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The free grace movement
 has generally been known for its staunch defense of sola fide.
  More particularly it can be said that it possesses a reputation for its zealous pursuit of serious and biblical critique of two distinct but related problems in theology:  (1) any understanding of the gospel presentation which undermines salvation by grace through faith, and (2) any understanding of progressive sanctification which leads to a distortion of the doctrine of salvation and the weakening of the biblical view of assurance of salvation.  

Usually within the context of the debate with adherents of lordship salvation, the free grace presentation has been criticized for being soft on sin.  Sometimes this is voiced by the overused and well known charges of “cheap grace” or “easy believism.”
  The thought is given that free grace adherents downplay the idea of sin either in the gospel presentation or in the life of the professing believer.
  However, this writer recently did a casual reading of one of the major grace newsletters and found that a discussion of the doctrine of sin in some form often emerges.  One article explores the depths of sin even in the present for all people based upon Romans 3:23.
  Another discussion talks of the seriousness of hypocritical living demonstrated by unfaithful believers.
  In addition, a third article reviews the many reasons that Christians should do good works, including the avoidance of the chastising judgment of God in this life.  Just because grace proponents do not believe that good works are an essential part of saving faith does not mean they believe that good works are optional for the believer.
  One could go on to cite numerous articles and sermons in which grace adherents take the doctrine of sin seriously.  
However, there are times when grace proponents express themselves in extremes that may give the impression that sin is minimized.  This unintended impression may come across since free grace writings are largely apologetic in nature as they respond to abuses in the other direction that overemphasize good deeds and obedience in opposition to sin.  However, the observation might be a valid one as some grace adherents may be developing their theological systems too far in a direction that can be viewed as downgrading sin at certain theological points.
  While there will be some arguments below that are apologetic in nature in response to those outside the free grace movement, what follows is primarily an analysis of the notion of sin within the free grace framework.  Throughout this investigation the teachings of Lewis Sperry Chafer, a preeminent free grace proponent, will be used to show that free grace theology can be harmonized with a stout view of the doctrine of sin.  As a result it is hoped that charges that the free grace movement is soft on sin can be refuted and that presentations by free grace supporters can be strengthened in this area.
Gospel Presentations and the Doctrine of Sin


It should not need to be said that a person must understand that he is a sinner before he believes in Jesus’ work to deal with sin.  Even in the most casual of gospel presentations, to put one’s faith in Christ as the one who delivers implies that there is something to be delivered from.  Worded positively, to receive eternal life entails at least implicitly the concept that life as it was before is inadequate and insufficient to have a relationship with God.  However, the presentation of Scripture goes beyond such generalities by highlighting both sin and the cross of Christ that deals with it.  With this is mind, several lines of evidence will be marshaled to show this grace-based understanding of sin relative to the presentation of the gospel.
Christ as Stumbling Block


First, language about Christ as a stumbling block helps on occasion to highlight the significance of sin.  Language from Isaiah 8:14 and 28:16 is used by both Paul and Peter to emphasize in unmistakable terms this connection.  The immediate and prior context of Isaiah 8:14 notes the sins of Israel (Ephraim), the northern kingdom.  However, it is couched in a directive given to Judah not to fear Assyria and Israel, but to fear the LORD (v. 12-13).  Thus, the LORD says that He will be a “stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall” (v. 14).  The section here is a challenge to the people to choose – their way of life or God’s provision.
  Brueggemann refers to this section with the words “Yahweh as Judah’s only real problem.”
 The grace proponent, H. A. Ironside interprets these Isaiah verses by arguing that “the only recourse in a day of evil is to cleave to the LORD Himself with purpose of heart.”
   A similar analysis can be given for Isaiah 28:16.  Oswalt notes,

As in 8:14, the message here is a double-edged one.  God is establishing a structure in Zion which will be a source of comfort and encouragement to those who will trust him but a bar of judgment for those who refuse to do so.  The imagery of laying the foundation for a building is used to make the point.  If the foundations are cheap stones, shoddily laid, it is not possible for the building to survive the shocks which will come to it…That is what these rulers have done.  They have rested the nation’s survival upon the promises of the idolatrous rulers of Egypt, the negotiations perhaps engaged in secretly to avoid the wrath of such persons as Isaiah.  By contrast, God is also laying a foundation whose very nature should be such as to condemn the false trusts which are filling Jerusalem.

