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Why Grace Alone? 
 

Why “Grace”? 

 

Introduction 

 

“Is Confucius saved or not?” 20 years ago, my Chinese teacher from Shanghai asked me this question. He 

said that this question needs to be resolved before Chinese people will believe in Jesus Christ. I answered: 

“I don’t know.” Indeed, this question is not merely about Confucius, but about all Chinese family 

members and ancestors (most of whom have not heard about Christ). However, I think Westerners can 

ask exactly the same question: one or two thousand years ago, the European ancestors were non-Christian 

barbarians, “Are they saved or not?” We can go a little farther and ask: “Some people often hear the 

Gospel, yet in the end they reject faith; and how is it that I can have faith in Christ and be saved?” (Latin: 

cur alii, non alii? “Why some, not others?”). Do I believe because I’m better than others? If it’s that way, 

then saving grace is no longer grace but wages for doing good. The Bible reveals that we are saved by 

GRACE ALONE! There are some mysteries here that we are not able to fully comprehend. Thank God 

for the gift of faith! 

 

World Christian leaders had gathered in England years ago to discuss what is unique about Christianity 

compared to all the other religions. Since so many Christian teachings show up in other religions, they 

couldn’t arrive at an answer until C. S. Lewis entered the room and said that the answer to that question is 

easy: it’s GRACE! God’s mercy on sinners and unconditional love is so contrary to our normal thinking 

that other views among humanity don’t have such revelation.  

 

But some criticize grace. As a student asked in class: “Won’t people morally fall in grace?” He meant that 

if we teach the fullness of grace as a free gift, how can we avoid people becoming lazy about living 

diligently for God? Luther’s greatest work, The Bondage of the Will, plummets the depths of the amazing 

truth of sin’s corruption and God’s grace. Sin must be dealt with in the same breath of grace since grace is 

mercy upon sinners. So there are two great truths and mysteries here: Sin and Grace. The depth of sin’s 

evil and corruption of humanity is such a great mystery that we can’t even completely answer why so 

many would reject such amazing grace. The depth of God’s love in grace is so amazing that we can’t 

completely comprehend it. If someone falls in grace or is lazy, they don’t yet have a deep appreciation for 

sin or grace. These two are a lifelong learning, which God emphasizes by His great two revelations of 

Law and Gospel. The amazing miracles and events surrounding these mountain revelations from Mount 

Sinai and Mount Zion are God’s way of shaking the whole world to pay attention: Law revealing our sin 

and Gospel revealing God’s grace are the most important things God wants us to know! Jesus broke into 

this world with the same proclamation in His preaching, which is summarized in Mark 1:15, “Repent and 

believe in the Gospel.”  

 

With such important revelation and such great mystery, what can we do? Dr. Thomas Yu gives good 

exhortation here: “Concerning the things of God, let us know clearly and definitely what we can 

know….What God has graciously given us to know is sufficient, rich and clear such that we need not 
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bring unnecessary trouble or worries upon ourselves about what we don’t know and shouldn’t know.”1 

Just as God’s Word says in Deuteronomy 29:29, “The hidden mysteries belong unto the LORD our God: 

but those things which are revealed belong unto us and to our children forever, that we may observe all 

the words of this scripture.” 

 

In 2014, the ecumenical Chinese translation of the Joint Document on the Doctrine of Justification was 

presented in Hong Kong by Roman Catholic, Lutheran and Methodist bishops. This document was quite 

controversial when it was signed in 1999. The wording of the document was so broad that it still allowed 

for a view of justification that gave Luther trouble, and it didn’t proclaim the key point of the 

Reformation that we are saved by faith alone. However, it can bring us to focus again on understanding 

what it means to say that we are justified and saved by grace alone. Lutheran Theological Seminary 

Professor Nicolas Tai was one of the translators and his comments are posted on the Lutheran World 

Federation website: 

 

What does the Lutheran message of justification mean in the context of the Asian work ethic? 

