text (Galatians 3:10), see the lengthy treatment by Tom Schreiner 
defending its use in this sense, as demanding obedience to all that the law requires. The Law 
and Its Fulfillment: A Pauline Theology of Law (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 44–59.
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Of course, as we said above, both the Old and New Testaments offer 
forgiveness and justification through faith in a Redeemer for those who fail 
to be perfect (all humans), but the very nature of the provision made (sub-
stitution of a sacrifice) proves that we fell short of the law’s demand for 
perfection. Now, if we are to be saved from the wrath of God, we need a 
Savior who will both bear our punishment and provide our perfection.

The Larger, Long-Term Aim of the Law

That leads us to the larger, long-term aim of the law. The clearest and most 
succinct statement of this aim of the law is Romans 10:4: “Christ is the end 
of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.” The word end is used 
in the sense of “goal,” so that my translation would be, “The goal of the law 
is Christ for righteousness for everyone who believes.” In other words, the 
larger, long-term aim of the law was to bring people to Christ, who, through 
faith alone, would become our righteousness. 

The place where this is spelled out most fully is Galatians 3:21–26:

Is the law then contrary to the promises of God? Certainly not! 
For if a law had been given that could give life, then righteousness 
would indeed be by the law. But the Scripture imprisoned 
everything under sin, so that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ 
might be given to those who believe. Now before faith came, we 
were held captive under the law, imprisoned until the coming 
faith would be revealed. So then, the law was our guardian until 
Christ came, in order that we might be justified by faith. But now 
that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, for in 
Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 

What this says is that the narrow, short-term purpose of the law really 
served a larger long-term purpose. In the short run, the function of the law 
was captivity: “We were held captive under the law.” But the larger purpose 
of that captivity was to lead us on to faith in Christ: “imprisoned until the 
coming faith would be revealed” (v. 23). This does not mean there was no 

faith revealed in the Old Testament. The “revealing” of faith means the 
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revealing of faith in Jesus Christ. Now after the Incarnation and the redeem-
ing work of Christ on the cross, he has become, for the first time, the con-
scious focus of all justifying faith. 

God’s Purpose in Both Aims of the Law

God’s purpose in these two aims of the law was, in the end, to glorify Christ. 
That is, his aim was to make visible and explicit that all his saving work was 
connected to Christ in history. The removal of God’s wrath, the act of justi-
fication by faith alone, the forgiveness of sins, the giving of eternal life, and 
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit are to be seen as flowing from the histori-
cal death and resurrection of Jesus. “The goal of the law is Christ for right-
eousness for everyone who believes.”

Old Testament Saints,  
Justified Lovers of the Law

With this understanding of the double aim of the law, we are prepared to 
ponder the way the saints in the Old Testament related to the law, and the 
way they pursued true holiness by faith in future grace. Paul makes it plain 
that already in the Old Testament, those who were truly God’s children 
were justified in advance by the work of Christ. That is the point of Romans 
3:21–26. He gives Abraham and David as examples. “Abraham believed 
God, and it was counted to him as righteousness” (Romans 4:3). “David also 
speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart 
from works” (Romans 4:6).

Therefore, the true Old Testament saints (who were all justified sinners) 
were granted to see that law-keeping was not the basis of their right-standing 
with God. Instead, they could look upon the commandments of God as a 
gift of God’s guidance for their good (Deuteronomy 10:13), and they could 
pursue obedience by faith—a faith that alone was their link to the justify-
ing, covenant love of God. 

They could see, woven through the law of commandments, the provi-
sions of forgiving and justifying grace. And they knew that they needed this 
grace because of their sins. But they could also see that the law’s provision 
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of sacrifices was not the final answer to their need. “In these sacrifices there 
is a reminder of sins every year. For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and 
goats to take away sins” (Hebrews 10:3–4). “You will not delight in sacrifice, 
or I would give it; you will not be pleased with a burnt offering” (Psalm 
51:16; see also 40:6). They knew that “no man can ransom another, or give 
to God the price of his life [how much less an animal!], for the ransom of 
their life is costly and can never suffice” (Psalm 49:7–8). They glimpsed afar 
off that God would one day provide a Redeemer, who would be “pierced for 
our transgressions…crushed for our iniquities.” In that day they would say, 
“The lorD has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:5–6).

Therefore, these Old Testament saints could see the larger purposes of God 
in giving the law. They heard and loved the hope-giving, faith-inspiring way 
that God identified himself on Mount Sinai: “The lorD, the lorD, a God merci-
ful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithful-
ness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression 
and sin” (Exodus 34:6–7). Here was God’s most central promise of future grace 
in the Old Testament. It would be repeated, one way or the other, in dozens of 
promises throughout the Old Testament for those who trust him.

It would be the foundation for some of the most magnificent psalms of 
promise, like Psalm 103:

The lorD is merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

He will not always chide, 
nor will he keep his anger forever. 

He does not deal with us according to our sins, 
nor repay us according to our iniquities. 

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, 
so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him; 

as far as the east is from the west, 
so far does he remove our transgressions from us. 

As a father shows compassion to his children, 
so the lorD shows compassion to those who fear him. 

For he knows our frame; 
he remembers that we are dust. (Psalm 103:8–14)
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David learned these glorious truths about God in part from the words 
of Mount Sinai quoted in the first two lines. So he and the other believing 
Israelites with him saw, woven into the law of commandments, God’s 
redeeming mercy and the foundation of future grace.

Power for Obedience Was  
Already There—And Not Yet

Moses and the Old Testament saints also discerned that in the law, God had 
some extended lessons to teach Israel by leaving the people for a season to 
the meager resources of their own sinful hearts, and only later changing 
their hearts through the new covenant and pouring out the Holy Spirit more 
fully. For example, in Deuteronomy 5, Moses recounts the Ten Command-
ments, forty years after giving them the first time. He tells how the people 
had received them gladly and how they had expressed their willingness to 
obey. But then Moses quotes God’s foreboding words: “Who will give, so 
that such a heart will be theirs to fear me and keep all my commandments?” 
(Deuteronomy 5:29, literal translation). In other words, God knew that until 
the future grace of empowerment was poured out more fully, most of the 
people would not have a heart to keep the commandments. This was part 
of what we saw earlier as the narrow, short-term purpose of the law.

That outpouring of the Holy Spirit (a great future grace) was reserved 
for the time of Christ. He would be the mediator of a new covenant. So 
Moses soberly says to the people, forty years after the giving of the law, “To 
this day the lorD has not given you a heart to understand or eyes to see or 
ears to hear” (Deuteronomy 29:4). In other words, they were left to the 
resources of their own sinful hearts and eyes and ears. For most of them the 
effectual power of transforming grace was not given. 

But one chapter later, Moses holds out the promise that this greater 
future grace will indeed be given: “The lorD your God will circumcise your 
heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the lorD your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live” (Deuter-
onomy 30:6). This promise is virtually the same as the promise of the new 
covenant given by Jeremiah (31:31–33) and Ezekiel (11:19–20; see also 
36:26–28). It was a promise that someday, to a far greater extent than before, 
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future grace would give new hearts to God’s people, and empower them to 
obey his commandments. 

But it would be a serious mistake to think the saints of the Old Testa-
ment were left without any experience of God’s “new covenant” blessings. 
They were justified by faith on the basis of the (future) death of Jesus, and 
the Holy Spirit was active to help them. They lived by faith. For example, 
they looked away from themselves to the grace of God for the spiritual 
enabling that they needed to obey God’s commandments. They prayed, 
“Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law.” And 
they prayed, “Incline my heart to your testimonies, and not to selfish gain!” 
(Psalm 119:18, 36). They knew that without the empowering future grace of 
God, given in answer to prayer, they would not be able to see the wonders 
of God in the Scriptures. And they knew that without the sovereign heart-
inclining grace of God, they would drift away from him into the love of 
money. 

They prayed for the future grace of joy and a clean heart and a steadfast 
spirit—and that God himself would make them willing to do what he com-
mands: “Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have broken 
rejoice.… Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within 
me.… Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with a willing 
spirit” (Psalm 51:8, 10, 12). No less than for us, on this side of the Cross, 
future grace was the key to walking in a way that pleased the covenant Lord 
in the Old Testament. 

Why Obedience So Often Aborted

Even though, in the narrow, short-term function of the law, Paul says, “The 
law is not of faith” (Galatians 3:12), and, “Before faith came, we were held 
captive under the law” (Galatians 3:23), it would be a mistake to say that the 
faithful remnant—the Old Testament saints—failed to see that faith in the 
promised Redeemer was the key to being justified (and then the key to ful-
filling God’s law through love). The faithful remnant discerned that the law 
pointed beyond itself. 

Paul summed up this view from his position by saying, “The goal of the 
law is Christ for righteousness for everyone who believes” (Romans 10:4, my 
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translation). This is what the believers in the Old Testament saw, as it were, 
through a glass dimly. And having grasped that justification is by faith alone 
in God’s promised redemption, they also grasped that the commandments 
of God were to be used not for justification but as the fruit of faith in future 
grace. It was the failure to grasp these things that caused most of Israel to 
fall short of God’s righteousness in Christ.

Paul pointed to this in Romans 9:30–32:

What shall we say, then? That Gentiles who did not pursue 
righteousness have attained it, that is, a righteousness that is by 
faith; (31) but that Israel who pursued a law that would lead to 
righteousness did not succeed in reaching that law. (32) Why? 
Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on 
works. They have stumbled over the stumbling stone.

When Paul says, “Israel who pursued a law that would lead to righ-
teousness did not succeed in reaching that law,” he was referring to the goal 
of the law: Christ for righteousness (Romans 10:4). Why did they fall short? 
They “stumbled over the stumbling stone” (v. 32), Christ. That is, they did 
not recognize and pursue the aim of the law by turning to faith in the Prom-
ised One. They missed the larger, long-term aim of the law. This aim of the 
law was not that righteousness should be attained by works, but by faith in 
Christ.

The question this raises for us, then, is, What about those faithful Isra-
elites who did not stumble over the stumbling stone—who did not miss the 
larger, long-term aim of the law? How, then, did they relate to the law? How 
did faith in the Promised One, and justification by faith alone, lead them to 
live in relation to the law? I think the answer is, they were led to obey the 
law by faith in future grace, the same faith that had already justified them.

A Missing Key: Faith in Future Grace

We can see the centrality of faith in relation to obedience in the Old Testa-
ment if we ask what was missing from the hearts of so many who heard the 
law and failed to walk in it. One clear and repeated answer is that faith was 
missing, and in particular, faith in future grace.
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Again and again, this faith is the missing ingredient in the Old Testa-
ment that short-circuits obedience to God’s commandments. The root of 
disobedience is unbelief in God’s future grace. Psalm 78:7 describes the way 
faith and obedience are supposed to work. It calls for one generation to teach 
the word of God to another so “that they should set their hope in God and not 

forget the works of God, but keep his commandments.” In other words, the mem-
ory of bygone grace in “the works of God” encourages “hope in God” for 
future grace, which enables them to “keep his commandments.” 

Deuteronomy 20:1 crystallizes for us the way bygone grace was meant 
by God to strengthen faith in future grace. Moses exhorts the people how to 
face their enemies who outnumber them: “You shall not be afraid of them, 
for the lorD your God is with you, who brought you up out of the land of 
Egypt.” The memory of God’s power and grace in Egypt is meant to 
strengthen faith in future grace and free Israel for fearless obedience. 

Near the end of his life, as Moses looks back over his experience with 
Israel, he says, “When the lorD [commanded], ‘Go up and take possession 
of the land that I have given you,’ then you rebelled against the command-
ment of the lorD your God and did not believe him or obey his voice” (Deuter-
onomy 9:23). In other words, the root cause of rebelling against God’s 
command is the failure to believe God. And we know from the story that 
what they failed to believe was the promise and power of future grace. Moses 
had given God’s promise, “He will bring us into this land and give it to 
us.… Only do not rebel against the lorD. And do not fear the people of the 
land, for…their protection is removed from them, and the lorD is with us; 
do not fear them” (Numbers 14:8–9). But the people did not trust God’s 
mighty grace to give them the land. So they gave way to fear, and fear gave 
rise to rebellion against his command. As the psalmist said, “They despised 
the pleasant land, having no faith in his promise. They murmured in their 
tents” (Psalm 106:24–25). The obedience of Israel aborted because they did 
not live by faith in future grace. 

What Was the Root of Their Sin?

After centuries of this pattern, the northern kingdom of Israel was taken 
captive by Assyria. The writer of 2 Kings explains why this happened. He 
says, “And this occurred because the people of Israel had sinned against the 
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lorD their God, who had brought them up out of the land of Egypt”  
(2 Kings 17:7). The cause was sin. But what is the root of this sin? Notice that 
the evil of the sin against God is emphasized by mentioning how powerful 
and good God had been to Israel in saving them from slavery in Egypt. This 
might cause you to think that the cause of Israel’s sins is ingratitude. But 
that is not what the writer goes on to say. 

Instead, he says, “They would not listen, but were stubborn, as their 
fathers had been, who did not believe in the Lord their God” (2 Kings 17:14). 
The point is that the past grace of salvation from Egypt should have caused 
the people to trust God for future grace. But instead “they…did not believe 
in the lorD their God.” And that is why they turned away and sinned against 
him. They did not trust him for a better future than they could make for 
themselves by consorting with other gods. 

Perhaps the whole Old Testament could be summed up in the words of 
Psalm 37:3: “Trust in the lorD, and do good.” That is, let the great works of 
past grace sustain your faith in future grace so that you always trust God 
rather than the offers of help and guidance that come from other gods or 
other counselors. The root issue behind the disobedience of Israel was lack 
of faith in future grace. 

All Obedience by Faith in Future Grace

It shouldn’t be surprising, then, that Hebrews 11 ascribes virtually all the 
obedience of the Old Testament saints to the agency of faith in future grace. 
The author makes clear how he thinks about this obedience-empowering 
faith. “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for” (Hebrews 11:1). In other 
words, faith looks to the future with great assurance that God will keep his 
promises. This is precisely why faith empowers obedience. The author makes 
this explicit repeatedly. 

For example, notice how faith works to empower Abraham and Moses 
to obey God. “By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac.… He 
considered that God was able even to raise him from the dead” (Hebrews 
11:17, 19). The faith that freed him from the sacrifice of his son was “the 
assurance of things hoped for”: God was able to raise him from the dead. 
Similarly, “By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the 
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son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people 
of God.… For he was looking to the reward” (Hebrews 11:24–26). The faith 
that freed him to endure mistreatment in obedience to God was “the assur-
ance of things hoped for”: he looked to the reward.

This is the way we are to understand all the Old Testament examples of 
obedience in Hebrews 11. “By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable 
sacrifice than Cain” (v. 4). “By faith Noah…constructed an ark for the saving 
of his household” (v. 7). “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go 
out to a place that he was to receive as an inheritance” (v. 8). 

How Sinners Could Love the Law So Much

This is why the Old Testament saints had such a love affair with God’s law. 
They not only understood it in its larger, long-term purpose pointing to a 
redeemer, but they also knew that it was obeyed not in their own strength, but 
in the power that God supplied through faith in future grace—faith in God’s 
promises. They knew that they were justified by faith, not law-keeping. So the 
law did not represent a burden. Rather, it was the path of increasing joy and 
fellowship with God. Hence their amazing expressions of love for the law. “Oh 
how I love your law! It is my meditation all the day” (Psalm 119:97). “I find my 
delight in your commandments, which I love” (v. 47). “I love your command-
ments above gold, above fine gold” (v. 127). “The law of your mouth is better 
to me than thousands of gold and silver pieces” (v. 72). “How sweet are your 
words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!” (v. 103).

The law of the lorD is perfect, reviving the soul; 
the testimony of the lorD is sure, making wise the simple;
the precepts of the lorD are right, rejoicing the heart; 
the commandment of the lorD is pure, enlightening the eyes; 
the fear of the lorD is clean, enduring forever; 
the rules of the lorD are true, and righteous altogether. 
More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; 
sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb. 
Moreover, by them is your servant warned; 
in keeping them there is great reward. (Psalm 19:7–11)
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One reason why this love affair with the law may sound strange to some 
of us is that the Old Testament saints knew that obedience was possible by 
faith in future grace and that God was pleased with such obedience, even 
though it was never perfect. If we labor under the notion that God is never 
pleased with anything we do, it will be hard to join the Old Testament saints 
in singing such praises to the law.

Is All Our Righteousness “Filthy Rags”? 

It is true that any shortcoming of God’s law offends against his perfect holi-
ness and makes us liable to judgment, since God cannot look with favor on 
any sin (Habakkuk 1:13; James 2:10–11). But what brought a person to ruin 
in the Old Testament (and it is the same for us today) was not the failure to 
have the righteousness of sinless perfection. What brought them to ruin was 
the failure to trust in the merciful promises of God, especially the hope that 
he would one day provide a redeemer who would be a perfect righteousness 
for his people (“the lorD is our righteousness,” Jeremiah 23:6; 33:16). The 
saints knew that this is how they were saved, and that this faith was the key 
to obedience, and that obedience was the evidence of this faith.

It is terribly confusing when people say that the only righteousness that 
has any value is the imputed righteousness of Christ. Clearly, justification is 
not grounded on any of our righteousness, but only on the righteousness of 
Christ imputed to us.2 But sometimes people are careless and speak dispar-
agingly of all human righteousness, as if there were no such thing that 
pleased God. They often cite Isaiah 64:6, which says our righteousness is as 
filthy rags, or “a polluted garment.” “We have all become like one who is 
unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment.” But in the 
context, Isaiah 64:6 does not mean that all righteousness performed by 
God’s people is unacceptable to God. Isaiah is referring to people whose 
righteousness is in fact hypocritical. It is no longer righteousness. But in the 
verse just before this, Isaiah says that God approvingly meets “him who joy-
fully works righteousness” (v. 5).

It’s true—gloriously true—that none of God’s people, before or after the 
Cross, would be accepted by an immaculately holy God if the perfect right-

 2. See John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2002).
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eousness of Christ were not imputed to us (Romans 5:19; 1 Corinthians 
1:30; 2 Corinthians 5:21). But that does not mean God does not produce in 
those “justified” people (even in the Old Testament before the Cross) an 
experiential righteousness that is not a “polluted garment.” In fact, he does, 
and this righteousness is precious to God and is, in fact, required—not as 
the ground of our justification (which is the righteousness of Christ only), 
but as an evidence of our being truly justified children of God.3

Consider that Zacharias and his wife, Elizabeth, are described by Luke 
in a way that many Christians stumble over: “They were both righteous 

before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the 
Lord” (Luke 1:6). Their righteousness was not a polluted garment. It was a 
life of habitual faith and obedience that receives cleansing from its imperfec-
tions through the wonderful provisions of forgiveness that are in Christ, and 
were already operative in the Old Testament. The Old Testament saints, 
who sang the praises of the law, knew this. God could really be pleased by 
their imperfect obedience because it was performed by faith and because its 
imperfections were covered by the blood of Christ. 

The Righteous and the Wicked

If we do not grasp that the Old Testament commands a righteousness that is 
really possible by faith in future grace, we will simply not be able to make 
sense out of hundreds of texts. For example, “the righteous” are contrasted 
with “the wicked,” again and again. And the assumption is that the “right-
eous” are real people who are living differently from the wicked. “The wicked 

will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the right-

eous; for the lorD knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked 

will perish” (Psalm 1:5–6). “Better is the little that the righteous has than the 
abundance of many wicked. For the arms of the wicked shall be broken, but 
the lorD upholds the righteous” (Psalm 37:16–17). “All the horns of the wicked 

I will cut off, but the horns of the righteous shall be lifted up” (Psalm 75:10). 
The “righteous” are not sinless people. “There is no one who does not 

sin” (2 Chronicles 6:36). Rather, as Psalm 32 shows, the “righteous” are those 

 3. “Good works, being the effects and evidences of faith, and, as such, the signs or tokens of Justi-
fication, they cannot form any part of the ground on which faith relies, or on which Justifica-
tion depends.” Buchanan, The Doctrine of Justification, 358. 
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“whose transgression is forgiven” and to whom the Lord “counts no iniquity,” 
but “who trusts in the lorD,” “confess [their] transgressions to the lorD,” 
“offer prayer to [God],” and yield to the Lord’s commands. They hear him say, 
“Be glad in the lorD, and rejoice, O righteous” (Psalm 32:1–2, 5–6, 8–11). 

Pause for a moment and let this sink in. When my child does what I tell 
her to do—and does it with a spirit of gladness and trust in my wisdom and 
care—I do not call her obedience a “polluted garment,” even if it is not per-
fect. Neither does God. All the more because he himself is “working in us 
that which is pleasing in his sight” (Hebrews 13:21). He does not call his 
own Spirit-wrought fruit a “polluted garment.” But if my daughter had really 
cleaned her room—angry and pouting and slamming doors—I might call 
that a “polluted garment.” And so does God. External conformity without 
internal change brings down some of Jesus’ harshest words (like “white-
washed tombs” in Matthew 23:27). 

This should be a great encouragement that our Father in heaven is not 
impossible to please. In fact, like every person with a very big heart and very 
high standards, he is easy to please and hard to satisfy. We would not want it 
otherwise. We want the smile of his happy affection and the fierce sparkle in 
his eye that we can—and one day will—do, O, so much better. With this 
understanding of how we are accepted by God through faith in our Redeemer 
whose perfect obedience counts as ours, and with a grasp of how genuinely 
worthy obedience of our own is possible by faith in God’s promises, the saints 
were able to say, “Oh how I love your law! It is my meditation all the day.”

By Faith in Future Grace, the Law Can Be Loved

My conclusion is that already in the Old Testament, according to God’s 
larger, long-term plan, God meant for the law to be fulfilled by faith in 
future grace. This was possible for the true saints even before the outpour-
ing of the new covenant promise, because God gave foretastes of his enabling 
power before the coming of Christ and the outpouring of the fuller measure 
of the Holy Spirit. 

What this means for us today is that we may read the Old Testament 
with a great deal of expectancy that it speaks more directly to our need than 
we may have thought. The dynamic of spiritual life that God set forth in the 
Old Testament is not essentially different from the dynamic of spiritual life 
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set forth in the New Testament (as we will see in the next chapter). What 
God requires of his people has always been essentially the same. We may be 
strengthened from both the Old and New Testaments in our quest to live by 
faith in future grace. 

Taken as a whole, the Old Testament has one great aim: “Whatever was 
written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endur-
ance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” 
(Romans 15:4). The Old Testament was written to strengthen our hope in 
God, which is another way of saying, it was written to build our faith in future 

grace. 
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fulfill every…work of faith.

2  T h e s s a l o n I a n s  1 : 1 1

As the body apart from the spirit is dead,  

so also faith apart from works is dead.

J a m e s  2 : 2 6

The commandments of God are not negligible

because we are under grace.

They are doable because we are under grace.

The new covenant gift of the Spirit

is the power to obey the revealed will of God;

but the path along which the Spirit comes and works

is faith in future grace.
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C H A P T E R  1 2

“i Will PuT My laW 
WiThin TheM”

Are Commandments and Love Compatible? 

Jesus shatters many common notions. For example, one notion is that 
commandments and love don’t mix. You don’t command someone you 
love. And you don’t tend to love one who commands. Commanding 

connotes military hierarchy, not relationships of love. We tend to think that 
commanding restricts winsomeness and willingness both ways. And this is 
often true. 

Paul wrote to his friend Philemon and said, “Though I am bold enough 
in Christ to command you to do what is required, yet for love’s sake I prefer to 

appeal to you” (Philemon 8–9; see also 2 Corinthians 8:8). Paul probably 
meant his love and Philemon’s love. So it’s true that, for love’s sake, a person 
in authority may choose not to command. 

But Jesus shatters any absolute dissociation of commandments and love. 
He says, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.… Whoever has 
my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me. And he who loves 
me will be loved by my Father” ( John 14:15, 21). “If you keep my command-

ments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s command-

ments and abide in his love” ( John 15:10). Thinking in terms of commandments 
and obedience did not stop Jesus from enjoying the love of his Father. And 
he expects that our thinking of him as one who commands will not jeopar-
dize our love relationship with him either. 

This is crucial to realize because the covenant relationship that we have 
with God through Jesus Christ is not a covenant without commandments. 
The basic difference between the old covenant offered by God through the 
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Mosaic law and the new covenant offered by God through Christ is not that 
one had commandments and the other doesn’t. The key differences are that 
(1) the Messiah, Jesus, has come and shed the blood of the covenant (Mat-
thew 26:28; Hebrews 10:29) so that henceforth he is the mediator of a new 
covenant, and all saving, covenant-keeping faith is conscious faith in him; 
(2) the old covenant has therefore become “obsolete” (Hebrews 8:13) and 
does not govern the new covenant people of God (2 Corinthians 3:7–18; 
Romans 7:4, 6; Galatians 3:19)1; and (3) the promised new heart and the 
enabling power of the Holy Spirit has been given through faith.

In the old covenant, the gracious enabling power to obey God was not 
poured out as fully as it is since Jesus. “To this day the lorD has not given 
you a heart to understand or eyes to see or ears to hear” (Deuteronomy 29:4). 
What’s new about the new covenant is not that there are no command-
ments, but that God’s promise has come true: “I will put my law within 
them, and I will write it on their hearts” ( Jeremiah 31:33). “I will put my 
Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes” (Ezekiel 36:27). 

What makes love possible between us and a God who commands is 
that he does not speak from a distance and leave us to our own resources. 
He draws near and gives us himself as he gives us his commandments. The 
new covenant, sealed by the blood of his Son (1 Corinthians 11:25), includes 
a commitment to put his Spirit within us. Paul said it is a “new covenant, 
not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” 
(2 Corinthians 3:6). When the commandments, written on stone, meet an 
unwilling heart of stone, they condemn and kill. But when the Spirit removes 
the heart of stone and gives life and faith to the new heart of flesh, the com-
mandments of God are not a deadly burden but a joyful path. “Everyone 
who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God.… This is the 
love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are 
not burdensome” (1 John 5:1, 3). That is the effect of the new covenant.

Therefore, we do not need to shrink back from the new covenant “com-
mandments” of God, given by Jesus and his apostles, as though they were 
cold, distant demands from an impersonal sovereign. We can embrace the 
full New Testament teaching that the commandments of God are utterly 
crucial in living the Christian life. “This is the love of God, that we keep his 

 1. See Thomas Schreiner, 40 Questions about Christians and Biblical Law (Grand Rapids: Kregel 
Academic, 2010), 67–71. 

Future Grace inter.indd   156 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

157

commandments” (1 John 5:3). For example, Paul said, “For neither circum-
cision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the command-
ments of God” (1 Corinthians 7:19). Yes, “keeping the commandments of 
God” really matters, even now in the new covenant. As Jesus said in the 
Great Commission: “[Teach] them to observe all that I have commanded 
you” (Matthew 28:20). 

Even though Paul renounced the right to command Philemon, he was 
willing to call his moral instructions “commandments” in 1 Thessalonians 
4:2 (nasb), “For you know what commandments we gave you by the authority 
of the Lord Jesus.” These apostolic commandments, together with the “com-
mandments” of the Lord Jesus ( John 14:15, 21; 15:10), are probably what 
Paul refers to as “the law of Christ.” “To those outside the law I became as 
one outside the law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of 

Christ)” (1 Corinthians 9:21). “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the 

law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2).

The Apostle of Love—and Commandments 

The apostle John is perhaps best known for being the apostle of love. He was 
the disciple “whom Jesus loved” ( John 13:23; 20:2), and he wrote about love 
extensively. Yet over a third of all New Testament uses of the word “com-
mandment”2 are in his writings. They occur not only in his gospel, as we 
have seen, but also in Revelation and his letters. “By this we know that we 
have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. Whoever says ‘I 
know him’ but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not 
in him” (1 John 2:3–4). “Whatever we ask we receive from him, because we 
keep his commandments and do what pleases him.… Whoever keeps his 
commandments abides in God, and God in him” (1 John 3:22, 24). 

This is important to see because John also makes it clear that faith in the 
gospel is the triumphant power by which the commandments of God are 
kept. What we are going to see is that the same spiritual dynamics for keep-
ing the commandments of God are active in both Old and New Testaments, 
namely, we obey by faith in future grace. Here is the way John deals with the 
relationship between faith and obedience: 

 2. The Greek word for “commandment,” entole, is used sixty-seven times in the New Testament. 
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Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of 
God, and everyone who loves the Father loves whoever has been 
born of him. (2) By this we know that we love the children of 
God, when we love God and obey his commandments. (3) For 
this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his 
commandments are not burdensome. (4) For everyone who has 
been born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory 
that has overcome the world—our faith. (5) Who is it that 
overcomes the world except the one who believes that Jesus is the 
Son of God? (1 John 5:1–5) 

John says that “everyone who has been born of God overcomes the 
world” (v. 4). The “for” at the beginning of verse 4 means that this is given 
as the basis or ground of what he said just before that: “his commandments 
are not burdensome.” So when John talks here about overcoming the world, 
what he has in mind is overcoming the worldly impulse to reject the com-
mandments of God and find them burdensome. When we are born again, 
he says, that impulse is overcome and we do not find God’s commandments 
burdensome. 

How does being born of God make the commandments of God a 
delight rather than a burden? John says, “This is the victory that has over-
come the world—our faith.” In other words, the way that being born of God 
overcomes the worldly burdensomeness of God’s commandments is by 
begetting faith. This is confirmed in verse 1, which says, literally, “Everyone 
who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God.” Faith is the evi-
dence that we have been born of God. We do not make ourselves born again 
by deciding to believe. God makes us willing to believe by causing us to be 
born again. As Peter said in his first letter, God “caused us to be born again 
to a living hope” (1 Peter 1:3). Our living hope, or faith in future grace, is the 
work of God through new birth. 

So when John says, “Everyone who has been born of God overcomes the 
world,” and then adds, “And this is the victory that has overcome the world—
our faith,” I take him to mean that God enables us, by the new birth, to over-
come the world—that is, to overcome our worldly disinclination to keep 
God’s commandments. The new birth does this by creating faith, which 
evidently includes a disposition to be pleased, rather than put off, by God’s 
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commandments. Therefore, it is faith that overcomes our inborn hostility to 
God and his will, and frees us to keep his commandments, and say with the 
psalmist, “I delight to do your will, O my God” (Psalm 40:8). 

But someone may say, “How can you attribute to faith what verse 3 
attributes to love for God?” “This is the love of God, that we keep his com-
mandments.” I do not deny that love for God is the power that keeps his 
commandments. But I do also affirm, because of the flow of thought in what 
follows, that faith, too, is the instrument of God’s power that enables us to 
keep his commandments. The question then is, How do they fit together? 

“Love Is the Main Thing in Saving Faith” 

The eighteenth-century pastor and theologian Jonathan Edwards wrestled 
with this text and concluded, “Saving faith implies in its nature divine 
love.… Our love to God enables us to overcome the difficulties that attend 
keeping God’s commands; which shows that love is the main thing in sav-
ing faith, the life and power of it, by which it produces great effects.”3 I think 
Edwards is right and that numerous texts in the Bible support what he says.4 
Another way to say it is that faith in Christ is not just assenting to what God 
is for us, but also embracing all that he is for us in Christ. “True faith embraces 
Christ in whatever ways the Scriptures hold Him out to poor sinners.”5 This 
“embracing” is one kind of love to Christ—that kind that treasures him 
above all things. 

Therefore, there is no contradiction between 1 John 5:3, on the one 
hand, which says that our love for God enables us to keep his command-
ments, and verse 4, on the other hand, which says that our faith overcomes 
the obstacles of the world that keep us from obeying God’s commandments. 
Love for God and Christ is implicit in faith. 

Verse 5 defines the faith that obeys as “the one who believes that Jesus is 
the Son of God.” This faith is “embracing” the present Jesus Christ as the 

 3. Jonathan Edwards, “Concerning Faith” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: 
The Banner of Truth Trust, 1974), 586. On page 588, he argues that “love belongs to the 
essence of saving faith” because of the way Paul quotes Isaiah 64:4 in 1 Corinthians 2:9 where 
loving God replaces waiting on God, which is an Old Testament way of referring to “faith in 
God, or trusting in God.” 

 4. See chapters 15 and 16. 

 5. Ernest Reisinger, Lord and Christ: The Implications of Lordship for Faith and Life (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R Publishing, 1994), 45. 
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glorious divine person he is. It is not simply assenting to the truth that Jesus 
is the Son of God, because the demons assent to that (Matthew 8:29). Believ-
ing that Jesus is the Son of God means “embracing” the significance of that 
truth—that is, being satisfied with Christ as the Son of God and all God is 
for us in him. 

“Son of God” means that Jesus is the greatest person in the universe 
alongside his Father. Therefore all he taught is true, and all he promised will 
stand firm, and all his soul-satisfying greatness will never change. Believing 
that he is the Son of God therefore includes banking on all this, and being 
satisfied with it. 

One confirmation of this is found in 1 John 4:16. There believers are 
described as those who have “come…to believe the love that God has for 
us.” This is especially significant because it says “the love that God has for 
us,” not “the love that God had for us.” This means that what we trust in is 
the ongoing love of God; he is there for us, moment by moment. I think this 
means that believing in Jesus as the Son of God includes believing in all the 
love of God that he embodied and obtained for us. 

I conclude, therefore, that John’s focus on keeping the commandments 
of God is in tune with what we saw in the last chapter: He teaches us to keep 
the commandments of God by faith in future grace, or more precisely, per-
haps, by being satisfied with all that God is and promises to be for us in 
Jesus. 

Power to Love Our Enemies

In the weeks that I was editing the first edition of this book, I was also 
preaching a series of messages under the theme “The Greatest of These Is 
Love.” One of the texts I took up was the command of Jesus, “I say to you, 
Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44). 
At that same time, the report came over my e-mail news service that two 
missionaries with New Tribes Mission near Bogota, Colombia, had been 
killed by Marxist guerrillas. Steve Welsh and Timothy Van Dyke were shot 
numerous times. They were both forty-two years old and had been teaching 
at a missionary school when they were kidnapped a year and a half earlier. 

The questions I had to pose, as I preached on loving our enemies, were, 
How do you love the men who kidnap you and then, after a year and a half, 
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kill you? How do the wives and children of these two men love the murder-
ers? Jesus says, “Love them. Love them. If they kill you, love them. If they 
take away your father, love them. If they destroy your family, love them. 
Love your enemies. Be that kind of person. Be so changed on the inside that 
this is really possible” (see Matthew 5:43–48). 

How can we do this? Where does power to love like this come from? 
Just think how astonishing this is when it appears in the real world! Could 
anything show the truth and power and reality of Christ more than this? I 
believe Jesus gives us the key to this radical, self-sacrificing love in the very 
same chapter. 

In Matthew 5:11–12, he again talks about being persecuted: “Blessed 
are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is 
great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 
What is remarkable about these verses is that Jesus says that you are able not 
only to endure the mistreatment of the enemy, but rejoice in it. This seems 
even more beyond our reach. If I could do this—if I could rejoice in being 
persecuted—then it would be possible to love my persecutors. If the miracle 
of joy in the midst of the horror of injustice and pain and loss could happen, 
then the miracle of love for the perpetrators could happen too. 

Jesus gives the key to joy in these verses. He says, “Rejoice and be glad, 
for your reward is great in heaven.” The key to joy is future grace—“your 
reward is great in heaven.” I believe this joy is the freeing power to love our 
enemies when they persecute us. If that is true, then the command to love 
is a command to set our minds on things that are above, not on things that 
are on the earth (Colossians 3:2). The command to love our enemy is a com-
mand to find our hope and our satisfaction in God and his great reward—
his future grace. The key to radical love is faith in future grace. We must be 
persuaded in the midst of our agony that the love of God is “better than life” 
(Psalm 63:3). Loving your enemy doesn’t earn you the reward of heaven. 
Treasuring the reward of heaven empowers you to love your enemy. 

Consider carefully when you hear someone say that Christians would 
be more practically useful in the world if they were not so concerned about 
the future. It may be that some Christians are sidetracked in life by exces-
sive fascination about prophetic teaching. But Jesus made it very clear that 
the key to our joy and our love in the midst of hard times is the deep, 
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unshakable confidence that every loss on this earth in the service of love for 
the sake of the kingdom will be abundantly restored, “pressed down, shaken 
together, running over” (Luke 6:38; see also Mark 10:29–30). The mandate 
is clear: let us devote ourselves to cultivating stronger faith in the “great 
reward” of future grace. This is the power to love. 

There are many more examples of how the New Testament teaches that 
obedience to God is by faith in future grace. Consider briefly four additional 
illustrations. 

Obedience for the Joy Set Before Us 

First, when Hebrews 11 describes the obedience of the Old Testament saints as 
happening “by faith”—that is, by “the assurance of things hoped for” (v. 1)— 
it is not out of mere historical interest. The point is that Christians today are 
to obey in the same way. 

We know this because Hebrews calls for the same kind of obedience in 
other texts. For example, it gives Jesus as an example of living by faith in 
future grace: “For the joy that was set before him endured the cross” 
(Hebrews 12:2). In other words, Jesus is in that great train of saints who 
“through faith…were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might 
rise again to a better life” (11:33, 35). We are to look “to Jesus, the founder 
and perfecter of our faith” (12:2). Therefore, Jesus links all the future- 
oriented believers of the Old Testament with us, by continuing their exam-
ple of living by faith in future grace. He was strengthened to endure the high 
cost of love by banking his hope on “the joy that was set before him.” (See 
also Hebrews 10:32–34; 13:5–7.) 

“Work of Faith” 

Second, the apostle Paul refers two times to the practical obedience of Chris-
tians as a “work of faith.” The first time he wrote to the Thessalonians he 
said, “Remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor 
of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thessalonians 
1:3). The second time he wrote to them he said, “To this end we always pray 
for you, that our God may make you worthy of his calling and may fulfill 
every resolve for good and every work of faith by his power, so that the name 
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of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the 
grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Thessalonians 1:11–12). 

The term “work of faith” refers to the practical acts of love and goodness 
that Christians do. And the point is that these acts are done by faith. When 
Paul prays (in 2 Thessalonians 1:11) that God would “fulfill…every work of 

faith by his power,” he shows that faith is the conduit God uses to transmit 
his power into obedience. And when he adds at the end of verse 12 that this 
work of faith glorifies the Lord Jesus “according to the grace of our God,” he 
shows that the faith in view is faith in future grace. When we fix our faith 
on future grace, the power of God flows through that faith, and we are 
empowered to do the “work of faith and labor of love” that brings glory to 
God, not us, which is what grace is all about. We get the help; God gets the 
glory. 

Spurgeon’s Work of Faith for the Glory of God 

Charles Spurgeon, the great London preacher, loved to glorify God by ask-
ing much from God. He cited Psalm 50:15 where God says, “Call upon me 
in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.” We call for 
the help of future grace. God answers with delivering power. The result is 
that he is honored. “Here is a delightful partnership: we obtain that which 
we so greatly need, and all that God getteth is the glory which is due unto 
his name.”6 

Spurgeon believed that the way to get “much grace” from God was by 
faith in future grace. For example, he counseled young preachers to believe 
that the Word of God would not be preached in vain. 

Beloved, have genuine faith in the Word of God, and in its power 
to save. Do not go up into the pulpit preaching the truth and say-
ing, ‘I hope some good will come of it;’ but confidently believe 
that it will not return void, but must work the eternal purpose of 
God. Do not speak as if the gospel might have some power, or 
might have none. God sends you to be a miracle-worker; there-
fore, say to the spiritually lame, ‘In the name of Jesus Christ of 

 6. Charles Spurgeon, Twelve Sermons on Prayer (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1971), 115. 
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Nazareth, rise up and walk,’ and men will rise up and walk; but if 
you say, ‘I hope, dear man, that Jesus Christ may be able to make 
you rise up and walk,’ your Lord will frown upon your dishonor-
ing words. You have lowered Him, you have brought Him down 
to the level of your unbelief; and He cannot do many mighty 
works by you. Speak boldly; for if you speak by the Holy Spirit, 
you cannot speak in vain.7 

Fulfilling the Law Through Love— 
by Faith in Future Grace

Third, Paul shows indirectly how the fulfillment of God’s commandments 
happens through faith in future grace. Paul says “Love does no wrong to a 
neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law” (Romans 13:10). Then, in at 
least two places, he teaches that love comes from faith, which confirms that 
the fulfillment of the law is by faith. “For in Christ Jesus neither circumci-
sion nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through 

love” (Galatians 5:6). “The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure 
heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (1 Timothy 1:5; see also 
Colossians 1:4–5). We may conclude then that God meant for his com-
mandments, summed up in love, to be fulfilled by faith in future grace. 

Dead Faith Can Produce No Works 

Fourth, James gives us an unmistakable message: true saving faith is effec-
tive in producing practical obedience to God. “What good is it, my brothers, 
if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save 
him?” ( James 2:14) “So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead” 
(2:17). “Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from 
works is useless? (2:20). “For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so 
also faith apart from works is dead” (2:26). 

The point here is not merely that saving faith is always accompanied by 
good works. The point is that the faith produces the works. That’s why it is 
called “dead” if there are no works—because the life of faith is manifest 

 7. Charles Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1969, orig. 
1900), 343. 
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through the works that this life generates. The kind of faith James has in 
mind is probably indicated by its use in James 1:6, and this use points to 
faith in future grace. If a man needs wisdom, James says, he should ask God 
for it, “but let him ask in faith [in God’s future grace to give it] with no doubt-
ing” for the one who doubts is…a “double-minded man, unstable in all his 
ways” (1:5–6, 8). He would be double-minded because part of him has faith 
in the future grace of God to supply his need, and part of him does not. 
Therefore the faith that will receive the wisdom, and be enabled to live in 
obedience, is faith in future grace. This is the faith that is not dead but will 
produce obedience to God. Moreover, in James 2:23 the faith in view is like 
Abraham’s faith: “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as right-
eousness.” And we know from Genesis 15:5–6 that Abraham’s faith was 
faith in God’s promise—faith in future grace.

“Who Keep the Commandments of God  
and Their Faith in Jesus” 

I conclude that the New Testament teaches us to obey the commandments 
of God—the law of Christ—by faith in future grace. The commandments of 
Christ are not negligible because we are under grace. They are doable because 
we are under grace. The new covenant gift of the Spirit is the power to obey 
the revealed will of God; but the path along which the Spirit comes and 
works is faith in future grace. 

In the first century, amid terrible persecution, Christians were known 
by simple and forceful names. One of them was “saints, those who keep the 
commandments of God and their faith in Jesus” (Revelation 14:12). The 
point of this chapter has been that those two things are not merely parallel. 
Faith in Jesus as the all-satisfying Son of God who is here for us at every 
moment and who promises be there for us for all of our future moments—
this faith gave them the courage to keep the commandments of God even in 
the face of death. 

That kind of confidence, in spite of staggering disappointments, yields 
a life of remarkable patience. We would do well to meditate for a few 
moments in the next chapter on how prizing God’s gracious wisdom, and 
treasuring his sovereign reign over our circumstances, purifies us from the 
sin of impatience. 
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Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,

But trust him for his grace,

Behind a frowning providence

He hides a smiling face.

W I l l I a m  c o W P e r

Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the coming of the Lord.…  

As an example of suffering and patience, brothers,  

take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.  

Behold, we consider those blessed who remained steadfast.  

You have heard of the steadfastness of Job, and you have seen the 

purpose of the Lord, how the Lord is compassionate and merciful.

J a m e s  5 : 7 ,  1 0 – 1 1

The Lord is good to those who wait for him.

l a m e n T a T I o n s  3 : 2 5
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C H A P T E R  1 3

Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in FuTure 
Grace vs. iMPaTience 

In God’s Place, at God’s Pace, by Future Grace 

impatience is a form of unbelief. It’s what we begin to feel when we start 
to doubt the wisdom of God’s timing or the goodness of God’s guid-
ance. It springs up in our hearts when our plan is interrupted or shat-

tered. It may be prompted by a long wait in a checkout line or a sudden blow 
that knocks out half our dreams. The opposite of impatience is not a glib 
denial of loss. It’s a deepening, ripening, peaceful willingness to wait for 
God in the unplanned place of obedience, and to walk with God at the 
unplanned pace of obedience—to wait in his place, and go at his pace. And 
the key is faith in future grace. 

Marie Durant’s Unbending Commitment 

In his book Passion, Karl Olsson tells a story of incredible patience among 
the early French Protestants called Huguenots. 

In the late Seventeenth Century in…southern France, a girl 
named Marie Durant was brought before the authorities, charged 
with the Huguenot heresy. She was fourteen years old, bright, 
attractive, marriageable. She was asked to abjure the Huguenot 
faith. She was not asked to commit an immoral act, to become a 
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criminal, or even to change the day-to-day quality of her behav-
ior. She was only asked to say, “J’abjure.” No more, no less. She did 
not comply. Together with thirty other Huguenot women she was 
put into a tower by the sea.… For thirty-eight years she contin-
ued.… And instead of the hated word J’abjure she, together with 
her fellow martyrs, scratched on the wall of the prison tower the 
single word Resistez, resist! 

The word is still seen and gaped at by tourists on the stone 
wall at Aigues-Mortes.… We do not understand the terrifying 
simplicity of a religious commitment which asks nothing of time 
and gets nothing from time. We can understand a religion which 
enhances time.… But we cannot understand a faith which is not 
nourished by the temporal hope that tomorrow things will be bet-
ter. To sit in a prison room with thirty others and to see the day 
change into night and summer into autumn, to feel the slow sys-
temic changes within one’s flesh: the drying and wrinkling of the 
skin, the loss of muscle tone, the stiffening of the joints, the slow 
stupefaction of the senses—to feel all this and still to persevere 
seems almost idiotic to a generation which has no capacity to wait 
and to endure.1 

Patience is the capacity to “wait and to endure” without murmuring and 
disillusionment—to wait in the unplanned place, and endure the unplanned 
pace. Karl Olsson uses one key adjective that points to the power behind 
patience. He said, “We cannot understand a faith which is not nourished by 
the temporal hope that tomorrow things will be better.” I wonder if we can 
understand such patience. Surely we cannot, if “temporal” hope is the only 
kind we have. But if there is a hope beyond this temporal life—if future 
grace extends into eternity—then there may be a profound understanding 
of such patience in this life. 

In fact, it is precisely the hope of future grace beyond this life that car-
ries the saints patiently through their afflictions. Paul made this crystal clear 
in his own life: “We do not lose heart [that is, we don’t succumb to murmuring 

and impatience]. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being 

 1. Karl Olsson, Passion (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1963), 116–17.
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renewed day by day. For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us 
an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the 
things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are 
seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal” (2 Corinthians 
4:16–18). I do not doubt that it was just this faith in future grace—beyond 
the temporal—that sustained the patience of Marie Durant and gave her the 
strength for thirty-eight years to write Resistez on the wall of her cell. 

The Inner Strength of Patience 

Strength is the right word. The apostle Paul prayed for the church at Colos-
sae, that they would be “strengthened with all power, according to his glori-
ous might, for all endurance and patience” (Colossians 1:11). Patience is the 
evidence of an inner strength. Impatient people are weak, and therefore 
dependent on external supports—like schedules that go just right and cir-
cumstances that support their fragile hearts. Their outbursts of oaths and 
threats and harsh criticisms of the culprits who crossed their plans do not 
sound weak. But that noise is all a camouflage of weakness. Patience demands 
tremendous inner strength. 

For the Christian, this strength comes from God. That is why Paul is 
praying for the Colossians. He is asking God to empower them for the patient 
endurance that the Christian life requires. But when he says that the strength 
of patience is “according to [God’s] glorious might” he doesn’t just mean that 
it takes divine power to make a person patient. He means that faith in this 
glorious might is the channel through which the power for patience comes. 
Patience is indeed a fruit of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:22) but, as we will 
see in chapter 17, the Holy Spirit empowers (with all his fruit) through 
“hearing with faith” (Galatians 3:5). Therefore Paul is praying that God 
would connect us with the “glorious might” that empowers patience. And 
that connection is faith. 

Trusting God to Make All Barriers Blessings 

Specifically the glorious might of God that we need to see and trust is the 
power of God to turn all our detours and obstacles into glorious outcomes. 
If we believed that our holdup at the long red light was God’s keeping us 
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back from an accident about to happen, we would be patient and happy. If 
we believed that our broken leg was God’s way of revealing early cancer in 
the x-ray so that we would survive, we would not murmur at the inconve-
nience. If we believed that the middle-of-the-night phone call was God’s 
way of waking us to smell smoke in the basement, we would not grumble at 
the loss of sleep. The key to patience is faith in the future grace of God’s 
“glorious might” to transform all our interruptions into rewards. 

In other words, the strength of patience hangs on our capacity to believe 
that God is up to something good for us in all our delays and detours. This 
requires great faith in future grace, because the evidence is seldom evident. 
There is a legend told by Richard Wurmbrand that illustrates the necessity 
of believing God for good, unseen purposes, when all we can see is evil and 
frustration. 

A legend says that Moses once sat near a well in meditation. A 
wayfarer stopped to drink from the well and when he did so his 
purse fell from his girdle into the sand. The man departed. Shortly 
afterwards another man passed near the well, saw the purse and 
picked it up. Later a third man stopped to assuage his thirst and 
went to sleep in the shadow of the well. Meanwhile, the first man 
had discovered that his purse was missing and assuming that he 
must have lost it at the well, returned, awoke the sleeper (who of 
course knew nothing) and demanded his money back. An argu-
ment followed, and irate, the first man slew the latter. Where 
upon Moses said to God, “You see, therefore men do not believe 
you. There is too much evil and injustice in the world. Why 
should the first man have lost his purse and then become a mur-
derer? Why should the second have gotten a purse full of gold 
without having worked for it? The third was completely innocent. 
Why was he slain?” 

God answered, “For once and only once, I will give you an 
explanation. I cannot do it at every step. The first man was a thief’s 
son. The purse contained money stolen by his father from the 
father of the second man, who finding the purse only found what 
was due him. The third was a murderer whose crime had never 
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been revealed and who received from the first the punishment he 
deserved. In the future believe that there is sense and righteous-
ness in what transpires even when you do not understand.”2 

Moses’s impatience with God in this story would surely be overcome if 
he had more faith in God’s power and wisdom to turn all things for the good 
of his people. God has promised again and again in the Bible to do just that 
(2 Chronicles 16:9; Psalm 23:6; 84:11; Jeremiah 32:40–41; Isaiah 64:4; 
Romans 8:28, 32; 1 Corinthians 3:22–23). Not every implication in this 
legend is faithful to the Scriptures. For example, it is an overstatement to put 
in the mouth of God the words, “For once and only once, I will give you an 
explanation.” The fact is that God has given us explanations like this repeat-
edly in the Bible with enough illustrations to fill a book.3

Key to Patience: “God Meant It for Good” 

For example, the story of Joseph in Genesis 37–50 is a great lesson in why 
we should have faith in the sovereign future grace of God. Joseph is sold into 
slavery by his brothers, which must have tested his patience tremendously. 
But he is given a good job in Potiphar’s household. Then, when he is acting 
uprightly in the unplanned place of obedience, Potiphar’s wife lies about his 
integrity and has him thrown into prison—another great trial to his 
patience. But again things turn for the better, and the prison-keeper gives 
him responsibility and respect. But just when he thinks he is about to get a 
reprieve from the Pharaoh’s cupbearer, whose dream he interpreted, the 
cupbearer forgets him for two more years. Finally, the meaning of all these 
detours and delays becomes clear. Joseph says to his long-estranged broth-
ers, “God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to 
keep alive for you many survivors.… As for you, you meant evil against me, 
but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be 
kept alive” (Genesis 45:7; 50:20). 

