
          United Presbyterian Church                  January 24, 2021 

            Harrodsburg, Kentucky                Rev. Bert Eyster 

 

   Sermon: A Grace Based Relationship 
 

    John 3:1-21 
 

A concept ignored at one age may come back to shake our foundation later. Such 

was the concept of salvation by grace through faith. Long before I considered how 

revolutionary this doctrine is, I had seen and appreciated the movie and the book Here I 

Stand! This story of Martin Luther’s life impressed me, and I remember giving 

intellectual assent to the concept of grace. Yet, the doctrine was just that: a belief that I 

should and would accept. 
 

It took a personal catastrophe for me to understand grace. It was like the two by 

four applied directly across the bridge of the nose. “Yes,” I had to say to myself, “Now I 

know what is meant by salvation by grace.” Reading both Martin Luther’s and John 

Calvin’s writings wouldn’t do. Arguing with Catholic friends on behalf of the concept 

brought me no closer to understanding the grace of God. Before I really knew what the 

phrase, “grace of God” meant, I had to come face to face with the futility of what some 

call works-righteousness. 
 

 Until I found out that my best efforts were none too good, I didn’t know, really 

know, that I was helpless except through the grace of God. Oh, I remember crying out 

for help. I remember my own defiance. Paul defines what he did as "to kick against the 

goads" (Acts 26:14). Not until I experienced an event that rendered me totally desperate 

did I begin to understand that my eternal salvation would have nothing to do with what I 

could do. There are occasions when I wonder if I am good enough to get to heaven. 

There are other occasions when I wonder if God can put up with me, but these occasions 

become more and more infrequent. 



 Since this earth shaking event, I am content with the knowledge and inner feeling 

that only through the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ have I been saved. I 

recognize that both the grace and the faith are unearned. In fact, I realize that both are a 

gift. I now know that my acceptance of the gift of my own salvation is not of my own 

doing. 
 

1. Jesus came to show us that salvation is dependent upon a grace based 

relationship with God. 
 

 Like the Gospel of John, it is Matthew’s intent to show Jesus as the fulfillment of 

Isaiah’s prophecy. He is not only the heir of David’s throne, he will set up a new reign 

of David. Only this time, it will be the very Kingdom of God. That is why Jesus tells 

them, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near."(Matt. 3:2) 
 

 Where is the grace in the call to repentance? After all, repentance is a call to 

change. Aren’t we implying that for you and me to change, we need to have the human 

willpower to make a decision and follow through? Not really. If it were that simple, the 

New Year’s resolutions made 24 days ago would not be so easily forgotten or 

discarded.  
 

The grace comes in Jesus’ request of his disciples to follow him and in their 

courage to leave their nets and follow. You remember I spoke of courage, not free will, 

and I mentioned following Jesus, not leading the pack. These poor fishermen would 

have told you that they had no choice. Sure, they could keep on fishing, but they were 

captivated by Jesus. They would miss God’s anointed one, the very Son of God, and 

they could not and would not. He was their master and soon would be their friend.  
 

William A. Percy wrote a poem that describes their plight. 
 

“They cast their nets in Galilee, just off the hills of brown; 

Such happy simple fisherfolk, before the Lord came down, 



Before the Lord came down. 
 

Contented, peaceful fishermen, before they ever knew 

The peace of God that filled their hearts 

Brimful, and broke them too, brimful and broke them too. 
 

Young John, who trimmed the flapping sail, 

Homeless in Patmos died.  Peter, who hauled the teeming net, 

Head down was crucified, head down was crucified. 
 

The peace of God is no peace, but strife closed in the sod. 

Yet, let us pray for but one thing: 

The marvelous peace of God, the marvelous peace of God.” 
 

2. The peace of God, (or peace with God) is based on love. 
 

 According to the poem, Andrew, Peter, James and John were simple fisherfolk 

before God’s peace came down, before Jesus brought the kingdom near. But that peace 

filled them full, and broke them too, because it was full of love and compassion. The 

strange peace of God penetrates and permeates our every fiber even as dye permeates a 

piece of unbleached fabric. The primacy and priority of that peace of God lays claim on 

us and lays hold of us. 
 

 Martin Bell, author of The Way of the Wolf, has written: “Human beings do not 

intentionally seek out upside down crosses.  Upside down crosses happen.  Suddenly.  

Often without warning.  If we can avoid being there, we do.  If we can’t, we don’t.  It’s 

really almost as simple as that.” 
 

In preaching, teaching, healing and exorcising; in being baptized, tempted, tried 

and crucified, Jesus brings God’s kingdom near to his people.  In Jesus, the time is 

fulfilled, and in him the kingdom of God truly has come near.  The good news of God’s 

presence, of the nearness, the at-handness, of his kingly rule gives birth to faith and 



trust.  Such faith and trust empowers us to turn from anxiety to peace, from sorrow to 

joy, from despair to hope, from hatred to love. In a word, we repent.  The power and the 

call to do so come from Christ, who works in us the miracle of faith and repentance. 
 

 As I said last week. We don’t find Jesus. We are found by him. 
 

3. All human relationships are “grace based.” 
 

 My friend Catesby is a lawyer who loves lawyer jokes. He loves being a 

Presbyterian. We had lunch in Lexington, KY the other day. I asked him what he asked 

a couple, to find out if they needed a divorce. He said it was simple.  
 

 He does not ask them if they love each other. Instead he asks them if they can 

forgive. Where there is no forgiveness, there can be no human relationship. Jesus brings 

us forgiveness as an act of God’s pure grace. Even more he brings harmony and peace 

in human relationships through that same forgiveness. 
 

 You and I, because of our sinfulness betray God, ourselves, and others. We do it 

in a thousand different ways. The groom promises to consider his wife first, but when it 

comes to Monday night football or the golf course, he expects to be exempted. The 

bride promises eternal devotion unless it involves breaking an appointment at the beauty 

parlor or some other important commitment. 
 

 Soon after they are married most couples find themselves fighting over the 

strangest subjects and struggling with matters that were never a problem before they 

became one. In all of our relationships, the family, the church, the school and work, we 

find ourselves making allowances for all kinds of mistakes, faux pas, oversights, 

denials, betrayals, and common everyday cruelties. Just like Jesus’ disciples, we find 

ourselves better with our nets, than we are at getting along with each other. 

 



 What is the solution to our brokenness? Are we doomed in our flawed broken 

relationships? No, the kingdom has come near. God loves us in spite of our flaws, and 

we find that we love each other in spite of our blemishes. This strange love of Jesus 

causes us to admit that in our imperfect state we want him and his mission. Though we 

fail over and over, we still want to be his disciples. As we accept his challenge to serve, 

we also accept his loving forgiveness. As we forgive ourselves for not serving perfectly, 

we learn to forgive others who do not perfectly love us. Before we know it, we are 

caught up in a wonderful ministry. And yes, we are ministers, all of us. We may have 

lost control of our lives but let us face the truth. Aren’t our lives really safer in God’s 

hands than in our own? After all, it is his grace that strengthens us to trust God with our 

very lives. 
 

To Jesus Christ, who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made 

us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion 

forever and ever. Amen. 

 

 

 