What is important to note is that the context of this language cites the grievous sins of the nation.  One must take this into consideration when interpreting the New Testament statements using the same language.

Paul picks up on this theme in his discussion of the Jewish remnant in Romans 9-11.  Particularly, he uses Isaiah’s imagery of the stumbling stone in Romans 9:32-33.  The context of the passage shows that only a remnant of Jews will be saved (9:26-29).  Furthermore, there is a comparison between the Gentiles who were coming to God by faith in Christ, not by works of righteousness (v. 30), and Israel which pursued righteousness not by faith but by its own good deeds (v. 31-32).  Thus, Israel is said to have “stumbled over” the “stumbling stone.”  Paul then quotes Isaiah 28:16.  There is little doubt that Paul means to identify the stumbling stone as Christ himself.  The Israelites tried to establish their own works-righteousness (10:2-3) and did not submit to God’s standards.  It is Christ himself who is the end of the law (10:4) for those who believe.  For those who do not believe he remains a stumbling block.  That this entire discussion has in view the sins of the Israelites is made clear at the end of the chapter when the disobedience and stubbornness of the nation are once again mentioned (10:21).


In addition, Paul speaks of Christ as a stumbling block or offense to Jews in both 1 Corinthians 1:23 and Galatians 5:11.  Both passages more directly reference the cross work of Christ.  In 1 Corinthians 1:23 Paul notes that “we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”  What precisely is the stumbling block here?  It is the fact that Jesus was crucified.  Moreover, it is the preaching of the message of the cross that saves those who believe (1 Cor. 1:21).  This is in harmony with Paul’s later statement that “I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2).  It is this good news or gospel that saves (1 Cor. 15:1-11).  Thus, Paul highlights the death of Christ for sinners as part of his message of salvation by grace through faith.  
Similarly, in Galatians 5:11 Paul stands against the Judaizers by asking a simple question:  why was he being persecuted if he was preaching circumcision?  The point of the question is that, if he was preaching the necessity of keeping the law for salvation (make Gentiles into followers of Jewish Old Testament practices such as circumcision), no Jews such as the Judaizers would be complaining about his message.  Paul goes on to elaborate.  If he were preaching what the Judaizers wanted, then the “stumbling block of the cross has been abolished.” Consequently, it is safe to conclude that the cross is an answer to the sins of violating the law since works righteousness was insufficient grounds for a relationship with God as the Judaizers supposed.
Peter also uses the same Old Testament picture in 1 Peter 2:8 (from Isa. 8:14) when he describes Christ as a “stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.”  The stumbling is because of disobedience to the word or message (v. 8).  This disobedience in context refers to disbelief and rejection of Christ (v. 4, 7).  In this particular use of the Isaiah imagery, there is no clear presentation of the sins of those who stumble other than their lack of faith or trust.
The theme of Christ and his cross as a stumbling block for Jews and unbelievers shows a certain hardness to the gospel.  It is good news for those who believe.  However, it is bad news for those who reject Christ since they stumble apart from him and because of him.  The various contexts of the terminology described above usually highlight a sinful disposition that is part of the “unbelief package.”  The message of grace is being offered to sinners.  Some of them respond poorly.  For our purposes here, it remains to be seen to what extent this hard side of the gospel makes its way or should make its way into gospel presentations.
Pauline Theology of the Cross and Sin