 2. Richard Wurmbrand, One Hundred Prison Meditations (Middlebury, IN: Living Sacrifice Books, 
1982), 6–7. 

 3. In fact, I have a book in mind—Steve Halliday’s, No Night Too Dark: How God Turns Defeat into 
Glorious Triumph (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Books, Questar Publishers, Inc., 1993). 
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What would have been the key to patience for Joseph during all those 
long years of exile and abuse? The answer is, faith in future grace—the sov-
ereign grace of God to turn the unplanned place and the unplanned pace 
into the happiest ending imaginable. 

A Honeymoon Tragedy 

Not everybody’s story turns out so well in this life. Benjamin B. Warfield 
was a world-renowned theologian who taught at Princeton Seminary for 
almost thirty-four years until his death on February 16, 1921. Many people 
are aware of his famous books, like The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible. 

But what most people don’t know is that in 1876, at the age of twenty-five, 
he married Annie Pierce Kinkead and took a honeymoon to Germany. Dur-
ing a fierce storm Annie was struck by lightning and permanently para-
lyzed. After caring for her for thirty-nine years, Warfield laid her to rest in 
1915. Because of her extraordinary needs, Warfield seldom left his home for 
more than two hours at a time during all those years of marriage.4 

Now here was a shattered dream. I recall saying to my wife the week 
before we married, “If we have a car accident on our honeymoon, and you 
are disfigured or paralyzed, I will keep my vows, ‘for better or for worse.’” 
But for Warfield it actually happened. She was never healed. There was no 
kingship in Egypt at the end of the story—only the spectacular patience and 
faithfulness of one man to one woman through thirty-nine years of what 
was never planned—at least, not planned by man. But when Warfield came 
to write his thoughts on Romans 8:28, he said, “The fundamental thought 
is the universal government of God. All that comes to you is under his con-
trolling hand. The secondary thought is the favour of God to those that love 
Him. If He governs all, then nothing but good can befall those to whom He 
would do good.… Though we are too weak to help ourselves and too blind 
to ask for what we need, and can only groan in unformed longings, He is the 
author in us of these very longings…and He will so govern all things that 
we shall reap only good from all that befalls us.”5

 4. See Roger Nicole, “B. B. Warfield and the Calvinist Revival,” in John D. Woodbridge, ed., Great 
Leaders of the Christian Church (Chicago: Moody Press, 1988), 344. 

 5. B. B. Warfield, Faith and Life (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1974, orig. 1914), 204. 
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Not Even Death Is a Decisive Interruption 

This is true even in the case of death. Some saints die in prison (Revelation 
2:10). But even death becomes the servant of God’s children. This is what 
Paul meant when he said, “All things are yours, whether…the world or life 
or death…all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (1 Corin-
thians 3:21–23). As our possession, death serves us; it exists for our benefit. 
Another way of saying this is that death cannot separate us from the love of 
God, but that in it—as in “distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, 
or danger, or sword…we are more than conquerors through him who loved 
us” (Romans 8:35, 37). Even if we die, we conquer. And death ends up serv-
ing our best interest. (See chapter 29.) 

So the lesson of Joseph—and the whole Bible—stands: when delays 
and detours and frustrations and opposition ruin our plans and bode ill for 
us, faith in future grace lays hold on the sovereign purpose of God to bring 
something magnificent to pass. That is the key to patience. 

The Path of Faithful Patience Is Not a Straight Line 

Another great lesson in how the sovereignty of God’s grace leads to patience 
is the story of how the temple was rebuilt after the Babylonian exile. The way 
God turns things around is so amazing he must have been smiling. Israel 
had been in exile for decades. Now the time had come, in God’s planning, 
for their restoration to the Promised Land. How could this happen? That 
was, no doubt, the question in many Jewish minds as they struggled to be 
patient with God’s timing. The answer is that God is sovereign over emper-
ors’ wills. Ezra tells us that “in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the 
word of the lorD by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, the lorD 
stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia…to build him a house at Jerusa-
lem” (Ezra 1:1–2). This is absolutely astonishing. Out of the blue, God moves 
the heart of Cyrus to pay attention to this little people called Jews, and send 
them off to Jerusalem to rebuild their temple. Who would have dreamed it 
could happen this way? Perhaps those who have faith in future grace. But 
the best is yet to come. 

Over 42,000 Jewish refugees return and start building the temple in 
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Jerusalem. Imagine the joy. But beware. The path of faithfulness is seldom a 
straight line to glory. Their enemies in Judah oppose them and discourage 
them. “Then the people of the land discouraged the people of Judah and 
made them afraid to build and bribed counselors against them to frustrate 
their purpose, all the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even until the reign of 
Darius king of Persia” (Ezra 4:4–5). Imagine the frustration and impatience 
of the people. God had seemingly opened the door to rebuild the temple, 
and now there was paralyzing opposition. 

But God had a different plan. O, for people with faith in future grace to 
see what mere physical eyes cannot see! Yes, the people of the land had 
stopped the building. But can we not trust God that the same sovereignty that 
moved Cyrus also prevails over the local opponents? We are so slow to learn 
the lesson of God’s sovereign grace! In Ezra 5:1, God sends two prophets, 
Haggai and Zechariah, to inspire the people to begin building again. Of 
course, the enemies are still there. They try again to stop the building of the 
temple. They write a letter to Darius, the new emperor. But it backfires entirely, 
and now we see why God had allowed the building to cease temporarily. 

Instead of agreeing with the letter and stopping the temple-building, 
Darius searches the archives and finds the original decree from Cyrus that 
authorized the building of the temple. The result is stunning. He writes 
back the news—beyond what they could ask or think. He says to the ene-
mies in Judah, “Let the work on this house of God alone… Moreover, I 
make a decree regarding what you shall do for these elders of the Jews for 
the rebuilding of this house of God. The cost is to be paid to these men in full 

and without delay from the royal revenue, the tribute of the province from 
Beyond the River” (Ezra 6:7–8). In other words, God ordained a setback for 
a season, so that the temple would not only be built but paid for under 
Darius! If faith could apprehend this kind of future grace, would not impa-
tience be conquered? 

And lest we doubt that this was really all a plan of God, Ezra 6:22 states 
the great fact plainly: “The LorD…had turned the heart of the king of Assyria 
to them, so that he aided them in the work of the house of God, the God of 
Israel.” If William Cowper (1731–1800) had already written his great hymn 
“God Moves in a Mysterious Way,” I think the people of Israel would have 
been singing it. 
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Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, 
But trust him for his grace, 
Behind a frowning providence 
He hides a smiling face. 

Living by faith in future grace means believing that “the king’s heart is 
a stream of water in the hand of the lorD; he turns it wherever he will” 
(Proverbs 21:1). God did it to Cyrus (Ezra 1:1); he did it to Darius (Ezra 
6:22), and he did it later to Artaxerxes: “Blessed be the lorD, the God of our 
fathers, who put such a thing as this into the heart of the king, to beautify the 
house of the lorD” (Ezra 7:27). God is ruling the world. He is ruling history. 
And it is all for the good of his people and the glory of his name. “From of 
old no one has heard or perceived by the ear, no eye has seen a God besides 
you, who acts for those who wait for him” (Isaiah 64:4). The power of patience 
flows through faith in the future, sovereign grace of God. 

The Lord Is Full of Compassion and Mercy 

We have stressed that this grace is “sovereign.” We also need to stress that it 
is grace. It is merciful and full of good will toward us. This is what James 
stresses about Job’s experience of suffering and his struggle with impa-
tience. James commands us to be patient and gives us the key: 

Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the coming of the Lord. See 
how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, being 
patient about it, until it receives the early and the late rains. You 
also, be patient. Establish your hearts, for the coming of the 
Lord is at hand. Do not grumble against one another, brothers, 
so that you may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing at 
the door. As an example of suffering and patience, brothers, 
take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. Behold, 
we consider those blessed who remained steadfast. You have 
heard of the steadfastness of Job, and you have seen the purpose 

of the Lord, how the Lord is compassionate and merciful. ( James 
5:7–11) 
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James wants us to see the outcome of Job’s suffering. The word for “out-
come” is telos and means “goal,” not just result. It was God’s goal in all his 
dealings with Job to be merciful, and fit him for a greater blessing. This is 
what Job had missed and why he repented from his murmuring the way he 
did: “Therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes” ( Job 42:6). 
The power of patience flows from faith in this truth: in all his dealings with 
us, his goal “is compassionate and merciful.” Faith in future grace is faith in 
grace that is sovereign, and sovereignty that is gracious. 

Through Faith and Patience,  
We Inherit the Promises 

Patience is sustained by faith in the promise of future grace. In every 
unplanned frustration on the path of obedience, God’s Word holds true: “I 
will not turn away from doing good to them…and I will rejoice in doing 
them good…with all my heart and all my soul” ( Jeremiah 32:40–41). He is 
pursuing us with goodness and mercy all our days (Psalm 23:6). Impatient 
complaining is therefore a form of unbelief. 

Which is why the command to be patient takes on such immense sig-
nificance. Jesus said, “By your [patient] endurance you will gain your lives” 
(Luke 21:19). And the writer to the Hebrews said, “[Be] imitators of those 
who through faith and patience inherit the promises” (Hebrews 6:12). We 
come into our inheritance on the path of patience, not because patience is a 
work of the flesh that earns salvation, but because patience is a fruit of faith 
in future grace.

We need to constantly remind ourselves that we are saved for good 
works. “By grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may 
boast. For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 
2:8–10). Faith alone unites us to Christ who is our perfect righteousness 
before God. In this righteous standing, which we have by faith alone, we are 
given the Holy Spirit to help us endure to the end in growing likeness to 
Christ. This endurance in patient and imperfect obedience is necessary 
(since fruit proves the reality of faith and union with Christ), but it is not the 
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ground of our right standing with God. Christ is. Because of this confidence 
and all it implies for our future, we endure through hard times.

Charles Simeon was in the Church of England from 1782 to 1836 at 
Trinity Church in Cambridge. He was appointed to his church by a bishop 
against the will of the people. They opposed him, not because he was a bad 
preacher, but because he was an evangelical—he believed the Bible and 
called for conversion and holiness and world evangelization. 

For twelve years the people refused to let him give the Sunday after-
noon sermon. And during that time they boycotted the Sunday morning 
service and locked their pews so that no one could sit in them. He preached 
to people in the aisles for twelve years! The average stay of a pastor in Amer-
ica is now less than four years, under average circumstances. Simeon began 
with twelve years of intense opposition—and lasted fifty-four years. How 
did he endure in such patience? 

In this state of things I saw no remedy but faith and patience. [Note 

the linking of faith and patience!] The passage of Scripture which 
subdued and controlled my mind was this, “The servant of the 
Lord must not strive.” [Note: The weapon in the fight for faith and 

patience was the Word!] It was painful indeed to see the church, 
with the exception of the aisles, almost forsaken; but I thought that 
if God would only give a double blessing to the congregation that 
did attend, there would on the whole be as much good done as if 
the congregation were doubled and the blessing limited to only 
half the amount. This comforted me many, many times, when 
without such a reflection, I should have sunk under my burden.6 

Where did he get the assurance that if he followed the way of patience, 
there would be a blessing on his work that would make up for the frustra-
tions of having all the pews locked? He got it from texts that promised 
future grace—texts like Isaiah 30:18, “Blessed are all those who wait for [the 
lorD].” The Word conquered unbelief, and faith in future grace conquered 
impatience. 

 6. H. C. G. Moule, Charles Simeon (London: The InterVarsity Fellowship, 1948, orig. 1892), 39. 
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Fifty-four years later he was dying. It was October, 1836. The weeks 
dragged on, as they have for many dying saints. I’ve learned, beside many 
dying believers, that the battle with impatience can be very intense on the 
deathbed. On October 21 those by his bed heard him say these words 
slowly and with long pauses: 

Infinite wisdom has arranged the whole with infinite love; and 
infinite power enables me—to rest upon that love. I am in a dear 
Father’s hands—all is secure. When I look to Him, I see nothing 
but faithfulness—and immutability—and truth; and I have the 
sweetest peace—I cannot have more peace.7 

The reason Simeon could die like that is because he had trained himself 
for fifty-four years to go to Scripture and to take hold of the promises of 
future grace and use them to conquer the unbelief of impatience. He had 
learned to use the sword of the Spirit to fight the fight of faith in future 
grace. By faith in future grace, he had learned to wait with God in the 
unplanned place of obedience, and to walk with God at the unplanned pace 

of obedience. With the psalmist he said, “I wait for the lorD, my soul waits, 

and in his word do I hope” (Psalm 130:5). In his living and dying, Charles 
Simeon makes plain and powerful the promise, “The lorD is good to those 
who wait for him” (Lamentations 3:25). 

 7. Ibid., 172.
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No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God,  

but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God.

r o m a n s  4 : 2 0

Faith is the God-appointed means of justification  

and sanctification because, better than any other act,  

it fits with the grace of God and magnifies the glory of God.
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Future Grace, the Power for All Obedience 

a ll future obedience to God will be by the power of future grace.1 
Whatever work or ministry we may do, we should say with the 
apostle Paul, “I worked harder than any of them, though it was 

not I, but the grace of God that is with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10). Or, as he 
says in Romans 15:18, “I will not venture to speak of anything except what 
Christ has accomplished through me.” All our acts that please the Lord will be 
acts that the Lord has worked through us, as Hebrews 13:21 says, “[It is God 
who will] equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working 

in us that which is pleasing in his sight.” Which is also what Paul said in Philip-
pians 2:13, “It is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his 
good pleasure.” If we find in ourselves any spiritual earnestness, we should 
thank God (not ourselves). That’s what Paul did: he saw earnestness in the 
heart of Titus and said, “Thanks be to God, who put into the heart of Titus the 

same earnest care I have for you” (2 Corinthians 8:16). All future obedience 
comes by the power of future grace. 

 1. See chapter 4, note 1. 
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Does the Power of Grace Make Us Passive? 

What then are we to do? Should I be passive because all obedience is by 
future grace? What act of mine will connect and fit with this future grace? 
What will highlight the glory of this future grace rather than compete with 
it? If God has reserved the right for himself to transform us by his future 
grace, then he must want the credit and the glory for all the goodness that 
results from his grace. As the apostle Paul says, God is doing everything for 
us “to the praise of his glorious grace” (Ephesians 1:6, 12, 14). So it’s very 
important that we find out what our role is in reflecting, rather than resist-
ing, God’s aim to glorify his grace in our transformation. 

Any kind of response or act on our part that will highlight our self-
sufficiency or obscure the freedom of God’s future grace in making us holy 
will not fit with grace, but nullify it. What then is the act of our soul that 
avoids this contradiction? The biblical answer is that faith fits with grace and 
channels2 it to obedience so that we boast not in our resources but in God’s 
grace. 

What Magnifies Rather Than Nullifies Grace? 

The New Testament correlates faith and grace to make sure that we do not 
boast in what grace alone achieves. One of the most familiar examples goes 
like this: “For by grace you have been saved through faith” (Ephesians 2:8). 
By grace, through faith. There’s the correlation that guards the freedom of 
grace. Faith is the act of our soul that turns away from our own insufficiency 
to the free and all-sufficient resources of God. Faith focuses on the freedom 
of God to dispense grace to the unworthy. It banks on the bounty of God. 

Therefore faith, by its very nature, nullifies boasting and fits with grace. 
Wherever faith looks, it sees grace behind every praiseworthy act. So it can-
not boast, except in the Lord. So Paul, after saying that salvation is by grace 
through faith, says, “And this is not of your own doing; it is the gift of God, 

 2. Over a hundred years ago, James Buchanan spoke of the relation between faith and grace as a 
“channel.” It may have connotations today that might mislead some. But it is not a new word in 
this connection. Buchanan was speaking in regard to justification and the imputed righteous-
ness of Christ: “Faith is not itself the righteousness by which we are justified, but only the 
channel through which we receive another righteousness” (emphasis added). James Buchanan, 
The Doctrine of Justification, 375. 
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not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9). Faith can-
not boast in human goodness or competence or wisdom, because faith 
focuses on the free, all-supplying grace of God. Whatever goodness faith 
sees, it sees as the fruit of grace. When it looks at our “wisdom from God, 
righteousness and sanctification and redemption,” it says, “Let the one who 
boasts, boast in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:30–31). 

When I lost my footing as a little boy in the undertow at Daytona Beach, 
I felt as if I were going to be dragged to the middle of the ocean in an instant. 
It was a terrifying thing. I tried to get my bearings and figure out which way 
was up. But I couldn’t get my feet on the ground and the current was too 
strong to swim. I wasn’t a good swimmer anyway. In my panic I thought of 
only one thing: Could someone help me? But I couldn’t even call out from 
under the water. When I felt my father’s hand take hold of my upper arm 
like a mighty vice grip, it was the sweetest feeling in the world. I yielded 
entirely to being overpowered by his strength. I reveled in being picked up 
at his will. I did not resist. The thought did not enter my mind that I should 
try to show that things aren’t so bad; or that I should add my strength to my 
dad’s arm. All I thought was, Yes! I need you! I thank you! I love your strength! I 

love your initiative! I love your grip! You are great! In that spirit of yielded affec-
tion, one cannot boast. I call that yielded affection “faith.” And my father 
was the embodiment of the future grace that I craved under the water. This 
is the faith that magnifies grace. 

As we ponder how to live the Christian life, the uppermost thought 
should be: How can I magnify rather than nullify the grace of God? Paul 
answers this question in Galatians 2:20–21, “I have been crucified with 
Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I 
now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of God.” Why does his life not nullify 
the grace of God? Because he lives by faith in the Son of God. Faith calls all 
attention to grace and magnifies it, rather than nullifying it. 

Christ’s Future Work for Us 

When Paul says, “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me,” he 
pictures an ongoing work of the living Christ day by day and moment by 
moment working in him. This is the future grace that he banks on when he 
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says, “I live by faith in the Son of God.” As Paul contemplates the next 
moment or the next month or the next year of his life, what he sees is the 
living Christ ready and able to work in him what is pleasing in God’s sight 
and to work all things together for his good. So Paul trusts him. And in this 
way future grace works its good work in Paul’s life and ministry. 

Very little in our culture encourages us to live by faith every hour of the 
day. On the contrary, billboards, Internet, television, and magazines mount 
a relentless appeal for us to look away from Jesus as the source of our hourly 
strength and guidance. We are told that cars will work for us and food will 
work for us and clothes will work for us. They will supply not just transpor-
tation and nourishment and covering, but more importantly, they promise 
that they will also meet the longings of the heart for attention and power 
and excitement and esteem. 

If you and I are to live by faith in the hourly fellowship and performance 
of Jesus on our behalf, we need to set our minds steadfastly—starting 
now—to consciously think of him and look to him and trust his promise: 
“I will never leave you nor forsake you.… I am with you always, to the end 
of the age.… I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with 
my righteous right hand.… [I will work in you] that which is pleasing in 
[God’s] sight” (Hebrews 13:5; Matthew 28:20; Isaiah 41:10; Hebrews 13:21). 
I encourage you to join me in forming spiritual habits of hourly looking to 
Jesus for the fulfillment of promises like this. 

“The Lord Stood by Me”

In the last letter he wrote, probably not long before he was beheaded in the 
Neronean persecution, Paul bore witness to the way the Lord Jesus worked 
for him moment by moment. In 2 Timothy 4:16–18, he said: 

At my first defense no one came to stand by me, but all deserted 
me. May it not be charged against them! But the Lord stood by me 

and strengthened me, so that through me the message might be 
fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. So I was 
rescued from the lion’s mouth. The Lord will rescue me from 
every evil deed and bring me safely into his heavenly kingdom.  
To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 
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This is a sad and beautiful testimony. Others had deserted him. But not 
the Lord. The Lord was with him. The Lord strengthened him. The Lord 
delivered him out of the lion’s mouth (Satan? 1 Peter 5:8).3 And with the 
encouragement of this recent experience of past grace, Paul continues to 
walk by faith in future grace: “The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed 
and bring me safely into his heavenly kingdom.” This doesn’t mean that 
future grace guarantees freedom from suffering and death. In fact, death is 
not an impediment, but a passage to the heavenly kingdom. The “evil deed” 
that would keep Paul out of the kingdom is apostasy—making shipwreck 
of his faith, and proving in the end that he was not really born of God  
(1 John 2:19). So what Paul probably means is that the Lord will preserve his 
faith and keep him from giving in to bitterness and unbelief, as friends for-
sake him and eventually he is martyred. This is the promise of future 
grace—Christ living in him, with him and for him. 

The thought is the same as in 1 Corinthians 15:10, where he says, “I 
worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that 
is with me.” In Galatians 2:20 he says, “No longer I,…but Christ.” In 1 Corin-
thians 15:10, “Not I, but…grace.” That is why, in this book, I sometimes say, 
“Faith in future grace” and sometimes, “Faith in Christ.” 

The Faith of Abraham a Model  
of Faith in Future Grace 

The apostle Paul is tremendously concerned that we not nullify future grace 
by putting our efforts in place of it, or by trying to receive it in the wrong 
way. He faces this problem again in Romans 4:13–16. He is arguing that all 
the descendants of Abraham are heirs of the breathtaking promise that 
believers will inherit the world (v. 13). I say “believers” because his point is 
that all who have the faith of Abraham (whether Jew or Gentile) are, in real-
ity, descendants of Abraham and heirs of the promise. That would include 

 3. I think Henry Alford is right when he says, “How is the danger generally described? As [every 
evil work]: and it is implied that the falling into such a danger would preclude him from 
enduring to Christ’s heavenly kingdom. It was then an [evil work] from which he was on this 
occasion delivered. What [evil work]? The falling into the power of the tempter; the giving way, in 
his own weakness and the desertion of all, and betraying the Gospel for which he was sent as a 
witness. The lion then is the devil.” Henry Alford, The Greek New Testament, vol. 3 (Chicago: 
Moody Press, 1958), 405. 
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all true Christians. His argument is rooted in the nature of God’s future 
grace and how it correlates to faith. 

He says, “For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith 

is null and the promise is void” (v. 14). In other words, the “promise” of God’s 
grace was meant to be received by “faith,” not earned by what he calls, 
“being of the Law”—a phrase that probably implies relying on our religious 
culture or morality rather than on God’s grace. 

Then Paul says, “That is why it depends on faith, in order that the prom-
ise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring” (v. 16). Here he 
makes explicit the correlation between faith and grace. Grace guarantees the 
promise to Jews and Gentiles alike. And faith is the indispensable link with 
the soul that guards the freedom of grace, so that it can be valid for those 
who do not have the Jewish distinctives. Faith in God’s promise—faith in 
future grace—is the act which God has ordained to receive the power of 
grace and reflect the preciousness of grace. 

Paul has in mind a special reason why faith glorifies God’s future grace. 
Simply put, the reason is that this God-glorifying faith is a future-oriented 
confidence in God’s integrity and power and wisdom to follow through on all 
his promises. Paul illustrates this faith with Abraham’s response to the promise 
of God: that he would be the father of many nations (Romans 4:18). “In hope 
he believed against hope,” that is, he had faith in the future grace of God’s prom-
ise. “He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was 
as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or when he consid-
ered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. No unbelief made him waver concerning 
the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, fully 

convinced that God was able to do what he had promised” (Romans 4:19–21). 
The faith of Abraham was a faith in the promise of God to make him the 

father of many nations. This faith glorified God because it called attention to 
all the resources of God that would be required to fulfill it. Abraham was too 
old to have children, and Sarah was barren. Not only that: How do you turn 
a son or two into “many nations,” which God said Abraham would be the 
father of? It all seemed totally impossible. Therefore Abraham’s faith glorified 
God by being fully assured that he could and would do the impossible. 

Here we can see, too, why Abraham’s faith is held up as the model of the 
kind of faith we Christians must have in order to be justified and sanctified. 
Justifying faith and sanctifying faith are the kind of faith that Abraham had. 
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Paul said that we become heirs of the promise of Abraham by having “the 
faith of Abraham” (Romans 4:16). Then he described his faith in detail as 
future-oriented, promise-trusting faith (vv. 18–21). Then he said that this faith 
“was counted to [Abraham] as righteousness” (v. 22). That is, this promise-
trusting faith was justifying faith.4 

This means that the faith that justifies—the faith of Abraham—is 
future-oriented, promise-trusting confidence in God. Paul confirms this in 
the next verses: “But the words ‘it was counted to him’ were not for [Abra-
ham’s] sake alone, but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in 
him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord” (Romans 4:23–24). In other 
words, we, too, will be justified—counted righteous—by the same kind of 
faith Abraham had. The difference now is that our future-oriented faith has 
a fuller revelation of God to trust. 

Since Good Friday and Easter, we know God as the God who raised 
Jesus from the dead. But this is not essentially different from Abraham’s 
faith, because when Paul wanted to describe Abraham’s faith in God’s 
promise back in verse 17, he said that it was a faith in “God…who gives life 

 4. The best brief discussion I know concerning the meaning of the phrase “faith was reckoned to 
him as righteousness” is found in John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 1, Appendix A (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1959), 353–59. Murray develops nine arguments why this phrase 
does not mean that faith itself is the ground of our being viewed as righteous before God. The 
righteousness reckoned to us for our righteous standing before a holy God is “the righteous-
ness of God” (Romans 10:3), which is “from faith” (Romans 10:6). We believe “unto” this right-
eousness in the same way that we confess “unto” salvation (Romans 10:10). However, 
confession does not constitute salvation, but leads to it, just as believing does not constitute 
our righteousness, but leads to it. In Romans 3:22, justification is explained as the revealing of 
“the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.” Again faith is the 
agency of receiving the justifying righteousness of God. Second Corinthians 5:21 says that 
“[God] made [Christ] who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the right-
eousness of God in Him.” In Philippians 3:9, Paul says that he was “found in [Christ] not having 
a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith.” First Corinthians 1:30 says that 
Christ is to us righteousness. And Romans 5:19 speaks of God constituting us righteous 
through the obedience of Christ in a way similar to the way we were constituted sinners 
through the disobedience of Adam. Moreover the context of Romans 4:7–8 (referring to 
Psalm.32) suggests that the righteousness in view in Romans 4:3 includes the complete cover-
ing of all the sins of the one who receives it. This would not fit well with saying that God sim-
ply treats our faith as our righteousness. The upshot of all these texts, as well as contextual 
considerations of Romans 4:3–8, is that faith being reckoned for righteousness probably means 
that God “counts” faith as the indispensable connection with the gift of righteousness that he 
gives—his own righteousness in the person and work of his Son, the God-man. For example, I 
might tell my son that he must clean his room or he can’t go to the ball game tonight. He plans 
wrong and leaves for school without doing it. I discover the messy room and clean it. He comes 
home and realizes what he has done and feels terrible. He apologizes and offers to accept the 
punishment. To which I say, “I will reckon your apology as a clean room.” What I mean is not 
that the apology is a clean room. Nor that he really cleaned his room. I did. It was pure grace. 
All I mean is that, in my way of reckoning, faith connects him with the blessing given to the 
clean room. The clean room is his clean room. I reckon it to be so “by his apology.” But it is a 
perfectly acceptable use of language to say, “I reckon your apology as a clean room.” 
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to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.” In other 
words, Abraham’s faith and our faith are essentially the same in that they 
involve confidence in God’s ability to do the impossible, like making barren 
women pregnant and raising the dead. 

Therefore the faith that magnifies grace, instead of nullifying it, is future-
oriented confidence in the wisdom and power and trustworthiness of God to 
do what he has promised. And this faith in future grace is the faith through 
which we are justified. It stands on the great achievements of past grace in 
the Cross and Resurrection (which we saw in chapters 7 to 9), but it does not 
remain in a past-oriented posture. It looks forward to all the inexhaustible 
future grace that those past achievements obtained and guaranteed. 

“You Never Ask for Money?” 

One of the most powerful testimonies to the all-sufficiency of future grace is 
the “faith principle” that has governed the lives of so many missionaries, 
notably those of Overseas Missionary Fellowship. Without condemning 
those who follow a different pattern, it has been the practice of those who 
follow in the steps of Hudson Taylor to move the hearts of people to give by 
talking to God and not people. Dr. James H. Taylor, the great-grandson of 
the founder, explains how this faith in future grace, rooted in demonstra-
tions of bygone grace, honors God. 

We…begin from a position of faith. We believe God does exist. 
We have become convinced of this in a variety of ways, but all of 
us have experienced the grace of God in bringing us to know 
Himself through Jesus Christ and through rebirth by His Spirit. 
We believe we have good grounds of believing in Him through 
the historical fact of the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead: we believe that someone who said He would die and rise 
again, and did it, is credible in every other way. Therefore we are 

prepared to trust Him, not only for the eternal salvation of our souls, but 

also for the practical provision of our daily bread and financial support.5 

 5. James H. Taylor, “You Never Ask for Money?” in: When God Provides (Singapore: OMF Books, 
1986), 6 (emphasis added). 
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OMF publishes testimonies of God’s amazing faithfulness to demon-
strate the glory of his all-supplying future grace. “We want to demonstrate 
that God can be trusted to do all that He says He will do, by sharing how 
He has provided for such mundane needs as plane tickets, meals, medical 
expenses, and the regular support of a whole group of Christian people for 
well over a hundred years.”6 What OMF is devoted to is glorifying the 
dependability of God—in their message and in their method. Hudson Taylor 
put it this way: “There is a living God. He has spoken in the Bible. He means 
what He says and will do all that He has promised.”7 Lives of faith are the 
great mirror of the dependability of God. 

This witness to the all-sufficiency of God’s future grace has changed lives. 
One woman in her early thirties came to an OMF prayer conference some-
what “by accident.” She had recently been a member of a radical organization 
working to overthrow a corrupt and unjust government. She had now been 
converted and was in love with the Lord Jesus, but was still bitterly critical of 
the smug selfishness of the established church, as she saw it. When she heard 
that OMF does not appeal for funds, she was incredulous. OMF missionary 
Linnet Hinton explained to her, “The Fellowship is supported by God.” 

The conversation went on into the evening as Linnet answered the wom-
an’s questions—“How does it work?” “What about pensions?” Etc. Finally the 
woman’s resistance broke and she said, 

Then it’s true. By God it’s true! This is the reality I’ve been looking 
for all my life. When I became a Christian, I gave up my job 
because it was the sort of job a Christian can’t do. I am now 
unemployed and the only thing I own is the car in which I came 
to this conference. I’ve been anxious and afraid. I’ve been disillu-
sioned with the church and have despised the hypocrisy of many 
Christians who are so materialistic and complacent in spite of the 
poverty of others. But you have shown me that the life of faith 
works and that God can be trusted, and so, I too, from this day 
on, want to depend upon Him alone for all my needs.”8 

 6. Ibid., 6. 

 7. Ibid., 7. 

 8. Ibid., 5. 
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Justifying Faith Is Sanctifying Faith 

Faith is a perfect fit with future grace. It corresponds to the freedom and 
all-sufficiency of grace. And it calls attention to the glorious trustworthiness 
of God. One of the important implications of this conclusion is that the faith 
that justifies and the faith that sanctifies are not two different kinds of faith. 
“Sanctify” simply means to make holy or to transform into Christlikeness. 
This is what I was describing in the first paragraph of this chapter. It is all 
by grace.9 Therefore, as we have seen, it must also be through faith. For faith 
is the act of the soul that connects with grace, and receives it, and channels 
it as the power of obedience, and guards it from being nullified through 
human boasting. 

Paul makes this connection between faith and sanctification explicit in 
Galatians 2:20 as we saw above (“I live by faith”). Sanctification is by the 
Spirit and by faith. Which is another way of saying that it is by grace and by 
faith. The Spirit is “the Spirit of grace” (Hebrews 10:29). God’s making us 
holy is the work of his Spirit; but the Spirit works through faith in the gos-
pel. And we will see again and again in this book that this sanctifying faith 
is the future-oriented, promise-trusting faith of Abraham. 

The simple reason why the faith that justifies is also the faith that sanc-
tifies is that both justification and sanctification are the work of sovereign 
grace. They are not the same kind of work,10 but they are both works of 
grace. Sanctification and justification are “grace upon grace.” We have seen 
in this chapter that the corollary of free grace is faith. If both justification 
and sanctification are works of grace, it is natural that they would both be 
by faith. 

 9. See chapter 4. 

 10. Some may prefer to be more precise and say that justification is an “act” of God, while sanctifi-
cation is a “work” of God. A. A. Hodge, for example, says, “[Justification] is an act of God pro-
nouncing that with respect to this person the law has no penal demands—that all its demands 
in the covenant of salvation have been satisfied.… [But sanctification] is not an act but a work of 
God’s grace, wherein he sustains and develops, perfects and continues, the work which he has 
commenced [in regeneration].” Evangelical Theology (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 
1976, orig. 1890), 295–96. Leonardus Riissenius gave the traditional Protestant distinction 
between justification and sanctification as follows: “(1) justification is a forensic action; sanctifi-
cation is physical and real; (2) justification takes place to a great extent outside a man in the 
word of God and in Christ; sanctification takes place in a man; (3) justification involves…a 
change…of status; sanctification imports a real and new creation; (4) justification takes place 
perfectly once for all; sanctification is gradual.” Quoted in Heinrich Heppe, Reformed Dogmat-
ics, ed. Ernst Bizer (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1978, orig. 1861), 566. 
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Not only that, we also know from Scripture that the reason God justi-
fies and sanctifies by grace is so that the glorious, self-sustaining all-suffi-
ciency of his own fullness would be displayed and marveled at in the 
world.11 Romans 15:9 says Christ entered history on his great errand of 
grace “in order that” the Gentiles would “glorify God for his mercy.” And 
Ephesians 1:6 says that the whole great plan of redemption was designed by 
God to bring about “the praise of his glorious grace.” God has determined 
that we will receive all by grace so that he will get all the glory. Charles 
Spurgeon put it like this: “One thing is past all question: we shall bring our 
Lord most glory if we get from Him much grace. If I have much faith, so that 
I can take God at His Word…I shall greatly honor my Lord and King.”12 

Which confirms why the grace of justification and the grace of sanctifi-
cation are both by faith—because faith is the one response to grace that 
guards all the glory for God. Faith does not contaminate grace with human 
self-sufficiency. Therefore faith prevents boasting. “Then what becomes of 
our boasting?” Paul asks. And answers, “It is excluded. By what kind of law? 
By a law of works? No, but by the law of faith” (Romans 3:27). Faith excludes 
boasting and exalts the glory of grace. So faith not only fits with the freeness 
of grace, it also fits with the design of grace to bring all glory to God. “[Abra-
ham] grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God” (Romans 4:20). That 
means that Abraham’s confidence in God’s power and wisdom and trust-
worthiness displayed God’s glory. Faith is the God-appointed means of jus-
tification and sanctification because, better than any other act, it fits with 
the grace of God and magnifies the glory of God. 

The effect this truth should have on our hearts is expressed by the 
psalmist: “The lorD bestows favor (grace) and honor.… O lorD of hosts, 
blessed is the one who trusts in you!” (Psalm 84:11–12). He exults in the 
blessedness of the person who trusts in the God of all grace. We need to let 
it sink in that grace is not only gotten by faith, but glorified by faith. This 
doubles our blessing in being people who trust in God. On the one hand, 
we long for the blessings of God’s future grace, and they come to us by faith. 
But on the other hand, we long for God’s grace to be glorified in our lives, 

 11. See Piper, The Pleasures of God, 3rd ed., chapter 4, 81–104.

 12. Charles Spurgeon, An All-Round Minister (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1960, orig. 
1900), 233.
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and this, too, comes by faith. Faith receives the goodness of future grace, 
and faith reflects the glory of future grace. It is a double wonder. These two 
things are not at odds—our receiving the joy and God getting the glory. O, 
how this should set our hearts on a passionate quest to trust God hour by 
hour for all we need—for God’s sake! Every moment of faith is a tribute to 
his grace. 
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Men don’t know that they are godly,  

by believing that they are godly.

s o l o m o n  s T o D D a r D

In all the acts of saving faith the Holy Spirit enables us

not just to perceive and affirm factual truth,

but also to apprehend and embrace spiritual beauty.

It is the embracing of spiritual beauty  

that is the essential core of saving faith.

This is what I mean by being satisfied  

with all that God is for us in Jesus.

Spiritual beauty is the beauty of God  

diffused in all his works and words.

Embracing this, or delighting in it,  

or being satisfied with it,

is the heart of saving—and sanctifying—faith.
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C H A P T E R  1 5

a TasTe oF  
sPiriTual beauTy 

Lost “Believers”? 

one of the reasons this book has so many chapters is that the lon-
ger I thought about faith in future grace, the more questions 
there were to answer. For example, is it possible to believe the 

promises of God about the security of the saints, and yet be lost? If faith in 
future grace means believing the promises of God, how is it that those 
promises could be believed and yet the “believer” not be saved? 

This possibility is implied in Matthew 7:21–23: “Not everyone who says 
to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does 
the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, 
‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your 
name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to 
them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’” These 
folks believed that they were secure. Otherwise they would not have been so 
stunned at Jesus’ rejection. They knew Christian teaching. And when they 
read promises like, “I will never leave you nor forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5), 
they believed them, or so it seems. At least they thought the promises were true 
for them and gave them security. They were shocked to hear that the Lord did 
not know them and that they were going to be cast out of his presence. 

In Former Days It Was a Major Concern 

The breezy, lighthearted religious atmosphere of recent generations does not 
support the kind of seriousness and urgency needed to deal with such 
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warnings. But there have been times and teachers who have dealt pro-
foundly with them. Not many pastors and theologians have struggled more 
deeply with the frightening reality of deluded hypocrisy than Jonathan 
Edwards, during the days of the First Great Awakening in New England. 
His book A Treatise Concerning the Religious Affections (1746) probes the laby-
rinthine habitations of human affections. He was not alone. All the heirs of 
the Puritans cared deeply that religious experience be spiritual and gra-
cious, not merely natural and counterfeit. Men like Thomas Shepard (1605–
1649) and John Flavel (1630–1691) led the way for Edwards in his thinking 
about the subtlety of human sin and self-deception. 

Edwards cites Shepard’s reference to “presumptuous peace” in some 
professing believers.1 He quotes Flavel’s observation that “so strong may this 
false assurance be, that they dare boldly venture to go to the judgment seat 
of God, and there defend it.”2 He quotes his grandfather, Solomon Stoddard, 
“Men don’t know that they are godly, by believing that they are godly.”3 
Edwards develops his own extended thoughts under this thesis: “It is no suf-
ficient reason to determine that men are saints, and their affections gracious, 
because the affections they have are attended with an exceeding confidence that 
their state is good.”4 In other words, Edwards was deeply concerned, espe-
cially in the fervor of revival, that the biblical nature of saving faith be 
grasped, lest people be deceived by their own experiences. 

In this Edwards was following the apostle Paul who was concerned, for 
example, that some in the church at Corinth were deluded in their enthusi-
asm. “Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! With-
out us you have become kings! And would that you did reign, so that we 
might share the rule with you!” (1 Corinthians 4:8). They thought they were 
much further along in their spiritual lives than they were. Some might not 
even be Christians. To such ones he cautioned, “Examine yourselves, to see 
whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not realize this 

 1. Quoted in “A Treatise Concerning the Religious Affections,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 
vol. 2 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), 174. 

 2. Ibid., 171. 

 3. Ibid., 177. 

 4. Ibid., 170 (emphasis added). For a contemporary assessment of what aspects of revival today 
are spiritual and what are not, see John White, When the Spirit Comes with Power, (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988, 82): “In itself, a given manifestation [of the Spirit] is no sign 
that something of spiritual value has been accomplished.”
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about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?—unless indeed you fail to 
meet the test!” (2 Corinthians 13:5). 

What Was Wrong with Wonder-Working Faith? 

So, if we can believe the promises of God and still be lost, what does it take 
to make this believing real? In Matthew 7:23 Jesus called the deceived 
“workers of lawlessness.” So their resistance to the “will” of God (v. 21) and 
their giving in to “lawlessness” (v. 23) betrayed the true condition of their 
hearts, and the absence of authentic faith. We must not simply say, “What 
they needed was works alongside their faith.” No, the faith was defective. We 
know this because Jesus said three verses earlier, “A healthy tree cannot bear 
bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit” (Matthew 7:18). Which 
means that the fruit of obedience does not come in alongside a tree and 
make it good, but the authentic health of the tree is what produces the fruit 
of obedience. 

The questions then, are What’s wrong with the faith of these very reli-
gious people? And why did their faith (which could prophesy and exorcise 
and do miracles!) not produce the good fruit that Jesus calls “the will of my 
Father who is in heaven” (v. 21)? What would turn the “faith,” which they 
thought they had, into sanctifying, and thus saving, faith? What is the essence 
of faith in future grace? 

Listening to the Wisdom of Charles Hodge 

One way to get at the answer is to ponder something that a great old Chris-
tian teacher wrote over a century and a half ago. Charles Hodge was born in 
1797. He became a profound theologian and professor at Princeton Semi-
nary for over fifty years. Mark Noll calls him “the greatest representative of 
conservative Calvinism in the nation’s last two hundred years.”5 But he was 
far more than an academic theologian. He was a deeply spiritual person. His 
lifelong friend, Henry Boardman wrote, “Christ was not only the ground of 
his hope, but the acknowledged sovereign of his intellect, the soul of his 

 5. Charles Hodge, The Way of Life, ed. Mark Noll (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), 31. 
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theology, the unfailing spring of his joy, the one all-pervading, all-glorifying 
theme and end of his life.”6 

It’s not surprising, then, that in 1841 Hodge wrote a book on the Chris-
tian life for ordinary Christians. It was called The Way of Life and contains a 
chapter on faith that has helped me clarify my understanding of the essence 
of faith in future grace. He shows in this chapter that the Bible uses the word 
faith for all sorts of different states of mind including “deadness.” “For as the 
body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead” 
( James 2:26). “Faith” can also refer to faith that demons have: “You believe 
that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder!” ( James 
2:19). 

The Basis of Believing Determines  
the Experience of Believing

He points out that acts of believing may differ from each other as the basis 

of the believing differs from case to case. For example, believing something 
because you have heard a reliable testimony (as in John 4:42) is not neces-
sarily the same mental and spiritual experience as believing something 
because you have tasted or apprehended its spiritual beauty. 

When you believe merely on the basis of a testimony, you might assent 
to the truth without delighting in it or seeing it as spiritually beautiful. But 
when you believe because you have had a spiritual “taste” or “apprehension” 
of spiritual beauty, then the faith itself is permeated by this taste of spiritual 
beauty. Hodge says, “We may believe on the testimony of those in whose 
veracity and judgment we confide, that a man of whom we know nothing 
has great moral excellence. But if we see for ourselves the exhibition of his 
excellence, we believe for other reasons, and in a different way.”7 

This is where Hodge helps us with our question: What turns believing 
into saving faith? He says that when we see spiritual excellence for ourselves, 
we believe “in a different way.” This “different way” is what makes believing 
into saving faith. Don’t misunderstand here. There is nothing wrong with 
believing Christ or believing his promises on the basis of the testimony of 

 6. Ibid., 43. 

 7. Ibid., 154. 
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others. In fact, that is how all of us came to faith. We came to rely on the 
testimony of the apostles in the Bible. But being persuaded that Christ and 
his promises are factual is not by itself saving faith. That is why some profess-
ing Christians will be shocked at the last day, when they hear him say, “I 
never knew you,” even though they protest that he is “Lord, Lord.” Believing 
that Christ and his promises are true, based on a testimony, is a necessary 
part of faith. But it is not sufficient to turn faith into saving faith. 

What makes faith saving faith is this “different way” of believing that 
comes from a different (not alternative, or contradictory) way of apprehend-
ing or tasting the reality behind the testimony we affirm. This different way 
is what Hodge calls a “spiritual apprehension of the truth.” He says, “It is a 
faith which rests upon the manifestation by the Holy Spirit of the excellence, 
beauty, and suitableness of the truth.… It arises from a spiritual apprehen-
sion of the truth, or from the testimony of the Spirit with and by the truth 
in our hearts.”8 

To illustrate this kind of spiritual apprehension, Hodge cites Luke 10:21, 
“In that same hour [Jesus] rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank you, 
Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from 
the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for 
such was your gracious will.’” In other words, the truth about Jesus and his 
ministry and the kingdom of God was seen externally by some; but to “little 
children,” God revealed it. This revelation enabled that spiritual apprehen-
sion and taste that moves the heart to embrace and savor the reality, not just 
think that it is true. 

Hodge cited in a similar way Matthew 16:16–17. Jesus asked the disci-
ples who he was, and Peter “replied, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living 
God.’ And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh 

and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.’ ” There 
were evidences for the truth of Jesus’ messiahship. Peter saw these. He was 
persuaded by them. But Jesus told Peter that the decisive thing in his faith 
was that God, not flesh and blood, had revealed Christ to him. In other 
words, a spiritual work had been done to enable Peter to go beyond what 
human reason can do and taste the spiritual reality of Christ’s worth and 
embrace it.

 8. Ibid., 156. 
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One other text that Hodge cited to illustrate this “different way” of com-
ing to true faith was 2 Corinthians 4:6. “God, who said, ‘Let light shine out 
of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the 
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” When the gospel of Christ is 
preached, some may affirm the testimony of the preacher for various rea-
sons—perhaps he is logically compelling, or a charismatic speaker, or an 
admired leader, or a parent. There are many reasons—some reasonable and 
some not—for affirming a testimony to Christ. That affirmation is a neces-
sary part of coming to faith in Christ (Romans 10:17). 

But Paul says a special work of God is necessary too. God must do some-
thing in us like he did on the first day of creation when he said, “Let there 
be light.” He must shine in our hearts to give us a spiritual apprehension of 
the glory of Christ. That is, we must have a spiritual “taste” that he is glori-
ously precious beyond all competing values and treasures. When this hap-
pens, we not only affirm Christ as the true object of someone else’s testimony; 
we also “embrace” him as the spiritually excellent treasure of our souls. This 
is the essence of saving faith.9 

Understanding and Embracing 

Therefore, two things are necessary for saving faith to emerge. One is to use 
our perception and our minds to hear and see and understand and validate 
a testimony to the truth of Christ. The other is that we must apprehend and 
embrace the spiritual beauty and worth of Christ through the illumination of 

 9. A hundred years before Charles Hodge pondered these things, Jonathan Edwards was probing 
the depths of true faith as he wrestled with much inauthenticity of religious affection in the 
Great Awakening in New England. This text in 2 Corinthians 4:4–6 was also central for 
Edwards’s understanding of saving faith. He said of this text, “Nothing can be more evident 
than that a saving belief of the gospel is here spoken of by the apostle as arising from the mind 
being enlightened to behold the divine glory of the things it exhibits.” “Dissertation Concern-
ing the Religious Affections,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: The Banner 
of Truth Trust, 1974), 290. 

Edwards believed that saving faith must be reasonable and spiritual. “By a reasonable 
conviction I mean a conviction founded on real evidence, or upon that which is good reason, or 
just ground of conviction.” Where does this evidence come from? “The gospel of the blessed 
God does not go abroad begging for its evidence, so much as some think: it has its highest and 
most proper evidence in itself.” Specifically “the mind ascends to the truth of the gospel by one 
step, and that is its divine glory.… Unless men may come to a reasonably solid persuasion and 
conviction of the truth of the gospel…by a sight of its glory, it is impossible that those who are 
illiterate and unacquainted with history, should have any thorough and effectual conviction of 
it at all” (292). 

Thus, as in the view of Hodge, “It is requisite not only that the belief…should be reasonable, 
but also a spiritual belief or conviction.” Not all reasonable conviction is genuine, saving conviction, 
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the Holy Spirit. Without this compelling spiritual taste of Christ’s captivating 
excellence, a person’s conviction about a testimony may be no more than the 
devil’s useless assurance that Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the Life. He 
“believes” it, but he does not apprehend it as beautiful and precious and won-
derfully suited to accomplish good and holy purposes. He assents in one way, 
but not with a hearty, or, as the Puritans say, “cordial” assent. He does not taste 
Christ as compellingly attractive. His “faith” is dead because it is not animated 
by the essential thing: spiritual apprehension of spiritual beauty. 

Embracing Promises 

What then does this mean for my repeated claim in this book that believing 

the promises of God is the essential thing in saving, life-changing faith? My claim is 
that justifying and sanctifying faith are one, and that the heart of this faith 
is future-oriented, promise-trusting confidence in God. What then does 
this insight from Hodge imply for my claim? 

It implies that I must say more about this act of believing the promises. I 
must say now that it includes a spiritual apprehension of the beauty of God in 
and behind the promises. I must draw attention to the element of faith that 
embraces or apprehends or tastes the glory of God which we will enjoy as the 
essence of these promises. In other words, saving faith in the promises of God 
must include spiritual delight in the God of the promises. I don’t want to over-
state this. I say that saving faith must “include” delight. Delight in the glory of 
God is not the whole of what faith is. But I think that without it, faith is dead. 

David Brainerd’s Most Agreeable Conversation 

David Brainerd, the young missionary to the Indians whose Journal was 
published by Jonathan Edwards in 1749, saw these things more clearly in 
his day than most of us do today. Three months before Brainerd died at the 

for “some natural men yield a kind of assent of their judgments to the truth of the Christian 
religion from the rational proofs or arguments that are offered to evince it.” He cites, for exam-
ple, Judas and others who heard Jesus (John 2:23–25) and Simon the Sorcerer (Acts 8:13, 23). 
True faith must be spiritual as well as reasonable. “A spiritual conviction of the truth of the great 
things of the gospel, is such a conviction as arises from having a spiritual apprehension” (290). 
This spiritual apprehension “consists in a sense and taste of the divine, supreme, and holy excel-
lency and beauty of those things.” “He that has perceived the sweet taste of honey, knows much 
more about it than he who has only looked upon it and felt it.” Thus “spiritual understanding 
primarily consists in this sense of taste of the moral beauty of divine things” (283). 
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age of thirty in October 1747, he was in Boston discussing the nature of sav-
ing faith. He had seen a wonderful awakening among the Indians in Cross-
weeksung, New Jersey, and so knew these things not just from study, but 
also from experience. It appears that there was a dispute between him and 
a certain unnamed man in Boston who argued that “the essence of saving 
faith lies in believing that Christ died for me in particular, and that this is 
the first act of faith in a true believer’s closing with Christ.”10 

Brainerd, like Edwards, disagreed with this. As Edwards explained in 
his note in Brainerd’s Journal, “The essence of saving faith was wholly left 
out of that definition of saving faith…the faith which he had defined had 

nothing of God in it, nothing above nature, nor indeed above the power of the 
devils.”11 In other words, the devils are fully capable of wanting to escape 
hell and believe that someone died to make a way for them. But they are not 
capable of believing this out of delight in the holiness and mercy of God that 
brought about this redemption. That is what Edwards meant by saying that 
saving faith must have “God in it.” 

A year earlier, July 7, 1746, Brainerd illustrated how he lived in the 
essence of saving faith, in spite of all his struggles with depression. He wrote, 
“My spirits were considerably refreshed and raised in the morning. There is 
no comfort, I find, in any enjoyment without enjoying God and being engaged 
in his service. In the evening, had the most agreeable conversation that ever 
I remember in all my life, upon God’s being ‘all in all’ [1 Corinthians 15:28], 
and all enjoyments being just that to us which God makes them, and no 
more. ’Tis good to begin and end with God.”12 

Safety from Hell and Satisfaction in God 

That man in Boston had half the answer. He knew that true faith must be a 
resting of soul. There must be a sense of safety and security. But, as far as we 
can tell, the nature of this “resting” was not God-centered. We must clarify 
the spiritual nature of this “resting” in order to distinguish it from the 
deluded resting of Matthew 7:22, where hypocrites have a kind of “resting” 

 10. Jonathan Edwards, The Life of David Brainerd, ed. Norman Pettit, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 
vol. 7 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985, orig. 1749), 456. 

