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suspect that many AdventiSt teachers sense, as I
have, that something has been lacking in our
teaching about divine grace. A majority of students do not clearly understand and experience
this centtal docaine of Christianity. They simply
don't know in the depths of their beings that salvation is God's free gift through jesus Christ.
These suspicions have been confirmed by hard
evidence from the Valuegenesis smvey. Almost
three-fourths (72 percent) of Adventist youth have
difficulty accepting that salvation is a gift rather than
something eamed.1 Sixty-two percent of Adventist
youth surveyed believe that the way to be accepted
by God is to try sincerely to live a good lifC.2 Only
28 percent believe that "there is nothing I can do to
earn salvation. " 3
At least part of the problem seems co be communication, because a majority of teachers appear to
hold correct belie5 in this area. Only 23 percent of
teachers believe that the way to be accepted by God
is to try sincerely to live a good life, while 83 percent
believe there is nothing we can do to earn salvation.~
The possibility exists, however, that teachers know
the right answers to survey questions, but haven't
personally experienced certain docaines and thus
cannot model or personify their belie5.
Our goal should not be to find reasons for the
problem or to place blame. We need to look for answers. How can we remedy the situation? This article will divide the response into three main sections.
First, a brief overview stressing the centrality of grace
to faith. Second, a look at fonnidable barriers that
make it a challenge to teach about grace, and third,
some suggestions of practical ways to get the job
done.

I

The Centra&ty of Grace
Although most Christians believe that salvation
comes completely by God's grace through &ith, this
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doctrine is so crucial that we can benefit
from reviewing its basic points. Unless
we are convinced that pee is centtal to
our doctrines and our life, we .will not
see it as a priority in teaching our students.

1. The Bible makes grtu.e antral. The
Old T estam.ent does contain laws, but it
is not a book oflegalism. Grace always
precedes law.5 The Israelites' deliverance from ~crypt comes before the giving of the :ren Commandments. God
saves people before He asks them to
obey.
The Bible makes it abundantly clear
that the Israelites were God's chosen
people, not because of anything that
they had done, but simply
because of His grace and
love.

The Valuegenesis survey revealed that 62
percent ofAdventist
youth believe that the
way to be accepted by
God is to try sincerely
to live a good life.
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third angel's message. 6
What makes Jesus Christ the "great
center of attraction"? This whole section is entided "Christ Our Righteousness." We have no goodness except

filthy rags, so only God's gtace, manifested in Jesus, can provide

The Lord did net set his a.ffeaion on you and choose you
bea:zuse you wtre more numerous
than other peoples, for you were
the fewest of all peoples. But it
was betause the Lord loved you
and kept the oath he swore to
yourJMejathers that he brought
you out with a mighty hand and
redeemed you .}"rom the land of
slavay {Deuteronomy 7:7, 8,
NIV).
God delights in choosing
little Davids to conquer Goliaths and fearlUI Gideons to
overcome amlies to make it
abundantly clear that salvation comes only by His
power, love, and grace, not
our own.
The New Testament is
also filled with God's grace.
In as many dUferent ways as
possible, using a variety of
authors and methods of expression, God tries to get the
basic mes5age across. uFor it is by graa
you have been saved, through faithand this not from yomselves, it is the
gift of God-not by works, so that no
one can boast" (Ephesians 2:8, 9, NIV).
We cannot get rid of our sins by anything we have done or will do. Only
jesus' death can make us clean again.
We cannot compensate for our wrongs.
In his classic summary of the gospel,
Paul says this fact is of primary impor-

one whose teachings misintetpreted this
doctrine.
2. Grm:e is central to the teachings of
E11tn White. Ellen White speaks repeatedly on this topic. The following quotations nicely sum up her stand:
'I'M third angel~ message caJlsfor the presentation of the Sabbath of thefourth annmandment, and this truth must be brought
hg01e the world; but the great center of attraction, jesus Christ, must not be left out of the

