                            GOD’S POWER FOR SAVATION   

                                                      Part 2                                

Understanding Grace  

At times, it is helpful to first show what is not true, in order to help us see what is true. I heard a preacher make this statement, “I would rather the saints of God understand grace and not live it than to not understand grace yet live it.” The “living it”, he was referring to, is a daily walking worthily of the Lord and our calling. He was inferring that these are two tendencies to which “Christians” are bent or drawn. One group reasons that if salvation is 100% a gracious gift from God and 0% dependent on works, there is no reason to pursue righteousness. Realizing they didn’t do anything to win God’s favour or gain their salvation, they see no merit in doing anything to glorify the God that saved them.

To be fair to the preacher; he did not say the status of the first group was ideal. He simply meant, at least it was better than that of the other group, who did not understand grace but live a good life, thinking that it is their own righteousness that qualifies them to be saved; being ignorant of the fact that what they are working to gain has already been gratuitously granted. 

Before it was revealed to my heart that God is the Saviour of all mankind, especially of believers, (1Timothy 4:10,11) I spent twenty years in religious bondage attempting to win God’s favour by my works. As is often the case, when the pendulum swings too far in one direction, it usually does the same in the other direction. This may be why I tend to agree, in principal, with his reasoning that even a vague understanding of grace that even if it causes one to become apathetic is still preferable to the condemnation I wallowed in, never being able to live up to God’s high standard. This preferred path is obviously the route of least resistance and initially, at least, much more appealing. 

The problem is, once we realize we were called for freedom, the natural inclination may be to use our freedom for an incentive to the flesh (Galatians 5:13). Most who continue on in the Lord soon discover, that even though all is allowed us, all is not expedient, practical or edifying for others or ourselves (1Corinthians 10:23).   More importantly, all does not glorify God. Some of us seem to have to learn the hard way, but better late than never, to discover that we become slaves to whom we are obeying (Romans 6:16). 

Much of Christendom’s clergy, if asked to chose, will emphatically disagree that understanding grace is better than living a good, clean life. In fact many believe that in contrast to grace, it is a healthy dose of the fear of eternal torment that is necessary to keep us humans on the straight and narrow. This is not the primary issue here, but history has proven that fear is not an effective motivator in causing people to do right. Regarding our salvation we are sure that this fear will accomplish nothing. Let me introduce a thought that I will explore later in this study; apathy that comes from fatalism and the works of legalism are flip sides of the same counterfeit coin? It is not just that neither is ideal: neither is pleasing to God. Neither is in accord with being saved in grace, through faith. As in most discussions on opposing views there is almost always a third option, which is often much closer to the ideal. This is the direction we trust God’s word will lead.

Understanding Grace but Not Living It

Let me further suggest that both positions the preacher mentioned, are not only undesirable but also, impossible. I think, almost everyone reading this article will attest to the fact that regardless of one’s motivation, by works of law, no flesh at all shall be justified in God’s sight (Romans 3:20). Therefore, it is impossible to live it except by the grace of God. Some may not be as receptive to the other position, being impossible also, that of understanding grace and not living it. Discussing this issue will become a focal point of this study. 

Once Paul’s evangel is really understood, it will be revealed to our hearts that it is not only from the day one realizes the grace of God in truth, but also, to the degree one is growing in the realization of this grace, to the same degree he or she will instinctively walk worthily of the Lord, for all pleasing, bearing fruit in every good work (Colossians 1:6). Bearing and growing are in the middle voice. This means we can’t do either by ourselves, in our own power. Neither are we mere by-standers being acted upon by God but we are affected by these actions. As we continue to grow in the realization of grace, bearing fruit and walking worthily will be the bi-products of His grace and this is what is pleasing to the Lord. 

An honest look at Paul’s writings, will assure us that it is not only impossible to please God, except in grace through faith; it is also, impossible to understand grace, through faith and not please God in our everyday living of life. These are the flip sides of the real thing. Without the power of grace we cannot live it and with the power of grace we cannot, not live it. Therefore, solely based on Paul’s writings, if one is not living it he or she does not grasp the power of grace that operates through faith, daily. 