 11. Ibid., 456 (emphasis added). 

 12. Ibid., 412 (emphasis added). 
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in God’s security. What we must say about resting is that to be a saving rest-
ing it must be a repose, not merely of safety from hell, but also a repose of 
satisfaction in the beauties of God (Psalm 16:11). 

This is missing from the hearts of the hypocrites of Matthew 7:22. If it 
were there, they would have delighted on earth in the very divine virtues that 
they were supposedly anticipating and resting in. But, instead, they were 
“evildoers” (nIv). It is not merely the security of the promises that frees us from 
motives to sin; but also the sweetness of the beauty of God in the promises.  
It is the spiritual nature of the things promised. When we apprehend the spiri-
tual beauty or sweetness of what is promised, and delight in it, not only are 
we freed from the insecurity of greed and fear that motivate so much sin, but 
we are also shaped in our values by what we cherish in the promise (see  
1 John 3:3). If we cherish the beauty of Christ in the gospel, we will cherish 
behavior—even painful sacrificial behavior—that reflects that beauty. 

How Do You Believe a Threat? 

What does this view of saving faith imply for believing negative promises—
that is, threats? Do we cherish the spiritual beauty of biblical threats like, “I 
warn you…that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of 
God” (Galatians 5:21; see 1 Corinthians 6:10)? In a sense we do. Hodge puts 
it like this: “Faith in his threatenings, founded upon a perception of their 
justice, their harmony with his perfections, and the ill-desert of sin, must 
produce fear and trembling.”13 

What Hodge is saying is that in order for faith in threatenings to be 
spiritually significant, the faith must be based on the apprehension of spiri-
tual beauty in the threatenings: harmony, justice, and the moral repugnance 
of sin. It is not enough simply to believe that terrible things are going to 
happen to you. This has scared many a person into a “decision” for Christ 
that proved, over time, not to be saving faith. Rather we must perceive and 
embrace and approve, from the heart, the spiritual fitness (that is, the dark 
beauty) of God’s threatening. 

What all this implies is that faith gets an essential element of its reality 
from the way it perceives the reality believed. If faith perceives the spiritual 

 13. Hodge, The Way of Life, 158. 
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beauty of divine threatenings, an essential element of faith is a sense of revul-
sion at the ugliness of sin, a withdrawal from the danger of sinning, and a 
pressing toward God and holiness. If faith perceives the spiritual beauty of 
divine promises, an essential element of faith is delight in the goodness of God, 
attraction to him and confidence in him. Hodge explains it like this: “Faith in 
his promises, founded upon the apprehension of his faithfulness and power, 
and their harmony with all his revealed purposes, [and] their suitableness to 
our nature and necessities, must produce confidence, joy and hope.”14

There Is a Joy in Faith and from Faith 

But I want to say a bit more than Hodge does. I don’t want to say merely that 
faith in promises produces “confidence, joy and hope,” but that an essential 

element in the faith itself is confidence and joy and hope. It is not false to say 
that faith produces these things. But that does not contradict the other truth: 
that confidence and joy and hope are part of the warp and woof of faith. 
One kind of joy and hope can beget other kinds; and joy can follow upon 
joy. But I want to preserve what we have seen, namely, that the essence of 
saving faith is a spiritual apprehension or tasting of spiritual beauty, which 
is delight. Yes, it is true, that faith yields delights. But if we do not taste the 

beauty of Christ in his promises as delightful, or as satisfying, we do not yet believe 

in a saving, transforming way. 

Is this not one of the reasons why so many professions of faith mis-
carry? Sometimes we call for decisions for Christ and bring people to crisis 
without contemplation. The only conversion that endures is based on a 
“beholding the glory of the Lord” (2 Corinthians 3:18). Unless we see the 
Lord as glorious, we will not be “transformed into the same image from one 
degree of glory to another.” When affliction comes, we will fall away. What 
holds us is prizing the surpassing value of Jesus (Philippians 3:8). 

Satisfied with All That God Is for Us in Jesus 

What then is the common essential element in all saving faith? What is it 
that makes believing in promises a saving act, rather than a deluded one like 

 14. Ibid., 158. 
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the experience of the hypocrites in Matthew 7:22? I have been putting it like 
this for some years: the essence of faith is “being satisfied with all that God is 
for us in Jesus.”15 I think this is as close as I know how to get, because it gets 
at this idea of “delighting in” or “cherishing” or “consenting to” or “embrac-
ing” spiritual beauty.16 

Another way to say it would be that, in all the acts of saving faith, the 
Holy Spirit enables us not just to perceive and affirm factual truth, but also 
to apprehend and embrace spiritual beauty. It is the “embracing of spiritual 
beauty” that is the essential core of saving faith. This is what I mean by 
“being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus.” Spiritual beauty is the 
beauty of God diffused in all his words and works—especially in the saving 
work of his Son. Embracing this, or delighting in it, or being satisfied with 
it, is the heart of saving faith. 

Or Better: Satisfied with All God Will Be for Us 

Nothing I have said here diminishes the burden of this book to press home 
vigorously the future-oriented aspect of faith. Over the years, Daniel Fuller 
and I have had many discussions about the role of the nature of saving faith 
and its relationship to the law and to justification and to works. We have not 
always seen eye to eye. But on this particular point, I agree with what he 
wrote in The Unity of the Bible:

A faith that only looks back to Christ’s death and resurrection is 
not sufficient.… Forgiveness for the Christian also depends on 
having, like Abraham, a futuristic faith in God’s promises. Thus 
we cannot regard justifying faith as sufficient if it honors only the 

 15. This definition was implicit in Piper, Desiring God, 70–71; and it became explicit in The Plea-
sures of God (235). I am gratified to read the same definition commended by John MacArthur in 
his excellent book Faith Works (Dallas: Word Publishing Co., 1993). He says, “Notice we have 
come full circle to the definition of faith suggested by the [Oxford] English dictionary: Faith is 
being satisfied with Christ.” (48). See also 30, 39, 52. He cites John 6:35 in support, which we 
will deal with in the next chapter. Similarly Ernest Reisinger makes the observation concern-
ing saving faith: “There is, however, one thing common to all who possess true saving faith, 
namely, a heart-satisfaction with God’s plan of salvation by Christ [including, of course, fellow-
ship with Christ himself]. When one is pleased with God’s method of satisfying His justice 
through Christ’s person and work, and when the soul and heart embrace that plan, then one is 
believing unto salvation.” Lord and Christ: The Implications of Lordship for Faith and Life (Phillips-
burg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1994), 46. 

 16.  See the support for this from Jonathan Edwards and our interpretation of 1 John 5:1–5 in 
chapter 12, note 3. Edwards argues that love “belongs to the essence of saving faith.” 
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past fact of Christ’s death and resurrection but does not honor  
the future promises of God, thus mocking his character and 
integrity.17 

If “all the promises of God find their Yes in [Jesus]” (2 Corinthians 
1:20), then to trust him now in the present is to believe that his promises will 
come true. Those are not two separate faiths—trusting him, and believing 
in his promises. Believing in Jesus means believing that he keeps his word. 
Being satisfied in the crucified and risen Jesus now includes the belief that at 
every future moment, to all eternity, nothing will separate us from his love, 
or keep him from working all things together for good.

Putting it all together, I would say that the spiritual beauty we need to 
embrace is the beauty of God that will be there for us in the future, certified 
for us by the glorious grace of the past. We need to taste now the spiritual 
beauty of God in all his past achievements—especially the death and resur-
rection of Christ for our sins—and in all his promises. Our confidence and 
trust must be in all that God himself will be for us in the next moment, and 
in the next month, and in the endless ages of eternity—“the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6). 

It is he and he alone who will satisfy the soul in the future. And it is the 
future that has to be secured and satisfied with spiritual riches of glory, if we 
are to live the radical Christian lives that Christ calls us to live here and now. 
If our present enjoyment of Christ now—our present faith—does not have 
in it the Yes to all God’s promises, it will not embrace the power for radical 
service in the strength that God (in every future moment) will supply (1 Peter 
4:11).

My prayer is that these reflections on the essence of faith will help us 
avoid superficial, oversimplified statements about believing the promises of 
God. It is a deep and wonderful thing. You do not have to be a theologian to 
experience it. God grants the experience to millions who cannot articulate 
all that is happening in their hearts. But we remain weak if we stay in the 
unthinking state of that beginning experience. We need to go deeper and 
become stronger by understanding biblically what God has wrought in us. 

 17. Daniel Fuller, The Unity of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1992), 272. 
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I join the apostle Paul in praying that the eyes of our hearts would be 
enlightened so that we might know the surpassing greatness of his power in 
us who believe (Ephesians 1:18 –19). That power has awakened in us, not 
just a desire for God to give us a happy future, but for God himself to be the 
essence of our happy future. It has produced in us, not just a delight in the 
promises of God, but in the God of the promises. Faith embraces God in all 
his promises. 
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Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life;  

whoever comes to me shall not hunger,  

and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.”

J o h n  6 : 3 5

Saving faith implies in its nature divine love…

Our love to God enables us to overcome the  

difficulties that attend keeping God’s commands;  

which shows that love is the main thing in saving faith,  

the life and power of it by which it produces great effects.

J o n a T h a n  e D W a r D s
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if we go wrong on the nature of faith, everything in the Christian life 
will go wrong. If all authentic obedience comes from faith in future 
grace, as this book maintains, then all obedience will be imperiled by 

misunderstanding and mis-experiencing what faith is. The essence of faith 
in future grace that we discovered in the previous chapter is so crucial we 
must now test it more thoroughly. 

The Great Gospel of Belief 

A good place to test our understanding of faith is the gospel of John. It has 
been called The Gospel of Belief.1 The verb believe occurs in John’s gospel over 
ninety times, compared to eleven times in Matthew, twelve in Mark, and 
nine in Luke. John says explicitly that the purpose of his gospel is “that you 
may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you 
may have life in his name” (20:31).

This theme of believing in Christ for the sake of eternal life runs through 
the whole gospel. We see it, for example, in John 3:16, “For God so loved the 
world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not per-
ish but have eternal life.” And John 5:24, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever 

 1.  Merrill Tenney, John: The Gospel of Belief (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 
1948). 
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hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life.” And in John 
11:25, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he 
die, yet shall he live.” So it is clear that saving faith is a dominant concern of 
the apostle John. Believing in Christ is more frequently and consistently 
mentioned in this book than in any other book in the New Testament. 

Incentive from Oscar Cullmann 

Will our understanding of faith’s essence (as being satisfied with all that 
God is for us in Jesus) hold up in this gospel? One of the reasons I believe it 
will is that it was John’s gospel that put me onto this understanding in the 
first place. In 1974 I was a new professor of Biblical Studies at Bethel College 
in St. Paul. It was my first semester of teaching after graduate school, and I 
was to teach the Introduction to the New Testament. When I came to the 
gospel of John, I devoted my energy to pondering what John meant by faith. 
I had been inspired to take this angle because of having just sat under Oscar 
Cullmann at the University of Munich as he lectured on the gospel of John. 
Cullmann’s painstaking interpretation had opened my eyes afresh to the 
depth and complexity of John’s thought beneath his apparently simple 
language. 

Believing That Does Not Save 

First, I noticed that in John’s gospel “believing” can be a false or deficient act 
that does not save. For example, John says that “when [Jesus] was in Jerusa-
lem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name when they saw the signs 
that he was doing” (2:23). There is a warning here that this “believing” may 
not be saving faith. It is based on “seeing the signs.” That is not bad in itself, 
especially since Jesus said, “Believe me that I am in the Father and the 
Father is in me, or else believe on account of the works themselves” ( John 14:11). 
True faith can come through seeing the miracles of Jesus. But the danger is 
that some people were being carried away by the mere power of Jesus and 
its potential for overthrowing the Romans. Jesus rejected this kind of enthu-
siasm: “Perceiving then that they were about to come and take him by force 
to make him king, Jesus withdrew again to the mountain by himself” ( John 
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6:15). And John himself said that not even Jesus’ brothers, who believed in 
the miracle-working power of Jesus ( John 7:3–4), and probably in his claim 
to be the Messiah, “believed in him” ( John 7:5). 

So when John says that “many believed in his name” (2:23) because 
they saw the signs he was doing, we are alerted to the fact that this “believ-
ing” may be a persuasion based on his power that does not go to the heart 
of who he is. This is, in fact, what seems to be the case with these “believ-
ers.” For the next verse says, “But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself 
to them, because he knew all people” ( John 2:24). In other words, what was 
on the inside did not correspond to what was professed on the outside. 
Their “faith” was, as C. K. Barrett says, “the appearance of faith.”2 Or, as 
Leon Morris says, “It is no more than a beginning.”3 Yet it is loosely called 
“believing.” 

The same deficiency of faith is found in John 8:31–37. This section 
begins with the words, “Jesus said to the Jews who had believed him…” 
( John 8:31). But before the section is concluded, Jesus says to these very 
Jews, “I know that you are offspring of Abraham; yet you seek to kill me 

because my word finds no place in you” ( John 8:37). The ones who “had 
believed him” were trying to kill him. This causes one commentator to say, 
“Either John is writing very carelessly or he means that the faith of these 
Jews was very deficient.”4 John is anything but a careless craftsman. There-
fore it is right to follow the second option. In the words of Leon Morris, 
“John is speaking of men who had made an outward profession, but that in 
this particular case it did not go very deep.”5 

Nevertheless, John uses the word believed to describe this deficient and 
inadequate response to Jesus. What this points to is that “believing,” in 
John’s gospel, is not something that lies on the face of the terms used, but is 
derived from the context of the gospel. So we must try to get at the deeper 
content of “believing” in John’s gospel. What is the essence of it that makes it 
a saving sort of believing, rather than a sham? 

 2. C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to John (London: S.P.C.K., 1960), 168. 

 3. Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1971), 
206. 

 4. Barrett, The Gospel According to John, 287. 

 5. Morris, The Gospel According to John, 455. 
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A Love Affair with the Praise of  
Men Makes Faith Impossible

One of the reasons that the miracles of Jesus might or might not lead to 
genuine faith was that they could so easily bolster the love of power and 
prestige that permeates the sinful heart and makes true faith impossible. 
Jesus addresses this problem in John 5:41–44. 

I do not receive glory from people. (42) But I know that you do 
not have the love of God within you. (43) I have come in my 
Father’s name, and you do not receive me. If another comes in his 
own name, you will receive him. (44) How can you believe, when 
you receive glory from one another and do not seek the glory that 
comes from the only God? 

In verse 44, John says that it is impossible to believe in Christ with true 
saving faith while the heart is carrying on a love affair with the praise of 
men. In other words, true faith involves a spiritual renovation of the heart. 
Faith cannot coexist with self-exaltation. It is inherently humble and God-
exalting. It looks away from itself to God and delights not in the praises of 
men, but in the glory of God. 

Verse 43 connects this principle with Jesus. He has come not in his own 
name, but in the name of his Father. This means that he embodies the kind 
of humble, God-exalting frame of heart that faith loves. But they will not 
receive him. Why not? Because he threatens their pride. If he came in his 
own name, Jesus says, they would receive him. Why? Because he would fit 
with the way they are: desiring that their own names be praised by men. The 
bottom line is that they do not love God (v. 42). That is, they don’t delight in 
his exaltation, but their own. This disposition cannot believe. Faith is impos-
sible for a person who is in love with the praise of men. 

We may infer then that true faith in John’s gospel is of such a nature that 
it excludes the bondage to applause. It includes a love for God—a savoring 
or relishing of God—that makes the praise of men pale by comparison with 
the treasure that God is. This is what we saw about saving faith in the previ-
ous chapter. 
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Loving the Light Is the Root of Faith 

Another passage that helps us get at the positive essence of saving faith in 
John’s gospel is John 3:19–21. 

And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and 

people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works 
were evil. (20) For everyone who does wicked things hates the light 
and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed. 
(21) But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may 
be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God. 

John is saying here that, before you will come to Christ, you must love 

the light rather than hate it. “Coming to the Christ” is one expression John 
uses to describe saving faith in Christ. You can see this, for example, in John 
5:40, “You refuse to come to me that you may have life.” And John 6:37, “All 
that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will 
never cast out.” And John 6:44, “No one can come to me unless the Father 
who sent me draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day.” Therefore 
John is saying that saving faith, or coming to Christ, must be preceded by 
some measure of transformation in the heart to take away the inborn hatred 
of spiritual light. 

This means that saving faith in John’s gospel is the act of a quickened, 
or renewed, heart that loves the light. Saving faith is not the mental assent 
of an old heart that loves the darkness. Love is implicit in John’s view of sav-
ing faith. This “love” is what we called, in the previous chapter, a “spiritual 
taste” for the beauty of Christ. Faith is not the mere affirmation that Christ 
is infinitely precious; faith is embracing Christ as precious because the light 
of Christ is loved and not hated. 

Believing Is Coming to Jesus for  
Satisfaction of Thirst 

I said in the previous chapter that the essence of saving faith is being satisfied 

with all that God is for us in Jesus. Another text in John that leads me to this 
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conviction is John 6:35, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall 
not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.” This text points 
to the fact that believing in Jesus is a feeding and drinking from all that 
Jesus is. It goes so far as to say that our soul-thirst is satisfied with Jesus, so 
that we don’t thirst anymore. He is the end of our quest for satisfaction. 
When we trust Jesus the way John intends for us to, the presence and prom-
ise of Jesus is so satisfying that we are not dominated by the alluring plea-
sures of sin (see Romans 6:14). This accounts for why such faith in Jesus 
nullifies the power of sin and enables obedience. 

John 4:14 points in the same direction: “Whoever drinks of the water 
that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will 
become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” In accord with 
John 6:35, saving faith is spoken of here as a drinking of water that satisfies 
the deepest longings of the soul. It’s the same in John 7:37–38: “Jesus stood 
up and cried out, ‘If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever 
believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of 
living water.’” Through faith, Christ becomes in us an inexhaustible foun-
tain of satisfying life that lasts forever and leads us to heaven. This he does 
by sending us his Spirit (see John 7:38–39). This fits with what we saw in 
chapter 12 concerning the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit that happens 
in us by faith. 

Faith Is a Gift of Grace 

This implies that saving faith in John is not a mere human work, but a free gift 
of God. John makes this plain is several ways. For example, in John 8:45–47 
he shows that not believing is ultimately owing to not being born of God. 

But because I tell the truth, you do not believe me. Which of you 
convicts me of sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? 
Whoever is of God hears the words of God. The reason why you do 

not hear them is that you are not of God. 

According to this text, you cannot even hear the Word of God (in a 
compliant way) if you are not “of God,” that is, not born anew by the free-
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blowing Spirit of God ( John 1:12–13; 3:8). Therefore faith is not a self-
wrought work, but a fruit of God’s work in the soul. It grows out of a heart 
that has been begotten from above and drawn to Christ. This is what Jesus 
means in John 6:44 when he says, “No one can come to me unless the 
Father who sent me draws him.” The drawing enables the “coming,” which 
we have seen above is the same as faith.6 The drawing corresponds to being 
“of God” in John 8:47. 

What Does It Mean to Be Jesus’ Sheep? 

This being drawn to Christ by God also corresponds to being Jesus’ sheep 
in John 10:27. In John 10:25–27, Jesus says, 

I told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my 
Father’s name bear witness about me, but you do not believe because 

you are not among my sheep. My sheep hear my voice, and I know 
them, and they follow me. 

The most amazing statement here is that we do not become sheep by 
believing; rather we believe only because we are sheep. This is the same as 
saying, “The reason you do not hear [my words] is that you are not of God.” 
Being “of God” and being a “sheep” are the same, and they are not the result 
of what we do in believing, but rather the result of what God does to us so 
that we can believe. 

 6. Sometimes it is objected that the drawing is not effectual but only suggestive since, in John 
12:32, Jesus says, “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” If 
he draws “all people,” they say, then, the drawing can’t really be the decisive thing in their 
coming, since many do not come. There are two problems with this objection. One is that “all 
people” is a loose translation of “all.” There is no word for “people” in the verse. It simply says, 
“I will draw all to myself.” It is likely that this “all” refers to “his own sheep” whom, as John 
10:3 says, he calls and they follow him. In John 10:16 Jesus says, “I have other sheep that are 
not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.” The words “must bring 
them” correspond to “draw all” in John 12:32. The other problem with saying that the drawing 
of John 6:44 is not effectual is that the same drawing is referred to once more at the end of 
chapter 6 in reference to why Judas betrayed Jesus: John 6:64. “‘But there are some of you who 
do not believe.’ For Jesus knew from the beginning who those were who did not believe, and 
who it was who would betray him. And he was saying, ‘This is why I told you, [that is, because 
Judas betrayed him] that no one can come to me unless it is granted him by the Father.’” This 
means that the ultimate explanation for why Judas betrayed Jesus is that it was not granted 
him by the Father to come. God left him in his rebellion as the “son of destruction” (John 
17:12). Therefore John does indeed intend for the “drawing” of John 6:44, 65 to be understood 
as decisive in begetting faith. 
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Faith Is So Radical It Cannot Be Self-Generated 

The point here is simply to say that this sovereign work of God’s initiative in 
creating faith corresponds with the radical thing that faith is. It is so con-
trary to proud, self-exalting, unspiritual, world-loving hearts that there is no 
way it could be self-generated. If we are to come to Jesus the way Jesus 
teaches us to come, we will have to be drawn by God. Our hate for the light 
will have to be overcome by God. Our distaste for the bread of heaven and 
the water of life will have to be transformed by God. Our love affair with the 
praises of men will have to be shattered by God. Our only hope is free and 
sovereign grace. 

Saving faith apprehends this grace as our only hope, tastes its beauty 
with spiritual discernment, and embraces it as the greatest treasure in the 
universe. Faith receives the gift of God’s transforming grace as it beholds in 
Jesus his compelling worth. All that God is for us in Jesus—past, present, 
and future—becomes the satisfaction of the believing soul. And the rest of 
life is lived not under the control of worldly desires, but in the powerful 
freedom of faith in future grace. 

Another word for these “worldly desires” is covetousness. This sin stands 
about as close to the center of evil as you can get. Conquering it demands a 
relentless—but also thrilling—battle. Freedom from covetousness is one of 
the most satisfying works of God in the human soul. We turn to the next 
chapter to ponder the way prizing the promises of Jesus purifies us from the 
persistent assaults of covetousness. 
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Keep your life free from love of money,  

and be content with what you have, for he has said,  

“I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  

So we can confidently say,

“The Lord is my helper; I will not fear;

what can man do to me?”

h e b r e W s  1 3 : 5 – 6

I have learned in whatever situation I am to be content.  

I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound.  

In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret  

of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need.  

I can do all things through him who strengthens me.

P h I l I P P I a n s  4 : 1 1 – 1 3

But godliness with contentment is great gain.

1  T I m o T h Y  6 : 6
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Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in FuTure 
Grace vs. 

coveTousness

The Big Picture 

let’s keep the big, strategic picture clear as we focus in these application 
chapters on the various tactical battles of the Christian life. The aim of 
this book is to fix in our minds this truth: the way to fight sin in our 

lives is to battle our bent toward unbelief. We are prone to drift away from a 
hearty confidence in who Christ is, what he has done for us, and all the prom-
ises that are sure because of Christ. We must never let go of the blood and 
righteousness of Christ as the ground of our right standing with God and 
guarantee of all God’s promises. By faith in Christ, we embrace him as our 
righteousness and we embrace all that God promises to be for us in him. The 
fulfillment of those promises, grounded in the work of Christ, is what I mean 
by future grace. This is the way we fight. Or to put it more positively, the way 
to pursue righteousness and love is to fight for faith in future grace. 

Why Fight for Faith in Future Grace? 

There is a practical holiness without which we will not see the Lord. “Strive 
for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see 
the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14). Many live as if this were not so. There are pro-
fessing Christians who live such unholy lives that they will hear Jesus’ 
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dreadful words, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawless-
ness” (Matthew 7:23). There are church-attending people who believe they 
are saved because they once prayed to receive Jesus, not realizing that the 
genuineness of that experience is proved by endurance: “The one who 
endures to the end will be saved” (Matthew 24:13). Paul says to professing 
believers, “If you live according to the flesh you will die” (Romans 8:13). So 
there is a holiness without which no one will see the Lord. And learning to 
fight for holiness by faith in future grace is supremely important. 

A second reason for stressing this particular strategy in fighting our sin is 
that there is another way to pursue holiness that backfires and leads to death. 
What a tragedy, that I might persuade you from Scripture that there is a holi-
ness without which we will not see the Lord—only to have you start fighting 
for it in a way that is denounced in Scripture and doomed to failure! 

The apostles warn us against serving God any other way than by faith 
in his enabling grace. For example, Peter says, “Whoever serves, [let him do 
so] as one who serves by the strength that God supplies—in order that in 
everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 4:11). And 
Paul says, “I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has 

accomplished through me” (Romans 15:18; see also 1 Corinthians 15:10). 
Moment by moment, grace arrives to enable us to do “every good work” that 
God appoints for us. “And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so 
that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every 

good work” (2 Corinthians 9:8). The fight for good works is a fight to believe 
in this future grace.

A third reason for this focus on fighting for faith in future grace is that 
I long for God to be glorified in our pursuit of holiness and love. But God is 
not glorified unless our pursuit is empowered by faith in his promises. And 
the God who revealed himself most fully in Jesus Christ, who was crucified 
for our sins and raised for our justification (Romans 4:25), is most glorified 
when we embrace his promises with joyful firmness because they are 
bought by the blood of his Son.

God is honored when we are humbled for our feebleness and failure, 
and when he is trusted for future grace (Romans 4:20). So unless we 
learn how to live by faith in future grace, we may perform remarkable 
religious rigors, but not for God’s glory. He is glorified when the power to 
be holy comes from humble faith in future grace. Martin Luther said, 
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“[Faith] honors him whom it trusts with the most reverent and highest 
regard, since it considers him truthful and trustworthy.”1 The trusted Giver 
gets the glory. 

My great desire is that we learn how to live for God’s honor. And that 
means living by faith in future grace, which, in turn, means battling unbe-
lief in all the ways it rears its head, including covetousness. 

What Is Covetousness? 

Amazingly, of all sins, covetousness ranks high enough—or low enough—
to be explicitly forbidden in the Ten Commandments: “Thou shalt not covet” 
(Exodus 20:17, kJv). There’s a good clue to its meaning in 1 Timothy 6:5–6. 
It speaks of “people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, 
imagining that godliness is a means of gain. But godliness with contentment 
is great gain.” The word covetousness isn’t used here, but the reality is what 
this text is all about. When verse 5 says that some are treating “godliness [as] 
a means of gain,” Paul responds in verse 6 that “godliness with contentment 
is great gain.” This gives us the key to the definition of covetousness. Covet-

ousness is desiring something so much that you lose your contentment in God. 

The opposite of covetousness is contentment in God. When content-
ment in God decreases, covetousness for gain increases. That’s why Paul 
says in Colossians 3:5 that covetousness is idolatry. “Put to death therefore 
what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry.” It’s idolatry because the contentment that the 
heart should be getting from God, it starts to get from something else. 

So covetousness is desiring something so much that you lose your con-
tentment in God. Or: losing your contentment in God so that you start to 
seek it elsewhere. 

Have you ever considered that the Ten Commandments begin and end 
with virtually the same commandment—“You shall have no other gods 
before me” (Exodus 20:3) and “You shall not covet” (Exodus 20:17)? These 
are almost equivalent commands. Coveting is desiring anything other than 
God in a way that betrays a loss of contentment and satisfaction in him. 
Covetousness is a heart divided between two gods. So Paul calls it idolatry. 

 1. Martin Luther, The Freedom of a Christian, in Three Treatises (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1960), 
284. 
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Flee Covetousness, Fight for Faith 

In 1 Timothy 6:6–12, Paul is trying to persuade and empower people not to 
be covetous. But let’s be sure that we see how Paul understands this battle 
against covetousness. He gives reasons for not being covetous in verses 6–10 
(which we will come back to). Then, in verse 11 he tells Timothy to flee the 
love of money and the desire to be rich. “O man of God, flee these things.” 
Instead of giving in to covetousness, he continues, “Pursue righteousness, 
godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness.” Then out of that list he picks 
“faith” for special attention, and says in verse 12, “Fight the good fight of the 
faith.” In essence, then, he says, “Flee covetousness…fight the good fight of 
faith.” In other words, the fight against covetousness is nothing other than 
the fight of faith in future grace. 

The Fight for Contentment— 
That Is, Faith in Future Grace

When you stop and think about it, that’s just what the definition of covet-
ousness implies. I said that covetousness is desiring something so much that 
you lose your contentment in God. Or, it’s losing your contentment in God 
so that you start to seek contentment elsewhere. But this contentment in 
God is just what faith is. 

Recall from chapter 16 how Jesus said in John 6:35, “I am the bread of 
life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall 
never thirst.” In other words, what it means to believe in Jesus is to experi-
ence him as the satisfaction of my soul’s thirst and my heart’s hunger. Faith 
is the experience of contentment in Jesus. The fight of faith is the fight to 
keep your heart contented in Christ—to really believe, and keep on believ-
ing, that he will meet every need and satisfy every longing. 

Gratitude for Gifts You Are Content Without 

Paul said that this was not only a fight to be fought (1 Timothy 6:12), but a 
secret that had to be learned. “I have learned in whatever situation I am to be 
content.… In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing 
plenty and hunger, abundance and need” (Philippians 4:11–12). The force of 
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Paul’s testimony here comes out more clearly if we see why he wrote it to the 
Philippians. He is writing this fourth chapter of Philippians to thank the 
church for their financial generosity to him. But Paul had been blistered 
with criticism more than once for having ulterior motives in his ministry—
that he really wanted people’s money, not their salvation (see 1 Corinthians 
9:4–18; 2 Corinthians 11:7–12; 12:14–18; 1 Thessalonians 2:5, 9; Acts 20:33). 
So he is skittish about giving any impression that he is eager to get their 
money. 

How does he deflect that suspicion? Twice he says, “Thanks, but…” In 
Philippians 4:10–11, he says, “I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at 
length you have revived your [financial] concern for me.… Not that I am 
speaking of being in need.” In other words, my joy in your giving is not 
because I have lost my contentment. On the contrary, “I have learned in 
whatever situation I am to be content. I know how to get along with humble 
means, and I also know how to live in prosperity.” To deflect the criticism 
that he is covetous for their gifts, he says that his gratitude for their gifts does 
not come from discontent. 

He does the very same thing in the next paragraph (Philippians 4:15, 
17). He praises them for being the only church that has repeatedly sent him 
support. “You Philippians yourselves know that…no church entered into 
partnership with me in giving and receiving, except you only.… Not that I 
seek the gift, but I seek the fruit that increases to your credit.” Here again: 
“Thanks, but…” He deflects the accusation of covetousness. “I am glad you 
support me, but…don’t misunderstand. If it sounds like I am seeking your 
gifts, that’s a mistake.” 

Only this time, instead of saying that he has learned to be content with-
out their gifts (vv. 11–12), he says that the cause of his joy is their benefit, not 
his. “I seek the fruit that increases to your credit.” They are the richer for 
their generosity, not just Paul. As Jesus said, they have been laying up for 
themselves treasures in heaven by being generous to the needy (Luke 12:33). 

So, after his first expression of thanks he says, “Don’t misunderstand, 
I’m not discontent” (see Philippians 4:11). And after his second expression 
of thanks, he says, “Don’t misunderstand, what I really seek is that you be 
blessed” (see Philippians 4:17). This shows that love is the flip side of con-
tentment. Love “seeketh not her own” (1 Corinthians 13:5, kJv). It seeks the 
good of the neighbor (1 Corinthians 10:24). This is what Paul was doing. 
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“Not that I seek the gift itself, but I seek for the profit which increases to your 
account.” Where did this impulse of love come from? It came from content-
ment. “I have learned in whatever situation I am to be content.” Therefore 

what I seek is not the gift that comes to me in receiving, but the benefit that 
comes to you in giving. Contentment is the cause of love. 

I Can Do All Things Through Christ,  
Including Hunger 

And where does this contentment come from? Philippians 4:13 gives the 
answer: “I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” God’s provi-
sion of day-by-day future grace enables Paul to be filled or to be hungry, to 
prosper or suffer, to have abundance or go wanting. “I can do all things” 
really means “all things,” not just easy things. “All things” means, “Through 
Christ I can hunger and suffer and be in want.” This puts the stunning 
promise of verse 19 in its proper light: “My God will supply every need of 
yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.” What does “every 
need of yours” mean in view of Philippians 4:19? It means “all that you need 
for God-glorifying contentment.” Paul’s love for the Philippians flowed from 
his contentment in God, and his contentment flowed from his faith in the 
future grace of God’s infallible provision. 

It’s obvious then that covetousness is exactly the opposite of faith. It’s 
the loss of contentment in Christ so that we start to crave other things to 
satisfy the longings of our hearts. And there’s no mistaking that the battle 
against covetousness is a battle against unbelief and a battle for faith in 
future grace. Whenever we sense the slightest rise of covetousness in our 
hearts, we must turn on it and fight it with all our might using the weapons 
of faith. 

We Must Believe the Warnings Too 

Paul saw clearly that the main fuel for faith is the Word of God—promises 
such as, “My God will supply…” So when covetousness begins to raise its 
greedy head, what we must do is begin to preach the Word of God to our-
selves. We need to hear what God says. We need to hear his warnings about 
what becomes of the covetous and how serious it is to covet. And we need 
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to hear his promises of future grace that give great contentment to the soul, 
and free us to love. 

Consider some warnings against covetousness. Let them send you run-
ning to the covetousness-destroying promises. 

1. coveTousness never brIngs saTIsFacTIon. 
“He who loves money will not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves 
wealth with his income; this also is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 5:10). God’s Word 
on money is that it does not satisfy those who love it. If we believe him, we 
will turn away from the love of money. It is a dead-end street. 

Jesus put it like this in Luke 12:15, “Take care, and be on your guard 
against all covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of 
his possessions.” If the Word of the Lord needed confirming, there are 
enough miserable rich people in the world to prove that a satisfied life does 
not come from having things. Just as many people commit suicide by jump-
ing off the Coronado Bridge in San Diego (in spite of wealth), as jumping off 
the Brooklyn Bridge in New York (because of poverty). 

2. coveTousness chokes oFF sPIrITual lIFe. 
When Jesus told the parable of the soils (Mark 4:1–20), he said that some 
seed “fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it.” Then he 
interpreted the parable and said that the seed is the Word of God. The 
thorns choking the seed are: “the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of 
riches and the desires for other things” (v. 19). Covetousness is the “desire for 
other things” in competition with the Word of God. 

A real battle rages when the Word of God is preached. “The desire for 
other things” can be so strong that the beginnings of spiritual life can be 
choked out altogether. This is such a frightful warning that we should all be 
on our guard every time we hear the Word to receive it with faith and not 
choke it with covetousness. This is the conclusion of Jesus after telling that 
parable: “Take care then how you hear” (Luke 8:18). 

3. coveTousness sPaWns manY oTher sIns. 
When Paul says, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evils” (1 Timothy 
6:10), he means that the kind of heart that finds contentment in money and 
not in God is the kind of heart that produces all other kinds of evils. James 
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gives an example, “You covet and cannot obtain so you fight and wage war” 
( James 4:2, my translation). In other words, if we were content, like Paul, in 
hard times and easy times, we would not be driven to fight and wage war 
like this. Covetousness is a breeding ground for a thousand other sins. And 
that heightens the warning to flee from it and fight for contentment in God 
with all our might. 

4. coveTousness leTs You DoWn When You neeD helP mosT. 
It lets you down in the hour of death. In 1 Timothy 6:7, Paul says, “We 
brought nothing into the world, and we cannot take anything out of the 
world.” At the greatest crisis of your life, when you need contentment and 
hope and security more than any other time, your money and all your pos-
sessions take wings and fly away. They let you down. They are fair-weather 
friends at best. And you enter eternity with nothing but the measure of 
contentment that you had in God. 

If you dropped dead right now, would you take with you a payload of 
pleasure in God or would you stand before him with a spiritual cavity where 
covetousness used to be? Covetousness lets you down just when you need 
help most. 

5. In The enD, coveTousness DesTroYs The soul. 
In 1 Timothy 6:9, Paul says again, “Those who desire to be rich fall into 
temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge 

people into ruin and destruction.” In the end, covetousness can destroy the soul 
in hell. The reason I am sure that this destruction is not some temporary 
financial fiasco, but final destruction in hell, is what Paul says in verse 12. 
He says that covetousness is to be resisted with the fight of faith; then adds, 
“Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and about which you 
made the good confession.” What’s at stake in fleeing covetousness and 
fighting for contentment in future grace is eternal life. 

So when Paul says in 1 Timothy 6:9 that the desire to be rich plunges 
people into ruin, he isn’t saying that greed can mess up your marriage 
or your business (which it certainly can!). He is saying that covetousness 
can mess up your eternity. Or, as verse 10 says at the end, “It is through 
this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced 

Future Grace inter.indd   226 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

227

themselves with many pangs” (literally: “impaled themselves with many 
pains”). 

God has gone the extra mile in the Bible to warn us mercifully that the 
idolatry of covetousness is a no-win situation. It’s a dead-end street in the 
worst sense of the word. It’s a trick and a trap. So my word to you is the word 
of 1 Timothy 6:11: “Flee these things.” When you see it coming (in a televi-
sion ad or a Christmas catalog or an Internet pop-up or a neighbor’s pur-
chase), run from it the way you would run from a roaring, starving lion 
escaped from the zoo. But where do you run? 

The Sword That Puts Covetousness to Death 

You run to the arsenal of faith and quickly take the mantle of prayer from 
Psalm 119:36 and throw it around yourself: “[O Lord], incline my heart to 
your testimonies, and not to selfish gain!” In other words, “Grant me the 
future grace of strong influences on my heart to give me an appetite for your 
truth that breaks the power of my appetite for things.” Without the future 
grace of God, our hearts will pursue money. We must pray that he will 
incline our hearts to his Word, where the triumph over covetousness is 
promised. 

After putting on this mantle of prayer, we must then quickly take down 
two cutlasses from the armory of God’s Word: a short one and a long one, 
specially made by the Holy Spirit to slay covetousness. And we must stand 
our ground at the door. When the lion of covetousness shows his deadly 
face, we show him the shorter cutlass, namely, 1 Timothy 6:6, “Godliness 
with contentment is great gain.” 

We preach it to our souls and thrust it at the attacking greed. “GREAT 
GAIN! Great gain in godliness with contentment! Stay where you are, lion 
of covetousness. I have great gain when I rest contented in God. He is my 
treasure now, and he will be to the end. This is my faith in future grace. Be 
gone!” 

Then, if the lion persists, you take the longer cutlass (Hebrews 13:5–
6): “Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, 
for he has said, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.’ So we can confi-
dently say, ‘The Lord is my helper; I will not fear; what can man do to me?’” 
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Trusting this all-satisfying promise of future grace, you drive it into the 
chest of the lion of greed. You do exactly what Paul says in Colossians 3:5, 
“Put to death…covetousness.” 

Brothers and sisters, all covetousness is unbelief in future grace. Learn 
with me, O learn with me how to use the sword of the Spirit to fight the 
good fight of faith, and lay hold on the future grace of eternal life! 
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The two conditions of Romans 8:28 are simply  

clarifications of what it really means to trust God  

for this great promise of future grace.

Trusting him for this promise is not merely

believing that he will work for your good.

You can believe that and be wrong.

It means looking through the promise to  

the One who promises, and by grace— 

that is, by his sovereign call—apprehending in him  

the spiritual worth and beauty that will go  

on satisfying your heart forever;

and then embracing that beauty as your chief  

treasure above all that the world can give.

This is the meaning of loving God,

and this is the essence of faith in future grace.

When you have this faith—when you fulfill this  

condition by God’s gracious call— 

God works all things together for your good.
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C H A P T E R  1 8

hoW To TrusT 
condiTional 

ProMises

our discussion in chapters 14 through 16, on the nature of saving 
faith, is tremendously important for understanding the condition-

ality1 of future grace. I know that for many people the very term 
“conditional grace” sounds like a contradiction—like “dry water” or “short 
skyscraper.” This is not entirely bad, because, in fact, not all grace is condi-
tional. And not all that is conditional is conditional in the same way. Stay 
with me for a few minutes and I think the Scriptures will bring some won-
derful clarity to this puzzle. 

A Panorama of Conditional Grace 

Take, for example, the precious promise of Romans 8:28 that we considered 
in chapter 9. It contains an all-encompassing promise of future grace, 
namely, that God will work all things together for your good. But this mag-
nificent promise, which has carried millions of believers through the dark-
est times, is doubly conditional. “We know that for those who love God all 
things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.” 
The first condition is that we must love God; the second condition is that we 
must be called according to God’s purpose. A vast, eternal panorama of 

 1. In this book, the term condition carries the simple dictionary definition, “Something essential 
to the appearance or occurrence of something else: prerequisite.” Webster’s New Collegiate Dic-
tionary (Springfield, MA., G. & C. Merriam Co., 1977), 235. It does not imply “uncertainty” 
about whether the condition will be fulfilled. Such a claim will be determined by the context. 
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future grace is summed up in the promise that God will work all things for 
our good. And all this future grace is conditional. 

With all our hearts we want that promise to be true for us. We want to 
believe it and put our trust and hope in it. But how do you believe a conditional 

promise? I mean, how do you believe it in a way that truly, rather than delu-
sively, comforts your soul? I assume that the promise is not true for people 
who do not love God and are not called according to his purpose. If such 
people believed that God would work all things together for their good, they 
would be mistaken—like the people in Matthew 7:22–23 (see chapter 15). 

Before I try to answer the question how to believe a conditional promise 
like Romans 8:28, I think we need to make sure that the magnitude of this 
issue is plainly before us. So first let me try to show from Scripture what 
magnificent works of grace are not conditional, and then what equally mag-
nificent works of grace are conditional—and how they are. 

Electing Grace Is Unconditional 

It is an unspeakably precious grace that God has chosen for himself before 
the foundation of the world: a people to be saved from their sins and who 
will glorify and enjoy him forever. This choosing was absolutely uncondi-

tional. “He chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we 
should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for 
adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will” 
(Ephesians 1:4–5).2 Paul illustrates the unconditionality of God’s choice in 
the case of Jacob. He says that God chose Jacob over Esau when they “were 
not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in order that God’s 
purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of 
him who calls” (Romans 9:11).3 

Notice in that last line that Paul does not contrast “works” with “faith.” 
He does not say, “The choice stands not because of works, but because of 
faith.” That would make faith a condition of election. But it isn’t. Nothing is 
a condition of election except the grace and wisdom of God. That’s why Paul 

 2. For a justification of this interpretation, see Piper, The Pleasures of God, 120–21, note 13. 

 3. For a fuller discussion of this text, see Piper, The Pleasures of God, 113–14; and The Justification 
of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1–23, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1993), 47–74. 
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says: “God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but 
because of—him who calls.”

Regenerating Grace Is Unconditional 

Which brings us to the second work of grace that is absolutely uncondi-
tional—the calling of God. The calling I have in mind here is not the outward 
call that happens whenever the gospel is preached,4 but the inward work of 
God, when his call wakens a sinner from death, overcomes all resistance, and 
makes the glory of Christ irresistibly compelling. When this happens, faith is 
created and a person believes in Christ freely from a new heart (1 Corinthians 
1:23–24; 2 Corinthians 4:4–6; Acts 16:14; Romans 8:30; Ezekiel 36:26).5 This 
calling of God is not based on faith or works. It precedes and enables both. 
Paul says, God has “called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but 
because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before 
the ages began” (2 Timothy 1:9). Again, notice, just as with election, the 
ground of our calling is not works and not faith, but “his own purpose and 
grace” of God determined from all eternity “before the ages began.” 

This calling is also referred to as new birth (1 Peter 1:3) or regeneration 
(Titus 3:5). It is unconditional because before this “call” or “new birth,” we 
were spiritually dead (Ephesians 2:1, 5) and unable to respond positively to 
God (Romans 8:7–8; 1 Corinthians 2:14). This calling is the gracious act by 
which God grants repentance (2 Timothy 2:25; Acts 5:31; 11:18) and brings 
about faith (Ephesians 2:8–9; Philippians 1:29).

Unconditional Common Graces 

Besides these two unconditional works of grace (election and calling), God 
also unconditionally showers the world with common graces that no one 
deserves. Jesus said, “[God] makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, 
and sends rain on the just and the unjust” (Matthew 5:45). And Paul said the 
same thing to the Gentiles in Lystra who had never known the true God: 

 4. This is the meaning of the word called in Matthew 22:14, “Many are called, but few are chosen,” 
but not in the writings of the apostle Paul. 

 5. For a fuller explanation of the unconditional call of God, see chapter 9, and Piper, The Pleasures 
of God, 125–26. 
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“[God] did not leave himself without witness, for he did good by giving you 
rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and 
gladness” (Acts 14:17). The psalmist summed it up like this: “The lorD is 
good to all, and his mercy is over all that he has made” (Psalm 145:9). God 
lavishes his common graces on a world that in most cases is not fulfilling any 
of the conditions of faith or righteousness that God calls for from all people. 

Therefore, I conclude that, at least in these three instances, grace is 
unconditional—the saving grace of election and calling, and the many forms 
of common grace that sustain the world and keep it from reeling into chaos 
and anarchy. 

Three Great Graces That Are Conditional 

But there are cherished parts of our salvation that are conditional. The con-
dition of justification is faith. “That one is justified by faith apart from works 
of the law” (Romans 3:28; 5:1; see also Galatians 2:16; 3:24). The condition 
of sanctification is also faith. The condition of final glorification is persevering 
in this same faith and hope. “[God will] present you holy and blameless and 
above reproach before him, if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and stead-
fast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel” (Colossians 1:22–23). 

Some great works of grace are unconditional and some are conditional. 
Election and new birth are not conditional on any human act. God does them 
freely without reference to our works or our faith. Justification, sanctification, 
and final glorification, however, are all conditional upon faith. These are still 
acts of great grace. But God has ordained to make this grace a response to 
faith, whereas the grace of election and new birth precede and produce faith. 

Conditional, but Not Merited 

It should be plain from this, that fulfilling conditions does not imply earning 
anything or meriting anything. Grace is still free, even when it is conditional. 
There is such a thing as unmerited, conditional grace. Do not equate meeting 
conditions of grace with earning or meriting grace. “Earning grace” would 
indeed be a contradiction in terms, like “hot snow” or “verdant desert.”

Suppose I say, “If you are on the plane, you will fly to Chicago.” That is 
a genuine condition that has to be met. But, it does not tell you who will buy 
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your ticket or even if you will be carried, helpless, onto the plane. If some-
one else buys your ticket and carries you onto the plane, then you have 
fulfilled the condition of getting to Chicago, but you have not necessarily 
earned or merited the ride. It is crucial that we keep this distinction in 
mind. Not all conditions are means of meriting. In fact, some conditions are 
means of renouncing merit. That is what I have in mind when I speak of 
conditional grace. 

There are at least two reasons that conditional grace is free and unmer-
ited. We have seen them already in chapter 5. First, conditional grace is free 
and unmerited because the nature of the condition—faith—is such that it 
calls attention to God’s free bounty and our helpless need. Faith doesn’t 
earn. Faith banks on gifts of future grace. Second, conditional grace is free 
and unmerited because ultimately the condition of faith is a gift of grace. 
God graciously enables the conditions that he requires. Augustine (396–
430) expressed this most forcibly in connection with his own struggles with 
lust and incontinence. He was converted from a life of debauchery and dis-
covered that his only hope for purity was the transforming grace of God 
enabling him to meet what God required. In his Confessions he wrote, “O 
love that ever burnest and art never quenched! O Charity, my God, enkin-
dle me! Thou commandest continence. Grant what thou commandest and 
command what thou wilt.”6 This is the very meaning of the new covenant, 
as we saw in chapters 11 and 12. “God will circumcise your heart…so that 
you will love the lorD your God” (Deuteronomy 30:6). 

How to Believe a Conditional Promise 

There are other conditions for future grace. What they are and how they 
relate to faith and the freedom of grace we will discuss in the next chapter. 
But here I want to return to the question we asked at the beginning about 
Romans 8:28, namely, how do you believe such a doubly conditional prom-
ise? “We know that for those who love God all things work together for good, 
for those who are called according to his purpose.” Two conditions: (1) love God; 
(2) be called. How do you believe this promise without mistakenly thinking 
that it applies to you when it doesn’t?

 6. Quoted in Henry Bettenson, Documents of the Christian Church (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1967), 54. 
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First Condition: Love God 

In order to believe a conditional promise without delusion, you must be 
assured that the condition is true in your case. What would that mean for 
Romans 8:28? It would mean being sure that you are one who “loves God.” 
Is that a different condition than the condition of faith? Here is where our 
discussion in chapters 15 and 16 on the essence of faith becomes crucial. 
What emerged in those chapters is that the essence of saving and sanctify-
ing faith is our being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus. We also saw 
that another way of describing this essence is to speak in terms of loving 
God, that is, delighting in him, or savoring him, or cherishing him. We 
agreed with Jonathan Edwards who said, “Love is the main thing in saving 
faith, the life and power of it, by which it produces great effects.”7 

Therefore, the condition of the promise in Romans 8:28 is not contrary 
to the condition of faith, but is in fact another way of saying that we must 
have genuine faith, not just intellectual assent. God does not work all things 
together for the good of those who merely believe that he will. He works all 
things together for the good of those who love him, that is, who are satisfied 
with all that he is in Jesus. The experience of being sure that you love God 
is the same as experiencing delight in all that God is for you in Jesus. When 
you walk in that experience, you are loving God. And in that experience, 
you have the essential element of saving faith. 

What this means is that the conditions given by God with the promise 
of Romans 8:28 are meant to make clear the true nature of faith in the 
promise of God. You cannot savingly believe the promises of God without 
spiritually apprehending and embracing God’s worth and beauty. This 
apprehension and embracing is the essence of faith. 

Second Condition: Being Called 

It is also the root evidence of your being called by God. That’s the second 
condition given in Romans 8:28. “We know that for those who love God all 
things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.” 
I made a case earlier in this chapter and in chapter 9 that being called by 

 7. See chapter 12, note 3. 
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God in this context is a gracious act of God by which he wakens a sinner 
from death and gives him a new heart. It is the fulfillment of the new cov-
enant promise of Deuteronomy 30:6, “God will circumcise your heart…so 

that you will love the Lord your God.” 
In other words, the two conditions of the future grace in Romans 8:28 

are two sides of the same coin. On the underside is the work of God “calling” 
into being the new heart of love to God. And on the upper side is the experi-
ence of that divine work—love to God. The way you know you are called is 
by whether your heart opens to the grace of God and is drawn out to God 
with a satisfaction that overcomes the competing allurements of the world 
and frees you for a life of love. 

In Sum, the Condition of Future Grace Is Faith 

Therefore, the two conditions of Romans 8:28 are simply clarifications of 
what it really means to trust God for this great promise of future grace. 
Trusting him for this promise is not merely believing that he will work for 
your good. You can believe that and be wrong. It means looking through the 
promise to the One who promises, and by grace—that is, by his sovereign 
call—apprehending in him the spiritual worth and beauty that will go on 
satisfying your heart forever; and then embracing that beauty as your chief 
treasure above all that the world can give. This is the meaning of loving 
God, and this is the essence of faith in future grace. When you have this 
faith—when you fulfill this condition by God’s gracious call—God works 
all things together for your good. 

