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PRESUMING UPON THE GRACE OF GOD
(Jeremiah 6:1-15)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  The mortification of sin.
F.C.F.:  
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  In the earlier part of his career, Christian author and teacher R.C. Sproul was a college professor.  He said that one day a student came to class quite nervous and apprehensive.  In front of the class, the student confessed that he did not have his assignment finished and asked for more time.  Dr. Sproul gave him a couple of days to finish up.  As the story went, the next class period nobody had their assignment done.  When Sproul asked about it, they simply said that they didn’t do it yet, but that they would get it done in a couple of days.  Sproul gave all of them an “F” on that assignment.


B.  He used this story to illustrate the problem of presuming upon God’s grace.  Just because he gave some leeway to one student, all the students thought that they had the same.  And he said that we sometimes treat God in the same manner.  The Bible tells us that God is gracious and forgiving, abounding in mercy and compassion.  But that doesn’t give us then a license to sin.  In his last direction on putting sin to death, Dr. Owen warns us not to treat the grace of God lightly.  If we do, we may assume an easy forgiveness.  We may also assume that sin is therefore not so serious.  And if we do that, then we will undoubtedly presume upon the grace of God.


I have met this presumption before.  I’ve seen it in casual attitude that said, “It’s God’s job to forgive.”  Or in the person who told me, “I know it’s wrong, but God will forgive me.”  That particular attitude is exceedingly dangerous:  knowingly, willfully sinning with impunity because God has to forgive.  


But far worse, it is to treat lightly the cross of Christ and to say that it was a small thing that the very Son of God should be made man and offer his life to pay our ransom.  It is to impugn the holiness of God who hates sin.  So this presumption is a grievous error, dishonoring to God and dangerous to the person.  


C.  How can we know that we might be presuming, treating lightly the grace of God, excusing ourselves when there is no true repentance and faith and forgiveness?  Dr. Owen gives us five rules to keep us from this sin of presumption.  

I. WHEN THERE IS NO HATRED OF SIN AND SELF.  


A.  In his classic work on the religious affections (by the same name), Jonathan Edwards reminds us that the Christian faith is chiefly to be found and expressed in the affections, our deepest loves and hatreds.  The non-Christian loves sin and self supremely, and hates God most of all.  When a person is born again, when God gives him or her a new heart and mind so that they come to their senses, this perversion is reversed.  The Christian begins to love God most of all, and hate sin and self supremely.  Christian growth in grace is largely a strengthening and deepening and settling of these new affections.  


So any “repentance” from sin and request for God’s forgiveness that is not accompanied by the genuine affections of deep love for God and deep hatred of sin and self should be suspect.  Owen writes:  “Men certainly speak peace to themselves (or presume upon God’s grace), when their so doing is not attended with the greatest detestation imaginable of that sin, in reference whereunto they do speak peace to themselves, and with abhorrency of themselves for it.”  

B.  Again, this is largely what we are talking about when we speak of growing in grace.  It does not mean becoming healthy and well-adjusted.  A sane person should never become “well-adjusted” in a madhouse.  Yet that’s what this upside down world has become.  So Christians, the followers of Jesus, members of God’s kingdom, are always going to be a bit odd and uncomfortable here.  When we pray that we might grow in grace, it is to become more and more “aliens and strangers” in this world.  People will see a difference, and many will not like it, because it reminds them of the judgment and horror that awaits them.  But to others, it will be the sweet smell of hope, and they will be attracted to it because God is drawing them.  We will be completely out of step with the world, but will be more and more in step with God.  We will love him and love what he loves; we will hate sin, for God hates sin.  So if we imagine that we are forgiven without any attending hatred of sin and self, then we are probably fooling ourselves and presuming upon God’s grace.


Likewise, we are presuming upon God’s grace…

II. WHEN THERE IS NO TRUE DESPERATION.       


A.  What do you do when you keep doing the most self-destructive things possible, and find yourself powerless to prevent it? You become desperate.  When you constantly do what you hate most, the resultant condition is desperation.  Without the attending sense of desperation, we must suspect that our repentance is not genuine.  

Christianity suffers sever decline when it becomes only emotions.  When we seek inspirational feelings alone, divorced from the strong truth of God’s Word that lays the true foundation for such a stable and godly life, then that emotion is mere emotionalism.  It is “feelings, nothing more that feelings.”  And that kind of Christianity is always weak and captive to the shifting sands of emotion, if it is Christianity at all.


B.  But Christianity also suffers decline when it becomes only rational.  When Christianity is kept only in the realm of ideas, lofty concepts and thoughts, precise formulations, and rational theories and speculation, then that Christianity is barren and empty, if it is Christianity at all.  


And repentance can likewise become almost mechanical.  “Jesus died for sins.  I have sinned.  Therefore I ask Jesus to forgive me, and the deal is sealed.”  Owen writes:  “When men measure out peace to themselves upon the conclusions to which their convictions and rational principles carry them, this is false peace, and will not abide.”  (151)


C.  Don’t get me wrong.  We grow through the renewing of the mind.  It is our warped thinking and false ideas that need to be changed and replaced with the truth of God’s Word.  But God not only gives us a new mind, but a new heart and will as well.  That “Jesus died for sins” ought to make our hearts soar because we are so overpowered by our sins and because we so hate our sins.  We are desperate, do you understand, desperate! We would die if we were left to our sins forever.  We hate them, and we detest ourselves for them.  “Wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from this body of death?” (Romans 7:24)   


So if there is no hatred for sin, and no true desperation in our calling out to God, then we must suspect the genuineness of our repentance.  And similarly…   
III. WHEN THERE IS NO REAL GRATITUDE.