It is beyond the scope of this article to flesh out the entire Pauline theology of the cross and its relationship to sin.  A small start was made in the previous section.  However, some further examples are fruitful for helping grace proponents frame their gospel presentations.  First, Paul’s strongly worded instructions and doctrinal teaching in 2 Corinthians 5 help us to understand that references to sin and the cross are a viable part of the content of the saving gospel.  For example, note verse 21:  “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  One might be tempted to suggest that this is merely doctrinal teaching for an assembly of saints.  It surely functions partly in that way in the chapter as there are exhortations throughout for believers (e.g., see v. 17).  However, notice other elements in the context.  Believers are told they have the privilege of the “ministry of reconciliation” (v. 18).  The Apostle further describes this particular ministry as one of proclamation – it is the message of reconciliation (v. 19).  Consequently, believers function as ambassadors for Christ as God speaks through them to the lost world (v. 20).  This is the immediately preceding context of verse 21.  As such, it shows that the good news that must be proclaimed by God’s ambassadors contains the details of the great swap:  Christ receives our sins and we receive his righteousness.  This particular text does not deal with the means by which men are reconciled to God, namely faith alone in Christ alone.  It only specifies the content of the proclamation that is to be presented and received by the hearers.

A second Pauline example flows from a correct understanding of Galatians 3:1-14 in the overall context of the book.  The apostle asks the Galatians, “Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law or by believing what you heard?” (v. 2).  Contextually within the book, it is hard to see the time of receiving the Spirit as different from the time of being saved or born again.  Therefore, the words “believing what you heard” raise a significant question for the presentation of the gospel of saving faith.  What did they hear?  What was the content of what they believed?  Fortunately, Paul addresses this in verse one:  “Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified.”  The belief that brought them the Spirit of God was a belief in the crucifixion of Christ.  What does all of this entail?  The apostle continues in the chapter to tie everything together:
All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.”  Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, “The righteous will live by faith.”  The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, “The man who does these things will live by them.”  Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.”  He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit (Gal. 3:10-14).

Paul’s doctrinal presentation accomplishes several things.  First, it without question affirms justification by faith alone in Christ alone.  Following the law could never be the means of justification because to follow that approach is to nullify faith.  Along with this, Paul connects faith to bring justification with the faith that brings the promise of the Spirit.  In this way, clarification is brought to the point we made above about verse two.  Second, and the most important observation for our purposes, the apostle raises the specter of sin as part of his development of what it means for the clear portrayal of Christ crucified (see v. 1).  He does this by an appeal to the curse upon those who follow the law.  The cross work of Christ involves Christ as the substitute – he becomes a curse for us.  This work of Christ redeems from the curse of the law, i.e., the declaration of guilt because of sin when men fail to live up to the standards of the law.  The positive blessing affirmed in verse 14 causes the entire section to parallel the teaching of 2 Corinthians 5 stated above.  In this way, the grace teaching of salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone still involves an understanding of the content of the gospel in the dispensation of the church that acknowledges Christ dealing with sin as central to the cross.  This is not just a doctrinal formulation to help believers understand what has happened to them.  It is the details of what it means for Christ to be clearly portrayed as crucified (v. 1) which in turn is the content of what is to be believed (v. 2).
Overstatement about Gospel Presentations
Sometimes free grace proponents have worded statements about gospel presentations in ways that leave a troubling impression even if meant in a positive light.  For example, one writer stated rather forcefully: “It is an insult to the work of the Lord Jesus on the cross to make our sins the issue in evangelism.”
  The context of the statement was clearly to lead gospel presenters to focus on Christ and not the sinner.  This idea in and of itself is certainly praiseworthy.  He goes on to catalog the number of times that Jesus never brought up sin in dealing with people especially in John’s Gospel and the typical appeal to the lack of repentance terminology found there.  Virtually all free grace adherents would sympathize with the one stated goal to avoid commitment terminology in a gospel presentation.