The promise of future grace is conditional. But it is not earned. And it is 
not merited. It is believed, trusted, hoped in. And the essence of this belief 
and trust and hope is that we are satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus. 
With that satisfaction comes the confidence that this staggering promise is 
true for us. And with that confidence comes a radical, free lifestyle of sacri-
ficial obedience that I call living by faith in future grace. 
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Turn to me and be gracious to me,  

as is your way with those who love your name.

P s a l m  1 1 9 : 1 3 2

Grace be with all who love our  

Lord Jesus Christ with love incorruptible.

e P h e s I a n s  6 : 2 4

The steadfast love of the Lord is from everlasting  

to everlasting…to those who keep his covenant.

P s a l m  1 0 3 : 1 7 – 1 8

Even though we sin every day in various ways,

there is a profound difference between

sinners who keep God’s covenant,

and sinners who don’t.
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hoW Many 
condiTions  
are There?

in little things and big things, it makes a difference when you don’t 
know whether you are a beneficiary. Suppose you’re a poor student and 
your well-to-do uncle invites you and some of your friends to go with 

him to a world-class amusement park. But you don’t know if he means to 
pay. As you approach the ticket window, you look awkwardly toward him 
and see no clear sign that you will be the beneficiary of his wealth. So you 
order the cheapest set of tickets, to fit your budget. But all your friends order 
the “supreme value” set. As it turns out, your uncle pays for them all. You had 
somehow missed the promise that you were included in the generosity. 

Or suppose a donor of a healthy liver and pancreas had just died, and 
you, in your critical condition, knew that you were the beneficiary—would 
not your life be deeply affected? Your hope would be rekindled, and your 
planning for the future would awaken. The same is true—even more true—
concerning issues of eternity. 

One of the hindrances to living by faith in future grace is the uncer-
tainty whether we qualify for the promises of God. Most of the promises of 
future grace in the Bible come with qualifying conditions attached. And this 
is not an issue of law versus grace. The Old and New Testaments are united 
in this pattern. The apostles of the new covenant of grace, as well as Moses 
and the prophets of the old covenant, give promises of future grace, not to 
all people without distinction, but to those who… 
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How is this sentence finished in the Bible? We have looked at the condi-
tions of Romans 8:28 in chapter 18. But now we will cast our net much 
wider. What are the conditions of the promises of future grace? And how are 
they related to each other, and to saving faith? Everything hangs on this 
when the wee hours of the morning bring the heart-wrenching questions of 
whether we are really included in the redeemed. We know that we are sin-
ners. We cannot qualify before a holy God. Yet the Bible offers promises to 
those who meet certain conditions. Can we be encouraged to believe in 
these promises if we are imperfect sinners? That’s what we will deal with in 
this chapter and the next. 

Those who love and meditate on the Bible day after day are probably 
aware how many and diverse are the conditions of the promises of future 
grace. But it will help us to put some of this diversity before us so that we 
can think carefully about what is really being required of us in order to 
enjoy God’s future grace in our lives. 

Those Who Love God and His Son

Besides Romans 8:28, there are numerous promises of future grace made 
only to those who love God and his Son, Jesus. In Ephesians 6:24 Paul says, 
“Grace be with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ with love incorruptible.” 
Notice the correlation of future grace and genuine love for Jesus. He does 
not pray this same grace on all. There is a condition for this future grace—
loving Jesus with genuine heartfelt, durable love. Paul also states the condi-
tion in a severe form of warning, “If anyone has no love for the Lord, let him 
be accursed” (1 Corinthians 16:22). A future curse rather than future grace 
comes on those who do not love Christ. 

Jesus spoke in a similar way. He said, “He who loves me will be loved 
by my Father, and I will love him and will manifest myself to him” ( John 
14:21). The grace of being loved by the Father and the grace of knowing 
Jesus intimately is for those who love Jesus (see Matthew 10:37). So is the 
grace of receiving from him the crown of righteousness at the last day: 
“Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the 
Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me 
but also to all who have loved his appearing” (2 Timothy 4:8). 
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Similarly, in the Old Testament grace was offered on the condition 
that we love God. For example, in Psalm 119:132 the psalmist prays, 
“Turn to me and be gracious to me, as is your way with those who love your 

name.” The future grace we long for comes to us if we love God. This was 
the promise at the very heart of the Ten Commandments. In the second 
commandment about not making any likenesses of God, the Lord says, “I 
the lorD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on 
the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, but 
showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my com-
mandments” (Exodus 20:5–6). Don’t make the mistake here of thinking 
that, because God’s saving help under the old covenant was conditional, 
it was therefore not grace. It was conditional, and it was grace; or, as Exo-
dus 20:6 says, it was “steadfast love” (KJV: “mercy”). You will see in what 
follows that again and again it is grace that is conditional in both Old and 
New Testaments. 

Paul links the Old and New Testaments in this regard by quoting Isaiah 
64:4. He says, “As it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the 
heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him’—
these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Corinthians 2:9–
10). The unimaginable greatness of future grace is prepared for those who 
love God. The book of James drives this home in two clear promises of 
future grace. “Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for 
when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God has 
promised to those who love him” ( James 1:12). “Has not God chosen those who 
are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he 
has promised to those who love him?” ( James 2:5). 

Those Who Are Humble

Grace is multiplied to the humble. “[God] gives more grace. Therefore it 
says, ‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble’ ” ( James 4:6). 
There is future grace upon future grace. And the condition for this multi-
plied, greater future grace is a spirit of lowliness. “Clothe yourselves, all of 
you, with humility toward one another, for ‘God opposes the proud but gives 

grace to the humble’” (1 Peter 5:5). 

Future Grace inter.indd   241 7/19/12   9:24 AM



J o h n  P i P e r

242

Those Who Draw Near to God

The future grace of God’s increased intimacy with us, and his willingness to 
return to us in power and blessing after times of backsliding, is treasured by 
all who fall short of God’s will. James says that this grace is conditional upon 
our drawing near to God: “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. 
Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-
minded” ( James 4:8). The Old Testament puts it like this: “The lorD your 
God is gracious and merciful and will not turn away his face away from you, 
if you return to him” (2 Chronicles 30:9). He is “gracious and merciful.” But his 
grace is conditional: he will look upon us “if [we] return to him.” The flip side 
of the promise is the warning: If we do not return, we will forfeit grace. “No, I 
tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3). 

Those Who Cry to God for Grace

There is future grace that comes only if we cry to God for it. “Be gracious to 
me, O lorD, for to you do I cry all the day” (Psalm 86:3). The psalmist makes 
his appeal for grace on the basis of his cry for help: be gracious because I cry 
to you. Isaiah makes a promise of future grace on this same condition: “He 
will surely be gracious to you at the sound of your cry. As soon as he hears it, he 
answers you” (Isaiah 30:19). 

Those Who Fear God

Fearing God is not a negative experience for those who love God. It is the 
kind of deeply satisfying trembling and sweet humility and submission 
that rises in the presence of the absolute power and holiness of God. 
Nehemiah spoke of the servants of the Lord as those “who delight to fear 
[his] name” (Nehemiah 1:11; see also Isaiah 11:3). And the psalmist said, 
“But with you there is forgiveness, that you may be feared” (Psalm 130:4). 
God wins our fear through his forgiveness! There is a fear that is slavish 
and drives us away from God, and there is a fear that is sweet and draws 
us to God. Moses warned against the one and called for the other in the 
very same verse, Exodus 20:20: “Moses said to the people, ‘Do not fear, for 
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God has come to test you, that the fear of him may be before you, that you 
may not sin.’” 

The clearest illustration I have ever seen of this kind of fear was the time 
one of my sons looked a German shepherd in the eye. We were visiting a 
family from our church. My son Karsten was about seven years old. They 
had a huge dog that stood eye to eye with a seven-year-old. He was friendly 
and Karsten had no problem making friends. But when we sent Karsten 
back to the car to get something we had forgotten, he started to run, and the 
dog galloped up behind him with a low growl. Of course, this frightened 
Karsten. But the owner said, “Karsten, why don’t you just walk? The dog 
doesn’t like it when people run away from him.” If Karsten hugged the dog, 
he was friendly and would even lick his face. But if he ran from the dog, the 
dog would growl and fill Karsten with fear. 

Now that is a picture of what it means to fear the Lord. God means for 
his power and holiness to kindle fear in us, not to drive us from him, but to 
drive us to him. His anger is against those who forsake him and love other 
things more. The safest place in the universe is with our arms around the 
neck of God. And the most dangerous place is any path where we flee from 
his presence. 

This fear of God is the “beginning of wisdom” (Psalm 111:10). Without 
it, all else is built on sand. Therefore it’s not surprising to find many prom-
ises of future grace given on this condition. Here are a few: 

[God] fulfills the desire of those who fear him. (Psalm 145:19) 

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his 
steadfast love toward those who fear him. (Psalm 103:11) 

The eye of the lorD is on those who fear him. (Psalm 33:18) 

How abundant is your goodness, which you have stored up for 
those who fear you. (Psalm 31:19) 

The angel of the lorD encamps around those who fear him, and 
delivers them. (Psalm 34:7) 
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For those who fear him have no lack. (Psalm 34:9) 

You have given me the heritage of those who fear your name. 
(Psalm 61:5) 

His salvation is near to those who fear him. (Psalm 85:9) 

As a father shows compassion to his children, so the lorD shows 
compassion to those who fear him. (Psalm 103:13) 

He will bless those who fear the lorD. (Psalm 115:13) 

The lorD takes pleasure in those who fear him. (Psalm 147:11) 

His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to genera-
tion. (Luke 1:50) 

Mercy, favor, blessing, compassion, salvation, steadfast love, inheri-
tance, angelic protection, goodness, watch-care, fulfilled desires—this is 
the future grace promised to those who fear God. It is all conditional and it 
is all free and unmerited grace. 

Those Who Delight in God

Remarkably, the promise that God will satisfy the desires of our hearts is given 
not only on the condition that we fear him (Psalm 145:19), but also on the 
condition that we delight ourselves in him. “Delight yourself in the lorD, and 
he will give you the desires of your heart” (Psalm 37:4). But perhaps this 
should not seem odd since saints “delight to fear your name” (Nehemiah 1:11). 

Those Who Hope in God

The grace and kindness of the Lord comes to us in accord with our hope in 
him: “Let your steadfast love, O lorD, be upon us, even as we hope in you” 
(Psalm 33:22). We are told, “Be strong, and let your heart take courage, all 
you who wait for the lorD!” (Psalm 31:24). The reason those who hope in 
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the Lord can take courage is that they are the beneficiaries of the promise of 
future grace: “The eye of the lorD is on…those who hope in his steadfast 
love” (Psalm 33:18). The radical lifestyle of strength and courage in the cause 
of righteousness flows from hope in God’s steadfast love, that is, from faith 
in future grace. 

Those Who Take Refuge in God

The experience of future grace often hangs on whether we will take refuge in 
God, or whether we doubt his care and run for cover to other shelters. For 
those who take refuge in God, the promises of future grace are many and rich. 

O God, be merciful to me, for in you my soul takes refuge. (Psalm 
57:1) 

Preserve me, O God, for in you I take refuge. (Psalm 16:1) 

How abundant is your goodness, which you have…worked for 
those who take refuge in you. (Psalm 31:19) 

None of those who take refuge in him will be condemned. (Psalm 
34:22) 

The salvation of the righteous is from the lorD; he is their strong-
hold (refuge) in the time of trouble. (Psalm 37:39) 

He is a shield for all those who take refuge in him. (2 Samuel 
22:31) 

Blessed are all who take refuge in him. (Psalm 2:12) 

The lorD is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; he knows 
those who take refuge in him. (Nahum 1:7) 

We do not earn or merit anything by taking refuge in God. Hiding in 
something makes no contribution to the hiding place. All it does is show 
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that we regard ourselves as helpless and the hiding place as a place of rescue. 
The condition we must meet to have this grace is not a meritorious one; it is 
the condition of desperation and acknowledged weakness and need. Desti-
tution does not demand or deserve; it pleads for mercy and looks for grace. 

Those Who Wait for God

Future grace comes in God’s time. We must wait for it. And when the Bible 
speaks of waiting for the Lord, it does not mean with impatience and dis-
trust. It means that we trust him enough that even when he delays, we do 
not turn away to other help. Waiting for the Lord is the condition that 
obtains much grace. 

None who wait for you shall be put to shame. (Psalm 25:3) 

Those who wait for the lorD shall inherit the land. (Psalm 37:9) 

The lorD takes pleasure in those…who hope (wait) in his stead-
fast love. (Psalm 147:11) 

The lorD is good to those who wait for him. (Lamentations 3:25) 

Those Who Trust God

God loves to be trusted. He cannot honor his own name and bless indefi-
nitely those who do not trust him. Therefore, trusting God is an indispens-
able condition for the blessings of future grace. And serious warnings are 
given concerning unbelief: “[The Lord] was full of wrath…because they did 
not believe in God and did not trust in his saving power” (Psalm 78:21–22). 
But far more numerous are the positive promises with the condition of 
believing or trusting God. 

Steadfast love surrounds the one who trusts in the lorD. (Psalm 
32:10) 
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If you are not firm in faith, you will not be firm at all. (Isaiah 7:9) 

Whoever believes [in the cornerstone] will not be in haste. (Isaiah 
28:16) 

The men of Judah prevailed, because they relied on the lorD.  
(2 Chronicles 13:18) 

Help us, O lorD our God, for we rely on you. (2 Chronicles 14:11) 

Believe in the lorD your God, and you will be established; believe 
his prophets, and you will succeed. (2 Chronicles 20:20) 

In you our fathers trusted; they trusted, and you delivered them. 
(Psalm 22:4) 

Commit your way to the lorD; trust in him, and he will act. 
(Psalm 37:5)

Save your servant, who trusts in you—you are my God. (Psalm 
86:2)

Trust in the lorD with all your heart…and he will make straight 
your paths. (Proverbs 3:5–6)

O lorD of hosts, blessed is the one who trusts in you! (Psalm 
84:12)

Those Who Keep His Covenant

Keeping the covenant of God did not mean living perfectly. It meant a life of 
habitual devotion and trust and love to the Lord, one that turned from evil 
and followed him in his ways. When there was a shortcoming, a covenant-
keeping person remembered the words of the covenant on Mount Sinai 
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(“The lorD [is] merciful and gracious…forgiving iniquity and transgression 
and sin,” Exodus 34:6–7) and repented and offered a sacrifice and received 
forgiveness and restoration. 

When the Old Testament says that covenant-keeping is the condition 
for receiving God’s steadfast love, that’s what it meant. It did not imply per-
fection. “The steadfast love of the lorD is from everlasting to everlasting…to 
those who keep his covenant” (Psalm 103:17–18). “All the paths of the lorD 
are steadfast love and faithfulness, for those who keep his covenant and his 
testimonies” (Psalm 25:10). Both the old covenant and the new covenant are 
conditional covenants of grace. They offer all-sufficient future grace for those 
who keep the covenant. 

This covenant-keeping condition of future grace does not mean we lose 
security or assurance, for God has pledged himself to complete the work he 
began in the elect (Philippians 1:6). He is at work within us to will and to do 
his good pleasure (Philippians 2:12–13). He works in us what is pleasing in 
his sight (Hebrews 13:21). He fulfills the conditions of the covenant through 
us (Ezekiel 36:27). Our security is as secure as God is faithful. 

But what it does mean is that almost1 all future blessings of the Chris-
tian life are conditional on our covenant-keeping. One of the best places to 
see that this covenant-keeping is not impossible or onerous is Psalm 25. As 
you read the following section of the psalm, notice that the italicized words 
express God’s gracious acts, which cannot be earned; and the words in bold 
type express conditions the psalmist meets in order to enjoy these blessings 
of grace. 

(8) Good and upright is the lorD; therefore he instructs sinners in 

the way. (9) He leads the humble in what is right, and teaches the 

humble his way. (10) All the paths of the lorD are steadfast love and 
faithfulness, for those who keep his covenant and his testimo-
nies. (11) For your name’s sake, O lorD, pardon my guilt, for it is 

 1. I say “almost” because at the deepest root of our lives, the grace to keep us seeking God is an 
unconditional work of God causing us to endure to the end and be saved. When we are about 
to forsake the faith, the last decisive impulse that turns our hearts back to God is the ongoing 
keeping power of God. It is conditional in the sense that God is committed to do it only in those 
who are justified by faith. But it is unconditional in the sense that the ongoing pursuit of God 
depends ultimately on God’s keeping power, not vice versa. God has committed himself to 
supply the elect with the grace to seek God in prayer, which brings down the additional grace 
to meet the condition of faith, that brings down the additional grace to meet the condition of 
holiness, that brings the additional grace of final glory. 
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great. (12) Who is the man who fears the Lord? Him will he 
instruct in the way that he should choose.… (16) Turn to me and 
be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted.… (18) Consider my 
affliction and my trouble, and forgive all my sins.… (20) Guard my 

soul, and deliver me! Let me not be put to shame, for I take refuge 
in you. (21) May integrity and uprightness preserve me, for I 
wait for you.

Notice that there are conditions we meet in order to receive God’s guid-
ance (v. 9), God’s steadfast love (v. 10), God’s instruction (v. 12), and God’s 
protection (v. 20). But all this condition-keeping is done by “sinners” (vv. 8, 11). 
And notice that these covenant-keeping sinners who receive God’s guidance and 
protection are being preserved by their “integrity and uprightness” (v. 21)! 

In other words, even though we sin every day in various ways,2 there is 
a profound difference between sinners who keep God’s covenant (v. 10), and 
sinners who don’t. The issue facing us in the light of this psalm is whether 
we “wait for [the lorD]” (v. 21) and “take refuge in [him]” (v. 20) and “fear” 
him (v. 12) and are “humble” before him (v. 9) and, in this way, “keep his 
covenant” (v. 10). These are the sinners whom God will guide and protect. 

The New Testament warning that some in the church “will not inherit 
the kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:21; 1 Corinthians 6:9) is stunning. It is 
astonishing to me how many Christians are blasé about this matter. It’s as 
though salvation were a casual and obvious thing. It’s as though grace were 
a catch-all for every kind of divine-tolerance that anyone can imagine. I 
hope that the little we have seen sobers you out of those illusions. And I 
pray, even as I write, that you will press on with the next chapter where we 
ask how all these diverse conditions relate to each other. Are they really 
diverse? How do they relate to each other and to faith? Is there a unifying 
element that will help us bring solid focus to our lives, without anxiety and 
without carelessness? I think there is. I invite you to seek it with me. 

 2. A. A. Hodge explains why we must confess sin every day. “St. Augustine said fourteen hundred 
years ago—and the language has never been improved—‘Every lesser good has an essential 
element of sin.’ Now, for instance, suppose that you loved God, suppose that there is nothing 
in your heart but love to God. It does not follow that you do not sin. You say, ‘I love God, and 
there is nothing in my heart but love to God. Is not love right?’ Yes, if you love God with all 
your heart, with all your mind, and with all your strength, and with all your manhood. But if 
there be in this love any defect—if it come short in quality, if it come short in quantity—then it 
partakes of the nature of sin; for every lesser good, as well as every degree of good short of 
perfection, is of the essential nature of sin itself.” Evangelical Theology (Edinburgh: The Banner 
of Truth Trust, 1976), 300–301. 
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We are not required to love others

before we become people who trust in God.

But trusting in God means trusting in his future grace.

So it is possible—indeed necessary—to bank on  

the promises of future grace before we are  

transformed into the kind of people who love others.

We do not have to perform, before faith,

what faith is meant to perform.
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C H A P T E R  2 0

WhaT FaiTh alone 
can PerForM 

A Lurking Problem 

For those who have been called1 into the fellowship of Christ, the 
ocean of future grace is free, inexhaustible, unmerited, unearned—
and conditional. This is not a contradiction. It is pervasively biblical, 

as the previous two chapters show. And it is not contrary to the central 
theme of this book: that sanctification is by faith apart from meritorious 
works. But there is a problem lurking behind the conditionality of future 
grace. On the one hand, I am arguing that faith in future grace is the means 
by which we become free from the deceptive promises of sin and gain 
strength and courage to live the radical, risk-taking, Christian life. On the 
other hand, the conditions of future grace seem to say that, before I can 
know the promises apply to me, I must already be living a life that the prom-
ises alone can empower. 

In other words: Do the promises enable me to be good; or must I be 
good to qualify for the promises? 

I hope to show in this chapter that this is not a real dilemma. We are not 
required to perform, before faith, what faith alone can perform. But to see 
this we need to make clear that the conditions of future grace outlined in the 
previous chapter are all of a certain kind. The ten conditions were loving 
God, being humble, drawing near to God, crying out to God from the heart, 
fearing God, delighting in God, hoping in God, taking refuge in God, waiting 

 1. I say it like this because for those who are not yet called and are still in unbelief, some future 
grace is indeed unconditional, namely, their calling out of darkness into light and their regen-
eration. See chapter 9. 
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for God, and trusting God. The eleventh condition was keeping covenant 
with God, which I believe is a way of summarizing all the others. 

The Inner Acts of the Soul of Faith 

What all these conditions have in common is that they are inner spiritual 
acts of the soul toward God. They are not outward acts of relationships with 
other people. Therefore what all these conditions represent is a certain kind 
of heart. They describe the heart that receives grace. These are not meritori-
ous performances of the heart that call attention to our worth, so that God 
will be indebted to our value. They are acts of turning away from self and 
our emptiness to all that God is for us. 

For example, loving God and delighting in God and drawing near to 
God mean looking to God as beautiful and worthy and precious. Waiting 
for God and taking refuge in God and hoping in God and crying out to God 
mean looking to him as a valiant rescuer. Trusting God means counting on 
his trustworthiness to meet every need. And fearing God means standing in 
awe at the infinite chasm between his holiness and power on the one hand, 
and our sin and weakness on the other. Having a heart like this is the inner 
condition of keeping covenant with God. 

In fact, as you meditate on these ten conditions, they begin to look less 
and less like separate and distinct requirements, and more and more like 
different ways of describing the heart of faith. This is, in fact, what I think is 
the case. The heart that is satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus is 
characterized by all these things. All these acts of the heart are overlapping 
realities with saving faith. Faith is not identical with any of them; nor they 
with faith. But elements of each are woven into what faith is. 

By its nature, saving faith loves God and delights in God as the sum of 
all that could ever satisfy the soul. Saving faith is humble because by nature 
it despairs of self and looks to God. Saving faith draws near to God and cries 
out to God and waits for God and takes refuge in God and trusts in God and 
hopes in God, because the essence of faith is to see and embrace God, and 
God alone, as the sum of all it will ever need. And saving faith trembles at 
the thought of offending such a great God through disbelief in his promises. 
All the conditions of future grace that we have looked at are not additions to 
faith, but expressions of faith. 
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Outward Conditions of Future  
Grace That Are Not Faith 

Yet, the dilemma mentioned above is not so easily removed. What we did 
not look at in the previous chapter are the conditions of future grace that 
involve outward actions toward other people, as well as inner acts of the soul 
toward God. These conditions are not part of faith’s essence. How do they 
fit in? Here are a few of them—conditions of future grace that are not faith, 
but come from faith. 

Jesus said that “an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will…
come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of life, and those 
who have done evil to the resurrection of judgment” ( John 5:28–29). So the 
future grace of resurrection to life is given to those who have done good 
deeds. On the flip side of this promise is the warning about doing evil 
deeds: “Those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God” 
(Galatians 5:21). The future grace of inheriting the kingdom is contingent 
on not practicing the works of the flesh. 

John gives a similar warning in regard to the specific behavior of love: 
“We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the 

brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death” (1 John 3:14). We cannot 
count on the future grace of eternal life if we do not love. “Anyone who does 
not love does not know God, because God is love” (1 John 4:8). 

Jesus takes a specific expression of love and makes it the condition of 
the future grace of God’s ongoing forgiveness of us: “If you forgive others their 
trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not for-
give others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” 
(Matthew 6:14–15). And the writer of Hebrews sums up the conditionality 
of future grace with the term “holiness” or sanctification: “Strive for peace 
with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” 
(Hebrews 12:14). 

These added conditions of future grace are different from the ten that 
we saw in the previous chapter. They are actions or attitudes toward other 
people, not just inner acts of the heart toward God. Now the dilemma that 
we posed earlier is felt more keenly. Must we meet these conditions before 
we can know the promises of final future grace are ours, or is the confidence 
that they are ours the means by which we meet these conditions? 
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Love Is a Fulfilling of the Law 

First, notice that all the conditions are summed up in love. Paul said, con-
cerning doing good and obeying God’s commandments, that this is precisely 
what love does. “Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the 
fulfilling of the law” (Romans 13:10). Forgiveness is clearly an expression of 
love (1 Corinthians 13:5). Paul also says that love is the essence of holiness or 
sanctification: “May the Lord make you increase and abound in love…so that 
he may establish your hearts…in holiness” (1 Thessalonians 3:12–13). In 
other words, all the behavior that is required of a Christian may be summed 
up in love. “Let all that you do be done in love” (1 Corinthians 16:14). 

What we have seen, then, is that the ten conditions of future grace dis-
cussed in the previous chapter are all summed up in faith. And the behav-
ioral conditions we have just discussed are all summed up in love. Which 
means we may now say that the conditions a Christian must meet, to go on 
enjoying the blessings of future grace, are faith and love. 

There is remarkable confirmation that we are on the right track in this 
summary. Paul says that the law is fulfilled in one word: “Love your neigh-
bor as yourself” (Romans 13:9). These two, faith and love, come to the fore 
in the Bible as the summation of all that God requires of his people. 

John put it in a striking way in his first letter: “This is his command-
ment, that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one 
another” (1 John 3:23). What is surprising here is that the word command-

ment is singular, even though he mentions two. This is the singular com-
mandment: believe and love. For John they are a singular, inseparable, 
almost indistinguishable commandment—and the love in his mind is to 
“one another,” while the faith is toward Christ. 

You find in the writings of Paul that faith and love occur together again 
and again as a kind of sum, it seems, of what he expected from his churches. 
“I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints” 
(Ephesians 1:15). “I hear of your love and of the faith that you have toward the 
Lord Jesus” (Philemon 5). “We heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the 
love that you have for all the saints” (Colossians 1:4). “Your faith is growing 
abundantly, and the love of every one of you for one another is increasing”  
(2 Thessalonians 1:3). “Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us 
the good news of your faith and love” (1 Thessalonians 3:6). “The grace of our 
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Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus”  
(1 Timothy 1:14). “Follow the pattern of sound words that you have heard 
from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 1:13). 

I conclude from this that it is not an accident that one set of conditions 
for future grace is summed up by faith and the other is summed up by love. 
This seems to be the way the apostles saw it. 

How Are Faith and Love  
Conditions of Future Grace? 

Now we are in a position to ask again about our dilemma. Does the condi-
tion of loving others mean that before we can claim a promise of future 
grace, we must already be what the promise is designed to help us become—
namely, a radical, risk-taking person of love? Must we perform, before faith, 
what faith is meant to perform? 

The answer is no. 
The reason is that faith toward God and love toward man are not coor-

dinate conditions; they do not arise side by side in the heart. Faith arises 
first and begets love. This is clear from Galatians 5:6: “In Christ Jesus nei-
ther circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith 

working through love.” Faith produces all that God requires, and does it 
through love.2 Similarly Paul says in 1 Timothy 1:5, “The aim of our charge 
is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere 

faith.” Love is the goal and faith is the source. 
What this means is that love is not expected of us before faith. For faith 

is the root and source of love. Don’t get confused here because of our earlier 
statements that love is part of the essence of faith. That was a reference to 
love for God. Here we are talking about love for other people. We are not 
required to love others before we become people who trust in God. But trust-
ing in God means trusting in his future grace. So it is possible—indeed 
necessary—to bank on the promises of future grace before we are trans-
formed into the kind of people who love others. We do not have to perform, 
before faith, what faith is meant to perform. 

What faith performs is sometimes unspeakably hard. In his book Miracle 

 2. See chapter 22 for how this works out in real life. 
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on the River Kwai, Ernest Gordon tells the true story of a group of POWs 
working on the Burma Railway during World War II. 

At the end of each day the tools were collected from the work 
party. On one occasion a Japanese guard shouted that a shovel 
was missing and demanded to know which man had taken it. He 
began to rant and rave, working himself up into a paranoid fury 
and ordered whoever was guilty to step forward. No one moved. 
“All die! All die!” he shrieked, cocking and aiming his rifle at the 
prisoners. At that moment one man stepped forward and the 
guard clubbed him to death with his rifle while he stood silently 
to attention. When they returned to the camp, the tools were 
counted again and no shovel was missing.3 

What can sustain the will to die for others, when you are innocent? The 
answer is given in Hebrews 12:2. “For the joy that was set before him [Jesus] 
endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of 
the throne of God.” Jesus was carried and sustained in his love for us by “the 
joy that was set before him.” If “grace” did not consistently signify blessing 
to those who have demerit, I would say that Jesus was carried and sustained 
by faith in future grace. But grace does signify that its objects are undeserv-
ing. So I won’t say that Jesus put his hope in grace. I will simply say that he 
banked on future blessing and joy, and that carried and sustained him in 
love through his suffering. Whenever we follow him in this, which we 
should, that blessing and joy for us is grace—future grace. As a man, model-
ing for us how to take up our cross and follow him on the Calvary road of 
love, Jesus entrusted himself to his Father (1 Peter 2:23) and banked his 
hope on the Resurrection and all the joys of reunion with his Father and the 
redemption of his people. Faith in his Father worked itself out through love. 

How Is Love a Condition of Future Grace? 

When the Bible mentions the behavior of love—or some form of it—as a 
condition of future grace, we need to remember two things. One is this: 

 3. This summary quote is taken from Nicky Gumbel, Questions of Life (Eastbourne, England: 
Kingsway Publications, 1993), 47–48. 
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Loving others does not spring forth already in full bloom from the soil of 
faith. It grows and increases (1 Thessalonians 3:12; Philippians 1:9). The 
condition of future grace is not perfect love, but real love. The Puritans used 
to speak of a new “principle” of love in the heart. This new principle is there 
in the heart as soon as we are born again. The behaviors of love are the out-
workings of this principle of love, rooted in the soil of faith. Therefore we 
must not think that the more immediate blessings of future grace must wait 
till our love has a long time to prove itself. God can see the heart and he 
knows what is emerging. 

There is a second thing we need to remember when the Bible mentions 
loving others as a condition of future grace. We must keep in mind that love 
relates to faith as evidence to origin.4 Love is the necessary evidence of faith. 
Faith apprehends and embraces the spiritual beauty and worth of all that 
God is for us in the promises of future grace. This spiritual awakening to the 
glory of God in the promises is the means by which God unites us to Christ 
and to the Spirit’s flow of future grace. But this kind of faith inevitably “works 
through love” (Galatians 5:6), so that love confirms the authenticity of faith. 
This is what Peter has in mind when he exhorts us in 2 Peter 1:10 to confirm 
our calling and election (as the connection with v. 7 shows) through love. It 
is also what John has in mind when he says, “We know that we have passed 
out of death into life, because we love the brothers” (1 John 3:14). 

So the Bible sometimes makes love the condition of the ongoing and 
final experience of future grace. It does not mean that love must precede 
faith in the promise. On the contrary, it means that faith in the promise 
must be so real that the love it produces proves the reality of the faith. Thus 
love for others is a condition of future grace in the sense that it confirms that 
the primary condition, faith, is genuine. We could call love for others a sec-
ondary condition, which confirms the authenticity of the primary condition 
of faith. 

 4. James Buchanan expresses the classic Protestant view of how the works of love relate to saving 
faith. “[Good works] are the effects of faith, and, as such, the evidences both of faith, and of 
justification. That they are the effects of faith is clear; for ‘whatsoever is not of faith is sin’ 
[Romans 14:23]; and ‘without faith it is impossible to please God’ [Hebrews 11:6]; and ‘the end 
of the commandment is charity, out of a pure heart, and of a good conscience, and of faith 
unfeigned’ [1 Timothy 1:5]. It is equally clear that, being the effects, they are also the evi-
dences, of a true and living faith; for ‘a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: show 
me thy faith without thy works, and I will show thee my faith by my works’ [James 2:18]; and 
all the good works, which are ascribed to believers under the Old Testament, are traced to the 
operation of faith [Hebrews 11:4, 7, 8, 17, 23, 32].” The Doctrine of Justification (Edinburgh: The 
Banner of Truth Trust, 1961, orig. 1867), 357. 
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Consider an analogy. Suppose that you live in a village where electricity 
is supplied by a generator on a nearby hill. Each evening the owner of the 
generator regulates which houses receive the power. He gives two condi-
tions for receiving power for the lamps in your house. First, he says, “If you 
plug the cord into the socket firmly, you will tap into the power of the elec-
tricity for your light.” And second, he says, “If I see light in the house, I will 
keep the power flowing to your house, but if I do not see any light for a 
while, I will assume you are not home and turn off the power to your house.” 

In this analogy, plugging into the power is the condition of believing in 
the promises of God. It connects you with the power of future grace. That’s 
the primary condition of future grace. But there is another condition. If you 
do not plug in the lamps and there is no light, the power source will be cut 
off. This light in the house is the secondary condition of loving others. You 
don’t have light first in order to get power. Your light proves that the lamp is 
plugged in. And your love proves that your faith is genuine—that you are 
really connected to God as one who is satisfied with all that he is for you in 
Jesus. The light and the love are both conditions of future grace. If God sees 
that you don’t have them, he will know that you are not plugging into the 
power of future grace by faith; and he will tell you that such lightlessness 
and lovelessness will not be given the benefits of future grace.5 

Thus faith and love are conditions of future grace, but not in the same 
way. Faith perceives the glory of God in the promises of future grace and 
embraces all that the promises reveal of what God is for us in Jesus. This 
spiritual apprehension and delight in God is the self-authenticating evi-
dence that God has called us to be a beneficiary of his grace. This evidence 
frees us to bank on the promise as our own. And this banking on the prom-
ise empowers us to love. Which in turn confirms that our faith is real. 

The world is desperate for a faith that combines two things: awestruck 
apprehension of unshakable divine Truth, and utterly practical, round-the-
clock power to make a liberating difference in life. That is what I want too. 
Which is why I am a Christian. There is a great God of grace who magnifies 
his own infinite self-sufficiency by fulfilling promises to helpless people 

 5. Of course, in the case of an unconverted person, I do not mean to say that the grace of regen-
eration, which, for him, is still future, is conditional upon faith and love. I have explained that 
in chapter 18. What I am referring to here are all the blessings of future grace promised to 
those who have been brought to faith. The ongoing experience of these blessings is conditional 
on a faith that loves others. 
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who trust him. And there is a power that comes from prizing this God that 
leaves no nook and cranny of life untouched. It empowers us to love in the 
most practical ways. One of the ways this faith releases love is by overcom-
ing the impulse to avenge ourselves for wrongs done to us. In the next 
chapter we meditate on how this works. How does prizing all that God 
promises to be for us purify us from the terrible power of bitterness and 
vengeance? 
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Beloved, never avenge yourselves,  

but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written,  

“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”

r o m a n s  1 2 : 1 9

We cannot ignore inconsiderate acts in others;  

yet we cannot execute the penalty of law.  

We have no right to complete the moral cycle.…  

Although we sense no spiritual inhibition against  

crying out against injustice, the purity of our moral  

life deteriorates the moment we attempt to administer justice.

e D W a r D  J o h n  c a r n e l l

The dark-valley breath of bitterness

cannot survive the high paths of faith in future grace.

Grudges demand the valley-vapors  

of self-pity and fear and emptiness.

They cannot survive the contentment and confidence

and fullness of joy that come from satisfaction in

the forgiving God of future grace.
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C H A P T E R  2 1

Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in FuTure 
Grace vs. biTTerness

What about Faith in Future Justice? 

is the judgment of God on our enemies an act of future grace toward us? 
This is a crucial question because the point of this book is to help us 
battle unbelief and defeat sin by faith in future grace. What I find in the 

New Testament is that one powerful way of overcoming bitterness and 
revenge is to have faith in the promise that God will settle accounts with our 
offenders so that we don’t have to. The New Testament teaches that we are 
freed from vengeance by believing that God will take vengeance for us, if he 
must. So my question is this: Is believing in God’s vengeance an example of 
faith in future grace, or is it only faith in future justice? My answer is that faith 
in God’s judgment is another form of faith in future grace. Therefore living 
by faith in future grace involves overcoming vengeance and bitterness by 
trusting God to settle all our accounts justly. 

Ponder with me for a moment God’s promise of future justice. In Rev-
elation 18 there is a description of God’s judgment on the anti-Christian 
powers of the world. These powers are sometimes called “Babylon,” to sig-
nify their animosity toward the people of God, and sometimes called “the 
great prostitute” or “the great harlot” to signify their immorality. Here is a 
great temptation for Christian bitterness and anger. These enemies flout the 
laws of God in immorality and they shed the blood of Christians. Moreover, 
they are impenitent to the end. In the book of Revelation, John says, “In 
[Babylon] was found the blood of prophets and of saints.” She is “the great 
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prostitute who [corrupts] the earth with her immorality” (Revelation 18:24; 
19:2). How should Christians respond to this immorality and persecution? 

The command of Jesus in this world is, “Love your enemies and pray for 
those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44). The reason Jesus gives this com-
mand is “that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he 
makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good” (Matthew 5:45). While life 
endures in this age, God gives many blessings to those who are immoral and 
cruel. Paul said to the Gentiles who had never heard of the true God, “[God] 
did good by giving you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying 
your hearts with food and gladness” (Acts 14:17). In all of this, God is show-
ing undeserved “kindness and forbearance and patience” that should lead 
the nations to repentance (Romans 2:4). Jesus commands us to imitate our 
Father in these things: “Love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expect-
ing nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons 
of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, 
even as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:35–36). 

Indeed, while there is hope for their conversion, we should feel with the 
apostle Paul, “My heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they may 
be saved” (Romans 10:1). If we are persecuted as Christians, we are to turn 
the other cheek (Matthew 5:39), and bless those who curse us (Luke 6:28), 
and not return evil for evil (1 Thessalonians 5:15; 1 Peter 3:9), but, if possi-
ble, to live in peace with all (Romans 12:17–18). 

Future Judgment Is Also Future Grace 

But there will come a time when the patience of God is over. When God has 
seen his people suffer for the allotted time and the appointed number of 
martyrs is complete (Revelation 6:11), then vengeance will come from 
heaven. Paul describes it like this: “It [is] just to repay with affliction those 
who afflict you, and to grant relief to you who are afflicted…when the Lord 
Jesus is revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire, inflict-
ing vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do not 
obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus” (2 Thessalonians 1:6–8). Notice that 
God’s vengeance on our offenders is experienced by us as “relief.” In other 
words, the judgment on “those who afflict” us is a form of grace toward us. 

Jesus taught a similar truth in the parable of the unjust judge. He told 
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the story of a widow who “kept coming to [the judge] and saying, ‘Give me 
justice against my adversary’” (Luke 18:3). Finally the judge relented and 
gave her what she needed. Jesus interprets the story: “Will not God give 
justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over 
them? I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily” (Luke 18:7–8). So 
again God’s future justice for the opponents of his people is pictured as 
relief—like the relief of a widow in distress. Future justice for God’s enemies 
is pictured as future grace for God’s people. 

Perhaps the most remarkable picture of judgment as grace is the picture 
of Babylon’s destruction in Revelation 18. At her destruction, a great voice 
from heaven cries, “Rejoice over her, O heaven, and you saints and apostles and 
prophets, for God has given judgment for you against her!” (Revelation 18:20). 
Then a great multitude is heard saying, “Hallelujah! Salvation and glory and 
power belong to our God, for his judgments are true and just; for he has 
judged the great prostitute who corrupted the earth with her immorality, and 
has avenged on her the blood of his servants” (Revelation 19:1–2). 

When God’s patience has run its long-suffering course, and this age is 
over, and judgment comes on the enemies of God’s people, the saints will 
not disapprove of God’s justice. They will not cry out against him. On the 
contrary, the apostle John calls on them to “rejoice” and to shout “hallelu-
jah!” This means that the final destruction of the unrepentant will not be 
experienced as a misery for God’s people. The unwillingness of others to 
repent will not hold the affections of the saints hostage. Hell will not be able 
to blackmail heaven into misery. God’s judgment will be approved, and the 
saints will experience the vindication of truth as a great grace. 

Two hundred fifty years ago, Jonathan Edwards commented on Revela-
tion 18:20 with these words: “Indeed [the saints] are not called upon to 
rejoice in having their revenge glutted, but in seeing justice executed, and in 
seeing the love and tenderness of God towards them, manifested in his 
severity towards their enemies.”1 This is what is stressed in Revelation 19:2, 
“His judgments are true and just.” Thus Edwards’s answer to our question is 
that God’s final judgment is indeed a future grace to the people of God. He 

 1. Jonathan Edwards, “The End of the Wicked Contemplated by the Righteous,” in The Works of 
Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1974), 207–8. Edwards 
explains further “why the sufferings of the wicked will not cause grief to the righteous, but the 
contrary.” He says, “Negatively; it will not be because the saints in heaven are the subjects of any 
ill disposition; but on the contrary, this rejoicing of theirs will be the fruit of an amiable and 
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says, “It is often mentioned in Scripture, as an instance of the great love of 
God to his people, that his wrath is so awakened, when they are wronged 
and injured. Thus Christ hath promised…‘if any man offend one of his little 
ones, it were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and 
that he were drowned in the depth of the sea’ ” (Matthew 18:6).2 

Promise: Vengeance Is Mine I Will Repay 

This future grace of God’s judgment is promised to us as a means of helping 
us overcome a spirit of revenge and bitterness. For example, in Romans 
12:19–20, Paul says, “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the 
wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the 
Lord.’ To the contrary, ‘if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, 

  excellent disposition: it will be the fruit of a perfect holiness and conformity to Christ, the holy 
Lamb of God. The devil delights in the misery of men from cruelty, and from envy and 
revenge, and because he delights in misery, for its own sake, from a malicious disposition. 

“But it will be from exceedingly different principles, and for quite other reasons, that the 
just damnation of the wicked will be an occasion of rejoicing to the saints in glory. It will not 
be because they delight in seeing the misery of others absolutely considered. The damned, 
suffering divine vengeance, will be no occasion of joy to the saints merely as it is the misery of 
others, or because it is pleasant to them to behold the misery of others merely for its own 
sake.… It is not to be understood, that they are to rejoice in having their revenge glutted, but 
to rejoice in seeing the justice of God executed, and in seeing his love to them in executing it 
on his enemies. 

“Positively; the sufferings of the damned will be no occasion of grief to the heavenly 
inhabitants, as they will have no love nor pity to the damned as such. It will be no argument of 
want of a spirit of love in them, that they do not love the damned; for the heavenly inhabitants 
will know that it is not fit that they should love them, because they will know then, that God 
has no love to them, nor pity for them.” 

Edwards raises the objection that, since it is right and good that we grieve over the faith-
lessness and lostness of men now in this age (Romans 9:1–3; Luke 19:41), surely it would be 
right to feel the same in the age to come. He answers, “It is now our duty to love all men, 
though they are wicked; but it will not be a duty to love wicked men hereafter. Christ, by many 
precepts in his word has made it our duty to love all men. We are commanded to love wicked 
men, and our enemies and persecutors, but this command doth not extend to the saints in 
glory, with respect to the damned in hell. Nor is there the same reason that it should. We 
ought now to love all and even wicked men; we know not but that God loves them. However 
wicked any man is, yet we know not but that he is one whom God loved from eternity; we 
know not but that Christ loved him with a dying love, had his name upon his heart before the 
world was, and had respect to him when he endured those bitter agonies on the cross. We 
know not but that he is to be our companion in glory to all eternity.…” 

“We ought now to seek and be concerned for the salvation of wicked men, because now 
they are capable subjects of it.… It is yet a day of grace with them and they have the offers of 
salvation. Christ is as yet seeking their salvation; he is calling upon them inviting and wooing 
them; he stands at the door and knocks. He is using many means with them, is calling them, 
saying Turn ye, turn ye, why will ye die?… But it will not be so in another world: there wicked 
men will be no longer capable subjects of mercy. The saints will know, that it is the will of God 
the wicked should be miserable to all eternity. It will therefore cease to be their duty any more 
to seek their salvation, or to be concerned about their misery. On the other hand it will be their 
duty to rejoice in the will and glory of God. It is not our duty to be sorry that God hath exe-
cuted just vengeance on the devils, concerning whom the will of God in their eternal state is 
already known to us” (208–10). 

 2. Edwards, “The End of the Wicked Contemplated by the Righteous,” 210. 
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give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals 
on his head.’” 

Paul’s argument is that we should not take vengeance, because ven-
geance belongs to the Lord. And to motivate us to lay down our vengeful 
desires he gives us a promise—which we now know is a promise of future 
grace—“‘I will repay,’ says the Lord.” The promise that frees us from an 
unforgiving, bitter, vengeful spirit is the promise that God will settle our 
accounts. He will do it more justly and more thoroughly than we ever could. 
Therefore we can back off and leave room for God to work. 

Is It Wrong to Want Justice Done? 

Why is this such a crucial promise in overcoming our bent toward bitter-
ness and revenge? The reason is that this promise answers to one of the most 
powerful impulses behind anger—an impulse that is not entirely wrong. 

I can illustrate with an experience I had during my seminary days. I was 
in a small group for couples that began to relate at a fairly deep personal level. 
One evening we were discussing forgiveness and anger. One of the young 
wives said that she could not and would not forgive her mother for something 
she had done to her as a young girl. We talked about some of the biblical 
commands and warnings concerning an unforgiving spirit. “Be kind to one 
another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you” 
(Ephesians 4:32). “If you do not forgive others…neither will your Father for-
give your trespasses” (Matthew 6:15; see also 18:34–35; Mark 11:25; Luke 
17:4; 2 Corinthians 2:7). But she would not budge. I warned her that her very 
soul was in danger if she kept on with such an attitude of unforgiving bitter-
ness. But she was adamant that she would not forgive her mother. 

What gives so much force to the impulse of anger in such cases is the 
overwhelming sense that the offender does not deserve forgiveness. That is, the 
grievance is so deep and so justifiable that not only does self-righteousness 
strengthen our indignation, but so does a legitimate sense of moral outrage. 
It’s the deep sense of legitimacy that gives our bitterness its unbending com-
pulsion. We feel that a great crime would be committed if the magnitude of 
the evil we’ve experienced were just dropped and we let bygones be bygones. 
We are torn: our moral sense says this evil cannot be ignored, and the Word 
of God says we must forgive. 
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If You Hold a Grudge, You Doubt the Judge 

In his penetrating book Christian Commitment, Edward John Carnell 
described this conflict between moral outrage and forgiveness as the “judi-
cial predicament.” He said, “We cannot ignore inconsiderate acts in others; 
yet we cannot execute the penalty of law. We have no right to complete the 
moral cycle.… Although we sense no spiritual inhibition against crying out 
against injustice, the purity of our moral life deteriorates the moment we 
attempt to administer justice.”3 Nevertheless the indignation we feel usually 
gets the upper hand and holds on to the offense, because it would be mor-
ally repugnant to make light of the wrong. 

Now we can see why the biblical promise of God’s judgment is so 
crucial in helping overcome this craving for revenge. It gives us a way out 
of the “judicial predicament.” God intervenes as the avenger so that we 
can acknowledge the crime; but also so that we don’t have to be the judge. 
God’s promised vengeance removes the moral legitimacy of our personal 
craving for retaliation. God’s promise says, “Yes, an outrage has been com-
mitted against you. Yes, it deserves to be severely punished. Yes, the per-
son has not yet experienced that punishment. But, no, you may not be the 
one to punish, and you may not go on relishing personal retribution. 
Why? Because God will see to it that justice is done. God will repay. You 
cannot improve on his justice. He sees every angle of the evil done against 
you—far better than you can see it. His justice will be more thorough than 
any justice you could administer.” If you hold a grudge, you doubt the 
Judge. 

That’s what the promise of Romans 12:19 says. And the question for the 
angry, offended person now becomes, “Do you believe this promise?” In 
other words, the issue of releasing grudges is an issue of faith in God’s prom-
ises of future grace—the future grace of judgment on the offender. If we 
believe God’s promise, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay,” then we will not 
belittle God with our inferior efforts to improve upon his justice. We will 
leave the matter with him and live in the freedom of love toward our 
enemy—whether the enemy repents or not. And if he does not repent? 

 3. Edward John Carnell, Christian Commitment (New York: Macmillan Company, 1957), 94–95. 

Future Grace inter.indd   266 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

267

What then? Three hundred years ago Thomas Watson said it well: “We are 
not bound to trust an enemy; but we are bound to forgive him.”4

We are not responsible to make reconciliation happen. We are respon-
sible to seek it. “So far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all” (Romans 
12:18). 

How Jesus Solved the “Judicial Predicament” 

The apostle Peter shows that Jesus himself handled the “judicial predica-
ment” in this same way. No one was more grievously sinned against than 
Jesus. Every ounce of animosity against him was fully undeserved. No one 
has ever lived who was more worthy of honor than Jesus; and no one has 
been dishonored more. If anyone had a right to get angry and be bitter and 
vengeful, it was Jesus. How did he control himself when scoundrels, whose 
very lives he sustained, spit in his face? 

Peter gives the answer in these words: “[Jesus] committed no sin, nor 
was any deceit found in His mouth; and while being reviled, He did not 
revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting5…

to Him who judges righteously” (1 Peter 2:22–23, nasb). What this means is that 
Jesus had faith in the future grace of God’s righteous judgment. He did not 
need to avenge himself for all the indignities he suffered, because he 
entrusted his cause to God. He left vengeance in God’s hands and prayed for 
his enemies’ repentance (Luke 23:34). 

Peter gives this glimpse into Jesus’ faith so that we would learn how to 
live this way ourselves. He said, “You have been called [to endure harsh 
treatment patiently]…because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 

example, so that you might follow in his steps” (1 Peter 2:21). If Christ conquered 
bitterness and vengeance by faith in future grace, how much more should 
we, since we have far less right to murmur for being mistreated than he did? 

 4. Thomas Watson, Body of Divinity (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979, orig. 1692), 581. 
Watson’s definition of forgiveness is very helpful, both for what it says and what it does not say. 
He asks, “When do we forgive others?” And he answers, “When we strive against all thoughts 
of revenge; when we will not do our enemies mischief, but wish well to them, grieve at their 
calamities, pray for them, seek reconciliation with them and show ourselves ready on all occa-
sions to relieve them.”

 5. The esv translates “entrusting himself to him who judges justly.” But the word himself is not in 
the original Greek. It simply says “entrusting to him who judges justly.” 
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The Basis of Forgiving Other Christians 

But now another crucial question emerges. If God’s promise of judgment is 
the basis for not holding grudges against unrepentant enemies, what is the 
basis of our not holding grudges against Christian brothers and sisters who 
do repent? Our moral indignation at a terrible offense does not evaporate 
just because the offender is a Christian. In fact, we may feel even more 
betrayed. And a simple, “I’m sorry” will often seem utterly disproportionate 
to the painfulness and ugliness of the offense. 