I think humanism is most important, ethics and doing good deeds….The concept of grace is the 

opposite of all human efforts….Grace means that work is out of the scope. For many Chinese 

people, this is hard to accept.2 

 

Related to this, Chinese scholars identify the Zhou concept of “Respect for Morality” as being the heart of 

Chinese culture. About a thousand years before Christ, Prince Zhou persuaded Chinese that Heaven is just 

and will reward good deeds and punish bad deeds. The final Shang dynasty ruler was cruel and said 

Heaven gave him his position, so the people became apathetically fatalistic. The Shang fell and the Zhou 

dynasty arose in the world view of Prince Zhou that Heaven ultimately upholds those who do what is 

morally right. Five hundred years later, Confucius developed this thought in a way that made it become 

the mainstream Chinese world view.3 It became deeply rooted and continually reaffirmed in Chinese 

culture. When I wrote my doctoral dissertation, I concluded that the main difference between traditional 

Chinese morality and the Bible can be summed up in one word: GRACE. The God of the Bible is just, 

like the Heaven of Prince Zhou, but the God of the Bible is different in that He is a God of grace.4 

 

Grace in the Bible 

 

God proclaimed to Moses that He is a God of grace. It was at a crucial moment in history after Israel had 

been delivered from slavery in Egypt and God gave them the tablets of His Law through Moses, but as 

Moses went down from Mount Sinai he found that Israel had made a golden calf as an idol to worship. He 

shattered the tablets and grieved at Israel’s disobedience to God. God was going to destroy the Israelites 

and raise up a new people from Moses, but Moses prayed for mercy and asked God even to blot Moses 

out of His book. Luther said this is the highest love, that someone is willing to be condemned for others 

                                                           
1 Thomas Yu, “The Hidden God,” China Lutheran Seminary Newsletter No. 54 (December, 2017), 8. 
2 From LWF website on January 2, 2018: https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/hong-kong-ecumenical-translation-

joint-declaration-doctrine-justification. (dated 28/5/2014) 
3 Stephen P. Oliver, The Moral Visions of The Epistle of James and Zhongyong (Saint Louis, Missouri: Concordia 

Seminary Doctoral Dissertation, 2002), 104-117. 
4 Ibid., 130-154. 

https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/hong-kong-ecumenical-translation-joint-declaration-doctrine-justification
https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/hong-kong-ecumenical-translation-joint-declaration-doctrine-justification
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(as were Moses and Paul). God then had mercy. Moses asked God to show him His glory. God said He 

could not show Moses His full glory, but would show Moses a little, His back side. Luther sees this as 

very significant, God’s way of revealing Himself to us, showing His backside or a little bit only, that is, 

just what we need now. The Bible says:  "And the LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed, The 

LORD, The LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth" 

(Exodus 34:6).  

 

King David’s prayer of repentance in Psalm 51 is similar to Daniel’s prayer of repentance for Israel in 

exile: they both confess sin and trust entirely on God’s own mercy. David prays, “Have mercy on me, O 

God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.” 

(Psalm 51:1). Daniel prays, “The Lord our God is merciful and forgiving, even though we have rebelled 

against him…We do not make requests of you because we are righteous, but because of your great mercy. 

O Lord, listen! O Lord, forgive!” (Daniel 9:9, 18-19). Isaiah proclaims God’s comfort and forgiveness, 

and in this context of God’s grace Isaiah says, “Who has understood the heart of the Lord?...No one can 

fathom His understanding.” (Isaiah 40:13, 28). Even Jonah, in his complaining anger, says: “O Lord, is 

this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshis. I knew that 

you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from 

sending calamity.” (Jonah 4:2). Moses, David, Isaiah, Daniel and many others in God’s Word know well 

our sinful helplessness and God’s heart of grace, which is beyond our ability to fathom! God’s character 

is a character of grace! 