A.  If we treat the grace of God as a small thing, then we will feel little gratitude for forgiveness.  We are not naturally grateful for small things, only great things.  When a stranger helps our little girl up onto a high curb, we may say thank you, but when he risks his life to save her from the swollen river that has just swept her away, we become eternally grateful.  

John Owen writes:  “We speak peace to ourselves (or presume upon God’s grace) when we do it slightly.  This the prophet (Jeremiah) complains of in some teachers: ‘They have healed the wound of the daughter of my people slightly’ (Jer. 6:14).  And it is so with some persons; they make the healing of their wounds (the forgiveness of their sins) a slight work; a look, a glance of faith to the promises does it, and so the matter is ended.”  (156)


Dietrich Bonnhoeffer, the German theologian who lost his life near the close of World War 2, called this “cheap grace.”  It is a “grace” that costs nothing.  It is a momentary act of contrition.  

B.  You’ve seen the boys in a fight on the playground.  The teacher breaks it up, and then forces the boys to shake hands and say they’re sorry.  How real is that repentance?  Or the young person caught vandalizing school property.  He is hauled before the principal, all sad and gloomy, begging forgiveness.  How real is that?  Would he have showed up in that office if he had not gotten caught?  Will he do it again, only smarter, so he cannot be detected?  


C.  Deep repentance produces deep gratitude.  Slight repentance is a contradiction in terms.  It is a sign that one is presuming upon God’s grace, when what is needed is hatred for sin, desperation in sin, and real, joyful relief and gratitude for forgiveness.


Another sign that one is presuming upon God’s grace is

IV. WHEN THERE IS NO REPENTANCE FOR OTHER SINS.


A.  Suppose that boy caught vandalizing the school has done it before, many times.  When he is finally caught, does he also confess his previous misdemeanors?  We can tell the genuineness of our repentance, when we are sorrowing and hating all our sin, desperate for full deliverance, longing to know the joyful gratitude of a completely clean conscience.


John Owen writes:  “Whoever speaks peace to himself (assuming God’s forgiveness) upon any one account, and at the same time hath another evil of no less importance lying upon his spirit, about which ha hath had no dealing with God:  that man cries peace when there is none.”  (157)


B.  You can certainly see this truth.  We noted the wicked heart’s sinful ability to compartmentalize, to separate public from private life and so on.  God’s work is not to redeem only this compartment or that compartment, but the whole heart.  James warns us that the “double-minded man (is) unstable in all his ways,” (1:6) not just in some of his ways.  

Dr. Owen explains:  “a man hath neglected a duty again and again, perhaps when in all righteousness it was due from him; his conscience is perplexed, his soul wounded; he hath no quiet in his bones by reason of his sin; he applies himself for healing, and finds peace.  Yet in the mean time, perhaps, worldliness, or pride, or some other folly wherewith the Spirit of God is exceedingly grieved, may lie in the bosom of that man, and they neither disturb him, nor he them.” And then he ends with this sobering conclusion:  “Let not that man think that any of his peace is from God.”  (157)  He is fooling himself.  He is presuming upon the grace of God.  He is imagining forgiveness and reconciliation with God, when his other sins still block the way.  


C.  Oh, that God would grant the grace of repentance:  hatred and grief for sin, desperation to be delivered from it, true gratitude for the enormity of God’s grace in Christ, and all of this for the complete and full turning from all sin.  


But there is one more rule.  Forgiveness is likely imagined, and grace is presumed upon when…

V. THERE IS NO HUMBLING AND MELTING, NO REAL SOFTNESS AND TENDERNESS TOWARD GOD.


A.  The biblical word for this is humiliation.  This was largely the point of our last study.  When a person knows God he has great thoughts of God and no thoughts of self.  The heart is caught up in the majesty and love of God, his razor sharp holiness, his unassailable power, the excellency of his mercies and grace.  The heart reconciled to God is submissive and quiet:  Christ-exalting, self-abasing. 

Owen writes:  “God’s peace is a humbling peace, a melting peace....”  There is a lingering in God’s presence, and a desire to remain there always.  

B.  That great man of soul, David, instructs us in this humbling and melting of soul.  After his sin with Bathsheba and his willful stubbornness, remaining out of fellowship with God for over a year, he is confronted by the prophet Nathan.  Psalm 51 records his words of repentance.  This psalm unfailingly guides the way for our repentance.


But there is another psalm that records the after-affect of his repentance and God’s sweet forgiveness:  “Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. 2  Blessed is the man against whom the LORD counts no iniquity,  and in whose spirit there is no deceit. 

3  For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away  through my groaning all day long. 4  For day and night your hand was heavy upon me;  my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. 5  I acknowledged my sin to you,  and I did not cover my iniquity;  I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,”  and you forgave the iniquity of my sin. 

6  Therefore let everyone who is godly  offer prayer to you at a time when you may be found;  surely in the rush of great waters,  they shall not reach him.  7 You are a hiding place for me;  you preserve me from trouble;  you surround me with shouts of deliverance. (Psalm 32)
CONCLUSION


When we treat God lightly as though he were only a forgiveness-machine, as though his holiness were of no account, and the brutal cross of his Son were a small thing, then we can be sure that our repentance is only words, that we are deep in the grip of sin, and we are presuming upon the grace of God.


When there is no hatred of sin and self; when there is no true desperation; when there is no real gratitude; when there is no repentance from other sins, from all sins; when there is no real humbling and melting; then repentance is mere presumption.  This is no true work of God, for God calls us to himself with our whole heart, with the new, lively heart he gives us.  


Let us pray for the grace of repentance that from “a true sense of our sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, with grief and hatred of our sin, we might turn from it unto God, with full purpose of, and endeavor after, new obedience.” 
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