But in this case we are dealing with fellow Christians and the promise 
of God’s wrath does not apply because there is “no condemnation for those 
who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). “God has not destined [Christians] 
for wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thes-
salonians 5:9). So now where do we look, to escape from the “judicial pre-
dicament”? Where shall we turn to assure ourselves that justice will be 
done—that Christianity is not a mockery of the seriousness of sin? 

The answer is that we look to the cross of Christ. All the wrongs that have 
been done against us by believers were avenged in the death of Jesus. This is 
implied in the simple but staggering fact that all the sins of all God’s people 
were laid on Jesus (Isaiah 53:6; 1 Corinthians 15:3; Galatians 1:4; 1 John 2:2; 
4:10; 1 Peter 2:24; 3:18). The suffering of Christ was the recompense of God 
on every hurt I have ever received from a fellow Christian (Romans 4:25; 
8:3; 2 Corinthians 5:21; Galatians 3:13). Therefore, Christianity does not 
make light of sin. It does not add insult to our injury. On the contrary, it 
takes the sins against us so seriously that, to make them right, God gave his 
own Son to suffer more than we could ever make anyone suffer for what 
they have done to us. 

Therefore when God says, “Vengeance is mine” (Romans 12:19), the 
meaning is more than we may have thought. God undertakes vengeance 
against sin not only by means of hell, but also by means of the Cross. All sin 
will be avenged—severely and thoroughly and justly. Either in hell, or at the 
Cross. The sins of the unrepentant will be avenged in hell; the sins of the 
repentant were avenged on the Cross. 

What this means is that we have no need or right to harbor bitterness 
toward believers or unbelievers. The judicial predicament is broken. God 
has intervened to deliver us from the moral demand to recompense the 
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wrongs we’ve endured. He has done this, in great measure, by promising, 
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay.” If we believe him, we will not presume to 
take vengeance into our own hands. Rather we will glorify the all-sufficiency 
of the Cross and the terrible justice of hell by living in the assurance that 
God, and not we, will set all wrongs right. Ours is to love. God’s is to settle 
accounts justly. And faith in future grace is the key to freedom and 
forgiveness. 

Bygone Grace: Necessary, but Not Enough 

The Cross is in the past. And I am eager to affirm that the backward look to 
Calvary is utterly crucial for maintaining our faith in future grace. If my wife 
hurts me with an unkind word, I do not need to have the last word. I don’t 
need to get even, because her sin was laid on Jesus, and he has suffered hor-
ribly to bear it for her—and for me. Jesus has taken that offense against 
himself and against me so seriously that he died to expose its evil and 
remove my wife’s guilt. If this is to free me from holding a grudge, I must 
look back and believe that this is what happened on the cross. The back-
ward glance is essential. The point of this book—living by faith in future 
grace—does not nullify that. 

But the backward look is not enough. What Jesus accomplished on the 
cross lasts forever. I must be assured of that. The grace of Calvary that con-
sumed the sins done against me is also the future grace that keeps me and 
my wife in Christ, so that the Cross is effectual for us. It is future grace that 
promises me and my wife that if we confess our sins, God is faithful and just 
to forgive our sins (1 John 1:9). In other words, the past grace of the atoning 
Cross will have to be appropriated repeatedly by future confession. And that 
is assured only by future grace. 

The Power of God’s Forgiveness 

Of course, for anyone who knows me and my wife, it is more likely that I 
will be the one needing her forgiveness more often than she needs mine. I 
am the one with the quick, unguarded tongue. This is why the Bible not 
only speaks of God’s being the avenger of sins done against us, but also 
speaks of God’s being the forgiver of sins that we do against others. This, 
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too, is crucial for breaking the bondage of bitterness and freeing us to 
forgive. 

Paul says, “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, 

as God in Christ forgave you. Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved chil-
dren. And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us” 
(Ephesians 4:32–5:2). Here the power to forgive is flowing not from how 
God deals with the sins done against me, but from how God deals with the 
sins I do against others. 

The battle against bitterness is fought not only by trusting the promise 
of God to avenge wrongs done against us, but it is also fought by cherishing 
the experience of being forgiven by God. How does being forgiven make us 
forgiving people? I answer: By faith in our being forgiven. By believing that we 
are forgiven. But there is something perplexing here. That woman who was 
in the small group with me back in my seminary days would not forgive her 
mother, but she believed adamantly that she was forgiven. She would not let 
the sin of her grudge shake her security. Does faith in being forgiven then 
really liberate us from grudges? 

What’s wrong here? What’s wrong is that she was apparently missing 
the essence of true saving faith—I say it with trembling. Saving faith is not 
merely believing that you are forgiven. Saving faith means tasting this for-
giveness as part of the way God is and experiencing it (and him!) as precious 
and magnificent. Saving faith looks at the horror of sin, and then looks at 
the holiness of God, and apprehends spiritually that God’s forgiveness is 
unspeakably glorious. Faith in God’s forgiveness does not merely mean a 
persuasion that I am off the hook. It means savoring the truth that a forgiv-
ing God is the most precious reality in the universe. That’s why I used the 
word cherish. Saving faith cherishes being forgiven by God, and from there 
rises to cherishing the God who forgives—and all that he is for us in Jesus. 

Again we see that the backward look is insufficient. The great act of 
forgiveness is past—the cross of Christ. By this backward look, we learn of 
the grace in which we will ever stand (Romans 5:2). We learn that we are 
now, and always will be, loved and accepted. We learn that the living God 
is a forgiving God. But the great experience of being forgiven is all future. 
Fellowship with the great God who forgives is all future. Freedom for for-
giveness flowing from this all-satisfying fellowship with the forgiving God 
is all future. 
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I have learned that it is possible to go on holding a grudge if your faith 
simply means you have looked back to the Cross and concluded that you are 
off the hook. I have been forced to go deeper into what true faith is. It is 
being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus. It looks back not merely 
to discover that it is off the hook, but to see and savor the kind of God who 
offers us a future of endless reconciled tomorrows in fellowship with him. 

It may be that, as you read this, no long-term grudges come to mind. 
Perhaps God has remarkably freed you from old hurts and disappointments 
and given you the grace to lay them down. But be sure to test yourself about 
short-term anger as well. Are there repeated present frustrations that may not 
have the character of long-term bitterness, but are like chronic reappear-
ances of the same short-term anger? Are there traits of your children or your 
spouse or your church or your boss that week after week provoke you so 
deeply that you grit your teeth and rehearse in your head all the reasons why 
this is intolerable and should not go on? My experience has been that there 
is as much struggle with unbelief in these short-term, recurrent frustrations 
as there is in the long-term bitterness for some great abuse or betrayal. Here, 
too, we need to trust God’s promises in a practical, day-by-day way. 

The dark-valley breath of bitterness—short-term or long-term—cannot 
survive the high paths of faith in future grace. Grudges demand the valley-
vapors of self-pity and fear and emptiness. They cannot survive the content-
ment and confidence and fullness of joy that come from satisfaction in the 
forgiving God of future grace. 
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C H A P T E R  2 2

creaTinG love in  
a desire FacTory

The times that I have felt love welling up in my heart most power-
fully have been the times when I have been blessed in the midst of 
my sin. I recall one morning over thirty years ago when this truth 

hit me clearly for the first time. My wife, Noël, and I had just had an argu-
ment—I can’t even remember what it was about. But I was angry. So I took 
the garbage can out the door as an excuse to go outside and get some space. 
Looking back, it is clear that my emotions were way out of proportion to the 
issue, whatever it was. 

As I walked down the driveway toward the street where we set the gar-
bage for the pickup, the sun broke through the morning clouds. To this day, 
the profoundness of that moment grips me. Here I was huffing and puffing 
with my hurt feelings and desires for vindication and anger at my most valu-
able treasure on earth, and God, who had every right to strike me dead for 
my sin, opened the window of heaven and covered me with pleasure. I 
recall stopping and letting it soak in. The morning breeze was cool and the 
sun was warm. The leaves of the trees were an almost translucent yellow-
green. It felt like paradise—garbage in hand. 

The effect on me was not to feel vindicated, but to feel broken. I thought, 
God has a thousand times more reason to frown on me than I have to frown on my 

wife. Yet here I am being lavished with delights in the very moment of my sin. This 
brought tears to my eyes. But far more important than tears, it brought pow-
ers of love and forgiveness and reconciliation. So I set the garbage down (in 
more ways than one) and went back to Noël and apologized. 
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There is a spiritual dynamic here that I now call living by faith in future 

grace. God smiled on me and opened a morning to me that seemed full of 
joy and hope. That’s what the sunshine and the breeze and the trees all 
spoke—this is the day that the Lord had made for you, and you may rejoice 
and be glad in it. There is hope. There is kindness. There is forgiveness. And 
as that hope settled on me, something broke inside of me. New perspective 
on my sin was given. New power was granted to lay down my perceived 
“rights.” And fresh love was kindled. It has happened again and again in my 
life. 

Faith in Future Grace Fills the Life with Love

Why is it that living by faith in future grace must always be a life of love? 
What is it about faith in future grace that inevitably “works through love”? 
Galatians 5:6 says, “In Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumci-
sion counts for anything, but only faith working through love.” Texts like this 
have caused the church to teach that faith alone justifies, but the faith that 
justifies is never alone. That is, it is always accompanied by the works of 
love. 

For example, the 1647 Westminster Confession of Faith says, 

Faith, thus receiving and resting on Christ and his righteousness, 
is the alone instrument of justification; yet is it not alone in the 
person justified, but is ever accompanied with all the saving 
graces, and is no dead faith, but worketh by love.1 

One hundred years before the Westminster Confession, John Calvin com-
mented on Galatians 5:6 like this: “It is not our doctrine that the faith which 
justifies is alone. We maintain that it is always joined with good works.”2 For 
over five hundred years, this has been the common Protestant way of speak-
ing about the relationship between faith and love. 

 1. Chapter 11, paragraph 2 on “Justification.” Quoted from Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, vol. 
3 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1977), 626. 

 2. John Calvin, The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians, trans. T. H. L. Parker (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1965), 96. 
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Why Is This Connection So Seldom Probed?

But it is remarkable how seldom the effort is made to dig into the experien-
tial dynamics of how faith gives rise to love. It surprises me that in Calvin’s 
commentary on the phrase “faith works through love,” he does not analyze 
the dynamics of how or why faith works through love. This neglect seems to 
continue into our own day, even though experience teaches that understand-

ing our sanctification actually advances it. When we finally grasp the bibli-
cal, God-ordained means of transformation, then our minds and hearts are 
more engaged with it and can make more progress in the way of love. What 
is the reason for this neglect? 

Could one reason be that the key that unlocks the experiential connec-
tion between faith and love is the nature of faith as a future-oriented satisfac-
tion in all that God is for us in Jesus? Is it the failure to deal adequately with 
the true nature of faith that hinders the recognition of its power to sever the 
root of sin and energize works of love? Failing to give due attention to the 
future-oriented, promise-trusting essence of faith that is satisfied with all 
that God is for us in Jesus, limits our understanding of how this faith sancti-
fies the heart (Acts 15:9) and serves others with love (Galatians 5:6). What I 
have found in my reading is that to the degree that a writer probes the 
nature of faith’s power to satisfy the heart with all God promises to be for us, 
to that degree is the writer able to render an account of how “faith works 
through love;” but to the degree that this aspect of faith is omitted, to that 
degree is faith’s role in sanctification truncated, and appeal is usually made 
to the fruit-bearing work of the Holy Spirit without the corresponding 
explanation of the experiential dynamics which are so crucial in our lives. 

So in this chapter, I want to probe into why faith in future grace “works 
through love.” The key to faith’s power is that it embraces the future grace prom-

ised by God and is more satisfied with this than with the pleasures promised by 

sin—even if it costs us our lives. 

The Heart Is a Desire Factory

The human heart produces desires as fire produces heat. As surely as the 
sparks fly upward, the heart pumps out desire after desire for a happier 
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future. The condition of the heart is appraised by the kinds of desires that 
hold sway. Or, to put it another way, the state of the heart is shown by the 
things that satisfy its desires. If it is satisfied with mean and ugly things, it is 
a mean and ugly heart. If it is satisfied with God, it is a godly heart. As 
Henry Scougal put it, “The worth and excellency of a soul is to be measured 
by the object of its desire.”3 

The Heart of “Works”

Consider the difference between a heart of “faith” and a heart of “works.” 
The heart of works gets satisfaction from the ego-boost of accomplishing 
something in its own power. It might be a religious thing or a worldly thing. 
What matters is that the heart feels it has achieved something to boast in. 
The heart set on works will attempt to scale a vertical rock face, or take on 
extra responsibilities at work, or risk life in a combat zone, or agonize 
through a marathon, or perform religious fasting for weeks—all for the 
satisfaction of conquering a challenge by the force of its own will and the 
stamina of its own body. 

The heart with a works-orientation may also express its love of inde-
pendence and self-direction and self-achievement by rebelling against cour-
tesy and decency and morality (cf. Galatians 5:19–21). But it’s the same 
self-determining, self-exalting works-orientation that also gets disgusted 
with boorish behavior and sets out to prove its superiority through self-
denial, courage, and personal greatness. In all of this, the basic satisfaction 
of the works-orientation is the savor of being an assertive, autonomous and, 
if possible, triumphant self. 

The Heart of Faith

The heart of faith is radically different. Its desires are no less strong as it 
looks to the future. But what it desires is the fullest satisfaction of experienc-
ing all that God is for us in Jesus. If “works” wants the satisfaction of feeling 
itself overcome an obstacle, “faith” savors the satisfaction of feeling God over-
come an obstacle. Works longs for the joy of being glorified as capable, 

 3. Henry Scougal, The Life of God in the Soul of Man (Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle Publications, 
1986, orig. 1677), 62. 

Future Grace inter.indd   278 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

279

strong, and smart. Faith longs for the joy of seeing God glorified for his 
capability, strength, and wisdom. In its religious form, works accepts the 
challenge of morality, conquers its obstacles through great exertion, and 
offers the victory to God as a payment for his approval and recompense. 
Faith, too, accepts the challenge of morality, but only as an occasion to 
become the instrument of God’s power. And when the victory comes, faith 
rejoices that all the glory and thanks belong to God. 

Therefore, as faith contemplates its own power to work through love, it 
recognizes that only God can produce love. Any “love” that we might 
achieve without God would not be true love because you cannot do lasting 
good for anyone without God. All the benefits of the world, minus God, 
would mean misery in the end. Moreover, achievements of compassion 
without God only feed the self-exalting ego; they are anathema to faith. 
Faith loves to experience all that God can do, not all that self can do. 

Faith Will Not Make a Move Without the Holy Spirit

What this means is that faith will not attempt to “work through love” with-
out the Holy Spirit. Faith knows from Galatians 5:22 that “the fruit of the 
Spirit is love.” Love is generated in Christians by the Holy Spirit. It is not a 
“work” of the flesh. When it comes, it gives no ground for boasting. Faith 
delights in this. This is what faith loves—to experience all that God is for us 
in Jesus, including the power to love. 

But the Holy Spirit will not bring forth the fruit of love apart from faith. 
This is clear from Galatians 3:2–5. Paul is criticizing some of the Galatians 
for failing to continue in the Christian life the way they began it, namely, by 
faith in future grace. He points out to them that the way they began the 
Christian life was by receiving the Spirit; not by works but by faith: “Did you 
receive the Spirit by the works of the law or by hearing with faith?” (v. 2). 
The answer is, by hearing with faith. When they first heard the Word of 
God with its promises of forgiveness and help and eternal life, they put their 
faith in Christ and his future grace. They took heart that Christ’s death and 
resurrection was sufficient to give them such a future. 

That was the way they began the Christian life—by receiving the Holy 
Spirit through faith in future grace (founded on past grace). But then they 
started to drift toward a works-orientation. They started to think that the 
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Christian life is begun by faith in the power of the Spirit, but is completed or 
perfected by the efforts of the “flesh.” “Are you so foolish? Having begun by 
the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?” (v. 3). They were falling 
into the trap that ensnares many today, thinking that the event of justifica-
tion is by faith, but the process of sanctification is by works. 

But Paul says this is “foolish.” “If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in 
step with the Spirit” (Galatians 5:25). The Spirit came, the first time, by faith 
in the blood-bought promises of God. And the Spirit keeps on coming, and 
keeps on working, by this same means. So Paul asks, rhetorically, “Does he 
who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you do so by 
works of the law, or by hearing with faith?” (Galatians 3:5). Answer: “By 
hearing with faith.” Therefore, the Spirit came the first time, and the Spirit 
keeps on being supplied, through the channel of faith. What he accom-
plishes in us is through faith. 

If you are like me, you may have strong longings from time to time for 
the mighty working of the Holy Spirit in your life. Perhaps you do cry out to 
God for the outpouring of the Spirit in your life or in your family or church 
or city. Such cries are right and good. Jesus said, “How much more will the 
heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” (Luke 11:13). 
But what I have found most often in my own life is the failure to open myself 
to the full measure of the Spirit’s work by believing the promises of God. I 
don’t mean merely the promise that the Spirit will come when we ask. I 
mean all the other precious promises that are not directly about the Spirit 
but, perhaps, about God’s provision for my future—for example, “My God 
will supply every need of yours” (Philippians 4:19). This is what is missing 
in the experience of so many Christians as they seek the power of the Spirit 
in their lives. The Spirit is supplied to us “by hearing with faith” (Galatians 
3:5)—not just faith in one or two promises about the Spirit himself, but 
about all the soul-satisfying presence of God in our future. 

Why Does the Spirit Bind Himself to Faith?

The fruit of love is worked in us through the Spirit “by hearing with faith.” 
The Spirit will not bear his fruit in us apart from our faith. Why is this? Why 
does the Spirit unite himself to faith as a way of bringing about the works of 
love? 
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The answer seems to be that the Holy Spirit loves to glorify the all- 
satisfying dependability of Christ and his Word ( John 16:14). If the Holy 
Spirit simply caused acts of love in the human heart without any clear, 
ongoing causal connection between love, on the one hand, and faith in 
Christ’s promises, on the other hand, then it would not be plain that Christ’s 
all-satisfying dependability is honored through love. But the Spirit is utterly 
committed to getting glory for Jesus. Therefore, he keeps himself quietly 
beneath the surface, as it were, and puts forward “hearing with faith” as the 
conscious cause of love. 

“Hearing with faith” (Galatians 3:2, 5) means hearing the Word of God 
or the gospel word about Christ, and embracing it with deep satisfaction. 
The message we hear is largely promises. Galatians 3:29 sums up the word 
of the gospel like this: “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, 
heirs according to promise.” The promise that we are “heirs of God” (Romans 
8:17) embraces virtually all of future grace. Romans 4:13 says that Abraham, 
along with his descendants, is an “heir of the world.” In other words, God 
will give us all things with Christ (Romans 8:32)—whether “the world or life 
or death or the present or the future—all are yours, and you are Christ’s, 
and Christ is God’s” (1 Corinthians 3:22–23). 

The Holy Spirit conceals himself and ascribes the conscious cause of 
love to “faith working through love.” He does this because the focus of faith 
is the dependability of Christ and his word concerning the inexhaustibility 
of future grace. The Spirit loves to exalt Christ; and nothing exalts Christ 
like being trusted and treasured above all other future fortunes. 

Christ Is Honored by the Connection:  
Faith in Future Grace and Love

Therefore we strive against the Holy Spirit if we do not make much of the 
Christ-exalting capacity of faith to “work through love.” It does not accord 
with the will of the Spirit to simply say: justifying faith is always accompa-
nied by the Spirit of holiness. The Spirit wills for us to highlight the depend-
ability of Christ as the focus of faith, and then to show why this faith works 
through love. Be assured that he will be the decisive “fruit-bearer” of love. 
And be assured that faith will always rejoice that it was the power of the 
Spirit at work beneath and through faith. Nevertheless, Christ and his 
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boundless resources of all-satisfying future grace will not get their proper 
due if we do not trace love to faith in future grace. 

What is at stake is the praise of the glory of God’s grace (Ephesians 1:6), 
most of which is future, and stretches from now to the endless ages of eter-
nity. The glory of this future grace will shine with its proper praise and 
honor only in the mirror of faith. Abraham “grew strong in his faith as he 
gave glory to God, fully convinced God was able to do what he had prom-
ised” (Romans 4:20–21). The satisfying dependability of God is glorified 
when we entrust our future to him. We honor the Christ of future grace by 
putting faith in future grace, and by living in the freedom of love that this 
faith gives. 

The glory of God’s future grace is magnified when we define saving 
faith as being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus. We have devoted 
chapters 15 and 16 to developing this understanding of faith. What we need 
to do now is show that this understanding is the key to why faith inevitably 
engenders love. It is not complicated: If the heart is satisfied with all that 
God is for us in Jesus, the power of sin to lure us away from the will of Christ 
is broken, and the beauty of God’s path of love is compelling. 

How Faith Expels Anti-Love Forces

Faith in future grace expels from the heart the sinful powers that hinder 
love. For example, guilt and fear and greed stand in the way of love. If we 
feel guilty, we tend to wallow in self-centered depression and self-pity, unable 
to see, let alone care, about anyone else’s need. Or we play the hypocrite to 
cover our guilt, and so destroy all sincerity in relationships. Or we talk 
about other people’s faults to minimize the guilt of our own. And so, in 
every case, guilt hinders love. 

It’s the same with fear. If we feel fearful, we tend not to approach a 
stranger at church who might need a word of welcome and encouragement. 
Or we may reject frontier missions for our lives, because it sounds too dan-
gerous. Or we may waste money on excessive insurance, or get swallowed 
up in all manner of little phobias that make us preoccupied with ourselves 
and blind us to the needs of others. And so fear hinders love. 

If we are greedy, we may spend money on luxuries—money that ought 
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to go to the spread of the gospel. We don’t undertake anything risky, lest our 
precious possessions and our financial future be jeopardized. We focus on 
things instead of people, or see people as resources for our material advan-
tage. And so greed hinders love. 

Faith in future grace produces love by pushing guilt and fear and greed 
out of the heart. It pushes out guilt because it holds fast to the hope that the 
death of Christ is sufficient to secure acquittal and righteousness now and 
forever (Hebrews 10:14). It pushes out fear because it banks on the promise, 
“Fear not, for I am with you.… I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will 
uphold you with my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10). And it pushes out 
greed because it is confident that Christ is greater wealth than all the world 
can offer (Matthew 13:44; Philippians 3:8; Hebrews 11:26). In every case the 
glory of Christ is magnified when we are more satisfied with his future 
grace than we are with the promises of sin. 

How Faith Impels the Sacrifices of Love

Faith in future grace produces love not only by what it pushes out of the 
heart, but also by the strong desires it brings to the heart. Faith has an insa-
tiable appetite for experiencing as much of God’s grace as possible. There-
fore, faith presses toward the river where God’s grace flows most freely, 
namely, the river of love. When all guilt and fear and greed have been 
removed by the power of faith in future grace, what force will move us out 
of our contented living rooms to take upon ourselves the inconveniences 
and suffering that love requires? 

What will propel us to greet strangers when we feel shy, to go to an 
enemy and plead for reconciliation when we feel indignant, to tithe when 
we’ve never tried it, to speak to our colleagues about Christ, to invite new 
neighbors to a Bible study, to cross cultures with the gospel, to create a new 
ministry for alcoholics, or to spend an evening driving a van, or a morning 
praying for renewal? None of these costly acts of love just happens. They are 
impelled by a new appetite—the appetite of faith for the fullest experience 
of God’s grace. Faith loves to rely on God and see him work miracles in us. 
Therefore, faith pushes us into the current where the power of God’s future 
grace flows most freely—the current of love. I think this is what Paul meant 
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when he said that we should “sow to the Spirit” (Galatians 6:8). By faith, we 
should put the seeds of our energy in the furrows where we know the Spirit 
is at work to bear fruit—the furrows of love. 

God-Satisfied Faith Severs  
the Root of Lovelessness

In summary, love is a fruit of the Holy Spirit. But it is also a work of faith (see 
Galatians 5:6, 22). The Spirit and faith are linked because God supplies the 
Spirit to us “by hearing with faith” (Galatians 3:5). But if that is all we said 
about the way faith begets love, the glory of God’s future grace would not be 
magnified the way it should be. The glory of future grace is magnified in the 
mirror of faith. Therefore to honor the unending stream of future grace, God 
has ordained that the conscious cause of love be the experience of faith in 
future grace. Faith magnifies the all-satisfying greatness of all that God is for 
us in Jesus. 

This God-satisfied faith severs the root of guilt and fear and greed. 
Therefore, it frees us from the love-destroying power of those conditions. 
This faith also fills us with a passion to experience as much of God’s grace 
as we can. Thus it impels us toward the stream where God, the Spirit, is 
flowing in power, namely, the stream of love. O, that God would pour out 
his Spirit on us in extraordinary measure! May he open our eyes to see the 
irresistibly attractive and overwhelmingly satisfying beauty of all that God 
promises to be for us in Jesus. And thus may we live by faith in future grace, 
and love the way we have been loved! 
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And God is able to make all grace abound to you,  

so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times,  

you may abound in every good work.

2  c o r I n T h I a n s  9 : 8

By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace  

toward me was not in vain. On the contrary,  

I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I,  

but the grace of God that is with me.

1  c o r I n T h I a n s  1 5 : 1 0

I will not venture to speak of anything except what  

Christ has accomplished through me to bring the  

Gentiles to obedience—by word and deed.

r o m a n s  1 5 : 1 8
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C H A P T E R  2 3

lovinG MinisTry 
More Than liFe 

Ministry Is More Important Than Life 

a ccording to the New Testament, “ministry” is what all Christians 
do. Pastors have the job of equipping the saints for the work of 
ministry (Ephesians 4:12). But ordinary Christians do the minis-

try. What ministry looks like is as varied as Christians are varied. It’s not an 
office like elder or deacon; it’s a lifestyle devoted to making much of Christ. 
It means that we “do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of 
the household of faith” (Galatians 6:10). Whether we are bankers or brick-
layers, it means that we aim at advancing other people’s faith and holiness. 
Fulfilling your ministry is more important than staying alive. 

This conviction is what makes the lives of radically devoted people so 
inspiring to watch. Most of them speak the way Paul did about his ministry: 
“But I do not account my life of any value nor as precious to myself, if only I may 
finish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus” (Acts 
20:24). Doing the ministry that God gives us to do is more important than life. 

You may think you need to save your life in order to do your ministry. 
On the contrary, how you lose your life may be the capstone of your minis-
try. It certainly was for Jesus, only in his thirties. We need not fret about 
keeping ourselves alive in order to finish our ministry. God alone knows the 
appointed time of our service. Henry Martyn was right when he said, “If 
[God] has work for me to do, I cannot die.”1 In other words, I am immortal 
until my work is done. Therefore, ministry is more important than life. 

 1. Henry Martyn, Journal and Letters of Henry Martyn (New York: Protestant Episcopal Society for 
the Promotion of Evangelical Knowledge, 1851), 460. 
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They Loved Not Their Lives Above Ministry 

O, how many examples could be multiplied from the glorious history of 
God’s faithful saints! William Carey sailed to India from England in 1793. 
He lost his five-year-old son, his wife became mentally ill, he labored seven 
years for his first convert, and he lost years’ worth of precious translation 
work in a fire. But still he pressed on—for forty years without a furlough. 
Because ministry is more important than life. Adoniram Judson, “America’s 
first foreign missionary,” went to Burma in 1814. He lost a six-month-old 
baby boy, spent a year and a half in a “death prison,” lost his wife from fever, 
suffered a mental breakdown, and waited five years for his first convert. But 
he kept on, because ministry is more important than life. Robert Morrison, 
the first Protestant missionary to go to China (in 1807), lost his young wife 
and worked seven years for his first convert. But he kept on, because minis-
try is more important than life.2 

No Mirror for the Last Twenty Years 

Evelyn Harris Brand, the mother of Paul Brand, the world-renowned hand 
surgeon and leprosy specialist, grew up in a well-to-do English family. She 
had studied at the London Conservatory of Art and dressed in the finest 
silks. But she went with her husband to minister as missionaries in the Kolli 
Malai range of India. After about ten years, her husband died at age forty-
four and she came home “a broken woman, beaten down by pain and grief.” 
But after a year’s recuperation, and against all advice, she returned to India. 
Her soul was restored and she poured her life into the hill people, “nursing 
the sick, teaching farming, lecturing about guinea worms, rearing orphans, 
clearing jungle land, pulling teeth, establishing schools, preaching the gos-
pel.” She lived in a portable hut, eight feet square, that could be taken down, 
moved, and erected again. 

At age sixty-seven she fell and broke her hip. Her son, Paul, had just 
come to India as a surgeon. He encouraged her to retire. She had already 
suffered a broken arm, several cracked vertebrae, and recurrent malaria. 
Paul mounted as many arguments as he could think of to persuade her that 

 2. I took these little summary vignettes from Clay Sterrett, “Hanging Tough,” Faith and Renewal, 
vol. 16, no. 4, January/February, 1992, 19. 

Future Grace inter.indd   288 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

289

sixty-seven years was a good investment in ministry, and now it was time to 
retire. Her response? “Paul, you know these mountains. If I leave, who will 
help the village people? Who will treat their wounds and pull their teeth and 
teach them about Jesus? When someone comes to take my place, then and 
only then will I retire. In any case, why preserve this old body if it’s not 
going to be used where God needs me?” That was her final answer. So she 
worked on. 

At the age of ninety-five, she died. Following her instructions, villagers 
buried her in a simple cotton sheet so that her body would return to the soil 
and nourish new life. “Her spirit, too, lives on, in a church, a clinic, several 
schools, and in the faces of thousands of villagers across five mountain 
ranges of South India.” Her son commented that “with wrinkles as deep and 
extensive as any I have ever seen on a human face…she was a beautiful 
woman.” But it was not the beauty of the silk and heirlooms of London high 
society. For the last twenty years of her life, she refused to have a mirror in 
her house! She was consumed with ministry, not mirrors. A coworker once 
remarked that Granny Brand was more alive than any person he had ever 
met. “By giving away life, she found it.”3 This is what happens, paradoxi-
cally, when ministry is more important than life. 

Doing Ministry and Dying Well by  
Faith in Future Grace

I stress this radical orientation on ministry simply to double the impact of 
the importance of future grace. For no one fulfills any spiritual ministry 
without relying on future grace. This is the unmistakable witness of the 
New Testament. And it makes future grace central and indispensable in 
doing ministry and dying well. 

In 2 Corinthians 9:8, Paul said, “God is able to make all grace abound 
to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may 
abound in every good work.” The immediate context relates to financial 
liberality. But the principle is stated more broadly than that. God is able to 
make all grace—all the future grace you need—abound to you so that you 
will (literally) “abound in every good work.” Future grace is the means God 

 3. The facts and quotes of this story of Evelyn Brand are taken from Paul Brand with Philip 
Yancey, “And God Created Pain,” Christianity Today, January 10, 1994, 22–23.
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supplies for “every good work”—not “every good work” imaginable, but 
“every good work” appointed by God along your unique path of ministry. 
The power for every one of them is future grace. 

The church at Antioch gives us an example how this promise is to be 
trusted. When God called Paul and Barnabas to be missionaries, the church 
saw it as a summons to faith in future grace. They prayed, and then sent Paul 
and Barnabas on the first missionary journey with the confidence that future 
grace would go before them and give them success. We know this because 
when they got back, the book of Acts describes their arrival in relation to this 
work of grace: “They sailed [back] to Antioch, where they had been commended 

to the grace of God for the work that they had fulfilled” (Acts 14:26). 
The connection here between future grace and ministry is clear. Liter-

ally it says, “They were handed over to the grace of God for the work that they 
had fulfilled.” This was how the Christians in Antioch trusted the promise 
of 2 Corinthians 9:8. The promise said that God will make all grace abound 
to you for “every good work.” So by faith in future grace, the church handed 
Paul and Barnabas over “to the grace of God for the work.” Future grace was 
like an armed guard, and a supply of goods, and a team of physicians, and 
a spiritual force from heaven. It was strategically positioned in the future 
just out from the port of Antioch. And by faith the church entrusted the 
missionaries to God’s great provision called future grace (see Acts 15:40). 

Grace Is the Great Doer in Paul’s Ministry 

Paul confirmed with his own words the absolute necessity of future grace for 
ministry. He said, “By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward 
me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, 
though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10). 
Paul realized that the first part of this verse might be misunderstood. Some-
one might say, “See, he is telling us that God gave him grace in the past, and 
now Paul is simply responding to that grace, out of gratitude, by working for 
God as hard as he can.” That would be a partial, but distorted, truth. It is not 
the picture of Christian ministry Paul wants to leave in our minds. So he goes 
on to say, “Though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.” 

This text does not say that Paul is obeying Christ out of gratitude for 
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past grace. There is no doubt that Paul was filled with gratitude to God for 
multiplied bygone grace. And no doubt, as we saw in chapter 2, this grati-
tude nourished his faith in future grace with happy reminders of the past. 
But this is not what the text says. It says that, at every moment, the future 

grace of God enabled Paul’s work. Does it really say that? Doesn’t it just say 
that the grace of God worked with Paul? No, it says more. We have to come 
to terms with the words, “Though it was not I.” Paul wants to exalt the 
moment-by-moment grace of God in such a way that it is clear that he him-
self is not the decisive doer of this work. “Though it was not I.” 

Nevertheless, he is a doer of this work: “I worked harder than any of 
them.” He worked. But he said it was the grace of God “toward me.” If we let 
all the parts of this verse stand, the end result is this: grace is the decisive 
doer in Paul’s work. Since Paul is also a doer of his work, the way grace 
becomes the decisive doer is by becoming the enabling power of Paul’s work. 

I take this to mean that, as Paul faced each day’s ministry burden, he 
bowed his head and confessed that unless future grace was given for that 
day’s work, he would not be able to do it. He recalled the words of Jesus, 
“Apart from me you can do nothing” ( John 15:5). So he prayed for future 
grace for the day, and he trusted in the promise that it would come with 
power. “My God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in 
glory in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:19). Then he acted with all his might. 
And when he came to the end of the day, he called his might the might of 
grace and gave God the glory. “Though it was not I, but the grace of God that 
is with me.” Or, with different words, “I can do all things through him who 
strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13). 

The Grace to Will and to Do 

This is the way Paul saw all Christian ministry happening, not just his. 
That’s why he wrote to the Philippians, “Work out your own salvation with 
fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work 
for his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12–13). God is the decisive worker 
here. He wills and he works for his good pleasure. But believing this does 
not make Christians passive. It makes them hopeful and energetic and cou-
rageous. Each day there is a work to be done in our special ministry. Paul 
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commands us to work at doing it. But he tells us how to do it in the power 
of future grace: believe the promise that in this day God will be at work in 
you to will and work for his good pleasure. 

It is not the memory of past grace that wills and works for God’s good 
pleasure. It is God himself, graciously arriving each moment, that brings the 
future into the present. It is not the gratitude for past grace that Paul focuses 
on when explaining how he “worked harder than any of them.” It is fresh 
grace for every new conquest in his missionary labor. He does not say that 
the grace to do ministry comes from the past, as a memory, through the 
channel of gratitude; he says it comes from the future, as divine power, 
through the channel of faith.4 

The power of future grace is the power of the living Christ—always 
there to work for us at every future moment that we enter. So when Paul 
describes the effect of the grace of God that was with him, he says, “I will 
not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished 
through me to bring the Gentiles to obedience—by word and deed” 
(Romans 15:18). Therefore since he would not dare to speak of anything but 
what Christ accomplished through his ministry, and yet he did, in fact, 
speak of what grace accomplished through his ministry (1 Corinthians 
15:10), this must mean that the power of grace is the power of Christ. Which 
means that the power we need for tomorrow’s ministry is the future grace 
of the omnipotent Christ, who will always be there for us—ready to will 
and ready to work for his good pleasure. 

Abundant Grace Was on Them All—to Witness 

If our ministry is to witness to Christ tomorrow in some unsympathetic 
situation, the key will not be our brilliance; the key will be abundant future 
grace. Of all people, the apostles seemed to need least help to give a compel-
ling witness to the risen Christ. They had been with him for three years. 
They had seen him die. They had seen him alive. In their witnessing arsenal 
they had “many proofs” (Acts 1:3). You might think that, of all people, their 

 4. Again I stress that gratitude is a precious and indispensable response to God in the Christian 
heart. But, contrary to much of Christian thinking, the New Testament does not portray grati-
tude as the motive for ministry. See chapters 1 and 2. 
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ministry of witnessing, in those early days, would sustain itself on the 
strength of the past glories that were still so fresh. 

But that is not what the book of Acts tells us. It says, “With great power 
the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus, and great grace was upon them all” (Acts 4:33). The power to witness 
with faithfulness and effectiveness did not come mainly from memories of 
grace, or reservoirs of knowledge; it came from the new arrivals of “great 
grace.” That’s the way it was for the apostles, and that’s the way it will be for 
us in our ministry of witnessing. 

Whatever added signs and wonders God may show to amplify our wit-
ness to Christ, they will come the same way they came for Stephen. “And 
Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among 
the people” (Acts 6:8). There is an extraordinary future grace and power that 
we may bank on in the crisis of special ministry need. It is a fresh act of 
power by which God “bore witness to the word of his grace” (Acts 14:3; see 
also Hebrews 2:4). The grace of power bears witness to the grace of truth. 
This is not the performance of gratitude for what is past; it is the perfor-
mance of faith in what is future. 

Spiritual Gifts: Channels of Future Grace 

When we think of the ministry of ordinary Christians, we think not only of 
the ministry of witnessing to Christ, but also the use of spiritual gifts for the 
building up of the church. Here the crucial point is that no one can exercise 
a spiritual gift without future grace. In fact, ministering through spiritual 
gifts is defined by the apostle Peter as mediating grace from God to other 
people. “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stew-

ards of God’s varied grace” (1 Peter 4:10). 
Future grace is “varied grace.” It comes in many colors and shapes and 

sizes. This is one of the reasons spiritual gifts in the body are so diverse. The 
prism of your life will refract one of the colors of grace that would never 
come through my prism. There are as many future graces as there are needs 
in the body of Christ—and more. The purpose of spiritual gifts is to receive 
and dispense the future grace of God to those needs. 

But someone may ask, “Why do you take Peter to refer to future grace? 
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Doesn’t a steward manage a household store that is already on hand?” The 
main reason I take Peter to refer to future grace is because the next verse illus-
trates how this works, and the reference there is ongoing supplies of future 
grace. He says, “Whoever serves…by the strength that God supplies—in order 
that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 4:11). 

When you fulfill your spiritual gift to serve someone tomorrow, you 
will be serving “by the strength that God supplies” tomorrow. The word is 
supplies, not supplied. God goes on, day-by-day, moment-by-moment, sup-
plying the “strength” in which we minister. This means that spiritual gifts 
are fulfilled by the power of future grace, not merely in the power that we 
muster through thinking about past grace. 

And when we rely on future grace in this way, what happens is that our 
gifts do in fact become grace for others. We channel grace from God to oth-
ers. Paul gives a beautiful example of this in Ephesians 4:29, “Let no corrupt-
ing talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, 
as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.” Before this day is 
done, there will be a moment in your life “as fits the occasion.” Someone will 
be positioned to benefit from your words. This is the ministry that you will 
be called to at that moment: “for building up.” If you put your faith in future 
grace and serve in the strength that God supplies, you will become a channel 
of that grace. You will “give grace to those who hear.” They do not have it 
now. It is future. But when it comes—to you and through you—the satisfac-
tion is so deep you will know why you were created and why you were called. 

The Timing of Future Grace 

All ministry is in the future—a moment away, or a month, or a year, or a 
decade. We have ample time to fret about our inadequacy. When this hap-
pens, we must turn to prayer. Prayer is the form of faith that connects us 
today with the grace that will make us adequate for tomorrow’s ministry. 
Timing is everything. What if grace comes too early or comes too late? The 
traditional translation of Hebrews 4:16 hides from us a very precious prom-
ise in this regard. We need a more literal rendering to see it. The more tra-
ditional wording goes like this: “Let us then with confidence draw near to 
the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of 
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need.” The Greek original behind the phrase “grace to help in time of need” 
would be translated literally, “grace for a well-timed help.”5 

The point is that prayer is the way to find future grace for a well-timed 
help. This grace always arrives from the “throne of grace” on time. The 
phrase “throne of grace” means that future grace comes from the King of the 
Universe who sets the times by his own authority (Acts 1:8). His timing is 
perfect, but it is rarely ours: “For a thousand years in [his] sight are but as 
yesterday when it is past” (Psalm 90:4). At the global level, he sets the times 
for nations to rise and fall (Acts 17:26). And at the personal level, “My times 
are in [his] hand” (Psalm 31:15). When we wonder about the timing of 
future grace, we must think on the “throne of grace.” Nothing can hinder 
God’s plan to send grace when it will be best for us. Future grace is always 
well-timed. 

Future grace is the constant plea of the praying psalmists. They pray for 
it again and again to meet every need. They leave every minister a model of 
daily dependence on future grace for every exigency. They cry out for future 
grace when they need help: “Hear, O lorD, and be merciful to me; O lorD, 
be my helper!” (Psalm 30:10). They cry out for future grace when they are 
weak: “Turn to me and be gracious to me; give your strength to your servant” 
(Psalm 86:16). They cry out for future grace when they need healing: “Be 
gracious to me, O lorD, for I am languishing; heal me, O lorD” (Psalm 6:2). 
They cry out for future grace when they are afflicted by enemies: “Be gracious 

to me, O lorD! See my affliction from those who hate me” (Psalm 9:13). 
They cry out for future grace when they are lonely: “Turn to me and be gra-

cious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted” (Psalm 25:16). They cry out for 
future grace when they are grieving: “Be gracious to me, O lorD, for I am in 
distress; my eye is wasted from grief” (Psalm 31:9). They cry out for future 
grace when they have sinned: “O lorD, be gracious to me; heal me, for I have 
sinned against you!” (Psalm 41:4). They cry out for future grace when they 
long for God’s name to be exalted among the nations: “God be gracious to us 
and bless us…that your way may be known on earth” (Psalm 67:1–2). 

 5. “While the throne of grace is open, and you yourselves not overwhelmed by the danger”—
Henry Alford, The Greek New Testament, vol. 4 (Chicago: Moody Press, 1958), 90. “At the 
divinely appointed time”—Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 3., ed. G. Kittel, 
trans. G. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1965), 462. 
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Unmistakably, prayer is the great link of faith between the soul of the 
saint and the promise of future grace. If ministry was meant by God to be 
sustained by prayer, then ministry was meant to be sustained by faith in 
future grace. 

Ministry Is a Gift of Grace, Just Like Salvation 

I recall coming to the end of my graduate studies in Munich, Germany, back 
in 1974. I had no idea where to go. I was ready to enter any ministry the 
Lord would open for me. I sent my résumé to dozens of schools and mis-
sions and agencies. One of the most encouraging letters I received in those 
days was from my friend and former professor, Daniel Fuller. He knew I was 
struggling to trust God for a place of ministry. So he quoted a little-known 
verse, 2 Corinthians 4:1 (nasb),“Since we have this ministry, as we received 
mercy, we do not lose heart.” He pointed out the word as in the phrase “as 
we received mercy.” Then he showed me the link between “having a minis-
try” and “receiving mercy.” He said that ministry is given as freely and as 
sovereignly and as graciously as the first experience of mercy that we 
received in salvation. That is what I needed then. And that is what I need 
now, to press on in my ministry. The place of ministry and the ongoing 
performance of ministry are gifts of grace, just like my conversion was. 
Therefore, ministry means living by faith in future grace. 

One of the great threats to persevering in ministry is the paralyzing 
effect of despondency. Therefore we must find a way to triumph over this 
crippling sense of oppression. In the next chapter we will ponder how priz-
ing the promises of God can fight off the destructive effects of despondency. 
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The greatest need of the hour is a revived and joyful Church…

Unhappy Christians are, to say the least,  

a poor recommendation of the Christian faith.

m a r T Y n  l l o Y D - J o n e s

Why are you cast down, O my soul,

and why are you in turmoil within me?

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him,

my salvation and my God.

P s a l m  4 2 : 5 – 6

His anger is but for a moment,

and his favor is for a lifetime.

Weeping may tarry for the night,

but joy comes with the morning.

P s a l m  3 0 : 5
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C H A P T E R  2 4

Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in FuTure 
Grace vs. 

desPondency

despondency is not a common word today. But I think it captures 
what I mean. It is not depression per se, because depression con-
notes a clinical condition in our day. But it is more than simply 

having a bad day and feeling temporarily gloomy in the evening. Between 
those two, there is a broad terrain of unhappiness where far too many Chris-
tians live far too much of their lives. Beneath much of that experience is 
unbelief in the future grace of God and its massive and ever-glorious foun-
dation in the person and work of Jesus Christ. That is the unbelief I would 
like to help us battle in this chapter.1

A Doctor of Souls 

In 1954 one of my heroes, Martyn Lloyd-Jones, preached a series of sermons 
at Westminster Chapel, London, which he later published in a book called 
Spiritual Depression. His assessment of the church at the middle of the twen-
tieth century is still valid, as far as I can see. He said, “I have no hesitation in 

 1. See a fuller treatment of depression in the Christian life in John Piper, When I Don’t Desire God: 
How to Fight for Joy (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2004), 209–34. This section was also pub-
lished separately as John Piper, When the Darkness Will Not Lift: Doing What We Can While We 
Wait for God—and Joy (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2006).
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asserting again that one of the reasons why the Christian Church counts for 
so little in the modern world is that so many Christians are in this condition 
[of spiritual depression].”2 “The greatest need of the hour is a revived and 
joyful Church.… Unhappy Christians are, to say the least, a poor recom-
mendation of the Christian faith.”3 

Lloyd-Jones was an esteemed medical doctor before he became a 
preacher. This gives a special weight to his observations about the causes of 
despondent feelings that plague so many Christians. He is not naive about 
the complexity of what causes despondency. For example, he says, “There 
are certain people who are more prone to depression in a natural sense than 
others.… Though we are converted and regenerated, our fundamental per-
sonality is not changed. The result is that the person who is more given to 
depression than another person before conversion, will still have to fight 
that after conversion.”4 

A Lineage of Depression 

There are many painful examples of this in the history of the church. One 
of the most poignant is the story of David Brainerd, the young missionary to 
the Indians of New England in the eighteenth century. It seems that there 
was an unusual strain of weakness and depression in his family. Not only 
did the parents die early, but David’s brother Nehemiah died at 32, his 
brother Israel died at 23, his sister Jerusha died at 34, and he died at 29. In 
1865 a descendant, Thomas Brainerd, said, “In the whole Brainerd family 
for two hundred years there has been a tendency to a morbid depression, 
akin to hypochondria.”5 

So on top of having an austere father and suffering the loss of both par-
ents as a sensitive child, he probably inherited some kind of tendency to 
depression. Whatever the cause, he suffered from the blackest dejection, off 
and on, throughout his short life. He says at the very beginning of his diary, 

 2. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1965), 37. 

 3. Ibid., 6. 

 4. Ibid., 109. 

 5. Edwards, The Life of David Brainerd, ed. Norman Pettit, in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 7 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 64. 
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“I was, I think, from my youth something sober and inclined rather to mel-
ancholy than the other extreme.”6 

Nevertheless he said that there was a difference between the depression 
he suffered before and after his conversion. After his conversion there 
seemed to be a rock of electing love under him that would catch him, so that 
in his darkest times he could still affirm the truth and goodness of God, 
even though he couldn’t sense it for a season.7 

The Burden of the Body 

Not only is there the issue of hereditary temperament and personality, but 
there is also the issue of how physical conditions affect low moods. Lloyd-
Jones says, “There are many, I find, who come to talk to me about these 
matters, in whose case it seems quite clear to me that the cause of the trouble 
is mainly physical. Into this group, speaking generally, you can put tired-
ness, overstrain, illness, any form of illness. You cannot isolate the spiritual 
from the physical for we are body, mind and spirit.”8 When the psalmist 
cried out, “My flesh and my heart may fail” (Psalm 73:26), he was showing 
us how interwoven the “heart” and the “flesh” are in the despondency he so 
often experienced. 

Charles Haddon Spurgeon is a prime example of a great Christian and 
a great preacher whose recurrent despondency was almost surely owing in 
large measure to his painful disease of gout. It is not easy to imagine the 
eloquent, brilliant, full-of-energy, seemingly omnicompetent Spurgeon 
weeping like a baby for no reason that he could think of. In 1858, at age 24, 
it happened for the first time. He said, “My spirits were sunken so low that 
I could weep by the hour like a child, and yet I knew not what I wept for.”9 
As years went by the times of melancholy came again and again. At times he 
seemed ready to give up: “Causeless depression cannot be reasoned with, 
nor can David’s harp charm it away by sweet discoursings. As well fight 

 6. Ibid., 101. 

 7. Ibid., 93, 141, 165, 278. 

 8. Ibid., 18–19.

 9. Darrel W. Amundsen, “The Anguish and Agonies of Charles Spurgeon,” in Christian History, 
Issue 29 (vol. 10, no. 1), 24. 

Future Grace inter.indd   301 7/19/12   9:24 AM



J o h n  P i P e r

302

with the mist as with this shapeless, undefinable, yet all-beclouding hope-
lessness.… The iron bolt which so mysteriously fastens the door of hope and 
holds our spirits in gloomy prison, needs a heavenly hand to push it back.”10 

Yet he did fight. He saw his depression as his “worst feature.” “Despon-
dency,” he said, “is not a virtue; I believe it is a vice. I am heartily ashamed 
of myself for falling into it, but I am sure there is no remedy for it like a holy 
faith in God.”11 

Before we look at that remedy more closely, one more complicating 
cause should be mentioned. There is the whole area of family conditioning. 
One small example: If parents reward a child for whining, and give in to the 
manipulation of a child’s moodiness, then that child will be trained that a 
good pout will get pity. And thirty years later, the mastery of his moods will 
be twice as hard. 

The Root of Despondency 

What then is the root of despondency? Lloyd-Jones would agree that it is an 
oversimplification to say that the single root of despondency is unbelief. But 
it would be right to say, as Lloyd-Jones does say, “The ultimate cause of all 
spiritual depression is unbelief.”12 For example, where did the kind of par-
enting come from that sanctions pouting? Did it come from a strong belief in 
the Word of God as the best book on parenting? And why do so many 
people pursue nighttime activities that guarantee fatigue, which leads to 
despondency and irritability and moral vulnerability? Is it owing to a strong 
belief in God’s counsel to get good rest (Psalm 127:2) and a firm trust in his 
power to work for those who wait for him (Isaiah 64:4; Psalm 37:5)? 

And could it be that brain research is in such infancy that even though 
we know a little bit about how chemicals can produce emotional states, we 
know almost nothing about the ways emotional and spiritual states may 
produce healing chemicals? Could anyone disprove the possibility that 
being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus has no physical effect on 
the body’s production of natural antidepressants? Why should we not 

 10. Charles Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1972), 
163. 

 11. Amundsen, “The Anguish and Agonies of Charles Spurgeon,” 24. 

 12. Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression, 20 (emphasis added). 
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assume that the powerful affection of faith in future grace promotes even 
physical means of mental health? My own conviction is that when we get to 
heaven, we will learn some astonishing things about the profound connec-
tion between sound faith and sound minds. 

We may say, therefore, that the roots of despondency are not simple. 
They are complex. So my focus in this chapter is limited. Without denying 
the complexity of our emotions and their hereditary and physical and family 
dimensions, what I want to show is that unbelief in future grace is the root 
of yielding to despondency. Or to put it another way, unbelief is the root of 
not making war on despondency with the weapons of God. Unbelief lets 
despondency take its course without a spiritual fight. 