However, the original statement needs further parsing:  “It is an insult to the work of the Lord Jesus on the cross to make our sins the issue in evangelism.”  The first thing that comes to mind is the question, “how is it an insult?”  The writer seems to tie this to the thought that because sin is no longer a barrier to anyone (on account of Christ’s work), then all one has to do is merely believe in Him to have everlasting life.
  However, the absolutist nature of the statement must be rejected.  We can agree perhaps that our sins are not the issue.  Nonetheless, it is God himself who makes our sins an issue on the cross.  That is the point of Jesus’ work.  There is also nothing wrong in communicating that fact in gospel presentations.  In John 3:16, listed by the writer in his presentation, God gave His Son.  What does this mean?  The previous verses give us a strong clue:  “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life” (John 3:14-15).  What does the reference to the snake bring to mind if it is not sin?  The Old Testament story behind the analogy clearly places at least some focus on the sins of those who come to God for deliverance.  Thus, a statement that we insult the work of Christ by making our sins the issue is only problematic if that is all we make the cross out to be.

One must also be more comprehensive in looking at biblical presentations of the gospel. For example, in Acts 8:32-33, the Ethiopian eunuch is reading from Isaiah 53:7-8.  These two familiar verses certainly focus on the Lord more than our sins.  Yet the passage in Acts goes on to suggest that Philip began at that passage and “told him the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:35).  It is hard to imagine Philip faithfully doing this without talking about the context of Isaiah 53 which is filled with a focus on our sins as well as on the work of Christ.  This is the important truth; they go together.  If it is wrong to highlight our sins when making a gospel presentation, then Isaiah 53 should never be used in an evangelistic appeal:  “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.  But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isa. 53:4-6; emphasis mine).  As a result of such passages as this, it is better for grace adherents to be cautious about overstatement relative to the details of our gospel presentations.  Paige has issued a timely warning to all of us:  “we in the grace movement should be concerned lest somehow we unintentionally create ripples that have a negative effect on those who may be ready to hear the message of saving grace.  We cause ripples when we laugh at, belittle, or mock others who may not agree with our view of the gospel.”
  Sometimes ripples may be caused by overstatement when we are defending important truths with good intentions.
Lewis Sperry Chafer and Gospel Presentations

The credentials of Lewis Sperry Chafer, founder of Dallas Seminary, as a free grace theologian are beyond dispute.  Yet his understanding of the relationship of the doctrine of sin to gospel presentations is more astute than many theologians and ministers today.  Theologically, he presents a balanced picture of the gospel presentation and the theology inherent in it:

Should God save one soul from the condemnation which rests on that soul because of sin by softening the condemnation or by so loving the sinner that He surrenders or relinquishes one fraction of His holy demands against sin, that the soul might be saved, God, in turn, would be lost, His essential Being ruined by a compromise with sin, and Himself needing to be saved from dissolution.  Such a truth has never been stated strongly enough, nor can it be, since language is incapable of expressing the hideous dishonor to God which lurks in gospel appeals that offer salvation based upon divine charity and not on the efficacious blood of Christ.  If men had never preached any other message than that sin is so exceedingly sinful that it can be forgiven only on the ground of the shedding of the blood of one of the Godhead Three, and that this illimitable sacrifice is as much required for the cure of one sin of one individual as for the sins of many, a better realization of the divine attitude toward sin would no doubt obtain.  God Himself must be, and is, just when He justifies the ungodly who do no more than to believe in Jesus (Rom. 3:26).  Preaching anything less than this merits the unrevoked anathema assured in Galatians 1:8-9.

Notice that Chafer clearly affirms that justification is by simple belief in Jesus.  However, it is important to detect in his words the seriousness of sin that is part of gospel presentations.  Gospel appeals which only invoke divine charity (what God does out of love) dishonor God.  Instead gospel appeals need to focus on the blood of Christ and all that this means.  Chafer goes on to note that gospel preaching needs to contain within it the biblical notion of the exceeding sinfulness of our sin so that the cost for its cure (the death of Christ and his shed blood) is set in bold relief.  It is important for a person to understand God’s attitude toward sin so he can understand the solution in Christ and that he is hopeless and can only (and simply) trust Christ and not his own merits.  Ultimately, Chafer views a wrong approach to gospel presentation on this point as injuring the doctrine of God, thus intertwining several doctrines which hinge on this one area.  The seriousness in his mind is highlighted by his invoking of the Galatians anathema.