May we never underestimate the power of grace, by shunning the numerous entreaties by the apostle Paul, to walk worthily of the calling with which you have been called (Ephesians 4:1). Instead, let us continue to pray together with one mind, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, be giving us a spirit of wisdom and revelation in the realization of Him, to enable us to comprehend why the eyes of our heart have been enlightened! Is it not to perceive what is the expectation of His calling, and what are the riches of the glory of the enjoyment of His allotment among the saints? Yes! However, is it not also to perceive the transcendent greatness of His power for us who are believing (Ephesians 1:17-19)? 

The transcendent greatness of His power does not only apply to our past and future salvation, but also is operative in us daily, as we grow in grace. We are persuaded that if the spirit of Him Who rouses Jesus from among the dead is making its home in us, He Who rouses Christ Jesus from among the dead will also be vivifying our mortal bodies because of His spirit making its home in us. The context of this verse is not our resurrection or glorification. The context is here and now. We are therefore not debtors to the flesh, to be living in accord with flesh. In fact, if we persist in living in accord with flesh, we are about to be dying. The flesh promises nothing but death.  Yet if, in spirit, we are putting the practices of the body to death, we will be living (Romans 8:11-13); we will absolutely be enjoying the life, which the spirit makes ours in Christ Jesus. This can only be accomplished one day at a time, in grace, through faith. 

Dangerous Delusions

We who have experienced a measure of freedom in believing the truth of God’s evangel of grace naturally abhor any message that smacks of religious bondage. And we are wise to avoid false brethren who are smuggled in, to spy out our freedom, which we have in Christ Jesus, knowing their goal is to be enslaving us again (Galatians 2:4). We rejoice in the fact that “for freedom Christ frees us!” We have no desire to be enthralled again with the yoke of slavery (Galatians 5:1) but neither do we want to discover, at the dais of Christ, that we have squandered our freedom to pamper our flesh. Rather, there must be a third option, worth pursuing. 

The grace of God in us is His power to set us free from self, and to produce in us an ambition, to be well pleasing to Him. At the dais each of us will be requited for that which we put into practice through the body, whether good or bad. Being aware, then, of the fear of the Lord, we are persuading men (cf.2Corinthians 5:9-11).

Further, let us personally, daily be seeking to grow in the realization of God’s amazing grace, glorying in His powerful operation in us, while cheerfully slaving for one another, in love (cf. Galatians 5:13).

Be not deceived, God is not to be sneered at, for whatsoever a man may be sowing, this shall he be reaping also, for he who is sowing for his own flesh, from the flesh shall be reaping corruption, yet he who is sowing for the spirit, from the spirit shall be reaping life eonian, now. Do not be despondent in ideal doing, for in due season we shall be reaping, if we faint not. Consequently, then, as we have occasion, let us work for the good of all, especially for the family of faith (Galatians 6:7-10). Legalism and fatalism are both deceptions of the Adversary and he is not particular which one we prefer. One is an active denial of the truth for today and the other, a passive denial. Both are off side. The truth and the power of God are squarely realized in the middle, in grace, through faith.

Pauline Polarized Paradoxes 

Frank Neil Pohorlak wrote a paper called “Pauline Polarized Paradoxes” and in it he addresses this issue and wrote the following, “A fatal fallacy is that salvation maintains itself by the mere fact of its existence. Justice, wisdom, and kindness do not triumph in themselves. They triumph because they are regnant in man [dominant, superior in power, influence and importance - Webster] and expressed through man in relations to others.”

Referring to justice, wisdom, and kindness, he went on to say, “They triumph in and through a man who believes himself to be related to God . . . Salvation can be sustained only by a continuing personal belief in the evangel, only by a personal continuing commitment to Christ Jesus as Lord, only by the translating of these principals into practices. Anything else is sheer mockery and a fraudulent and dangerous delusion. Salvation must be worked out, or be carried into effect, if it is not to decay and die.”  The ideal is not only to realize what we have and are in Christ but also, as his body, be growing together into a holy temple in the Lord (Ephesians 2:21). We will take a closer look at the distinction of “in the Lord” and “in Christ”, presently.