Lloyd-Jones said that if we are converted with a bent toward despon-
dency, we “will still have to fight that after conversion.” It’s the fight we are 
talking about in this chapter, not the onslaught of melancholy that demands 
the fight. Let me illustrate this from the psalms and then from the kind of 
despondency that Jesus had to deal with. 

When the Psalmist’s Heart Failed 

In Psalm 73:26 the psalmist says, “My flesh and my heart may fail.” Literally 
the verb is simply fail: “My flesh and my heart fail!” I am despondent! I am 
discouraged! But then immediately he fires a broadside against his despon-
dency: “But God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.” The 
psalmist does not yield. He battles unbelief with counterattack. 

In essence, he says, “In myself I feel very weak and helpless and unable 
to cope. My body is shot and my heart is almost dead. But whatever the 
reason for this despondency, I will not yield. I will trust God and not myself. 
He is my strength and my portion.” 

The Bible is replete with instances of saints struggling with sunken 
spirits. Psalm 19:7 says, “The law of the lorD is perfect, reviving the soul.” 
This is a clear admission that the soul of the saint sometimes needs to be 
revived. And if it needs to be revived, in a sense it was “dead.” David says the 
same thing in Psalm 23:2–3, “He leads me beside still waters. He restores my 

soul.” The soul of the “man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14) needs 
to be restored. It was dying of thirst and ready to fall exhausted, but God led 
the soul to water and gave it life again. 
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God has put these testimonies in the Bible so that we might use them 
to fight the unbelief of despondency. Wherever despondency might come 
from, Satan paints it with a lie. The lie says, “This is it. You will never be 
happy again. You will never be strong again. You will never have vigor and 
determination again. Your life will never again be purposeful. There is no 
morning after this night. No joy after weeping. All is gathering gloom, 
darker and darker. This is not a tunnel; it is a cave, an endless cave.” 

That is the color that Satan paints on our despondency. And God has 
woven his Word with strands of truth directly opposed to that lie. The law 
of God does revive (Psalm 19:7). God does lead to springs of water (Psalm 
23:3). God does show us the path of life (Psalm 16:11). Joy does come with 
the morning (Psalm 30:5). So the psalms illustrate for us the truth that 
unbelief is the root of yielding to despondency; but faith in future grace 
takes the promises of God and throws them against despondency. “God is 
the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:26). 

Learning to Preach to Ourselves 

We must learn to fight despondency. The fight is a fight of faith in future 
grace. It is fought by preaching truth to ourselves about God and his prom-
ised future. This is what the psalmist does in Psalm 42. “My tears have been 
my food day and night, while they say to me all day long, ‘Where is your 
God?’… Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you in turmoil 
within me? Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my salvation and my 
God” (Psalm 42:3, 5). The psalmist preaches to his troubled soul. He scolds 
himself and argues with himself. And his main argument is future grace: 
“Hope in God!—Trust in what God will be for you in the future. A day of 
praise is coming. The presence of the Lord will be all the help you need. And 
he has promised to be with us forever” (see Psalm 23:4, 6). 

Lloyd-Jones believes this issue of preaching truth to ourselves about 
God’s future grace is all-important in overcoming spiritual depression. 

I say that we must talk to ourselves instead of allowing “ourselves” 
to talk to us! Do you realize what that means? I suggest that the 
main trouble in this whole matter of spiritual depression in a 
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sense is this, that we allow our self to talk to us instead of talking 
to our self. Am I just trying to be deliberately paradoxical? Have 
you realized that most of your unhappiness in life is due to the 
fact that you are listening to yourself instead of talking to your-
self? Take those thoughts that come to you the moment you wake 
up in the morning. You have not originated them, but they start 
talking to you, they bring back the problems of yesterday, etc. 
Somebody is talking. Who is talking to you? Your self is talking to 
you. Now [the psalmist’s] treatment was this; instead of allowing 
this self to talk to him, he starts talking to himself. “Why art thou 
cast down, O my soul?” he asks. His soul had been depressing 
him, crushing him. So he stands up and says: “Self, listen for a 
moment, I will speak to you.… Why art thou cast down?—what 
business have you to be disquieted?… And then you must go on 
to remind yourself of God, Who he is, and what God is and what 
God has done, and what God has pledged Himself to do. Then 
having done that, end on this great note: defy yourself, and defy 
other people, and defy the devil and the whole world, and say 
with this man: “I shall yet praise Him for the help of His 
countenance.”13 

The battle against despondency is a battle to believe the promises of 
God. And that belief in God’s future grace comes by hearing the Word. And 
so preaching to ourselves is at the heart of the battle. But I stress again that 
the issue in this chapter is not mainly how to avoid meeting despondency, 
but how to fight it when it comes. If we go to the example of Jesus, we will 
see that even the sinless Son of God met and wrestled with this enemy. 

When Jesus Met the Enemy of Despondency 

The night Jesus was betrayed, he fought some deep spiritual battles. What 
was happening that night on the eve of our everlasting redemption was an 
awful spiritual war. Satan and all his strongest hosts were gathered to fight 

 13. Ibid., 20–21. 
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against the Son of God. And whatever Paul means (in Ephesians 6:16) by 
“the flaming darts of the evil one” you can be sure they were flying in volleys 
against the heart of Jesus in Gethsemane that night. 

We get a glimpse of the battle in Matthew 26:36–38: 

Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he 
said to his disciples, “Sit here, while I go over there and pray.” And 
taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to 
be sorrowful and troubled. Then he said to them, “My soul is very 
sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me.” 

What is going on here? What is Jesus sorrowful about? John 12:27 says, 
“Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this 
hour’? But for this purpose I have come to this hour.” In other words, the 
sorrowful, troubling temptation was to despair and fail to carry out his mis-
sion. The flaming darts coming against him were thoughts—thoughts like, 
“It’s not worth it. It won’t work.” Or perhaps just a volley of hideous distrac-
tions. And the effect of these assaults on Jesus was a tremendous emotional 
upheaval. What Satan wanted to produce in Jesus was a spirit of despon-
dency that would sink, unopposed, in resignation and prompt Jesus not to 
carry out what his Father had given him to do. 

Now think about this for a minute. Jesus was a sinless man (Hebrews 
4:15; 2 Corinthians 5:21). This means that the emotional turmoil he was 
enduring that night was a proper and fitting response to the kind of extra-
ordinary testing he was experiencing. The demonic thought that Calvary 
would be a meaningless black hole is so horrendous it ought to make the soul 
of Christ shudder. This is the first shock wave of the blast of despondency. 
But it is not sin. Not yet. 

But here is something surprising. The gospel of John says that Jesus was 
troubled ( John 12:27; 13:21). The first shock waves of despondency broke 
the tranquility of his soul. But in this same gospel, it also says that the dis-
ciples should not be troubled. In John 14:1 Jesus says, “Let not your hearts 
be troubled (same word as in 12:27 and 13:21). Believe in God; believe also 
in me.” And in John 14:27, Jesus says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I 
give to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be 
troubled.” 
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In both cases Jesus is dealing with the danger of despondency. The 
disciples were beginning to feel disheartened and hopeless because their 
Leader and their Friend was going away. Instead of getting brighter, things 
were getting darker. In both cases he said, “Don’t feel troubled and despon-
dent like that.”

Now, is this a contradiction? When Satan dangles the thought in front 
of Jesus and his disciples that their future is hopeless, is it right for Jesus to 
feel despondent, but not the disciples? 

Let Not Your Hearts Be Troubled 

I don’t think there’s a contradiction. Here’s how they fit together. Jesus was 
warning the disciples against giving in to despondency, yielding to it unop-
posed. Letting it fester and spread. And so he says, “Fight back: Believe God, 
believe also in me” (see John 14:1). The first shock waves of the blast of 
despondency are not the sin. The sin is in not turning on the air-raid siren, 
and not heading for the bomb shelters, and not deploying the antiaircraft 
weapons. If Satan drops a bomb on your peace, and you don’t make ready 
for war, people are going to wonder whose side you’re on. 

It’s just the same with Jesus. The first shock waves of despondency that 
he feels because of the assaults of temptation are not sin. But no one knew 
better than Jesus how quickly they can become sin, if they are not counterat-
tacked immediately. You cannot read Matthew 26:36–39 and come away say-
ing, “Despondency’s not so bad, because Jesus had it in Gethsemane and he’s 
sinless.” Instead, what you come away with is an impression of how earnestly 
he fought off the unbelief of despondency. How much more should we! 

How Jesus Fought in the Dark Hour 

There were several tactics in Jesus’ strategic battle against despondency. 
First, he chose some close friends to be with him. “Taking with him Peter and the 
two sons of Zebedee” (Matthew 26:37). Second, he opened his soul to them. He 
said to them, “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death” (v. 38). Third, he 

asked for their intercession and partnership in the battle. “Remain here, and 
watch with me” (v. 38). Fourth, he poured out his heart to his Father in prayer. 

“My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me” (v. 39). Fifth, he rested 
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his soul in the sovereign wisdom of God. “Nevertheless, not as I will, but as you 
will” (v. 39). Sixth, he fixed his eye on the glorious future grace that awaited him 

on the other side of the Cross. “For the joy that was set before him [he] endured 
the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne 
of God” (Hebrews 12:2). 

When something drops into your life that seems to threaten your future, 
remember this: The first shock waves of the bomb are not sin. The real dan-
ger is yielding to them. Giving in. Putting up no spiritual fight. And the root 
of that surrender is unbelief—a failure to fight for faith in future grace. A 
failure to cherish all that God promises to be for us in Jesus. 

Jesus shows us another way. Not painless, and not passive. Follow him. 
Find your trusted spiritual friends. Open your soul to them. Ask them to 
watch with you and pray. Pour out your soul to the Father. Rest in the sov-
ereign wisdom of God. And fix your eyes on the joy set before you in the 
precious and magnificent promises of God. 

Don’t Sit Down in the Dark 

Preach to yourself that even the great apostle Paul was “afflicted in every way, 
but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair” (2 Corinthians 4:8); 
that David discovered in the darkness that “[God’s] anger is but for a moment, 
and his favor is for a lifetime. Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes 
with the morning” (Psalm 30:5). Preach to yourself what David learned in his 
battle with despair—that even when he says despairingly, “Surely the dark-
ness shall cover me, and the light about me be night,” nevertheless there is a 
greater truth: “Even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is bright as the 
day, for darkness is as light with you” (Psalm 139:11–12). 

The final lesson of Gethsemane and Calvary and the book of the Psalms 
is that all the dark caves of despondency are really tunnels leading to the 
fields of joy—for those who don’t sit down in the dark and blow out the 
candle of faith in future grace. 
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The time of my departure has come.  

I have fought the good fight,  

I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  

Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness.

2  T I m o T h Y  4 : 6 – 8

Was so overwhelmed with dejection that I knew not how to live:  

I longed for death exceedingly: My soul was “sunk in deep waters,” 

and “the floods” were ready to “drown me”: I was so much 

oppressed that my soul was in a kind of horror.

D a v I D  b r a I n e r D

Fight the good fight of the faith.

1  T I m o T h Y  6 : 1 2
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The sTruGGle is  
as easy as  

droPPinG a nuT

A Yearly Rehearsal for Dying 

For me, the end of a year is like the end of my life. The last hours of 
New Year’s Eve are like the ticking away of the final minutes of my 
time on earth. The 365 days leading to the year’s end are like a min-

iature lifetime. It’s like a rehearsal for the real thing. I imagine meeting 
Christ on New Year’s morning, and I ask, Will he look back over this year’s 
life and say, “Well done, good and faithful servant”? 

It’s a great advantage to have a trial run at my own dying every year. If 
you come to the end of the rehearsal and find that the year wasn’t lived well, 
you usually have another go at it, with a brand-new beginning the next 
morning. The great thing about rehearsals is that they show you where your 
weaknesses are. They leave time for you to improve before the opening night. 

But to judge the past year—or lifetime—you need a good biblical mea-
suring stick. The one I have used, and the one that carries this book a cru-
cial step forward, is the one Paul used at the end of his life. Second Timothy 
was probably the last letter he wrote. It has the flavor of finality about it. 
Near the end he gives Timothy a strong exhortation, “Endure suffering…
fulfill your ministry” (2 Timothy 4:5). Then, to inspire Timothy, he men-
tions his own endurance to the end and how he measured his life. “The time 
of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the 
race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of 
righteousness” (2 Timothy 4:6–8). 
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The criterion of success that Paul used to measure his life was whether 
he had “kept the faith.” The criterion applies to us. Will we be able to say at 
the end of our lives, “I have kept the faith”? Not just, “Have I held fast to a 
body of doctrines?” That is not all that Paul meant. But more: Have we lived 
by faith in future grace? Not just for a moment, or a year, or a decade, but all 
the way to the end? 

Paul uses two other phrases to describe keeping the faith: “I have fought 
the good fight” and “I have finished the race.” These are pictures that Paul 
uses to show what is involved in keeping the faith. In 1 Timothy 6:12, he 
says, “Fight the good fight of the faith.” So we know he sees “fighting the good 
fight” and “keeping the faith” as the same. It is the “good fight of [keeping 
the] faith.” 

These two images—the fight and the race—teach us what is involved 
in a lifetime of living by faith in future grace. The first thing we can say is 
that enduring in faith for a lifetime must be hard. There must be some sort 
of stress and strain and discomfort involved. Boxers get hit in the face; and 
runners push themselves to the limit of tolerance. And both of them train 
for long, monotonous hours. Therefore keeping the faith must involve some 
kind of strenuous effort like this. 

As Easy as Dropping a Nut 

Jesus put it like this: “The gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to 
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and 
the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matthew 
7:13–14). The narrow gate and the hard way imply that the way to life is not 
easy. This is why Jesus said, “Strive to enter through the narrow door” (Luke 
13:24). The word strive is agõnizomai and means “struggle” or “contend for 
victory like an athlete.” 

Both Paul and Jesus speak of keeping the faith as a rigorous struggle like 
running a marathon and boxing with fists. How can this square with other 
images of the Christian life, like the following one from Matthew 11:28–30, 
where Jesus says, 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give 
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am 
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gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For 
my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. 

Here the life of faith in future grace is pictured as a light burden and an 
easy yoke. Can it be both hard and easy? 

Yes. Faith in future grace is intrinsically easy. What could be easier than 
trusting God to work for you (Isaiah 64:4), and take care of you (1 Peter 5:7), 
and give you all you need (Philippians 4:19; Hebrews 13:6), and strengthen 
you for every challenge (Isaiah 41:10)? In one sense, faith is the opposite of 
straining. It is ceasing from the effort to earn God’s approval or demonstrate 
your worth or merit. It is resting in the gracious promises of God to pursue 
us with goodness and mercy all our days. Faith is intrinsically easy. 

But this ease of faith assumes that our hearts are humble enough to 
renounce all self-reliance and self-direction and self-exaltation. It assumes a 
heart that is spiritual enough to taste and delight in the beauty and worth of 
God. It assumes that the world and the devil have lost their power to lure us 
away from satisfaction in God. If these assumptions are not true, then living 
by faith in future grace will not be as easy as we might have thought, but 
will involve a lifetime of struggle. 

It’s like the monkey with his hand caught in the jar. It would be easy for 
him to slip his hand out of the opening except that he has his fist clenched 
around a nut. If he loves the nut more than he loves freedom from the jar, 
then getting his hand out of the jar will be hard, even impossible (as Jesus 
said in Mark 10:27 about the young man who had his fist clenched around 
his wealth). But what could be easier than dropping a nut? The battle that 
Paul and Jesus are talking about is the battle to love the freedom of faith 
more than the nut of sin. 

So the first thing we can say about a lifetime of keeping the faith is that 
it is like a race and a fight. It involves relentless warfare and vigilance. 

Faith in Future Grace Finishes the Course 

The second thing we can say is that we must endure to the end in faith. The 
crown of righteousness is given to the saint who “finished the race.” You can 
run for five miles or ten miles or fifteen miles in a marathon; but if you don’t 
go the full 26 miles and 385 yards, you don’t get the crown. 
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The necessity to continue in faith to the end is taught in many places in 
the New Testament. One of the clearest is Colossians 1:22–23, “[God will] 
present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him, if indeed you 

continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the 
gospel.” We must fight the fight and “keep the faith” to the end. Paul says 
that the gospel saves you “if you hold fast to the word I preached to you—
unless you believed in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:2). 

Jesus said, “The one who endures to the end will be saved” (Matthew 
24:13). The race must be run to the end. Again, in the Revelation, Jesus said 
to the suffering church, “Do not fear what you are about to suffer.… Be faith-

ful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10). All the 
way to the finish line, and you will receive the crown. 

A Call for Endurance 

The writer to the Hebrews stressed this message of endurance more than 
anyone. It was he who said, “We have come to share in Christ, if indeed we 

hold our original confidence firm to the end” (Hebrews 3:14). And: “We desire 
each one of you to show the same earnestness to have the full assurance of 

hope until the end” (Hebrews 6:11). And: “Do not throw away your confi-
dence, which has a great reward. For you have need of endurance, so that 
when you have done the will of God you may receive what is promised” 
(Hebrews 10:35–36). Keeping the faith is a lifelong battle. It calls for relent-
less vigilance. “If we endure, we will also reign with him” (2 Timothy 2:12). 

The Danger of Not Knowing the Kind of Battle It Is 

Sometimes it is hard for us to accept that a lifetime of vigilance and running 
and fighting is compatible with the joy and peace that the New Testament 
says we can enjoy here and now. I have known people who gave up on 
Christianity because they felt as if they were always swimming upstream. 
They felt like every day was a battle. My response to them depends on what 
I see going on inside of them. 

It may be that they are not truly born of God and do not have the Spirit 
working in them. Then, indeed, they would be swimming in their own 
strength, trying to look like a Christian when they have no new heart and 
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no power inside. In that case they need to stop the charade and let their 
hearts be broken and cleansed of self-reliance. They need to seek the Lord’s 
face and look to him for the refreshing beauty and power that he offers to 
those who cherish him and rely on his future grace. In short, they need to 
find in God himself the all-satisfying treasure of their lives and turn away 
from the futile striving of the unsatisfied flesh. 

But there is another possible explanation for why people might grow 
weary of the battle and consider giving up on Christianity. They might be 
poorly taught about what the Christian life really is. They might think that 
things are going wrong, when they are going right. They might think that 
they are losing, when they are in fact winning. They may not know the bibli-
cal categories for understanding what God is really doing in their lives. 

Theologian J. I. Packer tells the story of his early days as a young Chris-
tian, and how he was not at first well-taught about the struggle with sin in 
the Christian life. I’ve heard him tell the story of the crisis he came to soon 
after his conversion. He was in danger in his student days of despairing 
under a perfectionistic teaching that did not take indwelling sin seriously. 
The discovery of John Owen’s balanced biblical teaching on the battle with 
sin brought him back to reality and, in a real sense, saved his life. “Suffice it 
to say,” Packer recalls, “that without Owen I might well have gone off my 
head or got bogged down in mystical fanaticism.”1 

The Fight Is a Fight for Joy 

In order to keep the fight and the marathon in proper perspective, we need to 
remember several things. First, we need to keep in mind that it is not at odds 
with joy; it is a battle to maintain joy. The question is not: How can fighting 
be compatible with joy? The question is, Since the joy is so precious, what 
strategies of fighting will protect and preserve it amid all life’s adversities? 

Often the Christian must cry out with David, “Restore to me the joy of 
your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit” (Psalm 51:12). Often we 
must say with Psalm 23, “He restores my soul” (v. 3). If there were no fight 
for joy, there would be no need for the re-storing of our souls and our joy. 

 1. J. I. Packer, A Quest for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian Life (Wheaton: Crossway 
Books, 1990), 12. The story is told more fully in John Owen, Sin and Temptation, abridged and 
edited by James M. Houston (Portland: Multnomah Press, 1983), introduction, xxv–xxix. 
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We have seen in chapters 15 and 16 that at the heart of saving faith is a 
delight in who God is and a satisfaction in all that God is for us in Jesus. 
This means that “the good fight of the faith” (1 Timothy 6:12) is at its root a 
fight for delight. It’s a fight to maintain satisfaction in God against all the 
enticements of the world and all the deceptions of the devil. The fight for 
faith in future grace is a fight for joy. Knowing this will help us understand 
what is happening to us when the temptations come. Diminishing delight 
is a summons to war. 

The Greatest Have Struggled Most 

A second thing to keep in mind is that the greatest Christians have all 
fought this fight with us and some of them are still fighting it for us. David 
Brainerd, the young missionary to the American Indians from 250 years 
ago, struggled painfully and valiantly with the loss of joy. His journal is still 
encouraging people today. 

Sunday, December 16, 1744. “Was so overwhelmed with dejection 
that I knew not how to live: I longed for death exceedingly: My soul 
was ‘sunk in deep waters,’ and ‘the floods’ were ready to ‘drown me’: 
I was so much oppressed that my soul was in a kind of horror.”2 

But he never stopped fighting the fight. And again and again the joy was 
restored for his short life of twenty-nine years. 

April 17, 1747. “O I longed to fill the remaining moments all for 
God! Though my body was so feeble, and wearied with preaching 
and much private conversation, yet I wanted to sit up all night to 
do something for God. To God the giver of these refreshments, be 
glory forever and ever; Amen.”3 

February 21, 1746. “My soul was refreshed and comforted, and I 
could not but bless God, who had enabled me in some good 

 2. Edwards, The Life of David Brainerd, ed. Norman Pettit, in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 7 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 278. 

 3. Ibid., 246.
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measure to be faithful in the day past. Oh, how sweet it is to be 
spent and worn out for God!”4 

“We Work with You for Your Joy” 

The apostle Paul saw his whole ministry as a calling to help Christians fight 
for the joy of faith. In Philippians 1:25 he ponders whether he will live or die. 
He concludes, “I know that I shall abide and continue with you all for your 

furtherance and joy of faith” (kJv). And to the Corinthians he wrote, “Not that 
we lord it over your faith, but we work with you for your joy” (2 Corinthians 
1:24). His ministry then and now—through his writings—was a camarade-
rie in combat for the sake of our joy. 

The Victory Is Assured 

One final thing to remember about the good fight of faith in future grace: 
the victory is assured. Our assurance is not destroyed by the demands for 
endurance. The key to assurance is not to eliminate the biblical commands 
for endurance, but rather to magnify grace as a future power to believe, as 
well as a past pardon for sin. Our assurance does not lie in looking back to 
a momentary decision we made for Christ, but in looking forward to the 
certainty of God’s preserving grace, based on the all-sufficient atonement of 
his Son’s death. 

Jesus is still praying for us today (Romans 8:34) the way he did for Peter 
on earth. “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he 
might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. 
And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:31–
32). Though Peter failed miserably, the prayer of Jesus preserved him from 
utter ruin. He was brought to bitter weeping and restored to the joy and 
boldness of Pentecost. So Jesus is interceding for us today that our faith in 
future grace might not fail. 

Jesus promised that his sheep would be preserved and never perish. 
“My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them 
eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of 

 4. Ibid., 366.
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my hand” ( John 10:27–28). The reason for this is that God will work to 
preserve the faith of the sheep. “He who began a good work in you will bring 
it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6). We are not left 
to ourselves to fight the fight of faith. “It is God who works in you, both to 
will and to work for his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13). 

You have the assurance of God’s Word that, if you are his child, he will 
“equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working in us 
that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ” (Hebrews 13:21). 
Our endurance in faith and joy is finally and decisively in the hands of God. 
Yes, we must fight. But this very fight is what God “works in us.” And he 
most certainly will do it, for “whom he justified he also glorified” (Romans 
8:30). He will lose none of those he has brought to faith and justified. “[He] 
will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God 
is faithful, by whom you were called” (1 Corinthians 1:8–9). Our future is 
as secure as the faithfulness of God. “He who calls you is faithful; he will 
surely do it” (1 Thessalonians 5:24). 

With this assurance, we may turn now, in the next chapter, to a more 
specific focus on our living enemy in this fight, the devil. It is true, as Martin 
Luther says, “His doom is sure” and “One little word will fell him,” but the 
fight is not a charade. We are not playing war games. The guns are loaded. 
The stakes are high. And our only hope is to live and fight not by our own 
strength, but by, and for, faith in future grace.
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Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you,  

that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed  

for you that your faith may not fail.

l u k e  2 2 : 3 1 – 3 2

When I could bear it no longer,  

I sent to learn about your faith,  

for fear that somehow the tempter had  

tempted you and our labor would be in vain.

1  T h e s s a l o n I a n s  3 : 5

Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion,  

seeking someone to devour. Resist him, firm in your faith.

1  P e T e r  5 : 8 – 9
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sin is Worse  
Than saTan

Two Great Enemies of Our Souls 

The two great enemies of our souls are sin and Satan. And sin is the 
worst enemy, because the only way that Satan can destroy us is by 
getting us to sin. God may give him leash enough to rough us up, 

the way he did Job, or even to kill us, the way he did the saints in Smyrna 
(Revelation 2:10); but Satan cannot condemn us or rob us of eternal life. The 
only way he can do us ultimate harm is by influencing us to sin. 

Which is exactly what he aims to do. All his other shenanigans—like 
sickness and lost visas and spooky sounds and green apparitions and vari-
ous intimidations—all these things cannot do us ultimate harm, unless 
they lead us to sin. So Satan’s main business is to advocate, promote, assist, 
titillate and confirm our bent to sinning. We see this in Ephesians 2:1–2. 
Paul says, “You were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly 
walked…according to the prince of the power of the air” (nasb). Sinning 
“accords” with Satan’s power in the world. When he brings about moral evil, 
it is through sin. When we sin, we move in his sphere, and come into accord 
with him. When we sin, we “give place to the devil” (Ephesians 4:27, kJv). 

The only thing that will condemn us at the judgment day is unforgiven 
sin—not sickness or afflictions or persecutions or intimidations or appari-
tions or nightmares. Satan knows this. Therefore his great focus is not pri-
marily on how to scare Christians with weird phenomena (though there’s 
plenty of that), but on how to corrupt Christians with worthless fads and 
evil thoughts. 
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What Satan Knows About the Spring of Sin

But Satan also knows something else—far better, I think, than many Chris-
tians know it—namely, that all sin comes from failing to live by faith in 
future grace (see Romans 14:23). Which means that the number one aim of 
Satan is the destruction of faith. Faith in future grace is the spring of radical 
righteousness. It’s the root of love and all Christ-exalting living. And its 
absence is the root of all sin. Satan knows this. Therefore he aims all his 
efforts, one way or the other, at the prevention or destruction of faith in 
future grace. 

Satan’s Jagged Sieve 

You can see this in the way Jesus prayed for Simon Peter just before Peter’s 
great temptation. He said, “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have 
you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your 
faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your broth-
ers” (Luke 22:31–32). Satan’s aim was to sift Simon Peter. What does that 
mean? Jesus gives us the clue by saying, “I have prayed for you that your faith 

may not fail.” This must mean that what Satan wanted to do was to sift the 
faith out of Peter. Satan has a sieve with a jagged mesh designed to sift the 
faith out of Christians. That’s his main goal. 

Paul implies the same thing in 1 Thessalonians 3:5. He is concerned 
about the new church he had just started in Thessalonica. So he sends 
Timothy to see how they are doing. Timothy comes back with a good report, 
and Paul writes this letter to explain what his deepest concern really was: 
“When I could bear it no longer, I sent to learn about your faith, for fear that 
somehow the tempter had tempted you and our labor would be in vain.” 
Paul’s greatest concern was that Satan would have attacked their faith and 
ruined the work he had begun. 

Similarly, when Peter writes to the churches of Asia Minor, he warns 
that Satan is always prowling around trying to “devour someone.” Then 
Peter adds, “Resist him, firm in your faith” (1 Peter 5:9). This implies that 
Satan wants to catch us at a time when our faith is not firm, when it is vul-
nerable. It makes sense that the very thing Satan wants to destroy would 
also be the means of our resisting his efforts. That’s why Peter says, “Resist 
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him, firm in your faith.” It is also why Paul says that the “shield of faith” can 
“extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one” (Ephesians 6:16). The way 
to thwart the devil is to strengthen the very thing he is trying most to 
destroy. 

Without Faith in Future Grace, We Will Only Sin 

All true virtue comes from faith in future grace; and all sin comes from lack 
of faith in future grace. That is one of the reasons for writing this book. I’ve 
devoted a lot of space so far to the claim that faith works through love—that 
faith in future grace is the spring of all true obedience and holiness and love. 
But I have not said as much about the flip side of this truth—that failing to 
have faith in future grace, that is, failing to be satisfied with all that God is 
for us in Jesus, is the root of all sin. Satan knows this; and it shapes his whole 
strategy of how to get people to sin. 

It’s important that we see this as clearly as he does, so that it can affect 
our counterstrategy. All the sinful states of our hearts are owing to unbelief 
in God’s super-abounding future grace. All our sin comes from failing to be 
satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus. Misplaced shame, anxiety, 
despondency, covetousness, lust, bitterness, impatience, pride—these are 
all sprouts from the root of unbelief in the promises of God. Let me illustrate 
from a familiar text that seems to trace all sin back to a surprising source, 
the love of money. 

The Heart That Loves Money 

Paul said in 1 Timothy 6:10, “The love of money is the root of all evils” (literal 
translation). What did he mean? He couldn’t have meant that money is 
always on your mind when you sin. A lot of sin happens when we are not 
thinking about money. My suggestion is this: he meant that all the evils in 
the world come from a certain kind of heart, namely, the kind of heart that 
loves money. 

Now what does it mean to love money? It doesn’t mean to admire the 
green paper or the copper coins or the silver shekels. To know what it means 
to love money, you have to ask, What is money? I would answer that ques-
tion like this: Money is simply a symbol that stands for human resources. 
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Money stands for what you can get from man instead of God. God deals in 
the currency of grace, not money: “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the 
waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat!” (Isaiah 55:1). Money 
is the currency of human resources. 

So the heart that loves money is a heart that pins its hopes, and pursues 
its pleasures, and puts its trust in what human resources can offer. So the 
love of money is virtually the same as faith in money—belief (trust, confi-
dence, assurance) that money will meet your needs and make you happy. 
Love of money is the alternative to faith in future grace. It is faith in future 
human resources. Therefore the love of money, or trust in money, is the 
underside of unbelief in the promises of God. Jesus said in Matthew 6:24, 
“No one can serve two masters… You cannot serve God and money.” You 
can’t trust in God and in money at the same time. Belief in one is unbelief in 
the other. A heart that loves money—banks on money for happiness—is 
not banking on the future grace of God for satisfaction. 

Whatever Is Not from Faith Is Sin 

So when Paul says that the love of money is the root of all evils, he implies 
that unbelief in the promises of God is the taproot of every sinful attitude in 
our hearts. He said it even more plainly in Romans 14:23, “Whatever does 
not proceed from faith is sin.” The absence of faith gives rise only to sinful 
motives and acts. This may sound extreme. But it is simply a clear expres-
sion of Paul’s radical God-centeredness. What does not come from satisfac-
tion in God, and through the guidance of God, and for the glory of God, is 
godless—it is sin. And no matter how philanthropic or esteemed or costly it 
may appear among men, it is deficient in the main thing: love for the glory 
of God.

There are numerous pointers in the Bible that putting our trust in any-
thing but God causes sin. For example, there seems to be a connection 
between trusting money and the enticement into sin in Job’s defense of his 
integrity: “If I have made gold my trust or called fine gold my confidence…and 
my heart has been secretly enticed, and my mouth has kissed my hand, this 
also would be an iniquity to be punished by the judges, for I would have 
been false to God above” ( Job 31:24, 27–28). Confidence in gold and trust 
in fine gold leads to denying God and committing sin. Similarly, when the 
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Proverb says, “Whoever trusts in his riches will fall” (Proverbs 11:28), it prob-
ably means that he will come to ruin through a life of sin. 

Isaiah warns those who trust in human military resources that this 
false trust will lead to evil and sin, and eventually to destruction. “Woe to 
those who go down to Egypt for help and rely on horses, who trust in chari-

ots…but do not look to the Holy One of Israel or consult the lorD!” (Isaiah 
31:1). Then he describes the Lord’s judgment in response to this reliance on 
human resources and rejection of future grace. Surprisingly he says that the 
judgment is upon evil and iniquity—the outcroppings of faith in human 
fortune. “[God] will arise against the house of the evildoers and against the 
helpers of those who work iniquity” (Isaiah 31:2). The point is that unbelief in 
the future grace of God produced “evildoers” and “those who work iniquity” 
(see Hosea 10:13–14). 

Trusting the Gift of Goodness, Not the Giver 

One of the saddest instances of false hope occurs when people trust in what 
God has worked in them instead of trusting God himself. For example, God 
says, “Though I say to the righteous that he will surely live, yet if he trusts in 

his righteousness and does injustice, none of his righteous deeds shall be 
remembered” (Ezekiel 33:13). It is possible to trust in your own goodness in 
such a way that it produces iniquity. Any trust, except in God, brings about 
sin. “You trusted in your beauty and played the whore because of your renown” 
(Ezekiel 16:15). God had made Israel beautiful. But when she became satis-
fied with her beauty, instead of her Beautifier, the result was prostitution. 

The Power of Satan Is the Power of Deceit 

The point I am pressing is the one that Satan knows and uses: where faith in 
God fails, sin follows. For Satan, this means that the focus of his work is the 
subversion of faith. This fits with his fundamental character. Jesus said, 
“When [Satan] lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the 
father of lies” ( John 8:44). This is his primary means of subverting faith. 
Faith stands or falls on the truth that the future with God is more satisfying 
than the one promised by sin. Where this truth is embraced and God is 
cherished above all, the power of sin is broken. The power of sin is the power 
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of deceit. Sin has power through promising a false future. In temptation sin 
comes to us and says: “The future with God on his narrow way is hard and 
unhappy; but the way I promise is pleasant and satisfying.” The power of sin 
is in the power of this lie. 

Satan’s main strategy is to use a thousand devious ways to make this lie 
look appealing and persuasive. The beginning of all our misery came from 
Satan’s first great success on the earth. It was not by means of scaring or 
harassing or possessing Adam and Eve. It was by deceiving them. And the 
deception was just this: God cannot be trusted to meet your needs and satisfy 
you. The serpent says only two things. One is a question that suggests God 
is stingy, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” 
The other utterance is a murderous half-truth, “You will not surely die!” 
(Genesis 3:1, 4). 

In his penetrating study of the Pentateuch, John Sailhamer sums up the 
scene like this: 

The snake speaks only twice, but that is enough to offset the 
balance of trust and obedience between the man and the woman 
and their Creator. The centerpiece of the story is the question of 
the knowledge of the “good.” The snake implied by his questions 
that God was keeping this knowledge from the man and the 
woman (3:5), while the sense of the narratives in the first two 
chapters has been that God was keeping this knowledge for the 
man and the woman (e.g. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31; 2:18). In other 
words, the snake’s statements were a direct challenge to the 
central theme of the narrative of chapters 1 and 2; God will 
provide the “good” for human beings if they will only trust him 
and obey him.1 

Satan began by calling God’s goodness into question and that has been 
his primary strategy ever since. His aim is to subvert trust by influencing us 
to believe that the promise of sin is more satisfying than the promise of God. 

 1. John Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1992), 103–4. 
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Promise Against Promise 

The only actions Satan really cares about are future actions. The sins of the 
past are gone. He cannot change them. He can only deepen them, by influ-
encing our future responses to them, or add to them, with more future sins. 
All the sins that can be committed are future sins. If Satan is going to bring 
us into sinful states of mind and into sinful actions, he will have to use 
promises. This is what he did with Adam and Eve. This is what he does with 
us. He holds out alternative promises to the promises of God. He subverts 
faith in future grace with promises of God-neglecting pleasure. 

To do this he must blind the mind of unbelievers and distort the spiri-
tual perception of believers. “The god of this world has blinded the minds of 
the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory 
of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Corinthians 4:4). Satan’s only hope of 
success is to hide the truth and beauty of Christ from the mind of man. It is 
the glory of Christ that compels the heart to embrace him in the promises 
of future grace. Satan makes every effort to obscure this compelling glory, 
so that we will not be satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus. 

What this means for living by faith in future grace is not only that it is 
a lifelong battle, but that it is specifically a battle against sin (which is the only 
condemning instrument Satan has), and a battle for faith (which Satan wants 
most to destroy). 

In our day, and probably in every age before us, one of the most relent-
less temptations of Satan is lust. There is a deep interweaving of influences 
between our own thoughts and desires on the one hand and the insinua-
tions of Satan’s power on the other (Ephesians 2:2–3). In the next chapter we 
will consider the superior power of faith in future grace over the seemingly 
overwhelming power of sexual temptation. 
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C H A P T E R  2 7

Applying the Purif ying Power

FaiTh in FuTure 
Grace vs. lusT 

Would You Cut Off Your Own Leg?

on July 20, 1993, Donald Wyman was clearing land near Punx-
sutawney, Pennsylvania, as part of his work for a mining com-
pany. In the process, a tree rolled onto his shin causing a severe 

break and pinning Wyman to the ground. He cried for help for an hour, but 
no one came. He concluded that the only way to save his life would be to cut 
off his leg. So he made a tourniquet out of his shoestring and tightened it 
with a wrench. Then he took his pocketknife and cut through the skin, 
muscle, and bone just below the knee and freed himself from the tree. He 
crawled thirty yards to a bulldozer, drove a quarter mile to his truck, then 
maneuvered the manual transmission with his good leg and a hand until he 
reached a farmer’s house one-and-a-half miles away, with his leg bleeding 
profusely. Farmer John Huber Jr. helped him get to a hospital where his life 
was spared.1 

Jesus knew that humans love to live. So he appealed to this passion in 
order to show the importance of purity. Just as Donald Wyman cut off his 
leg to save his life, Jesus commanded that we gouge out our eye to escape 
the fatal effect of lust. “But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman 
with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If 
your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better 

 1. Reported in the (Minneapolis) Star Tribune, July 22, 1993. 
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that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown 
into hell” (Matthew 5:28–29). Of course, if you gouge out your “right eye,” 
as Jesus says, you can still see the magazine with your left eye. So Jesus must 
have something even more radical in mind than literal mutilation. 

Ponder the Danger of Lust

A few years ago I spoke to a high school student body on how to fight lust. 
One of my points was called, “Ponder the eternal danger of lust.” I quoted 
the words of Jesus—that it’s better to go to heaven with one eye than to hell 
with two—and said to the students that their eternal destiny was at stake in 
what they did with their eyes and with the thoughts of their imagination. 

I tried to counteract the prevalent notion that personal, sexual morality, 
including the life of the mind, is of minor moral significance. Idealistic stu-
dents (and adults) often think that what they do with their bodies and their 
minds, on the personal level, is no big deal. If it’s sin at all, it’s sin with a little 
s. “Shouldn’t we just get on with the big issues like international peace, and 
global environmental strategies, and racial reconciliation, and social justice, 
and health-care initiatives, and the elimination of violence? Sleeping around 
is simply no big deal if you are on the picket line for justice; and flipping 
through Playboy is utterly insignificant if you are on your way to peace talks 
in Geneva. 

I stressed that Jesus sees things very differently. Those global issues are 
important. But the reason they are is because they all have to do with peo-
ple—not just statistical aggregates, but real individual people. And the most 
important thing about people is that, unlike animals and trees, they live 
forever in heaven glorifying God, or in hell defying God. People are not 
important because they breathe. They’re important because they have the 
capacity to honor God with their hearts and minds and bodies long after 
they stop breathing—forever. 

What Jesus is saying, therefore, is that the consequences of lust are 
going to be worse than the consequences of war or environmental catastro-
phe. The ultimate scourge of war is that it can kill the body. But Jesus said, 
“Do not fear those who kill the body, and after that have nothing more that 
they can do. But I will warn you whom to fear: fear him who, after he has 
killed, has authority to cast into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him!” (Luke 12:4–5). 
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In other words, God’s final judgment is much more fearful than earthly 
annihilation. 

Lust and Eternal Security

After my message in the high school auditorium, one of the students came 
up to me and asked, “Are you saying then that a person can lose his salva-
tion?” In other words, If Jesus used the threat of hell to warn about the 
seriousness of lust, does that mean that a Christian can perish? 

This is exactly the same response I got some years ago when I con-
fronted a man about the adultery he was living in. I tried to understand his 
situation, and I pled with him to return to his wife. Then I said, “You know, 
Jesus says that if you don’t fight this sin with the kind of seriousness that is 
willing to gouge out your own eye, you will go to hell and suffer there for-
ever.” As a professing Christian, he looked at me in utter disbelief, as though 
he had never heard anything like this in his life, and said, “You mean you 
think a person can lose his salvation?” 

So I have learned again and again from firsthand experience that there 
are many professing Christians who have a view of salvation that discon-
nects it from real life, and that nullifies the threats of the Bible, and puts the 
sinning person who claims to be a Christian beyond the reach of biblical 
warnings. I believe this view of the Christian life is comforting thousands 
who are on the broad way that leads to destruction (Matthew 7:13). Jesus 
said, if you don’t fight lust, you won’t go to heaven. Not that saints always 
succeed. The issue is that we resolve to fight, not that we succeed flawlessly. 

The stakes are much higher than whether the world is blown up by a 
thousand long-range missiles, or terrorists bomb your city, or global warm-
ing melts the icecaps, or AIDS sweeps the nations. All these calamities can 
kill only the body. But if we don’t fight lust, we lose our souls. The apostle 
Peter said, “Abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war against 

your soul” (1 Peter 2:11). The stakes in this war are infinitely higher than in 
any threat of war or terrorism. The apostle Paul listed “immorality, impurity, 
passion, evil desire, and covetousness,” then said it is “on account of these the 
wrath of God is coming” (Colossians 3:5–6). And the wrath of God is 
immeasurably more fearful than the wrath of all the nations put together. In 
Galatians 5:19, Paul mentions sexual immorality, impurity, and sensuality 
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and says, “Those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God” 
(Galatians 5:21). 

Justifying Faith Is Lust-Fighting Faith

What then is the answer to this student and this man living in adultery? The 
answer has been given before in this book: we are justified by grace alone 
through faith alone (Romans 3:28; 4:5; 5:1; Ephesians 2:8–9); and all those 
who are thus justified will be glorified (Romans 8:30)—that is, no justified 
person will ever be lost. Nevertheless, those who give themselves up to 
impurity will be lost (Galatians 5:21), and those who forsake the fight against 
lust will perish (Matthew 5:30), and those who do not pursue holiness will 
not see the Lord (Hebrews 12:14), and those who surrender their lives to evil 
desires will succumb to the wrath of God (Colossians 3:6). 

The reason these two groups of texts are not contradictory is that the 
faith that justifies is a faith that also sanctifies. Justifying faith embraces 
Christ as our crucified sin-bearer and our risen righteousness before 
God, along with all that God promises to be for us in him. In the same 
way, that faith keeps on embracing Christ this way and thus becomes the 
means of sanctification as well as justification. The test of whether our 
faith is the kind of faith that justifies is whether it is the kind of faith that 
sanctifies. Robert L. Dabney, the nineteenth-century southern Presbyte-
rian theologian, expressed it like this: “Is it by the instrumentality of faith 
we receive Christ as our justification, without the merit of any of our 
works? Well. But this same faith, if vital enough to embrace Christ, is also 
vital enough to ‘work by love,’ ‘to purify our hearts.’ This then is the vir-
tue of the free gospel, as a ministry of sanctification, that the very faith 
which embraces the gift becomes an inevitable and a divinely powerful 
principle of obedience.”2 

Faith delivers from hell, and the faith that delivers from hell delivers 
from lust. Again I do not mean that our faith produces a perfect flawlessness 

in this life. I mean that it produces a persevering fight. The evidence of justify-

 2. This quote comes from Dabney’s compelling essay on the necessity of good works (including 
sexual purity) in the light of free justification by grace through faith, Robert L. Dabney, “The 
Moral Effects of Free Justification,” in Discussions: Evangelical and Theological (London: The Ban-
ner of Truth Trust, 1967, orig. 1890), 96. 
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ing faith is that it fights lust. Jesus didn’t say that lust would entirely vanish. 
He said that the evidence of being heaven-bound is that we gouge out our 
eye rather than settle for a pattern of lust.

The main concern of this book is to show that the battle against sin is a 
battle against unbelief. Or: the fight for purity is a fight for faith in future 
grace. The great error that I am trying to explode is the error that says, 
“Faith in God is one thing, and the fight for holiness is another thing. You 
get your justification by faith, and you get your sanctification by works. You 
start the Christian life in the power of the Spirit, you press on in the efforts 
of the flesh. The battle for obedience is optional because only faith is neces-
sary for final salvation.” Faith alone is the instrument that unites us to Christ 
who is our righteousness and the ground of our justification. But the purity 
of life that confirms faith’s reality is also essential for final salvation, not as 
the ground of our right standing, but as the fruit and evidence that we are 
vitally united by faith to Christ who alone is the ground of our acceptance 
with God.

Faith in Future Grace Breaks  
the Power of Canceled Sin

The battle for obedience is absolutely necessary for our final salvation, 
because the battle for obedience is the fight of faith. The battle against lust is 
absolutely necessary for our final salvation, because that battle is the battle 
against unbelief. I hope you can see that this is a greater gospel than the 
other one. It’s the gospel of God’s victory over sin, not just his tolerance of sin. 
This victory over sin is not the ground of our eternal acceptance with God. 
Christ is. Our sin is borne by him. This is the gospel of Romans 6:14: “Sin 
will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under 
grace.” Almighty grace! Sovereign grace! The kind of grace that is the future 
power of God to defeat the temptations of lust. 

He breaks the power of canceled sin, 
He sets the prisoner free; 
His blood can make the foulest clean, 
His blood availed for me. 
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Charles Wesley’s hymn (“O, For a Thousand Tongues to Sing!”) is right: 
the blood of Christ obtained for us not only the cancellation of sin, but also 
the conquering of sin. This is the grace we live under—the sin-conquering, 
not just sin-canceling, grace of God. Triumph over the sin of lust is all of 
grace—past grace, canceling lust’s guilt through the Cross, and future grace, 
conquering lust’s power through the Spirit. That’s why the only fight we 
fight is the fight of faith. We fight to be so satisfied with all that God is for 
us in Jesus that temptation to sin loses its power over us. 

How Do You Put Lust to Death?

One of the ways that Paul talks about this battle is to say, “If by the Spirit you 
put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Romans 8:13). This is close 
to Jesus’ teaching that if we are willing to gouge out our eye rather than lust, 
we will enter into life (Matthew 18:9). Paul agrees that eternal life is at stake 
in the battle against sin: “If you live according to the flesh you will die, but 
if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Romans 
8:13). The fight against lust is a fight to the death. 

How then do we obey Romans 8:13—to put to death the deeds of the 
body, to kill lust? We have answered, “By faith in future grace.” But practi-
cally, what does that involve? 

Suppose I am tempted to lust. Some sexual image comes into my mind 
and beckons me to pursue it. The way this temptation gets its power is by 
persuading me to believe that I will be happier if I follow it. The power of all 
temptation is the prospect that it will make me happier. No one sins out of 
a sense of duty. We embrace sin because it promises that, at least in the short 
run, things will be more pleasant. 

So what should I do? Some people would say, “Remember God’s com-
mand to be holy (1 Peter 1:16), and exercise your will to obey because he is 
God!” But something crucial is missing from this advice, namely, faith in 
future grace. A lot of people who strive for moral improvement cannot say, 
“The life I live I live by faith” (Galatians 2:20). They strive for the purity of 
love but don’t realize that such love is the fruit of faith in future grace: “In 
Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, 
but only faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6). 
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How then do you fight lust by faith in future grace? When the tempta-
tion to lust comes, Romans 8:13 says, in effect, “If you kill it by the Spirit, you 
will live.” By the Spirit! What does that mean? Out of all the armor God 
gives us to fight Satan, only one piece is used for killing—the sword. It is 
called the sword of the Spirit (Ephesians 6:17). So when Paul says, “Kill sin by 
the Spirit,” I take that to mean, Depend on the Spirit, especially his sword. 

What is the sword of the Spirit? It’s the word of God (Ephesians 6:17). 
Here’s where faith comes in. “Faith comes from hearing, and hearing 
through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). This gospel word about Christ 
and his saving work secures for us all the riches of Christ and his promises. 
This word, therefore, cuts through the fog of Satan’s lies and shows me 
where true and lasting happiness is to be found. And so the word helps me 
stop trusting in the potential of sin to make me happy. Instead, the word 
entices me to trust in God’s promises. 

When faith has the upper hand in my heart, I am satisfied with Christ 
and his promises. This is what Jesus meant when he said, “Whoever believes 

in me shall never thirst” ( John 6:35). When my thirst for joy and meaning 
and passion are satisfied by the presence and promises of Christ, the power 
of sin is broken. We do not yield to the offer of sandwich meat when we can 
smell the steak sizzling on the grill. 

The fight of faith against lust is the fight to stay satisfied with God. “By 
faith Moses… [forsook] the fleeting pleasures of sin…for he was looking to 
the reward” (Hebrews 11:24–26). Faith is not content with “fleeting plea-
sures.” It is ravenous for joy. And the Word of God says, “In your presence 
there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore” (Psalm 
16:11). So faith will not be sidetracked into sin. It will not give up so easily 
in its quest for maximum joy. 

The role of God’s Word is to feed faith’s appetite for God. And, in doing 
this, it weans my heart away from the deceptive taste of lust. At first, lust 
begins to trick me into feeling that I would really miss out on some great sat-
isfaction if I followed the path of purity. But then I take up the sword of the 
Spirit and begin to fight. I read that it is better to gouge out my eye than to lust. 
I read that if I think about things that are pure and lovely and excellent, the 
peace of God will be with me (Philippians 4:8). I read that setting the mind on 
the flesh brings death, but setting the mind on the Spirit brings life and peace 
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(Romans 8:6). I read that lust wages war against my soul (1 Peter 2:11), and 
that the pleasures of this life choke out the life of the Spirit (Luke 8:14). But 
best of all, I read that God withholds no good thing from those who walk 
uprightly (Psalm 84:11), and that the pure in heart will see God (Matthew 5:8). 

As I pray for my faith to be satisfied with God’s life and peace, the sword 
of the Spirit carves the sugar coating off the poison of lust. I see it for what 
it is. And by the grace of God, its alluring power is broken. I wield the sword 
of the Spirit against the sin of lust by believing the promise of God more 
than I believe in the promise of lust. My faith is not only a backward-looking 
belief in the death of Jesus, but a forward-looking belief in the promises of 
Jesus. It’s not only being sure of what he did do, but also being satisfied with 
what he will do—indeed, it is being satisfied with what he will do precisely 
because of what he did do (Romans 8:32). 

It is this Spirit-given superior satisfaction in future grace that breaks the 
power of lust. With all eternity hanging in the balance, we fight the fight of 
faith. Our chief enemy is the lie that says sin will make our future happier. Our 
chief weapon is the truth that says God will make our future happier. And 
faith is the victory that overcomes the lie, because faith is satisfied with God. 

Fighting Fire with Fire

I have often told young people that they must fight fire with fire. The fire of 
lust’s pleasures must be fought with the fire of God’s pleasures. If we try to 
fight the fire of lust with prohibitions and threats alone—even the terrible 
warnings of Jesus—we will fail. We must fight it with a massive promise of 
superior happiness. We must swallow up the little flicker of lust’s pleasure 
in the conflagration of holy satisfaction. When we “make a covenant with 
our eyes,” like Job did ( Job 31:1), our aim is not merely to avoid something 
erotic, but also to gain something excellent. 