In a different discussion of the three-fold message of the cross, Chafer highlights love, sin, and righteousness.  With respect to love, he claims that “only in the cross has God perfectly revealed His love to sinful man.”
  Then responding to Paul’s statement – “God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14) – Chafer, in a tone of warning, asks the following question: “If the cross has not become this to you, is it not evidence to you that you are neglecting this great salvation in spite of all professions and good intentions, and from the unhappy end of such failure there can be no escape?”
 Implicit in this statement appears to be Chafer’s conviction that the cross is part of the content of the saving gospel.

With respect to sin and the cross, Chafer goes further by teaching that “no man can be ignorant of the true nature of his own sinful heart who has honestly faced the meaning of the sin of rejecting Christ as enacted in the crucifixion…Oh the sin of even hesitating to receive the marvels of God’s grace as offered to lost men in the cross of Christ!”
  Two things are important here.  First, Chafer is not afraid to use the word sin to describe the act of disbelief when confronted with the message of the cross.  Second, he asserts that in confronting the cross, the lost person must deal with his own sinful heart.  There is an acknowledgement of sin that is part of the message of grace.
After discussing the third element of righteousness, Chafer wraps up his discussion of the three-fold message of the cross with these words: “The conclusion from these revelations is that by the cross God has declared our sin, His own righteousness and His own unmeasured love.  He has spoken to us through His Son.  The reasonable requirement is that we believe that message.  This is the only condition given in the Bible upon which one may enter into God’s saving grace.”
  A couple of salient points emerge in Chafer’s assessment.  First, belief is the only requirement to enter into God’s saving grace.  Second, the cross speaks to the issue of sin.  It does not do so in an after the fact manner, as if it is only for those who have already come to faith in Christ.  It is something that the cross itself reveals and when the cross is revealed to the unsaved it raises the issue of sin.  Third, the cross is the “message” that must be believed.  Again, Chafer consistently mentions sin in relation to the cross and its part in the message of the gospel that is proclaimed:
Any presentation of divine forgiveness which represents God as directly exercising clemency toward a sinner is a fatal detraction from the meaning of the cross of Christ, and is a disastrous misrepresentation of the truth contained in the Gospel of His saving grace.  Those who dare to preach the Gospel should give to the cross its true place of vital importance as given to it in the Word of God.

For Chafer the proclamation of the gospel is all about the cross work of Christ and how he dealt with sin.

The Convicting Work of the Holy Spirit

One biblical teaching which highlights the connection of sin with gospel presentations is the convicting or reproving work of the Holy Spirit.  Again, we will use Chafer as a key grace proponent to look at the issues.  The key New Testament passage is John 16:8-11 – “When He comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment: in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this world now stands condemned.”  Chafer also shows some insight into how this passage functions relative to gospel presentations.  Relative to the first part of the passage (convicting the world of guilt in regard to sin), Chafer notes that “a lost man must be made aware of the fact that, because of the cross, his present obligation to God is that of accepting God’s provided cure for his sins.”
  In other words, Chafer sees the issue of sin as necessarily part of the gospel presentation given to the individual.  It is something that the lost man needs to hear.  He carefully words this emphasis: “In this ministry, the Spirit does not shame the unsaved because of their sins; but He reveals the fact of a Saviour, and One who may be received or rejected.”
  Other grace adherents might go further and suggest that a person needs to understand that they have offended God and stand under the wrath of God (John 3:18).
  In either case, Chafer’s example shows that a strong grace position can be held while emphasizing the issue of sin in the gospel presentation.

Similarly, Chafer interprets the second aspect of the reproving ministry of the Spirit (in regard to righteousness) as highlighting the need to mention sin in the gospel presentation.  He notes:  “The Spirit illuminates the unsaved with respect to righteousness…How can a sinner be made righteous in the eyes of a Holy God?  It will not be by any attempted self-improvement…It is foreign to the wisdom of this world that a perfect righteousness can be gained by simply believing on an invisible Person who is at the right hand of God.”
  The truth of the passage may also suggest (Chafer does not go there) that the absence of Christ personally on earth prevents the observation of the perfect righteousness of God in the life of Jesus. That Chafer believes that the gospel presentation is involved can be demonstrated by his words that “every lost soul must, in some measure, sense this great possibility if he is to be constrained to turn to Christ from self.”
  How better to sense this than being confronted by the proclamation of the truth of God’s work on the cross through Christ in behalf of the sinner.