 

The Chinese word en (恩) appears in the Bible more than 500 times. It is often used to translate words 

closely related to the word grace (χάρις). Grace (χάρις) is translated in the Bible with the Chinese words, 

endian (恩典) or enhui (恩惠), with Enhui being used when it is a word of blessing, such as the last verse 

of the Bible: “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints.” (Revelation 22:21). Grace (χάρις) 

appears 170 times in the Bible: 40 in the Old Testament, 40 outside Paul in the New Testament, and 90 in 

Paul’s letters. Throughout church history, then, Paul has been a key definer of grace for Christians. Grace 

refers to God’s character, but it also can refer to the gifts God gives (which flow from His character of 

grace). Grace means 1) undeserved, 2) free, 3) favor. It is a favorite word of the apostles for speaking of 

God’s love in the salvation of Jesus Christ, the love given on the cross. 

 

Paul writes about grace in two key places in his letters that represent his stand on saving grace. In Romans 

3:23-24 he says: “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His 

grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus.” In Ephesians 2:8-9 Paul writes: “For by grace you 

have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, 

that no one should boast.” We need to especially note what Paul says by revelation about our fallen 

situation before we receive the gift of faith and saving grace. We are dead in our sin (Ephesians 2:1). We 

are not just hurt or merely sick, with some spiritual ability remaining. We are actually completely dead in 

our relationship with God. When Adam sinned, he died spiritually as God said he would, not as the devil 

tried to trick Adam into not believing God’s word. Thus, we need something outside of us, the greater 

power of God’s grace to bring us to spiritual life and restore our relationship with God. Being dead in sin, 

we have no ability ourselves to accomplish this. 

 

Saving grace is what Paul is speaking of in these key verses. However, grace can sometimes point to the 

results of grace, what God gives out of His character of grace: spiritual gifts, including the gift of saving 
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faith, our calling and all the many spiritual gifts for witness and ministry. For example, Paul writes in 

Romans 12:6, “…we have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us….” This effect of grace in 

our lives has been called infused grace since it is related to God’s love being poured into our lives 

through the Holy Spirit as mentioned in Romans 5:5: “…the love of God has been poured out within our 

hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us.” 

 

John Mueller gives us a good exhortation regarding the important distinction between saving grace and 

infused grace: “This sharp distinction between grace as God’s unmerited favor and grace as a gift of God 

(donum gratiae) in the article of justification is of the greatest importance; for all who teach that grace in 

the sense of infused grace (gratia infusa) is either the sole or a concomitant cause of justification 

inculcate salvation by works and have fallen from grace, Gal. 5,4. In reality, while retaining the Christian 

terminology, they are teaching the paganistic doctrine of work-righteousness.”5 and, “The believer owes 

his salvation not to inherent or infused grace, or the grace which is in him, but alone to the benevolent 

disposition in God, or the gratuitus Dei favor. In other words, when we say that we are saved by grace, 

we do not refer to divine grace as it exerts itself in us, but as it is found outside of us, in God.”6 

 

Why “Alone”? 

 

Eight years after the 95 Theses, Luther wrote that the issues of the 95 Theses are trifles. In the conclusion 

to The Bondage of the Will (1525) Luther praises Erasmus for attacking the real issue:  

 

 I give you hearty praise and commendation on this further account—that you alone, in contrast  

with all others, have not wearied me with those extraneous issues about the Papacy, purgatory, 

indulgences and such like—trifles, rather than issues—in respect of which almost all to date have 

sought my blood (though without success); you, and you alone, have seen the hinge on which all 

turns, and aimed for the vital spot. For that I heartily thank you…7  

 

Actually, a month before the 95 Theses, Luther began his discussion about the core issues of the 

Reformation in his 97 theses called Disputation Against Scholastic Theology (September 1517). The vital 

issues are sin and grace, and the accompanying discussions of law and free will.8 The theology of the 

Middle Ages allowed human effort to intrude into salvation by proclaiming that we must do what is in us 

(facientibus quod in se est) 9 by our natural abilities to earn saving grace. Consequently, it was necessary 

that Reformation theology emphasize “Grace Alone”. 