Peter described this powerful liberating process in 2 Peter 1:3–4. He 
said, 

[God’s] divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to 
life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to 
his own glory and excellence, by which he has granted to us his 
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precious and very great promises, so that through them you may 
become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the 
corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire. 

How do we escape from the corruption that comes from lust? The 
answer is that God has given us a revelation of his “glory and excellence” 
expressed in “precious and magnificent promises” (nasb). These have been 
given to us for this very purpose: that “by them” we might share God’s char-
acter and be freed from the corruption of lust. The key is the power of prom-
ises. When we are entranced by the preciousness of them and the magnificence 

of them, the effect is liberation from the lusts, which are, in fact, not precious 
and not magnificent. Paul calls these enslaving lusts “deceitful desires” (Ephe-
sians 4:22), and he says that the “passion of lust” of the Gentiles stems from 
the fact that they “do not know God” (1 Thessalonians 4:5). Similarly, Peter 
calls these lusts “passions of your former ignorance”—that is, ignorance of 
God’s glory and his precious and magnificent promises (1 Peter 1:14). What 
Paul and Peter mean is that these lusts get their power by lying to us in order 
to deceive us. They prey upon our ignorance of the promises of God. They 
claim to offer precious pleasures and magnificent experiences. What can 
free us from them? Compelling, inspiring, enthralling truth. The truth of 
God’s precious and magnificent promises that expose the lie of lust in the 
light of God’s all-surpassing glory. 

The Pure Shall See God

In the fall of 1982, Leadership magazine carried an unsigned article by a pas-
tor who confessed to years of bondage to pornography of the grossest kind. 
He tells the story of what finally released him. It is a resounding confirma-
tion of what I am trying to say. The author ran across a book by François 
Mauriac, the Catholic French novelist, What I Believe. In it Mauriac admitted 
how the plague of guilt had not freed him from lust. He concludes that there 
is one powerful reason to seek purity, the one Christ gave in the Beatitudes: 
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). It is the 
“precious and magnificent” promise that the pure see God that empowers 
our escape from lust. The lust-bound pastor wrote, 
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The thought hit me like a bell rung in a dark, silent hall. So far, 
none of the scary, negative arguments against lust had succeeded 
in keeping me from it.… But here was a description of what I was 
missing by continuing to harbor lust: I was limiting my own 
intimacy with God. The love he offers is so transcendent and 
possessing that it requires our faculties to be purified and 
cleansed before we can possibly contain it. Could he, in fact, 
substitute another thirst and another hunger for the one I had 
never filled? Would Living Water somehow quench lust? That was 
the gamble of faith.3 

It was not a gamble. You can’t lose when you turn to God. He discovered 
this in his own life, and the lesson he learned is absolutely right: The way to 
fight lust is to feed faith with the precious and magnificent promise that the 
pure in heart will see, face to face, the all-satisfying God of glory. 

The challenge before us in our fight against lust is not merely to do what 
God says because he is God, but to desire what God says because he is glori-
ous. The challenge is not merely to pursue righteousness, but to prefer right-
eousness. The challenge is to get up in the morning and prayerfully meditate 
on the Scriptures as the main place where we see the gospel of the glory of 
Christ. Here we meet the Ground and the Goal and the Source of all God’s 
promises, Jesus Christ. He said to the Jewish leaders, “You search the Scrip-
tures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that 

bear witness about me” ( John 5:39–40). And Luke tells us that after his resur-
rection, on the Emmaus Road, Jesus pointed to himself in all the Scriptures—
“Beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all 
the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). The challenge 
before us is to meditate on these Christ-revealing Scriptures until we experi-
ence “joy and peace in believing” the “precious and very great promises” of 
God (Romans 15:13; 2 Peter 1:4). 

As faith in future grace satisfies us with the joy set before us, the biblical 
demand for purity of heart will not be burdensome (1 John 5:3), and the 
power of lust will be broken. Its deceitful compensation will appear too brief 
and too shallow to lure us in. 

 3. “The Anatomy of Lust,” Leadership, (Fall 1982), 43–44. 
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For it has been granted to you that for the sake  

of Christ you should…also suffer for his sake.

P h I l I P P I a n s  1 : 2 9

This light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal 

weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the things 

that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that 

are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.

2  c o r I n T h I a n s  4 : 1 7 – 1 8

Horror spread everywhere through the congregations;  

and the number of lapsi [the ones who renounced their faith when 

threatened]…was enormous. There was no lack, however,  

of such as remained firm, and suffered martyrdom rather  

than yielding; and, as the persecution grew wider and  

more intense, the enthusiasm of the Christians and  

their power of resistance grew stronger and stronger.

a l b r e c h T  v o g e l
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We Will Suffer 

The reason I focus on suffering in this chapter is not just my sense 
that the days are evil and the path of righteousness costly, but the 
promise of the Bible that God’s people will suffer. For example, 

Psalm 34:19 says, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the lorD 
delivers him out of them all.” In Acts 14:22, Paul tells all his young churches, 
“Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.” Jesus said 
to his disciples, “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you” ( John 
15:20). Peter said, “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it 
comes upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening 
to you” (1 Peter 4:12). Suffering is not strange; it is to be expected. “Indeed, 
all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timo-
thy 3:12). Most amazingly, suffering is called a gracious gift: “For it has been 
granted [echaristhe = graciously given] to you for the sake of Christ you 
should not only believe in him but also suffer for his sake” (Philippians 1:29). 

In fact, the way of life that comes from living by faith in future grace will 
very likely involve more suffering, not less. When you know that your future 
is in the hands of an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-wise God who promises 
to work all things for your good, you are free to take any risk that love 
demands—no matter the cost. It is a biblical truth that the more earnest we 
become about being the salt of the earth and the light of the world, and the 
more devoted we become to reaching the unreached peoples of the world, 
and exposing the works of darkness, and loosing the bonds of sin and Satan, 
the more we will suffer. 
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This suffering always threatens to destroy our faith in future grace. But 
if we are well-taught in the Word, and if the truth of God has gone deep into 
our souls, we will not be shaken. Instead, we will see the suffering itself not 
merely as a consequence of living by faith in future grace, but as another gift 

of future grace. 

Martyrs Are Meant to Be 

Near the end of the New Testament period, the apostle John had a vision of 
heaven and saw under the altar the souls of those who had been martyred. 
They cried out and wondered how long until God would rise up in triumph 
and vindicate them. God’s answer in Revelation 6:11 is stunning: “They 
were each given a white robe and told to rest a little while longer, until the 
number of their fellow servants and their brothers should be complete, who 
were to be killed as they themselves had been.” In other words, there is a 
number of martyrs appointed by the Lord. That number must be fulfilled 
before the consummation comes. “Rest,” says the Lord, “until the number is 
completed who are to die as you have died.” 

For almost three hundred years, Christianity grew in soil that was wet 
with the blood of the martyrs. Until the Emperor Trajan (about AD 98), 
persecution was permitted but not legal. From Trajan to Decius (about AD 
250), persecution was legal, but mainly local. From Decius, who hated the 
Christians and feared their impact on his reforms, until the first edict of 
toleration in 311, the persecution was not only legal but widespread and 
general. One writer described the situation in this third period: 

Horror spread everywhere through the congregations; and the 
number of lapsi [the ones who renounced their faith when threatened]…
was enormous. There was no lack, however, of such as remained 
firm, and suffered martyrdom rather than yielding; and, as the 
persecution grew wider and more intense, the enthusiasm of the 
Christians and their power of resistance grew stronger and 
stronger.1 

 1. Albrecht Vogel, “Decius,” in Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia, vol. 1 (New York: The Christian Litera-
ture Co. 1882), 620. 
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So, for three hundred years, to be a Christian was an act of immense risk 
to your life and possessions and family. It was a test of what you loved more. 
And at the extremity of that test was martyrdom. And above that martyrdom 
was a sovereign God who said there is an appointed number. They have a 
special role to play in planting and empowering the church. They have a 
special role to play in shutting the mouth of Satan, who constantly says that 
the people of God serve him only because life goes better ( Job 1:9–11). 

Martyrdom is not something accidental. It is not taking God off guard. 
It is not unexpected. And it is emphatically not a strategic defeat for the 
cause of Christ. It may look like defeat. But it is part of a plan in heaven that 
no human strategist would ever conceive or could ever design. And it will 
triumph for all those who endure to the end by faith in future grace. 

Shifting Crises, Steady Suffering 

By the time you are reading this book, the crises of the world will have 
shifted, but it is unlikely that they will be gone. The suffering may be a 
Somalia where tens of thousands of Christians were intentionally isolated 
and starved to death by rival factions. It may be a Rwanda where the churches 
became the killing fields. It may be explosive tensions between Muslim and 
Christian populations in Nigeria. It may be the millions of Christians in 
China harassed and driven underground. It may be hostilities in Peru or 
Myanmar. 

One journal in December 1994 carried this notice: 

In some parts of the world Christians are still being crucified, 
quite literally so. News agencies report that five Christians have 
been crucified since July in Sudan, one being an Anglican priest. 
The detail is supplied that the executioners used six-inch-long 
nails. In Wad Medani two Catholic converts have been sen-
tenced by an Islamic law court to be crucified. Anglican Bishop 
Daniel Zindo reports that widows and orphans of slain Chris-
tian men are sold into slavery in north Sudan and Libya for $15 
per slave.2 

 2. First Things, Issue 48, (December, 1994), 82. 
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Another periodical reported in February 1995: 

A 14-year-old Christian and a 44-year-old man were found guilty 
of blasphemy by a Pakistani court and sentenced to hang. Wit-
nesses claimed the pair wrote anti-Islamic slogans in chalk on a 
mosque wall in 1993, a charge the two denied. A third defendant 
was gunned down outside a courtroom in Lahore last April…
Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto told reporters she will try to have 
the law amended.3 

Another reported in February 1995 about Iranian persecution of 
Christians: 

One year after the murder of Iranian Assemblies of God superin-
tendent Haik Hovsepian-Mehr, sources say the Protestant church 
continues to live in a mood of fear. According to Christians who 
recently fled the country because of safety concerns, most 
churches are taking extra security precautions at worship ser-
vices.… Haik, an outspoken human-rights advocate, disappeared 
January 19, 1994, days after Assemblies of God pastor Mehdi 
Dibaj, a Muslim convert jailed for nine years on apostasy charges, 
had been freed—largely because of Haik’s international crusade. 
Police produced photographs of Haik’s stabbed corpse 11 days 
after his death. 

In July, Dibaj and another Protestant leader, Tateos Michael-
ian, disappeared and subsequently were murdered. An Armenian 
evangelical Presbyterian pastor, Michaelian had become chair of 
the Council of Protestant Ministers in Iran after Haik’s death.4 

The crises change. The suffering continues in a steady stream of pain. 
These reports will be old by the time you read this book. But you can be 
sure that, somewhere in the world, this very moment as you read, Chris-
tians are suffering for their faith. We do well to prepare to join them. 

 3. National and International Religion Report, vol. 9, no. 5, (February, 1995). 

 4. Christianity Today, vol. 39, no. 2, (February 20, 1995), 58. 
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The Cost of Discipleship Will Increase 

In the United States, the secular society at large, especially many of the intel-
lectual elite and media leaders, are increasingly hostile to the evangelical 
church. The biblical vision of faith and righteousness is not shared or 
admired in many segments of our society. The first amendment has been so 
twisted in the service of secular antagonists as to make it the warrant of 
harassment against Christians. The name of Jesus is openly despised and 
blasphemed by famous entertainers in a way that in previous decades would 
have made them reprehensible in the eyes of the public, but today is 
approved or passed over. 

What all this amounts to is that being a Christian may cost more in the 
years to come. And finishing the Great Commission will probably cost some 
of us our lives—as it already has, and which it always will. Eighteen hun-
dred years ago Tertullian said, “We [Christians] multiply whenever we are 
mown down by you; the blood of Christians is seed” (Apologeticus, 50). And 
two hundred years later St. Jerome said, “The Church of Christ has been 
founded by shedding its own blood, not that of others; by enduring outrage, 
not by inflicting it. Persecutions have made it grow; martyrdoms have 
crowned it” (Letter 82). 

Are There “Closed Countries” or Fearful Hearts? 

In regard to spreading the gospel today, we talk so much about “closed 
countries” that we have almost lost God’s perspective on missions—as 
though he ever meant it to be safe. There are no closed countries to those 
who assume that persecution, imprisonment, and death are the likely 
results of spreading the gospel. And Jesus said plainly that these are likely 
results. “They will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death, and 
you will be hated by all nations for my name’s sake” (Matthew 24:9). Until 
we recover God’s perspective on suffering and the spread of the gospel, we 
will not rejoice in the triumphs of future grace that he plans for the church 
and the world. 

Obedience in missions and social justice has always been costly, and 
always will be. In the village of Miango, Nigeria, there is an SIM guesthouse 
and a small church called Kirk Chapel. Behind the chapel is a small cemetery 
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with fifty-six graves. Thirty-three of them hold the bodies of missionary 
children. Some of the stones read: “Ethyl Armold: September 1, 1928–Sep-
tember 2, 1928.” “Barbara J. Swanson: 1946–1952.” “Eileen Louise Whit-
moyer: May 6, 1952–July 3, 1955.” For many families this was the cost of 
taking the gospel to Nigeria. Charles White told his story about visiting this 
little graveyard and ended it with a tremendously powerful sentence. He 
said, “The only way we can understand the graveyard at Miango is to 
remember that God also buried his Son on the mission field.”5 

And when God raised him from the dead, he called the church to follow 
him into the same dangerous field called “all the world” (Mark 16:15). But 
are we willing to follow? In Ermelo, Holland, Brother Andrew told the story 
of sitting in Budapest, Hungary, with a dozen pastors of that city, teaching 
them from the Bible. In walked an old friend, a pastor from Romania who 
had recently been released from prison. Brother Andrew said that he stopped 
teaching and knew that it was time to listen. 

After a long pause, the Romanian pastor said, “Andrew, are there any 
pastors in prison in Holland?” “No,” he replied. “Why not?” the pastor asked. 
Brother Andrew thought for a moment and said, “I think it must be because 
we do not take advantage of all the opportunities God gives us.” Then came 
the most difficult question. “Andrew, what do you do with 2 Timothy 3:12?” 
Brother Andrew opened his Bible and turned to the text and read aloud, “All 
who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” He closed 
the Bible slowly and said, “Brother, please forgive me. We do nothing with 
that verse.”6 

We have, I fear, domesticated the concept of godliness into such inoffen-
sive, middle-class morality and law-keeping that 2 Timothy 3:12 has become 
unintelligible to us. I think many of us are not prepared to suffer for the 
gospel. We do not grasp the great truth that God has purposes of future 
grace that he intends to give his people through suffering. We can speak of 
purposes of suffering because it is clearly God’s purpose that we at times suf-
fer for righteousness’ sake and for the sake of the gospel. For example, “Let 
those who suffer according to God’s will entrust their souls to a faithful Cre-
ator while doing good” (1 Peter 4:19; see also 3:17; Hebrews 12:4–11). 

 5. Charles White, “Small Sacrifices,” Christianity Today, vol. 36, no. 7 (June 22, 1992), 33. 

 6. Taken from the Foreword to Herbert Schlossberg, Called to Suffer, Called to Triumph (Portland: 
Multnomah Press, 1990), 9–10. 
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To live by faith in future grace, we must see that the suffering of God’s 
people is the instrument of grace in their lives. 

Suffering Shapes an Unshakable Faith 

Strange as it may seem, one of the primary purposes of being shaken by 
suffering is to make our faith more unshakable. Faith in future grace is like 
muscle tissue: if you stress it to the limit, it gets stronger, not weaker. That’s 
what James means when he says, “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you 
meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith pro-
duces steadfastness” ( James 1:2–3). When your faith is threatened and 
tested and stretched to the breaking point, the result is greater capacity to 
endure. 

God loves faith in future grace so much that he will test it to the break-
ing point so as to keep it pure and strong. For example, he did this to Paul 
according to 2 Corinthians 1:8–9, “We do not want you to be unaware, 
brothers, of the affliction we experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly 
burdened beyond our strength that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt 
that we had received the sentence of death. But that was to make us rely not in 

ourselves but on God who raises the dead.” The words “but that was to” show 
that there was a purpose in this extreme suffering: it was in order that Paul 
would not rely on himself and his resources, but on God—specifically the 
future grace of God in raising the dead. 

God so values our wholehearted faith in future grace that he will, gra-
ciously, take away everything else in the world that we might be tempted to 
rely on—even life itself. His aim is that we grow deeper and stronger in our 
confidence that he himself will be all we need. He wants us to be able to say 
with the psalmist, “Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing 
on earth that I desire besides you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God 
is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:25–26). 

Not everyone responds to suffering this way. The faith of some is bro-
ken instead of built. Jesus knew this and described it in Mark 4:16–17. In 
the parable of the four soils, he said that some people who hear the Word 
receive it at first with gladness, but then suffering makes them fall away: 
“When they hear the word, [they] immediately receive it with joy. And they 
have no root in themselves, but endure for a while; then, when tribulation 

Future Grace inter.indd   347 7/19/12   9:24 AM



J o h n  P i P e r

348

or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away.” 
So we see that affliction does not always make faith stronger. Sometimes it 
crushes faith. And then come true the paradoxical words of Jesus, “The one 
who has not, even what he has will be taken” (Mark 4:25). 

This is a call for us to endure suffering with firm faith in future grace, 
so that our faith might grow stronger and not be proved vain (1 Corinthians 
15:2). “The one who has, more will be given” (Mark 4:25). Knowing God’s 
design in suffering is one of the main means of growing through suffering. 
If you think your suffering is pointless, or that God is not in control, or that 
he is whimsical or cruel, then your suffering will drive you from God, instead 
of driving you from everything but God—as it should. So it is crucial that 
faith in future grace includes faith in the grace of future suffering. 

The grace of suffering is evident in Romans 5:2–4. In this text the apos-
tle Paul says that Christians “rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” That is, our 
faith revels in the future grace of seeing God. But then Paul adds immedi-
ately, (v. 3) “Not only that, but we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, (v. 4) and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope.” 

Three Effects of Affliction 

There are three specific effects of affliction mentioned in verses 3 and 4. 
First, suffering brings about endurance. For those who have the Spirit of 
Christ, who continually opens our eyes to grace, the effect of suffering is 
endurance. Until hardship comes into our lives, especially hardship for the 
sake of Christ and his righteousness, we do not experience the extent and 
depth of our own faith. Until times get hard, we do not taste and really 
know if we are fair-weather “Christians.” 

That leads to the second effect of affliction. “And [this] endurance pro-
duces character.” Literally the word behind “character” (dokimen) means “the 
experience of being tested and approved.” We could say “approvedness” or 
“provenness.” If, when suffering comes, you endure with faith in future 
grace, then you come out of that experience with a stronger sense that your 
faith is real; you are proven, you are not a hypocrite. The tree of trust was 
bent and it didn’t break. Your fidelity and loyalty were put to the test and 
they passed. Now they have a proven “character.” The gold of your faith was 
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put in the fire, and it came out refined, not consumed. As George Keith 
expressed in “How Firm a Foundation,” 

When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie, 
My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply; 
The flame shall not hurt thee, I only design 
Thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine. 

That’s the second effect of affliction in Romans 5:3–4. Endurance in 
faith in future grace brings about the assurance of provenness. The third 
effect comes from this sense of being tested and approved and refined. Verse 
4: “And character produces hope.” This takes us back to where we began in 
verse 2, “We rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” The Christian life begins 
with hope in the promises of God in the gospel, and moves painfully up 
through suffering to more and more hope—that is, more faith in future 
grace. 

The reason that “approvedness” brings about more hope is because our 
hope grows when we experience the reality of our own authenticity through 
testing. We learn through pain that God is faithful and that our faith is real. 
The people who are most unwavering in their hope are those who have been 
tested most deeply. The people who look most earnestly and steadfastly and 
eagerly to the hope of glory are those who have had the comforts of this life 
stripped away through tribulations. These are the freest of all people. Their 
love cannot be daunted by threats or calamities. 

Suffering Magnifies the Worth of Christ 

Another of God’s designs for suffering is that it magnifies Christ’s worth and 
power. This is grace, because the greatest joy of Christians is to see Christ 
magnified in our lives. When Paul was told by the Lord Jesus that his “thorn 
in the flesh” would not be taken away, he supported Paul’s faith by explain-
ing why. The Lord said, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made 
perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). God ordains that Paul be weak, 
so that Christ might be seen as strong on Paul’s behalf. If we feel and look 
self-sufficient, we will get the glory, not Christ. So Christ chooses the weak 
things of the world “so that no human being might boast in the presence of 
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God” (1 Corinthians 1:29). And sometimes he makes seemingly strong peo-
ple weaker, so that the divine power will be the more evident. We know that 
Paul experienced this as grace because he rejoiced in it: “Therefore I will 
boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may 
rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 
insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then 
I am strong” (2 Corinthians 12:9–10). 

Living by faith in future grace means being satisfied with all that God 
is for us in Jesus. Therefore faith in future grace will not shrink back from 
what reveals and magnifies all that God is for us in Jesus. That is what our 
own weakness and suffering does. “We have this treasure in jars of clay, to 
show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us” (2 Corinthi-
ans 4:7). Therefore faith in future grace is glad, with the apostle Paul, to see 
the “surpassing power” of God in our affliction. 

Suffering Helps Us See That God  
Is Everything We Need 

There are other purposes of God in our suffering.7 But they relate so closely 
to the next two chapters, it will be better to deal with them there. Through 
suffering, God is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond death, 
and he is working out his infallible purposes to gather all the elect from the 
nations of the world and bring in the consummation of his kingdom. The 
critical point is this: the suffering that seems to threaten future grace is, in 
reality, grace upon grace. To know this, and to see how it can be so, will help 
you believe that when all around your soul gives way, the Lord is all your 
hope and stay. 

 7. For a fuller treatment of the purposes of suffering in the Christian life and especially how it 
relates to the completion of God’s purposes in world evangelization, see John Piper, Let the 
Nations Be Glad: The Supremacy of God in Missions (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1993), 
chapter 3. 
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For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.

P h I l I P P I a n s  1 : 2 1

We are of good courage, and we would rather be  

away from the body and at home with the Lord.

2  c o r I n T h I a n s  5 : 8

Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood,  

he himself likewise partook of the same things,  

that through death he might destroy the one who has  

the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those  

who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery.

h e b r e W s  2 : 1 4 – 1 5
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if you can make the leap of faith into the full-blown creed of evolution, 
then you will believe that what happens to you when you die is no 
more significant than what happens to a tree when it dies. It’s over. You 

go out of existence. You feel nothing, know nothing, have no consciousness. 
And your opinion of this book would be that it has no real basis in objective 
historical facts, but represents the subjective religious feelings of some 
Christians. It may have a measure of life-changing significance for us, the 
way Santa Claus affects the behavior of a child, but its significance is not 
based on reality outside our own imagination. It has nothing to do with 
what is really going to happen after death. 

But if you find, written on the tablet of your heart, the truth that there 
is a Creator, and that you are created to have a relationship with him, and 
that what separates you from whales and dolphins and chimpanzees is not 
mutations and chemicals, but personhood in the image of God, then you 
will probably lie awake at night and think about eternity. Because, as Eccle-
siastes 3:11 says, “[God] has put eternity into man’s heart.” And if, like mil-
lions of others, you have met Jesus Christ—a real, historical, and living 
person—in the pages of the Bible, and have been persuaded that he is wor-
thy of your trust, then you do not have to be unsure about what is coming 
when you die. He has told us many things, to encourage us and free us from 
the emptiness of evolutionary creeds and from the slavery to the fear of 
death. 
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Freed from Slavery to the Fear of Death

The aim of this book is to liberate people from fears and desires that enslave 
the soul and hinder radical obedience to Jesus. The aim is that we be so free 
from enslaving sin that people see our good deeds and give glory to our 
Father in heaven (Matthew 5:16). Living by faith in future grace is the path-
way of liberty—including liberty from slavery to the fear of death. The rea-
son I speak of slavery to the fear of death is because the Bible does in Hebrews 
2:14–15. “Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, [Christ] 
himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might 
destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver 
all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery.” 

The Disorders of Illusory Denial

Have you ever asked yourself how much addiction and personality dysfunc-
tion and disordered lifestyle may originate in the repressed fear of death? 
Very few people live their daily lives with the conscious fear of death in their 
minds. Yet this text says that Christ came to die for people “who through fear 

of death were subject to lifelong slavery.” There is something profound here. 
The point is not that people are enslaved to a constant, conscious fear of 
dying, but that they are enslaved to a thousand ways of avoiding this fear. 
They are enslaved to “the denial of death.”1 “Let us eat and drink, for tomor-
row we die” (1 Corinthians 15:32) is not an exultation of true freedom, but 
another form of benumbing denial. Death looms as the great enemy. And 
we become its slaves in the illusory flight of denial, until we face the enemy, 
and triumph by faith in future grace. That’s what this chapter is about. 

How does Christ deliver us from the fear of death and set us free to live 
with the kind of loving abandon that can “let goods and kindred go, this 
mortal life also”? Let’s begin with this very text: Hebrews 2:14–15. Take it a 
phrase at a time. 

“Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood…” 

 1. See Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death (New York: Free Press, 1973). 
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The term “children” is taken from the previous verse and refers to the 
spiritual offspring of Christ, the Messiah (see Isaiah 8:18; 53:10). These are 
also the “children of God.” In other words, in sending Christ, God has the 
salvation of his “children” especially in view. It is true that “God so loved the 
world, that he gave his only Son” ( John 3:16). But it is also true that, in send-
ing his Son, he was especially gathering “the children of God who are scat-
tered abroad” ( John 11:52). God’s design was to offer Christ to the world, 
and to effect the salvation of his “children” (see 1 Timothy 4:10). 

“he himself likewise partook of the same [flesh and blood]…” 

The Son of God, who existed before the Incarnation as the eternal Word 
( John 1:1; Colossians 2:9), took on flesh and blood and clothed his deity 
with humanity. He became fully man and remained fully God. It is a great 
mystery in many ways. But it is at the heart of our biblical faith. 

“that through death…” 

The reason Christ became human was to die. As preincarnate God, he 
could not die for sinners. But united to flesh and blood, he could. His aim 
was to die. Therefore, he had to be born human. He was born to die. 

“he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the 
devil,…” 

In dying, Christ defanged the devil. How? By covering all our sin 
(Hebrews 10:12). This means that Satan has no legitimate grounds to accuse 
us before God. “Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God 
who justifies” (Romans 8:33). On what grounds does he justify? Through 
the blood of Jesus (Hebrews 9:14; Romans 5:9). Satan’s ultimate weapon 
against us is our own sin. If the death of Jesus takes it away, the chief 
weapon the devil has is taken out of his hand. In that sense he is rendered 
powerless. He cannot destroy those for whom Christ died. He cannot make 
a successful case for the death penalty, because the Judge has acquitted us 
by the death of his Son! 
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“and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to 
lifelong slavery.” 

So we are free from the fear of death. God has justified us. There is only 
future grace in front of us. Satan cannot overturn that decree. And God 
means for our ultimate safety to have an immediate effect on our lives. He 
means for the happy ending to take away the slavery and fear of the present. 
If we do not need to fear our last and greatest enemy, death, then we do not 
need to fear anything. We can be free. Free for joy. Free for others. 

Is Free-Falling Freedom?

Picture two sky divers. They are both free-falling. Their speed is the same. 
They both seem to be free. They are not entangled in any cords. They are not 
restrained by any safety wires. They are as free as birds—it seems. But there 
is one crucial difference: only one of them has a parachute. Does this change 
the sense of freedom that they enjoy? Yes. Both are free to fall with gravity, 
but only one of them is free not to. The other is a slave to gravity, and gravity 
will kill him in the end. If he can somehow deny that he has no parachute, 
he might be able to have an exhilarating experience. But if he realizes he is 
doomed, he will be enslaved through fear during his entire fall, and all the 
joy of this so-called freedom will vanish. He must either deny the reality 
(which will mean slavery to illusion), or succumb to fear (which will mean 
slavery to terror), or be rescued by someone with a parachute. So it is in this 
world. Apart from Christ, we are subject to slavery all our lives through fear 
of death. 

It is astonishing how disinterested people are in the reality of dying. 
Few things are more certain and universal. The possibilities for joy and 
misery after you die are trillions of times greater than in the few years on 
this earth before you die. Yet people give almost all their energies to making 
this life secure, and almost none to the next. The Bible compares this life to 
a mist that appears on a cold winter morning and then vanishes ( James 
4:14). That’s about two seconds. But it describes the time after death as “ages 
of ages” (Revelation 14:11, literal translation)—not just one or two ages that 
last a thousand years, but ages of ages—thousands and thousands of ages. 
It matters infinitely what happens to you after you die. 
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This question of what happens when we die has a sobering, wakening 
effect on our minds. It forces us to ask whether our faith is real, substantial, 
biblical. It forces us to deal with whether our faith is an objective, external 
reality outside ourselves, namely, in God, or whether our “faith” is a mere 
subjective experience of feelings and thoughts inside ourselves that function 
as an emotional cushion to soften the bumps of life and give us a network of 
friends. Facing eternity has an amazing effect of sobering us out of religious 
delusions. It helps keep God as the center of our lives by testing whether we 
are more in love with this world than we are with God himself. Does the 
thought of dying give us more pain at losing friends than it gives us joy at 
gaining Christ? Thinking of death helps us prove whether we are prizing God. 

Courage to Live and Die by Faith in Future Grace

But when the future grace of dying in Christ takes hold of you, it frees from 
fear and gives courage to live the most radical, self-sacrificing life of love. 
The person who can truly say, with the apostle Paul, “To die is gain,” will be 
able to say, like no one else, “To live is Christ” (Philippians 1:21). But if we 
can’t say, “To die is gain—to die is future grace!” then we will probably say, 
in one degree or another, “Let us eat, drink, and be merry.” Which means 
we will be enslaved to our own private earthly comforts. That’s all we will 
have to look forward to. So we will feel the compulsion to deny the truth of 
dying and to maximize the kind of pleasures we can get now without God. 
Therefore, being sure of what happens when we die as Christians is indis-
pensable for a life of joyful, loving sacrifice, and for not losing heart through 
the pain and the diminishing health of this life. 

Carl Lundquist was the president of Bethel College and Seminary in St. 
Paul, Minnesota, for twenty-eight years. He retired in 1982. I worked under 
his leadership for six of those years, and then we served on a prayer com-
mission together near the end of his life. He was a relentlessly gracious 
Christian leader. In 1988, doctors told him he had a rare form of cancer 
called mycosis fungoides, a variant of cutaneous T-cell lymphoma that 
invades the skin over the entire body. He was seventy-two years old and in 
seemingly robust health. But on February 27, 1991, he died after a heart-
rending deterioration of his skin. He wrote a final letter to his friends about 
the day he heard the news of his cancer. 
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That day in the hospital room, I picked up my Bible when the 
doctor had left. I turned to the joy verses of Philippians, thinking 
one might stand out. But what leaped from the page was Paul’s 
testimony in chapter one, “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in 
no way be ashamed but will have sufficient courage so that now, 
as always, Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by 
death. For to me to live is Christ and to die is gain.” And I discov-
ered that a verse I had lived by in good health also was a verse 
that I could live by in ill health. To live—Christ; to die—gain. But 
by life or by death, it’s all right either way.… So I simply trust that 
the Great Physician in His own way will carry out for me His will 
which I know alone is good and acceptable and perfect. By life or 
by death. Hallelujah! 

That trust in the good will of the Great Physician is what I mean by faith 
in future grace. Carl Lundquist lived by it in those next three years of mis-
ery, and it freed him for remarkable service, while his “outer nature was 
wasting away.” 

How Paul Coped with Wasting Away

The apostle Paul wrestled as much as anybody with the temptation to lose 
heart because of the wasting away of his body. He strengthened his heart 
with truth about the future grace of dying. And he wrote it down so that we 
might follow him. In 2 Corinthians 4:16–5:10, Paul shows the Corinthians 
why he does not lose heart in spite of all his afflictions (4:8–12), and espe-
cially in view of the fact that he knows he is dying. “We do not lose heart. 
Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by 
day” (4:16). 

He can’t see the way he used to (and there were no glasses). He can’t 
hear the way he used to (and there were no hearing aids). He doesn’t recover 
from beatings the way he used to (and there were no antibiotics). His 
strength, walking from town to town, doesn’t hold up the way it used to. He 
sees the wrinkles in his face and neck. His memory is not as good. His joints 
get stiff when he sits still. He knows that he, like everybody else, is dying. 
And he admits that this is a threat to his faith and joy and courage. 
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But he doesn’t lose heart. Why? 
The first part of his answer is in verse 16: “So we do not lose heart. 

Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by 

day.” He doesn’t lose heart because his inner man is being renewed. How? 
The renewing of his heart comes from something very strange: it comes 
from looking at what he can’t see. Verse 18: “We look not to the things that are 

seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, 
but the things that are unseen are eternal.” This is Paul’s way of not losing 
heart: looking at what you can’t see. What did he see? 

A few verses later in 2 Corinthians 5:7, he says, “We walk by faith, not 
by sight.” This doesn’t mean that he leaps into the dark without evidence of 
what’s there. It means that for now the most precious and important realities 
in the world are beyond our physical senses. We “look” at these unseen 
things through the gospel. By the grace of God, we see what Paul called “the 
light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Corin-
thians 4:4). We strengthen our hearts—we renew our courage—by fixing 
our gaze on the invisible, objective truth that we see in the testimony of 
those who saw Christ face to face. 

An Eternal Weight of Glory 

But what unseen reality does Paul look at to sustain his faith in future grace? 
A great summary statement of this reality is given in 2 Corinthians 4:17. He 
says that he is sustained in his deteriorating condition by this truth: “This 
light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory 
beyond all comparison.” This means that the decaying of his body was not 
meaningless. The pain and pressure and frustration and affliction were not 
happening in vain. They were not vanishing into a black hole of pointless 
suffering. Instead, this affliction was “preparing for [him] an eternal weight 
of glory beyond all comparison.” 

The unseen thing that Paul looked at to renew his inner man was the 
immense weight of glory that was being prepared for him not just after, but 
through and by, the wasting away of his body. There is a causal correlation 
between the present decay of Paul’s body and the future display of Paul’s 
glory. When he is hurting, he fixes his eyes not on how heavy the hurt is, 
but on how heavy the glory will be because of the hurt. In another place he 

Future Grace inter.indd   359 7/19/12   9:24 AM



J o h n  P i P e r

360

said, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth com-
paring with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (Romans 8:18). 

But what does he see, when he looks to this unseen glory? The answer 
is given in the first verses of 2 Corinthians 5. I’ll quote verses 1–5 here with 
my explanations in brackets.

For we know that if the tent that is our earthly home is destroyed 
[he’s talking about his body, which is decaying], we have a building 
from God [a building as opposed to a tent—that is, something more 

durable and lasting, namely, a new resurrection body], a house not 
made with hands, eternal in the heavens. For in this tent [our 

present body] we groan, longing to put on our heavenly dwelling 
[that is, our resurrection body: he mixes metaphors here, shifting back 

and forth between being clothed and being housed], if indeed by 
putting it on we may not be found naked [in other words, he does 

not prefer to put off his present body like a garment and become a 

disembodied soul—that’s what nakedness means]. For while we are 
still in this tent, we groan, being burdened—not that we would 
be unclothed [we don’t want to be mere bodiless souls, contrary to 

Greek thought that wanted this very much], but that we would be 
further clothed [on top of our present clothes—he wants the Second 

Coming of Christ to happen so that he will not have to die and be 

without a body, but rather have his present body swallowed up in the 

glorious resurrection life of the new body], so that what is mortal may 
be swallowed up by life. He who has prepared us for this very 
thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee. 

We will say more about the resurrection body in the next chapter. But 
the crucial point here is this: If Paul had his preference, he would choose to 
experience the Second Coming of Christ over the experience of death. The 
reason he gives is that the experience of “nakedness”—that is, being stripped 
of his body by death—is not something as good as having his body swal-
lowed up by life, in the twinkling of an eye at the Second Coming of Christ 
(1 Corinthians 15:52). 

This means that the great, final hope of Christians is not to die and be 
freed from our bodies, but to be raised with new, glorious bodies, like 
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Christ’s resurrection body (Philippians 3:21); or, best of all, to be alive at the 
Second Coming so that we do not have to lose our bodies temporarily and 
be “naked” until the resurrection. 

What About the Moment After Death?

But what does this mean for our hope for the moments immediately after 
death? Is Paul discounting this? No. He puts things back in perspective in  
2 Corinthians 5:6–8. 

So we are always of good courage. We know that while we are at 
home in the body we are away from the Lord, for we walk by 
faith, not by sight. Yes, we are of good courage, and we would 

rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord. 

Recall that, in verse 4, Paul said that he does not want “to be unclothed.” 
It is not his first preference to be “away from the body.” He says this because 
he is comparing death with the glorious Second Coming, not because he is 
comparing it with his life on earth. His first preference would be to put on 
his new resurrection body immediately at the Second Coming, with no 
death intervening. But if that is not possible—if the choice is between more 
life here, on the one hand, and dying, on the other hand—he prefers that 
God would take him, even if it means nakedness, that is, even if it means 
that he must be stripped of his body. “We would rather be away from the 
body and at home with the Lord” (v. 8).

And the reason for this willingness to leave his body behind is not 
because the body per se is bad—O, how he wants the experience of the trans-
formed resurrection body!—but because being “at home with the Lord” is so 
irresistibly attractive to Paul (v. 8). 

So Paul renews his inner man by looking to unseen things. He looks at 
three possibilities and prefers them in descending order: First, he prefers 
that Christ would come and clothe his mortal body with immortality so that 
he would not have to die and be an incomplete, disembodied soul. But if 
God does not will that, Paul prefers to be away from the body, rather than 
to live on here, because he loves Christ more than he loves anything else, 
and to be away from the body will mean to be at home with the Lord. Death 
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will bring a deeper intimacy and greater at-homeness with the Lord than 
anything we can know in this life. Finally, if God wills that it is not time for 
the Second Coming, or time for death, then Paul will continue to walk by 
faith in future grace, and not by sight. 

And in that faith he will be of good courage; and, even though his body 
is decaying, his inner man will be renewed day by day through this faith in 
the unseen future grace called “an eternal weight of glory” (2 Corinthians 
4:17). Here we must test ourselves. Do we share Paul’s priorities and values 
in life? Do we long mainly for the Second Coming of Christ and the glory of 
being swallowed up in life with Jesus? Or, short of that, do we long to be at 
home with Christ even if it costs us the surrender of our bodies? Or, short 
of that, are we committed to live by faith in future grace until he comes or 
until he calls? 

Is the Final Judgment an Act of Future Grace? 

We need to tackle one more thing in this chapter. Someone might say, “My 
faith in future grace is strengthened when I hear these things about death; 
but I become fearful when I think about judgment after death; that, too, is 
in this chapter of Scripture.” So let’s ponder for a moment the judgment that 
believers face after death. Is this, too, a “future grace”? 

The key statement comes two verses later: “For we must all appear 
before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due 
for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil” (2 Corinthians 
5:10). Consider four simple and obvious observations about this judgment 
before we try to answer the question, why Christians will be judged, if in 
fact Christ has already been judged for us (Romans 5:8–9), and if there is 
“now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). 

First, all Christians will stand before Christ as Judge. “We must all 

appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” Not just unbelievers, but “we.” 
And not some of us, but “all” of us. 

Second, our Judge will be Christ. It is God’s judgment too (Romans 
14:10–12), “We will all stand before the judgment seat of God,” but God “has 
given [Christ] authority to execute judgment” ( John 5:27). So God the Son 
and God the Father are one in their judgment, but the Son is the one who 
stands forth as the immediate Judge to deal with us. 
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Third, our judgment will be after we die. That’s implied in the text, but 
Hebrews 9:27 makes it explicit: “It is appointed for man to die once, and 
after that comes judgment.” We don’t need to be more specific than that, for 
that is what the historic confessions of the church have declared.2 We need 
only say that before we enter the final state of glory with our resurrection 
bodies on the new earth, we will stand before Christ as Judge. 

Fourth, when we stand before Christ, we will be judged according to 
our deeds in this life. “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of 
Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the 

body, whether good or evil” (2 Corinthians 5:10). This is not an isolated 
teaching in the New Testament. Jesus said in Matthew 16:27, “For the Son 
of Man is going to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then 
he will repay each person according to what he has done.” And in the very 
last chapter of the Bible, Jesus said, “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my 
recompense with me, to repay each one for what he has done” (Revelation 
22:12). 

Now the more difficult questions: Why is this judgment important? 
Why are the deeds “he has done in the body” the evidence in this divine 
courtroom? Is the aim of this judgment to declare who is lost and who is 
saved, according to the works done in the body? Or is the aim of this judg-
ment to declare the measure of your reward in the age to come according to 
the works done in the body? 

The answer of the New Testament, if you interpret carefully, is, both. 
Our deeds will reveal who enters the age to come, and our deeds will reveal 
the measure of our reward in the age to come. I will try to show you in a 
moment why I think this is so, but let me mention the biggest problem for 
many Christians in saying this. It sounds to many like a contradiction of 
salvation by grace through faith. Ephesians 2:8–9 says, “By grace you have 
been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 
God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” Salvation is not “of 
works.” That is, works do not earn salvation. Works do not put God in our 
debt so that he must pay wages. That would contradict grace. “The wages of 

sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” 

 2. For example, The Nicene Creed; The Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter xxxiii, “Of the Last 
Judgment;” The Belgic Confession, Article xxxvii, “Of the Last Judgment;” and The Second London 
Baptist Confession of Faith, chapter xxxii, “Of the Last Judgment.” 
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(Romans 6:23). Grace gives salvation as a free gift to be received by faith, not 
earned by works. 

How then can I say that the judgment of believers will not only be the 
public declaration of our differing rewards in the kingdom of God, accord-
ing to our deeds, but will also be the public declaration of our salvation—
our entering the kingdom—according to our deeds? 

The answer is that our deeds will be the public evidence brought forth 
in Christ’s courtroom to demonstrate that our faith is real. And our deeds will 
be the public evidence brought forth to demonstrate the varying measures of 

our obedience of faith. In other words, salvation is by grace through faith, and 
rewards are by grace through faith, but the evidence of invisible faith in the 
judgment hall of Christ will be a transformed life. Our deeds are not the 
basis of our salvation; they are the evidence of our salvation. They are not 
foundation; they are demonstration. All our salvation will be by grace 
through faith—demonstrated by what this book calls “living by faith in 
future grace.” 

Now let me try to show you from Scripture why I think this. 
Both Jesus and Paul teach that believers will receive differing rewards in 

accord with the degree that their faith expresses itself in acts of service and 
love and righteousness. For example, in 1 Corinthians 3:8 Paul says, “He 
who plants and he who waters are one, and each will receive his wages 
according to his labor.” And in Ephesians 6:8 Paul says, “Whatever good 
anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord.” These works are not 
“works of the law” in the pejorative sense of acts done to earn or merit God’s 
payment of wages. They are, as this book has argued throughout, “works of 
faith” (1 Thessalonians 1:3; 2 Thessalonians 1:11). They are done by faith in 
future grace. Therefore the reward redounds to the grace of God at work in 
the life of the believer and not to human initiative. 

The parable of the talents (or pounds) in Luke 19:12–27 teaches the 
same thing. Jesus refers to his going to heaven and returning, and compares 
it to a nobleman who went away and gave to ten of his servants one pound 
each with the command to trade with them, so that his estate would be 
advanced in his absence. When the nobleman returns, one of his servants 
had traded so as to turn his pound into ten. And the nobleman says that his 
reward will be authority over ten cities. Another servant had turned his 
pound into five. And the nobleman said that his reward would be authority 
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over five cities. Another had just kept the pound and done nothing with it. 
To this one the nobleman said, “I will condemn you with your own words.” 
And he took the one pound from him. 

What this parable teaches is the same thing Paul taught, namely, that 
there are varying degrees of reward for the faithfulness of our lives. But it 
also moves beyond that and teaches that there is a loss not only of reward, 
but of heaven, for those who claim to be faithful but do nothing to show that 
they prize God’s gifts and love the Giver. That’s the point of the third servant 
who did nothing with his gift. He did not just lose his reward, he lost his life. 
Jesus says in Matthew 25:30, “Cast the worthless servant into the outer 
darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

That leads us to the second purpose of the judgment. The first was that 
the judgment makes a public demonstration of the varying degrees of 
reward that Christians receive for living by faith in future grace. The second 
purpose of the judgment is to declare openly the authenticity of the faith of 
God’s people by the evidence of their deeds. Salvation is owned by faith. Salva-
tion is shown by deeds. So when Paul says (in 2 Corinthians 5:10) that each 
“may receive what is due for what he has done,” he not only means that our 
rewards will accord with our deeds, but also our salvation will accord with 
our deeds. 

Why do I think this? 
There are numerous texts that point in this direction. For example, Paul 

refers to the revelation of “God’s righteous judgment,” and then says, “[God] 
will render to each one according to his works: to those who by patience in 
well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will [render] eternal 

life; but for those who…do not obey the truth…[he will render] wrath and 
fury.” In other words, the judgment is according to what a person has done. 
But here the issue is explicitly “eternal life” versus “wrath and fury” (Romans 
2:5–8). 

Several times Paul listed certain kinds of deeds and said, “Those who do 
such things will not inherit the kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:21; 1 Corin-
thians 6:9–10). In other words, when these deeds are exposed at the judg-
ment as a person’s way of life, they will be the evidence that their faith is 
dead and he will not be saved. As James said, “Faith apart from works is 
dead” ( James 2:26). That is what will be shown at the judgment. 

Jesus put it like this—and he used exactly the same words for good and 
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evil deeds that we have here in 2 Corinthians 5:10. He said (in John 5:28–
29), “An hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice 
and come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of life, and those 
who have done evil to the resurrection of judgment.” In other words, the way 
one lived will be the evidence whether one passes through judgment to life 
or whether one experiences judgment as condemnation. 

He says this, even though five verses earlier in John 5:24, he said, “Truly, 
truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has 
eternal life.” To hear and to believe is to have eternal life—it is by grace 
through faith. But when that faith is real—not dead—the life will change 
(that’s what this book is written to explain and promote), so that Jesus can 
say, with no contradiction: the deeds of this life will be the public criteria of 
judgment at the resurrection. Because our works are the evidence of the 
reality of our faith. And it is faith in Christ that saves. 

Perhaps an illustration will clarify how deeds will function in the final 
judgment. Recall the story of how two prostitutes brought a baby to King 
Solomon, each claiming that the baby was hers (1 Kings 3:16–27). They 
asked King Solomon to act as judge between them. In his extraordinary 
wisdom, he said that a sword should be brought, and that the baby should 
be divided, with half given to the one woman and half to the other. The true 
mother cried out, “Oh, my lord, give her the living child, and by no means 
put him to death.” Solomon said, “Give the living child to [this] woman…
she is his mother.”

What was Solomon looking for? He was not looking for a deed that 
would earn the child or would create a relationship that didn’t already exist. 
He was looking for a deed that would demonstrate what was already true, 
namely, that the child was truly this woman’s child by birth. That is the way 
God looks at our deeds on the judgment day. He is not looking for deeds 
that purchase our pardon in his judgment hall. He is looking for deeds that 
prove we are already enjoying the fruits of our pardon. He is looking for the 
practical evidences of our living by faith in future grace. The purchase of our 
salvation was the blood of Jesus, sufficient once for all to cover all our sins. 
We do not add to the worth of his righteousness imputed to us by God for 
our justification. But the means by which we receive this gift is faith—a 
being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus. And that kind of faith 
frees us from lifelong slavery to the fear of death, and works through love. 
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I conclude therefore that the dying of Christians—with all its pain and 
grief—may be anticipated as future grace. Not only will we be “at home 
with the Lord,” which is far better than anything on earth, but even the 
judgment, at its appointed time, will fill us with wonder and gratitude and 
joy. The Belgic Confession of 1561 puts it like this: 

The consideration of this judgment is justly terrible and dreadful 
to the wicked and ungodly, but most desirable and comfortable to 
the righteous and the elect; because then their full deliverance 
shall be perfected, and there they shall receive the fruits of their 
labor and trouble which they have borne. Their innocence shall 
be known to all.… The faithful shall be crowned with glory and 
honor; and the Son of God will confess their names before God 
the Father, and his elect angels; all tears shall be wiped from their 
eyes; and their cause which is now condemned…will then be 
known to be the cause of the Son of God. And for a gracious 
reward, the Lord will cause them to possess such a glory as never 
entered into the heart of man to conceive.

Therefore we expect that great day with a most ardent desire, 
to the end that we may fully enjoy the promises of God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord. Amen.3 

 3. Quoted from Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 
1977, orig. 1877), 435–36. 
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Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the 

first earth had passed away.… And I heard a loud voice from the 

throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will 

dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be 

with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 

and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor 

crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”

r e v e l a T I o n  2 1 : 1 – 4

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,

and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat,

and the calf and the lion and the fattened calf together;

and a little child shall lead them.

The cow and the bear shall graze;

their young shall lie down together;

and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

The nursing child shall play over the hole of the cobra,

and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder’s den.

They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain;

for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord

 as the waters cover the sea.

I s a I a h  1 1 : 6 – 9
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C H A P T E R  3 0

The rebirTh  
oF creaTion

Why I Think About What Comes After Death 

The faith that grows in the ground of God’s promises takes away 
fear and fills us instead with hope and confidence. And when fear 
goes, and hope in God overflows, we live differently. Our lives 

show that our treasure in God is more precious than the fleeting attractions 
of sin. When we rely on God who raises the dead (2 Corinthians 1:9), and 
revel in the hope of the glory of God (Romans 5:2), we don’t yield to the sin-
ful pleasures of the moment. We are not suckered in by advertising that says 
the one with the most toys wins. We don’t devote our best energies to laying 
up treasures on earth. We don’t dream our most exciting dreams about 
accomplishments and relationships that perish. We don’t fret over what this 
life fails to give us (marriage, wealth, health, fame). 

Instead, we savor the wonder that the Owner and Ruler of the universe 
loves us, and has destined us for the enjoyment of his glory, and is working 
infallibly to bring us to his eternal kingdom. So we live to meet the needs 
of others, because God is living to meet our needs (Isaiah 64:4; 41:10;  
2 Chronicles 16:9; Psalm 23:6). We love our enemies, and do good, and 
bless those who curse us and pray for those who despise us, because we are 
not enslaved to the fleeting, petty pleasures that come from returning evil 
for evil, and we know that our reward is great in heaven (Luke 6:35; Mat-
thew 5:45; 1 Peter 3:9). 

All this flows from a growing hope in future grace. When you know the 
truth about what happens to you after you die, and you believe it, and you 
are satisfied with all that God will be for you in the ages to come, that truth 
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makes you free indeed. Free from the short, shallow, suicidal pleasures of 
sin, and free for the sacrifices of mission and ministry that cause people to 
give glory to our Father in heaven. That freedom, that love, and that glory 
are the aim of this book. 

To that end we take one more look (alas, through a glass darkly) into 
what God has prepared for those who love him—“What no eye has seen, 
nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined,” but have now been revealed, 
in part, through the Spirit, in the writings of the apostles (1 Corinthians 
2:9–13). We look first at the resurrection of our bodies and then at the new 
earth in which we will live with Christ forever.