As I’ve mentioned, we must first understand the absolute nature of grace and our standing in Christ before we can logically approach our present salvation in the Lord. Just knowledge of grace, by itself, will not suffice. Firstly, knowledge without love will accomplish little. In fact, knowledge may have the opposite effect because it tends to puff up, yet love alone builds up; besides, we still do not know anything yet, the way we must, including the power of the evangel of the grace of God (cf.1Corinthians 8:1,2). Our apostle who brought us the revelation of God’s grace, is the same one who wrote that even if we are able to perceive all secrets and possess all knowledge, yet have not love, we are nothing (1Corinthians 13:2). That is very strong language! If we are nothing without love we must therefore come to the conclusion that love is everything. God is love.

The apostle Paul was not nullifying law by bringing the evangel of grace. He reaffirmed our Lord’s words that the entire law is fulfilled in one word, in this: "You shall love your associate as yourself" (Galatians 5:14). The fact that some will object to even referring to fulfilling the law, only confirms how dangerous is this delusion in our midst. Paul made it very clear: those of Christ Jesus crucify the flesh together with its passions, and lusts. If we may be living in spirit, in spirit we may be observing the elements also (Galatians 5:24,25). It should not even be a question of whether we are able to fulfill the law or not, but how. 

The just requirement of the law is fulfilled in those who are not walking in accord with flesh, but in accord with spirit (Romans 8:4). If we are walking in spirit we will, in spirit, instinctively fulfill the law and observe the elements. We will intuitively and eagerly attend to the teachings and persist in them, knowing by doing so we will save ourselves from the many traps of the enemy, as well as those hearing us (1Timothy 4:16). To accomplish this, or even to please God, period, is impossible in the flesh. For the disposition of the flesh is death, yet the disposition of the spirit is life and peace, because the disposition of the flesh is enmity to God, for it is not subject to the law of God, for neither is it able. Now those who are in flesh are not able to please God (Romans 8:6-8).

There are 100’s of verses, in Paul’s writings, regarding our behaviour. I am ashamed how I avoided them because I was afraid of taking up the yoke of slavery again. I now see there is a glorious third option. It is in Paul’s evangel of grace. It is in being dead to sin and alive to God. It is in spirit and in love. It is in grace, through faith.

How far should we carry this train of thought? Not any further than our beloved apostle. Paul did not stop being the pattern of those being saved after his Damascus Road experience. He later exhorted us to become imitators of him, according as he also was of Christ (1Corinthians 11:1). He even went so far as to instruct us to become, imitators of God, as beloved children (Ephesians 5:1). If we claim to be related to God, His offspring, will we not resemble Him? If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: the primitive passed by (2Corinthians 5:17). As members of the body of Christ, we become imitators together of Paul. He is our model and we are to be noting those who are walking thus. 

The fact that we allow doctrine to divide us proves we are still minors. Paul said to pay attention to all who call themselves believers, brothers, and especially teachers and mark how they walk. He went on, weeping sorrowfully, as he wrote about those who are walking contrary to his evangel, whose glory is in their shame, who to the earthly things are disposed. He called them enemies of the cross of Christ and said their consummation is destruction (Philippians 3:17-19). As imitators of God, we of all people on earth will have the most exemplary lives. 

Carry your Salvation into Effect

Let us now look at the passage Mr. Pohorlak referred to in Philippians. Work out your own salvation is the wording of the Authorized Version and, in my opinion, is misleading. We will examine The Concordant Literal Version (CLNT) rendering, which Mr. Pohorlak also quoted. “My beloved, according as you always obey, with fear and trembling, be carrying your own salvation into effect for it is God, Who is operating in us, to do His will, for the sake of His delight” (Philippians 2:12,13).

It is extremely important to understand that the elements of the Greek, for the word translated obey, are UNDER-HEAR. (CLNT, keyword, pg.209) Attentive hearing or paying attention cannot be separated from heeding. Obeying from the heart, the type of teaching to which we were given over, (Romans 6:17) is submissive listening. This is the first step, of action on our part. This is where Paul starts. He is entreating, those who always obey, or those whom always listen attentively, in the same way, with fear and trembling be carrying your present salvation into effect.