In the third aspect of the reproving ministry of the Spirit, Chafer acknowledges that the Spirit “illuminates the unsaved concerning a divine judgment which is already past; for ‘the prince of this world is judged.’”
  In this way Chafer interprets the passage as relating to the judgment of sin.  He clarifies:  “By this illumination the unsaved are made to realize that it is not a problem of getting God to be merciful in His judgments of their sins: they are rather to believe that the judgment is wholly past and that they have only to rest in the priceless victory that is won.  Every claim of Satan over man because of sin has been broken, and so perfectly that God, who is infinitely holy, can now receive and save sinners.”
  Notice that Chafer views this work of the Spirit, as in the other aspects of the Spirit’s reproving ministry, as related to the communication of the basic doctrine of sin which is something that is understood.
The gist of Chafer’s position on the three aspects of the reproving ministry of the Spirit can be summarized with his comment that “the Spirit ministers to the world, actualizing to them otherwise unknowable facts which, taken together, form the central truths of the Gospel of His grace.”
  Thus, in Chafer’s grace theology, discussion of sin and judgment is related to the content of the saving Gospel.  How does the Spirit actualize the truths about sin and judgment to the sinner’s heart?  He uses the proclamation of the truth of the gospel.  Chafer affirms that God may “use a preacher, a portion of the Scriptures, a Christian’s testimony, or a printed message; but back of all this is the effective operation of the Spirit.”
  None of this violates the truth of the gospel of grace.  What Chafer’s example shows is that the strongest of grace adherents can preach grace through and through without being embarrassed by the mention of sin.  In fact, it is against the backdrop of the depth of sin and the sinner’s immense need, that the message of grace displays its supreme meaning.  The lost sinner will not be damaged upon hearing such a message of the cross work of Jesus.
The Exceeding Sinfulness of Sin

The Apostle Paul told the Romans that “in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced death in me through what was good [the law], so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful” (Rom. 7:13).  This exceeding sinfulness of sin was a Pauline topic developed fully by Chafer.  In fact, no theologian of the last one hundred years has a more developed presentation of the doctrine of sin than Chafer.
    Its importance can be seen in his assertion that “there is scarcely another phase of divine revelation which is more germane to the right understanding of all doctrine than that of sin.”
  Consequently, to minimize this biblical area would lead in Chafer’s view to a truncated comprehension in other areas of theology.  

The robust understanding of the doctrine of sin which Chafer espoused is somewhat in conflict with characterizations about him by opponents of the grace message.  His gospel, one writer proclaimed, “holds forth a false hope to sinners” and “promises them they can have eternal life yet continue to live in rebellion against God.”
  Chafer would have been horrified by such a description of his message of grace largely because such statements do not tell the whole story.  He no doubt would have viewed his profound understanding of sin as a complete antidote to any extremes that might arise from the grace camp.  He certainly in life and deed did not preach or practice ungodliness as a way of life.  In fact he viewed the grace position as putting the doctrine of sin in bold relief while other views obscured the true character of sin.

The worthy approach to the doctrine of sin is to discover all that is revealed about the sinfulness of sin and then to recognize that God’s provided Savior is equal to every demand which sin imposes.  It is one of Satan’s most effective methods of attack upon the saving work of Christ to soften the voice which is set to proclaim the evil character and effect of sin.  Apparently not all who are known as teachers of God’s truth are awake to this satanic strategy.  It is too often assumed that it is wiser to leave this loathsome monster called sin to lurk in the dark, and to dwell on the more attractive virtues of human life.