 

Scholastic theology was the reigning theology of the Middle Ages from about 1100 to 1500. Sin and 

grace were major issues in scholastic theology as they inquired into how we can be saved and on what 

basis we are accepted by God. Scholastic theology was driven by Aristotle’s thought. Thus, the law was 

bound to surface as a basis for divine acceptance and salvation (Romans 2:14-15). However, before 

Aristotle driven scholastic theology arose, the revered Augustine had fought the battle for grace against 

                                                           
5 John Mueller, Christian Dogmatics (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1934), 244. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Martin Luther, The Bondage Of The Will, translated by J. I. Packer & O. R. Johnston (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

Fleming H. Revell, 1957), 319. 
8 Key works in which Luther discussed these issues from 1517-1525 are Disputation Against Scholastic Theology 

(1517), Heidelberg Disputation (1518), Defense of All Articles (1521), Against Latomus (1521), and Bondage of the 

Will (1525). 
9 Alister E. MacGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Books, 1985, 1990), 60, 86-

87, 196. 



5 
 

Pelagius and Augustine’s view of salvation by grace became the consensus of the whole church 

(especially proclaimed in the Councils of Carthage 418, Ephesus 431 and Orange 529). Pelagius held that 

people have the natural power (even after the Fall) to choose good works and do enough good works to 

earn salvation by their works. Because of the consensus against Pelagianism, the Middle Ages scholastic 

theologians wanted to avoid being called heretical Pelagians, but they all were finally overturned by 

Luther in those 8 years from 1517 to 1525 as Luther discovered that the scholastic theology is Semi-

pelagian, and even worse than Pelagianism in some ways. Driven by Aristotle, the scholastics attempted 

to discover what natural spiritual powers are in Fallen humanity that might make a person acceptable to 

God and able to obtain salvation. The scholastic conclusion was that by “doing what is in us” (facientibus 

quod se est), God will reward this effort with grace. It was understood that what we could do is very small 

and not the great works of the Pelagians, but there were differences of opinion on what exactly needed to 

be done to receive grace from God.  

 

Luther originally believed that humility is what we need to exert to receive grace, but finally found in 

God’s Word that faith is a gift of God (not our effort) which is given to a spiritually dead person 

(Ephesians 2:8-9). A key insight of Luther was that when a spiritually dead person “does what is within,” 

it is sin and not an effort to gain grace. Luther finally scolded the scholastics for making grace cheaper 

than the Pelagians since the Pelagians required great works of righteousness to earn salvation, but the 

scholastics required a simple weak effort.  

 

Luther also revealed that Augustine’s sanative justification was in error in teaching that we are justified 

before God and saved when God’s grace heals and helps us to live a righteous life so that in the end God 

can proclaim us righteous because we have lived a righteous life by His grace. Thus Luther discovered 

and defeated 1,000 years of errors in the church about salvation with His theology of faith alone and grace 

ALONE! We are saved and justified by grace alone through faith alone, completely apart from any efforts 

or good works of ours. The price of grace was very high, the price Jesus paid on the cross! None of our 

works or efforts can compare to this immensely valuable treasure accomplished by Jesus! 

 

Conclusion 

 

It’s astonishing that 1,000 years of medieval theology got it so wrong with its continual tendency to move 

from depending entirely on God to depending on man’s efforts. Equally amazing is seeing how God 

worked through Luther to overturn medieval theology and revive God’s true Word. Believers could once 

again turn to trusting in God’s grace alone, trusting in God’s own faithful character of grace and the 

saving action that has come from His heart of grace. Are we now better than the Christians of the Middle 

Ages? Are we more committed, diligent, intelligent, etc. than them? Certainly not! So where are the blind 

spots in today’s church? Where do we do harm to God’s truth of salvation by grace alone? Let us seek 

incisive discernment. Where do we cover over or cheapen the invaluable treasure of God’s Grace, the 

precious blood of Jesus shed on the cross for our forgiveness, reconciliation and salvation?  

 

 

 

 

 