Fear is defined as “an emotion excited by impending evil”. (CLV Keyword, pg. 105) However, the fear of God is the beginning of knowledge (Proverbs 1:7).  We are the temple of God; He lives in us (1Corinthians 3:16). Our awe and deep reverence for Him overshadows all fear of impending evil. When we understand the fear of God we are able to glory in our knowledge of Him. He Himself gives wisdom and comprehension. He is a shield for those walking with integrity, and He alone is the One guarding the way of His saints (cf. Proverbs 2:5-8).

A feature of the CLNT is that only the exact words carried over from the Greek manuscripts are in boldface.  If we remove the lightface words that were added to make it more readable we are left with the following, “with fear and trembling being own salvation effect” or “own salvation be effecting”. The verb to effect or be effecting is in, what is called, the middle voice. English has two voices active and passive. Active is where the subject does the action himself. Passive is where the subject is acted upon. Greek has 3 voices. In the middle voice the subject is affected, more or less, by the action. (CLNT pg. 609) 

Through the trials, temptations and struggles of everyday life, God has provided a way, to be effecting our salvation daily. We are not to worry about tomorrow. Let tomorrow worry about itself. Sufficient for the day is its own evil (Matthew 6:34). We do not carry our salvation into effect by ourselves. Neither are we absent or passive; we are affected by the action God has set in motion.

I think there is some value in the illustration I heard years ago, to shed light on the middle voice. Picture an open umbrella appearing during a rainstorm. We don’t have to provide our own umbrella; it is already there. If this were not the case the verb would be in the active voice. We don’t even have to open it up but we must step under it or we will get wet. If, God were holding an umbrella over us, so that we never had to fear the rain, He would have used the verb in the passive voice. Somewhere between these two thoughts, is the middle voice.

Often we are caught in the storms of life and regardless of whether, it is our own fault or not, or how dark the clouds get, we should never fear losing our salvation. This is not the thought here. Salvation is a gift, but we need to carry the salvation we already possess, into effect, with fear and trembling. The point is, if we don’t take shelter under the umbrella God has provided for us, we will get wet and possibly suffer further ill effects.

Verse 13 says, for it is God, Who is operating in us, to do His will, for the sake of His delight. Notice the hinge-word “for” between this verse and the previous one. “For” is a causal conjunction introducing the logical reason (CLNT keyword, pg. 114). God is the First Cause of all things. He is actively working, behind the scenes. He is operating all in accord with the counsel of His will (Ephesians 1:11) and for our good (Romans 8:28). Between the action of God operating in us and our action of submissive listening, of which He is also the First Cause, we find the effecting of salvation. The listening or obeying from the heart is the channel or secondary cause, which God uses to carry our present salvation into effect. 

Our own salvation is being carried into effect “for”, or because it is the logical thing to do, on account of the fact, that it is God operating in us. It is on the basis of God’s operation in us, to work His will and delight, that we are made competent to walk worthily and be pleasing to Him. Our confidence is in His powerful operation of grace at work in us. We have no confidence in flesh but we are glorying in Christ Jesus and His salvation in faith, through grace (Philippians 3:3). In the grace of God, we are what we are. May His grace is in us not come to be for naught, but may we more exceedingly than all others toil with the understanding that it is not we toiling, but the grace of God, which is in us (1Corinthians 15:10, 2Corinthians 6:1).

Let us now consider the next few verses of this passage, “All be doing without murmurings and reasonings, that you may become blameless and artless, children of God, flawless, in the midst of a generation crooked and perverse among whom you are appearing as luminaries in the world, having on the word of life for my glorying in the day of Christ, that I did not run for naught, neither that I toil for naught” (Philippians 2:13-16).

Again the hinge-word, “that” separating the first two thoughts is important. We are to be doing all without murmuring and reasonings; that we may become blameless. It would be useless for us to attempt to carry our own salvation into effect or to do all without murmuring if it were not for God operating in us. It is also presumption, on our part, to assume that we are becoming flawless, while at the same time, murmuring against God. How in the world can we appear, as luminaries in the world if there is no contrast between us and the people of the world?   