Chafer referred to the dark character of sin.
  He stressed the vastness of the “spiritual shadows of this universe” and “their hideous character.”
  Man’s condition is hopeless apart from God and is in a state of ruination and tragedy.
  Chafer also noted that “sin is everywhere and always exceedingly sinful, and God’s condemnation of it is never diminished for He cannot be lenient toward sin.”
  In light of such strong statements, one should not be surprised to see Chafer warn about taking sin too lightly:
However, in this connection it may be observed that to underestimate the true character of sin is (1) to disregard the explicit terms employed in the Bible to set forth the exceeding sinfulness of sin, thus causing God to be untruthful; (2) to contradict, to a greater or less degree, the holy character of God; (3) to vitiate even the right conception of human guilt; (4) to disregard the sanctity and authority of the Word of God; (5) to cause the unavoidable divine reprobation of sin to seem to be an extreme and unwarrantable judgment; (6) to render the great facts of redemption, reconciliation, and propitiation to appear to be uncalled for; and (7) to dismiss from consideration the only sufficient reason for the death of Christ.

Do grace proponents talk in such stark terms today about sin?  It does not seem that the grace camp talks about sin with the same volume or depth of description as given by Chafer.  That needs to change.  With Chafer’s blessing, we should all agree that it is the heinousness of sin that makes the message of grace so absolutely necessary.

Sin and the Indwelling Spirit

Chafer not only emphasized the exceeding sinfulness of sin at the point of the offer of the gospel of eternal life.  He also took sin seriously in the life of a believer.  In a discussion of the thorny but significant passage of 1 John 3:4-10, Chafer reminds the reader that verse nine (“Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin”) should not be invoked to support any form of sinless perfection for Christians.  He suggests that such a determination would cause a contradiction within 1 John itself (see 1:8-10).  It is in this context that a strongly worded statement about the sin of Christians emerges in Chafer’s presentation:
Nor does the Bible teach here, or elsewhere, that Christians do not sin.  It does teach, however, that the Christian retains his Adamic, carnal nature until the day of his death, and, apart from the enabling power of the Spirit, there will be sin in the Christian’s life.  There is a very important difference to be observed between the two phrases not able to sin and able not to sin.  The latter alone is within the divine provisions.  The Bible also teaches that the Christian, being indwelt by the Holy Spirit, is possessed with a new standard of what if good or bad.  His conduct either grieves, or does not grieve, the Holy Spirit.  There is limitless suffering of heart in the path of the child of God who sins lawlessly.  The Scriptures abound with illustrations of this suffering in the lives of saints whose history it records…It is concluded, then, that the true child of God cannot sin lawlessly without great suffering and that suffering is due to the presence of the divine seed or nature in him.  This reaction of the divine nature against sin in the Christian, which could never be experienced by unregenerate men who have not the Spirit (Jude 1:19), constitutes a ground of distinction between those who are the children of God and those who are not.

The certainty that Christians sin is affirmed.  So also is the sureness that ongoing lawless rebellion by a Christian will bring certain judgment from God in the form of some kind of personal suffering.  There is also the hint of a higher standard for the Christian in comparison with the unbeliever due to the new standard the presence of the Spirit brings.  Chafer’s comments here are in harmony with the teaching of Hebrews 12 that God chastises his children and that such chastisement for sin is proof of divine ownership of the child of God.
Elsewhere, Chafer uses the word defilement to describe the effect of the sin of a believer.
  The only condition for removal of the Christian’s defilement once it is present is the one activity of confession.  Chafer follows the Apostle John’s clear teaching in I John 1:9 on this score.  Beyond this, Chafer describes several tools for a life of victory over sin that God has given to the believer:  the use of the Word of God, the interceding Christ, and the indwelling Spirit of God.
  Further, Chafer elaborates on the value of the advocacy of Christ in 1 John 2:1 with the words, “There is no appeal that can be made to the child of God that he refrain from sin, which could be more effective than that which results from even a partial knowledge of all that his sin imposes on the Advocate in heaven.”


