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A Grace-Infused Verb 

Reading from the Epistles:  Ephesians 2:8-10 

Psalter (8:10) - responsive - Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22 

Reading from the Gospels:  John 3:14-21 

The rash of headlines may have receded since the day Billy 

Graham died, but the legacy of his far-reaching ministry will be 

dissected, discussed, and debated for generations to come. No matter 

what you thought about his theology or think about his son’s 

disturbingly provocative public statements, no one can deny the 

genuine gratitude expressed by legions of individuals for whom Billy 

Graham’s simple call to believe had a transformative, life-giving impact. 

His long-running radio show was titled The Hour of Decision. The 

Hour of Decision!! I have to confess the title spooked me as a child and 

still somewhat troubles me as an older, often admittedly addled 

minister.  The Hour of Decision. As a youth that sounded intimidating 

because I’ve always been just a bit slow to make a decision. Yes, that’s 

my wife you hear muttering, Ya think? Some say slow; I say 

intellectually deliberative.  

The Hour of Decision! You mean, like, now? But what if I make a 

rash decision, or worse, the wrong decision?  Ask Donna about the 
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shoes. I’m walking across the parking lot at St. Louis’ Chase Park Plaza 

in a pair of brand spanking new loafers I had ordered when I realize 

“These don’t fit!” Immediately, I was tip-toeing for all I was worth until 

my feet reached carpet and I don’t even remember what I ate at the 

famed Tenderloin Room, because I was obsessing over whether I could 

still send the shoes back.  

The Hour of Decision! Could you ask Jesus if there’s a return 

policy? The Hour of Decision! From the sawdust floors of the traveling 

revival tent to the circuit-rider’s stop at the hillside chapel in the holler 

to the marble-adorned sanctuaries or fog-machine equipped techno 

warehouses of the megachurch, the various cultural idioms of the 

identical challenge are directed at the gathered flock. The Hammond B3 

riffs a background for the doleful yet earnest voice of the preacher, his 

summons sprinkled with phrases like come forward, walk the aisle, 

raise your hand, don’t wait til it’s too late, the hour of decision. 

Millions have felt the pull, heeding the altar call. Others are 

suspect of the show and the emotions, but even the Bible-wary are 

familiar with the text that prompts the call. "For God so loved the world 

that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not 
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perish but may have eternal life.” However, since the days John put ink 

on papyrus, theologians, Bible scholars, nascent disciples, and the 

women of Circle 3 have been wrestling with the question of who takes 

the initiative in the emergent divine/human relationship. What draws 

the person to the altar or to the profession of faith? Is it fear? Is it love? 

Is it calculation? Is it intellectual curiosity? Is it self-determination? Is 

it fraud? Who takes the initiative in the charged Match.Com meeting of 

God and You? Does God take the initiative and prompt the response or 

does the supplicant do the inviting and welcome God as a guest? 

One contingent in our history, intent on doing nothing to 

compromise or contradict God’s sovereignty while also trying to take 

seriously inferences in the Bible to it, concluded that at Creation God 

had predetermined, foreordained who would come to faith and be saved 

and who would fail to come to faith and be condemned. You see this 

view, called double predestination, expressed in the Westminster 

Confession where it says, “By the decree of God, for the manifestation of 

His glory, some men and angels are predestinated unto everlasting life; 

and others foreordained to everlasting death … These angels and men, 

thus predestinated, and foreordained, are particularly and 
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unchangeably designed, and their number so certain and definite, that 

it cannot be either increased or diminished.”  Yuck! The disaster here is 

that while it honors the notion of God’s sovereignty, it undermines our 

understanding of God’s love, contradicting what the Bible says about 

God’s love and the nature of love as revealed in the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus. It makes God as capricious as a manic-depressive 

dictator. It also removes you from the equation and weakens the 

significance of discipleship. 

The names Pelagius and Arminius represent another stream of 

thought in answer to the questions of initiative, relationship, and 

salvation. The interesting thing here is though it was condemned as 

heresy, Pelagianism/Arminianism still dominates the way the Christian 

faith in articulated in America. The onus of Pelagianism rests on you. 

God chooses those who choose God. “Christ achieved potential salvation 

for all, but it becomes real salvation only for those who decide to believe 

in, depend on, and follow Jesus.” (Shirley Guthrie, Christian Doctrine)  This 

perspective underlies the altar call, the crusade, the rage of the turn or 

burn evangelist, the tote board of the megachurch. 
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I attended a funeral up in the NC mountains years ago, the casket 

of the deceased sitting directly in front of the pulpit. With earnest 

passion the preacher’s message was more warning than consolation. 