Without the word of life in us, there is no light to shine forth in the darkness. On the other hand, if the word of life, the evangel of the grace of God, is the dominant force in us, the light will shine through our lives. May I suggest, to the degree we have on the word life, to the same degree we will be appearing as luminaries in this dark world. Once again, the verb to become, is in the Greek Act form, which is the incomplete or ongoing form. Becoming blameless (:15) is an on-going action of our present salvation.  Although it is God working in us, it will be for Paul’s glorying, in the day of Christ, confirming he did not run or toil for naught (:16) and we did not receive the grace of God for naught (2Corinthians 6:1).

King David wrote, “many are the evils on the righteous, but God shall rescue them from them all” (Psalms 34:19). His son, King Solomon applied his heart to inquiring and exploring by wisdom concerning all that is done under the heavens and concluded that this life can be summed up as, an experience of evil God has given to the sons of humanity, to humble them by it (Ecclesiastes 1:13).  Although this is true, we need not fear the storms of life, because God has promised to deliver us from them all, that we may be able to bear them (1Corinthians 10:13). His method of salvation is in the realm of grace, through faith. Grace, alone, has the power to provide the faith and love we need daily (1Timothy 1:14). Love, alone, is able to cast out the fear of impending evil (1John 4:18).  We continually take shelter under God’s umbrella; we stand and are saved, by retaining what Paul said in bringing the evangel, outside and except we believe feignedly (1Corinthians 15:2).  

The legalist is wrong in thinking he is responsible to act on his own. And he, who is attempting to be justified in law, is actually exempting himself from Christ. This is the only way to fall out of the realm where grace operates (Galatians 5:4). The fatalist is just as wrong, thinking he will stay dry without walking under God’s umbrella. He is also terribly mistaken, thinking he is going to automatically become blameless and be appearing as a luminary, simply by virtue of his calling in Christ Jesus. If this were the case, why would Paul be concerned about glorying, in the day of Christ? How would it be possible for him to run for naught and to toil for naught? In between these two deceptions, we stand in grace, attentively heeding the evangel of God, trusting in its power for salvation, one day at a time. 

In Christ; In the Lord

In October 1917 A. E. Knoch wrote the following, “We wish to assure all, who are so kindly solicitous, that we have yielded not one inch of our high position in Christ. In fact, we, in common with some of our readers, have so emphasized our privileges in Him that it has, in some measure, diverted us from the full realization of our deportment in the Lord. Our duty down here cannot be adduced by a process of reasoning from our exalted station above. . . . It is of principal importance that we distinguish between our position “in Christ” and our obedience “in the Lord.” These are distinct in sphere, one in heaven and the other on earth. One is for our faith; it is what we believe; the other is for our feet; it is what we do. One enlightens our hearts; the other illumines our walk.” (Unsearchable Riches, Volume 9, pg.4)

Paul used the distinct terms “in the Lord” and “in Christ” many times, for good reason. He called himself a prisoner in the Lord (Ephesians 4:1). And to the ecclesia at Corinth he asked this question, “Are you not my work in the Lord?” and then he answered his own question with, “If to others I am not an apostle, nevertheless I surely am to you! For you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord" (1Corinthians 9:1,2). Paul’s work and the seal of his apostleship were in the Lord. 

We are growing into a holy temple in the Lord (Ephesians 2:21). As children of light be walking (for the fruit of the light is in all goodness and righteousness and truth), testing what is well pleasing to the Lord (Eph 5:8-10). Be standing firm thus in the Lord, my beloved, be mutually disposed in the Lord, Be rejoicing in the Lord always! (Philippians 4:1-4)! 

It is true that God blesses us with every spiritual blessing among the celestials, in Christ, according as He chooses us in Him before the disruption of the world, we to be holy and flawless in His sight (Ephesians 1:3,4). The absolute truth of what we are in Christ, flawless in God’s sight, opens the door to grace reigning in our lives daily. Even as Sin reigns in death, thus Grace also should be reigning through righteousness (Romans 5:21). Grace does not reign through sinning but through righteousness. Thus, the saving grace of God is training us to disown irreverence and worldly desires, that we should be living sanely and justly and devoutly in the current eon, anticipating that happy expectation, even the advent of the glory of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ, Who gives Himself for us, that He should be redeeming us from all lawlessness and be cleansing for Himself a people to be about Him, zealous for ideal acts. Speak of these things and entreat and expose with every injunction. Let no one slight you (Titus 2:11-15).
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