However, out of all the various tools for victory which Chafer discusses, the one which he is known for (and perhaps which the entire grace movement is known for) is the role of the indwelling Spirit in the believer’s sanctification.  There is no lack of clarity in this matter:  “A Christian is a Christian because he is rightly related to Christ; but ‘he that is spiritual’ is spiritual because he is rightly related to the Spirit, in addition to his relation to Christ in salvation.”
  In this, grace adherents do not separate Christ from the Christian’s walk because to be rightly related to the Spirit is to be rightly walking with the Spirit of Christ. Chafer comes across somewhat formulaic in his presentation.  Spiritual living is simply a matter of “grieve not,” “quench not,” and “walk in.”
  Although such a description would be an oversimplification, it is true that grieving the Spirit, quenching the Spirit, and walking in the Spirit are major biblical categories that frame much of what Chafer presents in the matter of Christian sanctification.

Of these various elements, the grieving of the Spirit is one of the best teachings for which to discuss the heinousness of sin on the part of Christians in the theology of a grace adherent. Chafer simply and correctly declares that “sin destroys spirituality.”
  For a believer to disobey God is to place the Christian in the “havoc of sin.”
  For Chafer, the Spirit is “grieved by any, and all, sin.”
  In this connection, Chafer revisits the seriousness of God’s response to the wayward believer:  “The very weight of the hand of God may be exceedingly heavy.”  This weight is “like an unceasing ache of the soul.  It is none other than a grieved Spirit; but His loving hand may be still heavier in correction if we fail to say as did David: ‘I acknowledge my sin unto thee.’”
  The correction of God can even be to the point of taking away the life of the church saint.

In spite of such strongly worded beliefs by grace proponents about sin in believers, detractors of the free grace movement sometimes attempt to portray the position as soft on sin and leading to licentious living on the part of Christians.  For example, Gerstner complains

These dispensational writers seek to avoid the embarrassment posed by the “carnal Christian” by appealing to “normal Christian experience.” It is of fundamental importance to understand that a normal Christian experience is realized only by those who are Spirit-filled.” There never is any question among dispensationalists that some converted persons do live the Christian life.  Nevertheless, as long as it is not the universal Christian experience, it is possible, though not “fitting,” advisable, desirable, or rewardable for a true Christian not to lie godly in Christ Jesus.  If total Christian carnality is a possibility, Antinomianism is a certainty.

Later Gerstner accuses dispensationalism of fitting the historical model of Antinomianism with its “attendant licentiousness.”
  In other words, in the minds of such detractors the free grace position allows for carnality in the believer with little or no motivation to pursue the holiness of God.  Sometimes this complaint is worded against the stated view that the church age believer does not emphasize obedience and certainly not obedience to the Old Testament law as a rule of life for the present dispensation.  However, such a free-grace approach to sanctification is not a lack of one’s personal obedience, but a lack of dependence upon the believer’s personal obedience as the primary means of spirituality.  The free grace proponent can turn the tables here on the lordship position by noting that there is room in that view for a downplaying of the great work of the indwelling Spirit.  The free grace theologian asserts rather forcefully that he takes sin far more seriously than the one who thinks that personal obedience to the law is sufficient for progressive sanctification without full dependence upon the work of the Spirit of God. It is the free grace position which demands such full dependence upon God Himself.
Conclusion

There are additional areas that could be explored relative to the doctrine of sin as understood by free grace proponents.   For example, the idea of degrees of difference in future rewards for saints implies a serious understanding of the current sin of believers which may not exist in those views that level the future experience of all saints with a kind of forced unity.  These kinds of issues need to be explored more fully in their connections to the doctrine of sin.  However, the areas presented above serve as an introduction to the claim that the free grace position is not soft on sin.  Along the way, the teachings of Lewis Sperry Chafer, a premier free grace theologian and churchman, were used as a launching point to show the truth of the claim that sin is taken quite seriously by the free grace camp.  May his example help all of us to answer the caricatures of our detractors and the missteps of some of our own proclamations.
� Some might consider the term free grace as redundant.  However, the concept has biblical roots:  “Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life” (Rev. 22:17).  Notice the combination of the words free and gift.  See also Romans 5:15 and Ephesians 1:6.
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