“Old Joe made his decision. I don’t know if he chose Jesus, but today he 

knows the consequence, life with God or life in eternal torment. What 

about you? Will you decide before it’s too late?” Bless his heart, the 

preacher lost me before the first hymn, but can you imagine the torment 

such a message inflicts upon the grieving family. Emotionally and 

physically exhausted caregivers haltingly lurch to the pew, and there 

are confronted with an ultimatum picturing God as a grim reaper/Dog 

the Bounty Hunter.   

Shirley Guthrie points out how Pelagianism, in spite of its 

popularity, undermines both the sovereignty and love of God.  “The 

Bible does speak of God’s demanding a response from people, but it 

never suggests that God will or can do nothing in the lives of people 

until and unless they ask for his intervention.” (Shirley Guthrie, Christian 

Doctrine) In biblical history it is God, not humans, who initiates the saving 

events of the Exodus and the coming and victory of Christ. God carries 

out God’s plan of salvation for Israel and in Christ for all people in spite 



 

 

6 

6 

of all the ways we consciously and unconsciously seek to screw it up.  

When we use phrases like inviting Christ in our hearts or making 

Christ the Lord of our lives, are we saying that God can only be God 

with our permission? If my relationship with God is dependent upon the 

wisdom of my choices, I’m in trouble. For gosh sakes, I chose to drive a 

Pacer for four years; in my acne addled days of middle school I chose to 

wear a velvet bow tie the size of Massachusetts, flashy plaid bell-bottom 

pants, and platform shoes … and I thought I looked good. It’s up to me?  

My lord, I voted for Nixon in the mock election at school! It’s all up to 

me? Say it ain’t so!  

The hour of decision!  God chooses us if we choose God? What kind 

of love is that? I’ll love you if you’ll love me. 

I do choose God. I do hope with all my heart to follow Jesus, but if 

it’s just about my effort, life is defined by anxiety. What if I get it 

wrong?  I mean, after all, it is extremely rare in scripture to find 

someone who actually chose to do right and followed through with it. 

It’s up to me?  “I’m sorry, you misspelled your name on your application. 

Access denied.” 
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I’ll love you if you’ll love me. In spite of the hints of this you can 

mine from scripture, I just don’t see that kind of God when scripture 

interprets scripture. Remember, it was Jesus who said, “If you love 

those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax 

collectors do the same?” “I say to you, love your enemies.” “Forgive 

them, for they do not know what they do.” “I have other sheep that are 

not of this fold.”  

It seems to me that it is important to read John 3 alongside 

Ephesians 2. John says, "Indeed, God did not send the Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved 

through him.” That is not a warning.  That is a word of grace. And what 

is grace? Ephesians reports, “God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great 

love with which he loved us even when we were dead through our 

trespasses, made us alive together with Christ —by grace you have 

been saved … this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—  not the 

result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

As John says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 

Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have 

eternal life;” so too, the author of Ephesians reasons, “so that in the 
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ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 

kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.” Eternal life is life in the wholeness 

of relationship now. That’s why believe is a verb. As John says, “We love 

because God first loved us.” 

This is not about getting our passports in shape to present at 

heaven’s gate. Rather, this is about living into a gift you already have. 

This is not about earning God’s favor. This is not about someone getting 

in while others are left out. This is about a light shining even as we’ve 

been drawn to the darkness.  Karl Barth said, “This much is certain, 

that we have no theological right to set any sort of limits to the loving-

kindness of God which has appeared in Jesus Christ. Our theological 

duty is to see and understand it as being still greater than we had seen 

before.” (Karl Barth, The Humanity of God)   

I have a dear friend who has a relative in a very dark place. Has a 

series of self-destructive choices brought him there? Yes. Is he 

overwhelmed by the weight of condemnation that for the most part is 

self-blame and self-loathing and self-condemnation? Yes. It is a very 

dark place and there is no redemption narrative to report other than 

this. 
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My friend sent him a text that is as unconditional as it is genuine. 

She simply said, “Even now, you are a child of God.” 

Our salvation isn’t about the submission of the proper paperwork 

to heaven’s auditor. God’s love is not fenced in by the word if. Were it 

so, we’d be installing Whitney as a drill instructor rather than as a 

pastor of congregational care whose mission it is to represent the One 

who said, “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” For God so loved the world. 

Amen.   

  

  

   

   

   