A Moment of Illumination in Munich 

It is strange how God, from time to time, causes the preciousness and power 
of a biblical truth to penetrate the heart. I recall a moment about forty years 
ago when I was a graduate student in Munich, Germany. As a kind of spiri-
tual breather from my studies, I was reading a biography of the New Testa-
ment scholar Julius Schniewind. The book was called Charisma der Theologie 

by Hans-Joachim Kraus. On page 35, Kraus was telling about the final 
weeks of Schniewind’s life as he was being laid low by a kidney disease. 
Schniewind had just finished leading a lay Bible study, and, as he put on his 
coat to go home, he groaned aloud with the Greek phrase, “soma tapeinõseõs, 

soma tapeinõseõs!” 

For me it was one of those rare moments of spiritual illumination. I knew 
where that phrase came from. It came from Philippians 3:21, where Paul says 
that we eagerly await a Savior from heaven “who will transform our lowly 

body (soma tapeinõseõs) into one like his glorious body, according to the exer-
tion of his power to subdue all things to himself” (my translation). The fact 
that Julius Schniewind lived in such intimate awareness of this hope—so 
much so that in his final pains he groaned with the very words of the Greek 
New Testament—that fact awakened in me as never before the preciousness 
and power of this amazing promise of future grace. I saw the pain of 
Schniewind’s dying body expressed in words of a triumphant promise of 
future grace. And the triumph seemed more real to me than ever before. 

Our bodies here on this earth are “bodies of lowliness.” They are fragile, 
disease-prone, wasting away, and mortal. But, O, how we love them! As Paul 
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said, “No one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just 
as Christ does the church” (Ephesians 5:29). And they are indeed precious. 
They are the very “temple of the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 6:19). They are 
the creation of God, for the glory of God (1 Corinthians 6:20). They are liv-
ing and holy sacrifices acceptable to God in spiritual service (Romans 12:1). 
They are part of who we are—part of our identity as persons. Therefore, the 
promise that they will be raised from the dead is a precious promise. And 
the fact that Christ is committed to this mighty act of future grace, with all 
the omnipotent power that enables him to subdue all things to himself, 
gripped me that evening years ago in Munich as never before. 

If God Is Your God, You Must Be Raised 

Jesus said, “And as for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what 
was said to you by God: ‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, 
and the God of Jacob’? He is not God of the dead, but of the living” (Mat-
thew 22:31–32). The point here is that if God is your God, you must be 
raised. God is not the God of the dead! When he says, “I am your God,” he 
means “I will always be your God. And your life with me and in me will not 
be a diminishing thing. It cannot be. I am God! Your life will be a growing 
and flourishing experience. For I am your God. I do not diminish what is 
mine. I make it better forever and ever.” 

Will “Flesh and Blood” Inherit the Kingdom? 

What does the apostle Paul mean in 1 Corinthians 15:50 when he says, 
“Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God”? Is this statement a 
denial of the bodily resurrection? No. “Flesh and blood” simply mean 
“human nature as we know it”—mortal, perishable, sin-stained, decaying. 
Something so fragile and temporary as the body we now have will not be 
the stuff of the eternal, durable, unshakable, indestructible kingdom of God. 
But that doesn’t mean there won’t be bodies. 

It means that our bodies will be greater. They will be our bodies, but 
they will be different and more wonderful. Later Paul says, “We shall all be 
changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For 
the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we 
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shall be changed” (1 Corinthians 15:51–52). When he says, “The dead will 
be raised,” he means we—the dead—will be raised. If God meant to start 
all over with no continuity between the body I have now and the one I will 

have, why would Paul say, “The dead will be raised”? Why would he not say, 
“The dead will not be raised (since they are decomposed and their mole-
cules are scattered into plants and animals for a thousand miles), and so 
God will start from scratch”? He did not say that, because it is not true. 

He said two things: the dead will be raised (that teaches continuity); and 
the dead will be changed (they will be made imperishable and immortal). The 
old body will become a new body. But it will still be your body. There will be 
continuity. God is able to do what we cannot imagine. The resurrection is not 
described in terms of a totally new creation but in terms of a change of the old 
creation. “We shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye.” 

Paul compares the resurrection to what happens to a seed when it goes 
into the ground. “What you sow is not the body that is to be, but a bare 
kernel, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain. But God gives it a body as 
he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body” (1 Corinthians 15:37–
38). The point is that there is connection and continuity between the simple 
seed and the full-grown plant. If you plant a seed of wheat, you don’t get a 
stalk of barley. But, on the other hand, there is a difference. A plant is more 
beautiful than a seed. 

Then Paul applies the analogy to the resurrection body: “So is it with 
the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable; what is raised is 
imperishable. It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weak-
ness; it is raised in power. It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual 
body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body” (1 Corinthians 
15:42–44). I can hear someone say, “Why bother? Let it go. Who needs it? 
All that matters is the spiritual reality of love and joy and peace and right-
eousness and goodness and truth. Why the big fuss over arms and legs and 
hands and feet and hair and eyes and ears and tongues? It seems so earthly.” 

God Did Not Create Matter to Throw It Away 

Paul’s answer will ultimately take us to the reality of the new earth and the 
purpose of God to fill the universe with material manifestation of his glory. 
God did not create the physical-material universe willy-nilly. He had a pur-
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pose, namely, to add to the ways his glory is externalized and made mani-
fest. “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his 
handiwork” (Psalm 19:1). Our bodies fit into that same category of physical 
things that God created for this reason. He is not going to back out on his 
plan to glorify himself through human beings and human bodies. So in  
1 Corinthians 6:19–20, Paul says, “Do you not know that your body is a 
temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not 
your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body.” 

Why does God go to all the trouble to dirty his hands, as it were, with 
our decaying, sin-stained flesh, in order to reestablish it as a resurrection 
body and clothe it with immortality? Answer: Because his Son paid the 
price of death so that the Father’s purpose for the material universe would 
be fulfilled, namely, that he would be glorified in it, including in our bodies, 
forever and ever. That’s what the text says: “You were bought with a price 
[the death of his Son]. So glorify God in your body.” God will not disregard 
or dishonor the work of his Son. God will honor the work of his Son by rais-
ing our bodies from the dead, and we will use our bodies to glorify him 
forever and ever. That is why you have a body now. And that is why it will 
be raised to be like Christ’s glorious body. 

A Word from My Favorite Pastor 

Jonathan Edwards, the great pastor and theologian from 250 years ago, 
wrote a profound essay on “The End for Which God Created the World.” 
Few works have had a deeper influence on my thinking. His answer to the 
question of why God created the world was “that there might be a glorious 
and abundant emanation of his infinite fullness of Good ad extra, or without 
himself; and that the disposition to communicate himself, or diffuse his 
own fullness, was what moved him to create the world.… The diffusive 
disposition that excited God to give creatures existence, was…a disposition 
in the fullness of the divinity to flow out and diffuse itself.”1 This is what 
God says, in effect, in Isaiah 43:7 when he refers to “everyone who is called 
by my name, whom I created for my glory.” God created the universe and all 
that is in it as an emanation or manifestation of the fullness of his glory. 

 1. Jonathan Edwards, A Dissertation Concerning the End for Which God Created the World, in The 
Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1976), 100.
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We have no reason to think that God has ever changed his mind in this 
regard. There is no reason to think that God would now prefer that there be 
no created universe. Christianity is not a platonic religion that regards mate-
rial things as mere shadows of reality, which will be sloughed off as soon as 
possible. Not the mere immortality of the soul, but rather the resurrection 
of the body and the renewal of all creation is the hope of the Christian faith.2 
Just as our bodies will be raised imperishable for the glory of God, so the 
earth itself will be made new and fit for the habitation of risen and glorified 
persons. 

Will the First Heaven and First Earth Pass Away? 

One of the most alluring visions of that future grace is found in Revelation 
21:1–4. John says that there will be a new earth and that heaven will come 
down, and God will make his eternal dwelling among men on the new earth. 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and 
the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I 
saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven 
from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I 
heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling 
place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will 
be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. 
He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be 
no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain 
anymore, for the former things have passed away.”

This is a beautiful picture of what is coming: a new earth, the people of 
God living there with no death, no pain, no tears. And best of all, God will 
not be far away and will pitch his tent, as it were, in our midst, and dwell 
among us forever. 

But a critical question is raised here: When John says in verse 1, “The 
first heaven and the first earth had passed away,” does he mean that the 

 2. See Oscar Cullman, “The Immortality of the Soul or Resurrection of the Body,” in Immortality 
and Resurrection: Death in the Western World—Two Conflicting Currents of Thought, ed. Krister 
Stendahl (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1965), 9–53. 

Future Grace inter.indd   374 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

375

earth we live on and the sky over our head will be totally done away with, 
and that God will start over with a totally new creation? This is a question 
like the one raised above, concerning our resurrection bodies: Will God 
raise us up, or will he start over with a totally new creation of different bod-
ies? I have tried to show that there will be continuity between our bodies 
now and our bodies in the resurrection. That is also what needs to be shown 
concerning the new earth. 

Burned, but Not Annihilated 

But what does John mean, when he says, “The first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away”? Peter, in his second letter says something similar, 
but even more graphically. He describes how the present earth and heaven 
will “pass away.” 

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the 
heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will 
be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are 
done on it will be exposed. Since all these things are thus to be 
dissolved, what sort of people ought you to be in lives of holiness 
and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of 
God, because of which the heavens will be set on fire and dis-
solved, and the heavenly bodies will melt as they burn! But 
according to his promise we are waiting for new heavens and a 
new earth in which righteousness dwells. (2 Peter 3:10–13) 

Peter’s vision of our great hope for eternity is “new heavens and a new 
earth in which righteousness dwells”—the same as John’s vision in Revela-
tion 21. He also speaks of the heavens passing away (v. 10). He goes even 
further and says three times that there will be a destruction of the present 
world. Verse 10: “the heavenly bodies will be burned up.” Verse 11: “these 
things are thus to be dissolved.” Verse 12: “the heavens will be set on fire 
and dissolved, and the heavenly bodies will melt as they burn!” The ques-
tion then is, Does this mean that the earth we live on, and the heavens we 
live under, will be totally done away with? And will God start over with a 
totally new creation? 
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First, I would say that when Revelation 21:1 and 2 Peter 3:10 say that the 
present earth and heavens will “pass away,” it does not have to mean that 
they go out of existence, but may mean that there will be such a change in 
them that their present condition passes away. We might say, “The caterpil-
lar passes away, and the butterfly emerges.” There is a real passing away, and 
there is a real continuity, a real connection. 

And when Peter says that this heaven and earth will be “dissolved” 
(“destroyed,” nasb) it does not have to mean entirely “put out of existence.” 
We might say, “The flood destroyed many farms.” But we don’t mean that 
they vanished out of existence. We might say that on May 18, 1980, the 
immediate surroundings of Mount St. Helens in Washington were destroyed 
by a blast five hundred times more powerful than the Hiroshima atomic 
bomb. But anyone who goes there now and sees the new growth would 
know that “destroy” did not mean “put out of existence.” 

And so what Peter may well mean is that at the end of this age, there will 
be cataclysmic events that bring this world to an end as we know it—not putting 
it out of existence, but wiping out all that is evil and cleansing it by fire and 
fitting it for an age of glory and righteousness and peace that will never end. 

Yes, it may mean that. But does it really mean that? 

Paul’s Grand Hope for the Material World, and Us 

The apostle Paul gives a strong confirmation of this interpretation in Romans 
8:18–25. There are at least four reasons in these verses for thinking that the 
creation we know and the earth we live on will not be annihilated, but will 
be renewed as our eternal home. 

First of all, in Romans 8:19–20 Paul says, “For the creation waits with 
eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was sub-
jected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope.” 
He pictures the creation—the heavens and the earth—as having longings 
and eager expectation. Something is coming that makes creation, as it were, 
stand on tiptoe. He says that the reason for this eager expectation of creation 
is the very “futility” in which she finds herself—decay, disaster, disease, 
pain. Why does this produce hope and expectation in the creation? The 
reason is that the “subjection to futility” is a temporary curse that God him-
self put on creation with a view to removing it someday. This is what Paul 
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means when he says that the creation was subjected to futility “in hope.” 
Satan didn’t do that. Satan does not do anything for the hope of the world’s 
redemption. God did it. God’s curse on the creation in Genesis 3 is not his 
final word. He did it “in hope.” Therefore, creation is not appointed for anni-
hilation, but for restoration. He subjected it in hope. 

The second reason Paul gives for why we should not expect creation to 
be annihilated is found in verse 21 (the content of the hope). “The creation 
itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom 
of the glory of the children of God.” The creation is not destined for annihi-
lation. It is destined for liberation. It will be set free from the “bondage to 
corruption”—the futility that God subjected it to in hope. This is the clearest 
statement that the earth and the heavens will not “pass away” or be “dis-
solved” in the sense of going out of existence. Paul says plainly, they will be set free 

from corruption. The futility will be destroyed. The bondage to corruption 
will be consumed in the purifying, liberating fire of God’s judgment. But 
the earth will remain. And there will be no more corruption. No more futil-
ity. No more sin or pain or death or crying. 

The third argument Paul gives against the annihilation of the present 
creation is found in Romans 8:22: “We know that the whole creation has 
been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.” In other words, 
the upheavals of creation are like labor pains during the last stages of preg-
nancy. Something is about to be brought forth from creation, not in place of 

creation. Creation is not going to be annihilated and recreated with no con-
tinuity. The earth is going to bring forth like a mother in labor (through the 
upheavals of fire and earthquake and volcanoes and pestilence and famine) 
a new earth. 

Jesus used the same imagery of labor pains when he said, “Nation will 
rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines 

and earthquakes in various places. All these are but the beginning of the birth 

pains” (Matthew 24:7–8). This earth is like a mother about to give birth to a 
new earth where righteousness dwells and where God reigns in the midst 
of his people. 

Finally, Paul gives one last argument against the annihilation of the 
earth: “And not only the creation [not only does the natural world groan], 
but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we 
wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Romans 
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8:23). The reason this is so crucial is that he connects the redemption of our 
bodies—that is, the resurrection and restoration of our bodies after a life-
time of groaning—with the restoration of the creation. Our bodies are part 
of this present creation. What happens to our bodies and what happens to 
the creation go together. And what happens to our bodies is not annihilation 
but redemption: “We wait eagerly for…the redemption of our bodies.” Our 
bodies will be redeemed, restored, made new—not thrown away. And so it 
is with the heavens and the earth. 

The Rebirth of Creation 

Jesus calls this great work of universal renewal “the regeneration when the 
Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne” (Matthew 19:28, nasb). Creation 
will be “regenerated” or “born again.” In Acts 3:21, Peter calls it “the period 
of restoration of all things about which God spoke by the mouth of His holy 
prophets” (nasb).

God Will Be All in All 

And what did the prophets say about the new earth? Isaiah 11:6–9 gives us 
an example. 

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, 
and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat, 

and the calf and the lion and the fattened calf together; 
and a little child shall lead them. 

The cow and the bear shall graze; 
their young shall lie down together; 
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 

The nursing child shall play over the hole of the cobra, 
and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder’s den. 

They shall not hurt or destroy 
in all my holy mountain; 

for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the lorD 
as the waters cover the sea. (See also Numbers 14:21; 

Isaiah 65:25; Micah 4:3; Habakkuk 2:14.) 
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So history as we know it will come to an end with God at the center. His 
glory will be so bright as to make a moon out of the sun (Revelation 21:23). 
And on the earth there will be a great sea of knowledge reflecting the glory 
of the Lord back to him. And just as the rejection of that knowledge brought 
a curse on the creation, so the restoration of that knowledge will bring bless-
ing to the creation, and the animals themselves will be free from the curse 
and reflect the beauty of the Lord. 

Thus the purpose of God in creation will be fulfilled: the exhibition of 
his glory for the enjoyment of his people in the never-ending increase of 
infinite future grace. Jonathan Edwards soars as he thinks about it: 

In the creature’s knowing, esteeming, loving, rejoicing in, and 
praising God, the glory of God is both exhibited and acknowl-
edged; his fullness is received and returned. Here is both emana-

tion and remanation. The refulgence shines upon and into the 
creature, and is reflected back to the luminary. The beams of glory 
come from God, and are something of God, and are refunded 
back again to their original. So that the whole is of God, and in 
God, and to God, and God is the beginning, middle and end in 
this affair.3 

Some visions of future grace plead for more than prose. Several years 
ago the vision of resurrection into a new earth of glory with Christ drew out 
from me this poem. For now, I can’t do better than to end with it. 

Justified for evermore 

As far as any eye could see 
There was no green. But every tree 
Was cinder black, and all the ground 
Was gray with ash. The only sound 
Was arid wind, like spirits’ ghosts, 
Gasping for some living hosts 
In which to dwell, as in the days 

 3. Edwards, End for Which God Created the World, 120. 

Future Grace inter.indd   379 7/19/12   9:24 AM



J o h n  P i P e r

380

Of evil men, before the blaze 
Of unimaginable fire 
Had made the earth a flaming pyre 
For God’s omnipotent display 
Of holy rage. 

The dreadful Day 
Of God had come. The moon had turned 
To blood. The sun no longer burned 
Above, but, blazing with desire, 
Had flowed into a lake of fire. 
The seas and oceans were no more, 
And in their place a desert floor 
Fell deep to meet the brazen skies, 
And silence conquered distant cries. 

The Lord stood still above the air.
His mighty arms were moist and bare.
They hung, as weary, by his side,
Until the human blood had dried
Upon the sword in his right hand.
He stared across the blackened land
That he had made, and where he died.
His lips were tight, and deep inside,
The mystery of sovereign will
Gave leave, and it began to spill
In tears upon his bloody sword
For one last time.

And then the Lord 
Wiped every tear away, and turned 
To see his bride. Her heart had yearned 
Four thousand years for this: His face 
Shone like the sun, and every trace 
Of wrath was gone. And in her bliss 
She heard the Master say, “Watch this: 
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Come forth, all goodness from the ground, 
Come forth, and let the earth redound
With joy.” 

And as he spoke, the throne 
Of God came down to earth and shone 
Like golden crystal full of light, 
And banished, once for all, the night. 
And from the throne a stream began 
To flow and laugh, and as it ran, 
It made a river and a lake, 
And everywhere it flowed, a wake 
Of grass broke on the banks and spread 
Like resurrection from the dead. 

And in the twinkling of an eye 
The saints descended from the sky. 

And as I knelt beside the brook
To drink eternal life, I took
A glance across the golden grass,
And saw my dog, old Blackie, fast
As she could come. She leaped the stream—
Almost—and what a happy gleam
Was in her eye. I knelt to drink,
And knew that I was on the brink
Of endless joy. And everywhere
I turned I saw a wonder there.
A big man running on the lawn:
That’s old John Younge with both legs on.
The blind can see a bird on wing,
The dumb can lift their voice and sing.
The diabetic eats at will,
The coronary runs uphill. 
The lame can walk, the deaf can hear,
The cancer-ridden bone is clear.
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Arthritic joints are lithe and free,
And every pain has ceased to be.
And every sorrow deep within,
And every trace of lingering sin
Is gone. And all that’s left is joy,
And endless ages to employ
The mind and heart, and understand,
And love the sovereign Lord who planned
That it should take eternity 
To lavish all his grace on me.

O, God of wonder, God of might,
Grant us some elevated sight,
Of endless days. And let us see
The joy of what is yet to be.
And may your future make us free,
And guard us by the hope that we,
Through grace on lands that you restore,
Are justified for evermore.
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God is most glorified in us,  

when we are most satisfied in him.

God is glorified not only by His glory’s being seen,  

but by its being rejoiced in. When those that see it delight in it,  

God is more glorified than if they only see it. His glory is then 

received by the whole soul, both by the understanding and by  

the heart. God made the world that He might communicate,  

and the creature receive, His glory; and that it might [be]  

received both by the mind and heart. He that testifies his  

idea of God’s glory [doesn’t] glorify God so much as he  

that testifies also his approbation of it and his delight in it.

J o n a T h a n  e D W a r D s

Prizing

is the essence of

praising.
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C H A P T E R  3 1

The debT i oWe To 
JonaThan edWards 

God Is Most Glorified in Us When We  
Are Most Satisfied in Him 

The burden of this book has been to promote living by faith in 
future grace to the glory of God. I have argued that the faith which 
justifies also sanctifies, because the nature1 of faith is to be satisfied 

with all that God is for us in Jesus.2 I hope to show that I am in the tradition of 
Jonathan Edwards who wrote, “The sum of that eternal life which Christ 
purchased is holiness; it is a holy happiness. And there is in faith a liking of 

the happiness that Christ has procured and offers.”3 This “liking of the happi-
ness that Christ…offers” is what I mean by “being satisfied with all that God 
is for us in Jesus.” I have stressed the future orientation of faith, because the 
future is where God promises to satisfy the hearts of those who wait for him. 
Bygone grace is of infinite value, especially the death and resurrection of 
Jesus; but only because of what it secured for the future—a fellowship with 
God that satisfies us and glorifies him forever. Not to have faith in the future 
grace, which was secured by past grace, is to make the cross of Christ of no 
effect.4 

 1. I stress one last time: This is not the whole of faith, but the heart of faith. Faith is more. See, for 
example, the overview essay by B. B. Warfield, “Faith,” in Biblical and Theological Studies (Phila-
delphia: The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1952), 404–45; and the extended 
meditation by Jonathan Edwards, “Concerning Faith,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2 
(Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1976), 578–96. 

 2. See especially chapters 15 and 16. 

 3. Jonathan Edwards, “Concerning Faith,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: 
The Banner of Truth Trust, 1976), 583 (emphasis added). 

 4. For the connection between past and future grace, see chapters 7–9. 
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Therefore, living by faith in future grace glorifies God for all his grace, 
both past and future. It honors past grace by banking fearlessly on the future 
that the past was designed to purchase. It honors future grace by breaking 
the power of sin through the superior happiness5 of being satisfied with all 
that God promises to be for us from now to eternity. There is a deep convic-
tion beneath this argument, namely, that God is most glorified in us when we 

are most satisfied in him. 

I Have Called It Christian Hedonism 

This conviction comes as close as anything to summing up my entire theol-
ogy. Elsewhere I have called it Christian hedonism.6 Here at the end we may 
reflect on whether the message of this book is in concert with that earlier 
vision of God and life. Consider some of the implications of what has been 
said. If the nature of faith is to be satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus, 

then the universal biblical mandate to believe is a radical and pervasive call 
to pursue our own happiness in God. To say that you are indifferent to your 
own happiness would amount to saying that you are indifferent to the 
nature of faith. But that would be sin. The call of this book is that we stop 
sinning like that, and seek, with all our might, the greatest possible satisfac-
tion in God. Therefore living by faith in future grace is Christian hedo-
nism—the mandate to pursue our happiness in all that God is for us in 
Jesus—even if it costs us our lives. For the steadfast love of the Lord is better 
than life (Psalm 63:3). 

Moreover, I have argued that the key to fighting sin is to battle unbelief, 
and keep the fire of faith in God’s promises red hot.7 The power of sin is the 
false promise that it will bring more happiness than holiness will bring. 
Nobody sins out of duty. Therefore, what breaks the power of sin is faith in 
the true promise that the pleasures of sin are passing and poisonous, but at 
God’s right hand are pleasures for evermore (Psalm 16:11). This way of 
fighting sin with the hope of superior satisfaction, is called, in Hebrews 

 5. For a similar spiritual dynamic, see the great sermon by Thomas Chalmers (1780–1847), “The 
Expulsive Power of a New Affection,” in The Protestant Pulpit, ed. Andrew Watterson Black-
wood (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1977), 50–62. 

 6. See Piper, Desiring God; Piper, The Pleasures of God. 

 7. See the application chapters 3, 6, 10, 13, 17, 21, 24, 27. 
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11:24–26, living “by faith”: “By faith Moses…[chose] rather to be mistreated 
with the people of God, [rather] than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin…
for he was looking to the reward.” Therefore the cry of this book, to fight sin, 
is a cry to pursue a joy superior to anything sin could offer. It is the cry of 
Christian hedonism. 

Most important, this book is based on the conviction that living by faith 
in future grace will display more of the glory of God than any other way of 
life. At the heart of the book is the belief that radical, free obedience to Jesus 
Christ comes only through the channel of faith in future grace. And that 
channel is the embracing and cherishing and trusting and enjoying of all 
that God promises to be for us in Jesus. So someone may well ask whether 
a book that advocates the pursuit of human happiness so vigorously—even 
if it is a happiness in God—can really be a book devoted to the glory of God. 

Does not living by faith in future grace, alias Christian hedonism, make a god out 
of pleasure? I answer, no, we make a god out of what we take most pleasure 
in. My aim, in all my life and writing, is to make God God. The biblical 
truth by which I endeavor to do that is, God is most glorified in us when we are 

most satisfied in him. The breadth and depth of our pursuit of joy in God is 
the measure of his worth in our lives. 

The Debt I Owe to Jonathan Edwards 

Good counsel tells me to alert the reader that what is coming may be heavy 
sledding. We are not used to reading material that is two centuries old, from 
a thought-world foreign to our day. Yet, as I said before: raking is easy, but 
you get only leaves; digging is hard, but you might find diamonds. That is 
what I found in a great eighteenth-century pastor and theologian. 

It is no secret, from what I have written elsewhere, that I am deeply 
indebted to Jonathan Edwards in the development of my understanding of 
God and life. J. I. Packer said of my book Desiring God: Meditations of a Chris-

tian Hedonist, “Jonathan Edwards, whose ghost walks through most of Pip-
er’s pages, would be delighted with his disciple.” That was a very generous 
tribute. I hope it is true of this book as well. I write with Edwards looking 
over my shoulder. 

So in this final chapter, I would like to show that living by faith in future 
grace and Christian hedonism stand in faithful continuity with the thinking 
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of Jonathan Edwards. I do not claim that Edwards would have chosen my 
way of bringing biblical truth to bear on the modern church. Nor do I 
assume it is the only or even the best way. But I do want to claim that it is 
biblical, and that it is in the Reformed tradition of Jonathan Edwards, and 
that, if properly understood and applied, it leads to a God-centered life of 
joyful and sacrificial love. 

There are at least two features of Edwards’s thought that appear at first 
glance to be at odds with Christian hedonism. One is his treatment of “self-
love.” He shows that its branches don’t reach high enough and its roots don’t 
go deep enough. How will this criticism of self-love fit with our stress on 
faith as being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus? Christian hedonism 
sounds like self-love. Is it? The other feature of Edwards’s thought that seems 
contrary to Christian hedonism is his use of the term “disinterested.” Genu-
ine love to God must be disinterested, he would say, which of course does not 
sound like the language of hedonism. Or is it? 

The Place of Self-Love in the Thought of Edwards 

“Self-love” was a burning topic in Edwards’s day. He had a love-hate rela-
tionship with the term, because it carried so much potential truth and so 
much potential error. He once wrote, “O, how is the world darkened, 
clouded, distracted, and torn to pieces by those dreadful enemies of man-
kind called words!”8 

His Pejorative Use of Self-Love 

Edwards knew that some moralists in his day used the term self-love to refer 
simply to man’s love for his own happiness, which was not a pejorative use.9 

 8. “Miscellanies,” no. 4, in The Philosophy of Jonathan Edwards from his Private Notebooks, Harvey G. 
Townsend, ed. (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972, orig. 1955), 209. See also 139, 244 for 
other complaints about the inadequacy of language. 

 9. “[Self-love] may be taken for…[a person’s] loving whatsoever is pleasing to him. Which comes 
only to this, that self-love is a man’s liking, and being suited and pleased in that which he likes, 
and which pleases him; or, that it is a man’s loving what he loves. For whatever a man loves, 
that thing is…pleasing to him… And if this be all that they mean by self-love, no wonder they 
suppose that all love may be resolved into self-love.” The Nature of True Virtue (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 1960), 42–43. See also “The Mind,” in Scientific and Philosophical 
Writings, Wallace E. Anderson, ed., The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 6 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1980), 337; Charity and Its Fruits (London: The Banner of Truth Press), 1969, 
159–60. 

Future Grace inter.indd   388 7/19/12   9:24 AM



F u t u r e  G r a c e

389

But his preference was to use the term in its more narrow and negative 
sense. He says in The Nature of True Virtue, “Self-love, as the phrase is used 
in common speech, most commonly signifies a man’s regard to his confined 
private self, or love to himself with respect to his private interest.”10 In other 
words, self-love was ordinarily used with the negative connotation of nar-
rowness. It was virtually synonymous with selfishness. What makes a self-
ish person happy is not when others are benefited but when his own private 
happiness increases without consideration for others. That is the usual 
meaning of self-love as Edwards treats it. 

In 1738, he preached a series of expositions on 1 Corinthians 13, later 
published under the title Charity and its Fruits. One of his sermons is based 
on the phrase in verse 5, “Charity…seeketh not her own” (kJv). The title of 
the sermon is “The Spirit of Charity, the Opposite of a Selfish Spirit.” In it he 
describes the fall of man into sin like this: 

The ruin that the fall brought upon the soul of man consists very 
much in his losing the nobler and more benevolent principles of 
his nature, and falling wholly under the power and government of 
self-love.… Sin like some powerful astringent, contracted his soul 
to the very small dimensions of selfishness; and God was for-
saken, and fellow creatures forsaken, and man retired within 
himself, and became totally governed by narrow and selfish 
principles and feelings. Self-love became absolute master of his 
soul, and the more noble and spiritual principles of his being took 
wings and flew away.11 

So self-love in this sense is the same as the vice of selfishness. People 
who are governed by self-love “place [their] happiness in good things that 
are confined or limited to themselves, to the exclusion of others. And this is 
selfishness. This is the thing most clearly and directly intended by that self-
love which the Scripture condemns.”12 So self-love is a trait that man has 
after the Fall, and its evil, as we will see, is not its desire for happiness, but 
its finding that happiness in narrow, merely private interests. 

 10. Edwards, True Virtue, 45. 

 11. Edwards, Charity and Its Fruits, 157–58.

 12. Ibid., 164. 
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Edwards knew quite well that even benevolence for others could be 
rooted in a confined and narrow self-love. Much benevolence simply rises out 
of natural affinity groups that unite others to ourselves—groups like family 
and community and nationality. Edwards called this benevolence on the basis 
of self-love “compounded self-love” and did not recognize it as true virtue. 

But Edwards did raise the question, When can the breadth of the 
benevolent effects of self-love be broad enough, so that it can be called true 
virtue? In 1755, seventeen years after he preached the sermons on 1 Corin-
thians 13, Edwards gave an extremely radical answer. He said, Only when it 
embraces the good of the whole universe of being. Or more simply, Only 
when it embraces God. For until then, self-love embraces “an infinitely small 
part of universal existence” because it does not embrace God. 

If there could be a cause [like self-love] determining a person to 
benevolence towards the whole world of mankind, or even all 
created sensible natures throughout the universe, exclusive of 
union of heart to general existence and of love to God—not 
derived from that temper of mind which disposes to a supreme 
regard to him, nor subordinate to such divine love—it cannot be 
of the nature of true virtue.13 

Norman Fiering said of this statement, “We may admire the audacity of 
such a statement.… But it is also open to obvious criticism.”14 Then he pro-
ceeds to critique Edwards in a way that seems to ignore the aim and achieve-
ment of Edwards in The Nature of True Virtue. What Edwards aims to do is 
show that God is central and indispensable in the definition of true vir-
tue—to keep God at the center of all moral considerations, to stem the secu-
larizing forces of ethical thinking in his day. Edwards could not conceive of 
calling any act truly virtuous that did not have in it a supreme regard to 
God. This is why Edwards seems to me so utterly relevant to our day, and 
why he is a model of God-centered thinking. 

So what Edwards was trying to do by focusing on the negative, narrow, 
confined sense of self-love was to show in the end that all love is a narrow, 

 13. Edwards, True Virtue, 77. 

 14. Norman Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’s Moral Thought and its British Context (Chapel Hill: Univer-
sity of North Carolina, 1981), 196.
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merely natural kind of love unless it has a supreme regard to God. The inad-
equacy of self-love is that its branches do not reach up to God. They might 
embrace great causes and make great sacrifices, but if love does not embrace 
God, it is infinitely parochial. In other words, Edwards’s treatment of self-
love, like everything else he wrote, was aimed at defending the centrality 
and indispensability of God. And that is precisely the aim of “living by faith 
in future grace” as I have unfolded it in this book, and the aim of Christian 
hedonism as I developed it in Desiring God and The Pleasures of God. 

Edwards’s Positive Treatment of Self-Love 

But we have not yet shown that Edwards’s view of self-love can encompass 
the mandate of Christian hedonism to pursue joy in God as an essential 
element of all true virtue and satisfaction in God as an essential element of 
all true faith. So we turn now to another approach Edwards took to self-love, 
one that at first is remarkably positive, but then turns up its inadequacy because 
its roots don’t go deep enough. My contention is that what Edwards does here 
is strip away from hedonism everything that obscures its radical God- 
centeredness. What is left is what I (not Edwards) call Christian hedonism. 

In Charity and Its Fruits, Edwards says, 

It is not contrary to Christianity that a man should love himself, 
or, which is the same thing, should love his own happiness. If 
Christianity did indeed tend to destroy a man’s love to himself, 
and to his own happiness, it would therein tend to destroy the 
very spirit of humanity.… That a man should love his own 
happiness, is as necessary to his nature as the faculty of the will 
is, and it is impossible that such a love should be destroyed in any 
other way than by destroying his being.15 

Edwards took all this for granted the way he took the very existence of 
human will for granted. But my experience is that it hits people today as 
though it were a new religion—which I think shows just how far we have 
come (fallen) from the biblical vision of Jonathan Edwards. 

 15. Edwards, Charity and Its Fruits, 159.
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I suppose it may be a slight overstatement to say that Edwards took all 
this for granted, because he does undertake to argue for it somewhat. For 
example, he says, 

That to love ourselves is not unlawful, is evident also from the 
fact, that the law of God makes self-love a rule and measure by 
which our love to others should be regulated. Thus Christ 
commands (Matthew 19:19), “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as 
thyself,” which certainly supposes that we may, and must love 
ourselves.… And the same appears also from the fact, that the 
Scriptures, from one end of the Bible to the other, are full of 
motives that are set forth for the very purpose of working on the 
principle of self-love. Such are all the promises and threatenings of 
the Word of God, its calls and invitations, its counsels to seek our 
own good, and its warnings to beware of misery.16 

But now how does all this relate to our supreme regard for God, which 
Edwards argues is so indispensable to true virtue? For many thoughtful 
Christians, the quest for happiness seems self-centered, not God-centered. 
But, in fact, Edwards can help us see that the attempt to abandon that quest 
produces a worse self-centeredness. He clears away a lot of fog when he 
poses the question, “Whether or no a man ought to love God more than 
himself?” He answers like this: 

Self-love, taken in the most extensive sense, and love to God are 
not things properly capable of being compared one with another; 
for they are not opposites or things entirely distinct, but one 
enters into the nature of the other.… Self-love is only a capacity of 
enjoying or taking delight in anything. Now surely ’tis improper 
to say that our love to God is superior to our general capacity of 
delighting in anything.17 

You can never play off self-love against love to God when self-love is 
treated as our love for happiness. Rather, love to God is the form that self-

 16. Ibid., 160. 

 17. “Miscellanies,” no. 530, 202.
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love takes when God is discovered as the all-satisfying fountain of joy. Nor-
man Fiering catches the sense here perfectly when he sums up Edwards’s 
position like this: “Disinterested love to God is impossible because the 
desire for happiness is intrinsic to all willing or loving whatsoever, and God 
is the necessary end of the search for happiness. Logically one cannot be 
disinterested about the source or basis of all interest.18 

Does “Disinterested” Really Mean Disinterested? 

This is very important, because Edwards does in fact use the word “disin-
terested” when he talks about love to God.19 And this is one of the features 
of Edwards’s thought that I said earlier looks contrary to Christian hedo-
nism, but in fact isn’t. Rather, the same ambiguity exists in the term “disin-
terested” as with the term “self-love.” When Edwards speaks of a disinterested 

love to God, he means a love that is grounded not in a desire for God’s gifts, 
but in a desire for God himself. This is absolutely crucial for understanding 
Edwards’s relation to Christian hedonism and living by faith in future grace. 

“Disinterestedness” is not an antihedonistic word as Edwards uses it. It 
is simply his way (common in the eighteenth century) of stressing that we 
must seek our joy in God himself and not in the health, wealth, and pros-
perity he gives. It is a word designed to safeguard the God-centeredness of 
joy, not to oppose the pursuit of it. 

You know immediately that you are in the realm of Christian hedonism 
when you read Edwards describing the seemingly paradoxical phrase, disin-

terested delight! This shows how careful we must be not to jump to conclu-
sions when we see apparently nonhedonistic terms in Edwards (and other 
older writers). The following crucial insights come from Edwards’s mature 
work on the Religious Affections: 

As it is with the love of the saints, so it is with their joy, and 
spiritual delight and pleasure: the first foundation of it, is not any 
consideration or conception of their interest in [understand: 

material benefit from] divine things; but it primarily consists in the 

 18. Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’s Moral Thought, 161.

 19. Clyde A. Holbrook, ed., Original Sin: The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 3 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1970), 144; Charity and Its Fruits, 174
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sweet entertainment their minds have in the view or contemplation 
of the divine and holy beauty of these things, as they are in 
themselves. And this is indeed the very main difference between 
the joy of the hypocrite, and the joy of the true saint. The former 
rejoices in himself; self is the first foundation of his joy: the latter 
rejoices in God.… True saints have their minds, in the first place, 
inexpressibly pleased and delighted with the sweet ideas of the 
glorious and amiable nature of the things of God. And this is the 
spring of all their delights, and the cream of all their pleasures.… 
But the dependence of the affections of hypocrites is in a contrary 
order: they first rejoice…that they are made so much of by God; 
and then on that ground, he seems in a sort, lovely to them.20 

A paragraph like this puts an end, once and for all, to the thought that 
the term “disinterested” in Edwards means that we should not pursue our 
deepest and highest pleasures in God. On the contrary! He is “the cream of 
all [our] pleasures,” and contemplating him is “sweet entertainment.” We 
should be driven on by longing for satisfaction in God himself, never con-
tent with the mere gifts of God, which are but tributaries flowing from the 
Fountain himself. It is a radically hedonistic paragraph, and a profound call 
to live by faith in future grace. 

Should We Be Willing to Be Damned  
for the Glory of God?

Perhaps the best proof that supreme love for God can never be played off 
against the pursuit of satisfaction in God is Edwards’s answer to the ques-
tion, whether we should be willing to be damned for the glory of God. 

’Tis impossible for any person to be willing to be perfectly and 
finally miserable for God’s sake, for this supposes love to God is 
superior to self-love in the most general and extensive sense of 
self-love, which enters into the nature of love to God.… If a man 
is willing to be perfectly miserable for God’s sake…then he must 

 20. John E. Smith, ed., “Religious Affections,” The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1959), 249–50. (emphasis added). 
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be willing to be deprived [not only of his own natural benefits, 
but also] of that which is indirectly his own, viz., God’s good, 
which supposition is inconsistent with itself; for to be willing to 
be deprived of this latter sort of good is opposite to that principle 
of love to God itself, from whence such a willingness is supposed 
to arise. Love to God, if it be superior to any other principle, will 
make a man forever unwilling, utterly and finally, to be deprived 
of that part of his happiness which he has in God’s being blessed 
and glorified, and the more he loves Him, the more unwilling he 
will be. So that this supposition, that a man can be willing to be 
perfectly and utterly miserable out of love to God, is inconsistent 
with itself.… The more a man loves God, the more unwilling will 
he be to be deprived of this happiness [in God’s glory].21 

Phrases like “happiness…in God’s being…glorified” are complex. On 
the one hand, they speak of God’s being blessed through being glorified. 
Our desire for this could almost sound altruistic toward God: he is blessed 
by what happens to us. But, on the other hand, the phrase speaks of our 
“happiness in God’s being glorified.” Thus it becomes obvious that we are the 
beneficiaries here. In fact, as I have come to see and say, God is most glori-
fied in us when we are most satisfied in him. These two great goals are not 
at odds: my joy and God’s glory. The more I delight in God’s being glorified, 
the more valuable that glory appears.22 To try to abandon the pursuit of one 
will nullify the other. 

So there is no such thing in the thought of Edwards as the ultimate 
abandonment of the quest for happiness. Disinterestedness is affirmed only to 
preserve the centrality of God himself as the object of our satisfaction. And 
self-love is rejected only when it is conceived as a narrow love for happiness 
that does not have God as its supreme focus. In the words of Norman Fier-
ing, “The type of self-love that is overcome in finding union with God is 
specifically selfishness, not the self-love that seeks the consummation of 
happiness.”23

 21. “Miscellanies,” no. 530, 204–5; see also Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’s Moral Thought, 160.

 22. See Jonathan Edwards, Treatise on Grace, Paul Helm, ed. (Cambridge: James Clarke and Co., 
1971), 49–50. 

 23. Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’s Moral Thought, 162.
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But Even Good Self-Love Is Merely Natural 

Let us press deeper with Edwards. Is there then any reason to speak of the 
inadequacy of self-love when it is used in this broad sense of our love for 
happiness that reaches all the way up to embrace God? Yes, there is. And it 
appears when we ask, “Why do some people put their happiness in God and 
others don’t?” Edwards’s answer was the miracle of regeneration. And the 
reason he gave this answer was the reason he did everything he did: to put 
God not only at the top but also at the bottom of true virtue and true faith—
to make him the ground as well as the goal. 

His battle was against the secularizing tendencies that he saw in the 
ethical theories of his day—theories that reduced all virtue into powers that 
man has by nature. Edwards saw this as a naive estimation of man’s corrup-
tion and as an assault on the centrality of God in the moral life of the soul. 
How then do people come to have God as their true happiness? (Which is 
the same as asking, How is a Christian hedonist created? Or: How does one 
come to live by faith in future grace?) Edwards observed that a love to God 
that arises solely from self-love “cannot be a truly gracious and spiritual 
love…for self-love is a principle entirely natural, and as much in the hearts 
of devils as angels; and therefore surely nothing that is the mere result of it 
can be supernatural and divine.”24 

So he goes on to insist that those who say that all love to God arises 
solely from self-love 

ought to consider a little further, and inquire how the man came 
to place his happiness in God’s being glorified, and in contemplat-
ing and enjoying God’s perfections.… How came these things to 
be so agreeable to him, that he esteems it his highest happiness to 

glorify God?… If after a man loves God, and has his heart so 
united to him, as to look upon God as his chief good…it will be a 
consequence and fruit of this, that even self-love, or love to his 
own happiness, will cause him to desire the glorifying and 
enjoying of God; it will not thence follow, that this very exercise of 
self-love, went before his love to God, and that his love to God 

 24. Smith, Religious Affections, 242.
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was a consequence and fruit of that. Something else, entirely 
distinct from self-love might be the cause of this, viz. a change 
made in the views of his mind, and relish of his heart whereby he 
apprehends a beauty, glory, and supreme good, in God’s nature, as 
it is in itself.25 

So Edwards says that self-love alone can’t account for the existence of 
spiritual love to God because, prior to the soul’s pursuing happiness in God, 
the soul has to perceive the excellency of God and be given a relish for it. 
This is what happens in regeneration. 

Divine love…may be thus described. ’Tis the soul’s relish of the 
supreme excellency of the Divine nature, inclining the heart to 
God as the chief good. The first thing in Divine love, and that 
from which everything that appertains to it arises, is a relish of 
the excellency of the Divine nature; which the soul of man by 
nature has nothing of.… When once the soul is brought to relish 
the excellency of the Divine nature, then it will naturally, and of 
course, incline to God every way. It will incline to be with Him 
and to enjoy Him. It will have benevolence to God. It will be glad 
that He is happy. It will incline that He should be glorified, and 
that His will should be done in all things. So that the first effect of 
the power of God in the heart in REGENERATION, is to give the 
heart a Divine taste or sense; to cause it to have a relish of the 
loveliness and sweetness of the supreme excellency of the Divine 
nature; and indeed this is all the immediate effect of the Divine 
power that there is; this is all the Spirit of God needs to do, in 
order to a production of all good effects in the soul.26 

Very simply, what he is saying is this: a capacity to taste a thing must 
precede our desire for its sweetness. That is, regeneration must precede 
love’s pursuit of happiness in God. So Edwards speaks of the natural power 
of self-love being “regulated” by this supernatural taste for God: 

 25. Ibid., 241 (emphasis added). See also Edwards, The Nature of True Virtue, 44. 

 26. Edwards, Treatise on Grace, 48–49.
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The change that takes place in a man, when he is converted and 
sanctified, is not that his love for happiness is diminished, but 
only that it is regulated with respect to its exercises and influence, 
and the courses and objects it leads to.… When God brings a soul 
out of a miserable state and condition into a happy state, by 
conversion, he gives him happiness that before he had not 
[namely, in God], but he does not at the same time take away any 
of his love of happiness.27 

So the problem with our love for happiness is never that its intensity is 
too great. The main problem is that it flows in the wrong channels toward the 
wrong objects,28 because our nature is corrupt and in desperate need of 
renovation by the Holy Spirit.29 And lest we think that, in speaking of love to 
God, we have moved afield from our concern with living by faith in future 
grace, recall from an earlier discussion30 that, for Edwards, “love is the main 
thing in saving faith, the life and power of it, by which it produces great 
effects.”31 

How Then Shall We Live? 

This leads us finally to the duties that flow from Edwards’s teaching and its 
relation to living by faith in future grace and Christian hedonism. Once the 
renovation of our hearts happens through the supernatural work of regen-
eration, the pursuit of the enjoyment of the glory of God becomes more and 
more clearly the all-satisfying duty of the Christian. And indifference to this 
pursuit, as though it were a bad thing, appears as an increasingly great evil. 

The heart is more and more gripped with the truth that God created the 
world for his own glory and that this glory echoes most clearly in the enjoy-
ments of the saints. Listen as Edwards unfolds for us the deepest roots of 

 27. Edwards, Charity and Its Fruits, 161–62. 

 28. Ibid., 164. 

 29. “Miscellanies,” no. 397, 249. 

 30. See chapter 12 on the connection between love to God and faith in God as motives for 
obedience. 

 31. Edwards, “Concerning Faith,” 586.
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Christian hedonism in the very nature of the Godhead. And notice how 
God’s passion to be glorified and our passion to be satisfied unite into one 
experience. 

God is glorified within Himself these two ways: 1. By appearing…
to Himself in His own perfect idea [of Himself], or in His Son, who 
is the brightness of His glory. 2. By enjoying and delighting in 
Himself, by flowing forth in infinite love and delight towards 
Himself, or in his Holy Spirit.… So God glorifies Himself toward 
the creatures also in two ways: 1. By appearing to…their under-
standing. 2. In communicating Himself to their hearts, and in 
their rejoicing and delighting in, and enjoying, the manifestations 
which He makes of Himself.… God is glorified not only by His 

glory’s being seen, but by its being rejoiced in. When those that see it 
delight in it, God is more glorified than if they only see it. His 
glory is then received by the whole soul, both by the understand-
ing and by the heart. God made the world that He might commu-
nicate, and the creature receive, His glory; and that it might [be] 
received both by the mind and heart. He that testifies his idea of 
God’s glory [doesn’t] glorify God so much as he that testifies also 
his approbation of it and his delight in it.32 

In other words, the chief end of man is to glorify God by enjoying him 

forever—which is the essence of Christian hedonism, and of living by faith 
in future grace. There is no final conflict between God’s passion to be glori-
fied and man’s passion to be satisfied. God is most glorified in us when we 
are most satisfied in him. 

As Edwards put it, 

Because [God] infinitely values his own glory, consisting in the 
knowledge of himself, love to himself, and complacence and joy 
in himself; he therefore valued the image, communication or 
participation of these, in the creature. And it is because he values 

 32. “Miscellanies,” no. 448, 133; see also no. 87, 128, and no. 332, 130 and no. 679, 138. 
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himself, that he delights in the knowledge, and love, and joy of 
the creature; as being himself the object of this knowledge, love 
and complacence.… [Thus] God’s respect to the creature’s good, 
and his respect to himself, is not a divided respect; but both are 
united in one, as the happiness of the creature aimed at, is 
happiness in union with himself.33 

Maximize Spiritual Satisfaction;  
Manifest the Splendor of God

It follows from all this that it is impossible that anyone can pursue happiness 
with too much passion and zeal and intensity.34 This pursuit is not sin. Sin 
is pursuing happiness where it cannot be lastingly found ( Jeremiah 2:12–
13), or pursuing it in the right direction, but with lukewarm, halfhearted 
affections (Revelation 3:16). Virtue, on the other hand, is to do what we do 
with all our might35 in pursuit of the enjoyment of all that God is for us in 
Jesus. Therefore the cultivation of spiritual appetite is a great duty for all the 
saints. “Men…ought to indulge those appetites. To obtain as much of those 
spiritual satisfactions as lies in their power.”36 

The aim of this book has been to root ever more deeply in Scripture the 
vision of God and life called “living by faith in future grace.” I take subordi-
nate pleasure in rooting it in the thought of one of the greatest theologians 
in the history of the church. I put little stock in whether anybody calls this 
vision of God and life “Christian hedonism.” That is a term that will pass 
away like vapor. But my prayer is that the truth in it will run and triumph. 
Another pastor will say it differently, and probably better, for another gen-
eration. I am called to serve mine. My passion is to assert the supremacy of 
God in every area of life. My discovery is that God is supreme not where he 

 33. Edwards, End for Which God Created the World, in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1 (Edin-
burgh: The Banner of Truth, 1974), 120.

 34. Edwards, Charity and Its Fruits, 161. 

 35. Edwards’s “Resolution no. 6,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: The Banner 
of Truth Trust), xx. “Resolved: To live with all my might, while I do live.” 

 36. I owe this quote to Don Westblade, who transcribed the unpublished sermon of Edwards 
(from the Jonathan Edwards Project at Yale University) on Canticles 5:1, with the doctrine 
stated: “That persons need not and ought not to set any bounds to their spiritual and gracious 
appetites.”
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is simply served with duty but where he is savored with delight. “Delight 
yourself in the lorD” (Psalm 37:4) is not a secondary suggestion. It is a radi-
cal call to pursue your fullest satisfaction in all that God promises to be for 
you in Jesus. It is a call to live in the joyful freedom and sacrificial love that 
comes from faith in future grace. Then will come to pass the purpose of God 
who chose us in Christ to live “to the praise of his glory.” 
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d e s i r i n G  G o d — 
a  n o T e  o n  r e s o u r c e s

if you would like to further explore the vision of God and life presented 
in this book, we at Desiring God would love to serve you. We have 
hundreds of resources to help you grow in your passion for Jesus Christ 

and help you spread that passion to others. At our website, DesiringGod 
.org, you’ll find almost everything John Piper has written and preached, 
including more than forty books. We’ve made over thirty years of his ser-
mons available free online for you to read, listen to, download, and in some 
cases watch. In addition, you can access hundreds of articles, find out where 
John Piper is speaking and learn about our conferences. John Piper receives 
no royalties from the books he writes and no compensation from Desiring 
God. The funds are all reinvested into our gospel-spreading efforts. Desiring 
God also has a whatever-you-can-afford policy, designed for individuals 
with limited discretionary funds. If you’d like more information about this 
policy, please contact us at the address or phone number below. We exist to 
help you treasure Jesus Christ and His gospel above all things because He is 
most glorified in you when you are most satisfied in Him. Let us know how 
we can serve you!

Desiring God
Post Office Box 2901, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55402
888.346.4700 mail@desiringGod.org
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