tance-in &ct, it is the first principle of
the gospel. "For what I received I
passed on to you as offirst importarue:
that Christ died for our sins" (1 Corinthians 15:3, NIV). The importance
of this central pillar is also shown by
Paul's violent reaction to those who
would attack the fundamental principle
of grace. Reread the book of Galatians·
to see how strongly Paul, under the
guidance of the Spirit, felt about any-

righteousness for us. Farther
on in this passage, she quoteS
Exodus 33:19 and 34:6, 7.
These teas talk about God's
goodness, mercy, and grace.
On the very next page
Ellen White adds: "It is true
that the law of God reveals
the love of God when it is
preached as the truth in Jesus;
for the gift of Christ to this
guilty world mUSt be largely
dwelt upon in every ctiscouzse. ' 77 I know of no other
topic that she says is to be
"largely" dealt with in
"every" presentation.
3. Grace is central to the
Protestant heriuzge. The rallying cry of the Protestant
Reformation was ''by &ith
alone." Since gace was a
gift and the only means of salvation, it could not be
earned. It could only be received by faith. Many of our
spiritual forebearm gave their
lives for their convictions
about this truth. They believed any deviation on this topic led to religious
aposcasy that embraced works as a means
of salvation.
4. Grm:e is a central tenet of Chiistianity.
We live in a world in which non-Christian religions are spreading more widely
than ever before. This has led to questions about what is so special about
Christianity. The answer is-twofold.
First, Christianity is unique because of
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its claims about Jesus-He is the one
and only God-Man. The second unique
feature of Christianity is its means of salvation-a gift of grace received by faith.
The world religions hold many moral
values in common, but they view the
function of ethical behavior in ctifferent
ways. The Jesus way sees ethics as a response to grace, not an earning of
merit.• This is the fundamental difference between
Christianity and other religions.
If a majority of our youth
do not understand the·truth
that lies at the very heart of
om faith, then we need J:O
do .some serious soul searching and take prompt action.
The rest of the article oirers
some ideas to address this
issue. Step one descn"bes the
barriets we face, which have
caused us to have trouble
communicating grace. Step
two makes some suggestions
about improving the situation.

ofgrace. From the two-year-old who
boldly declares, "Do it myself!" to the
teen striving for self-identity, people desire to make it on their own. Western
culture, especially, glormes the se1f-su£6cient, independent person. By exalting
human independence, we carer to the
natural human tendency to prove that
humans are capable of managing their

Barriers to Understanding Grace
1. Our whole social system is
a mmtoalll)'.
In most societies, everything is judged on meriL

Those who get the highest
grades and top scores receive
praise and honor. The
winner of a race receives the
gold medal. Wages are based on education, le~oth of service, and perfonnance.
In the everyday scheme of school and
life, salvation is based on works-"my"
works. This fact is explicitly and implicitly taught by society-and young people see this clearly. It seems only natural
to apply this system in every area of
life-including religion.
But to understand grace we must
learn a different system. We have to
consciously act in opposition to the
principles that apply in most parts of life
and learn a new mode of operation.
That is not easy. It requires conscious,
specific eirort because it is like swimming upstream against the current.
2. Pride and human nature resist the idea

own lives and destiny.
All this makes it hard to acknowledge
the need for grace, for it would mean
admitting weakness and manifesting a
character flaw. To receive grace is even
harder. We want to prove we can do it
on our own. The grace orientation thus
goes against a basic facet of human nature. This &ct must be recognized and
allowances made for iL
3. A misunderstanding ofgraa is prevalmc. Many srudents, teachers, ministers,
and leaders have trouble with a grace
orientation because they misunderstand
its basic premises. They believe that
grace means laxness, absence of discipline or punishment, and low standards.
In their view, grace results in a lack of

StrUctUre, rules, and regulations. Students often like to promote this, while
teachers and administrators dread the results. These ideas are wrong.
Note the biblical teaching on this.
Exodus 34:6 and 7, one of the clearest
statements of grace in the Old Testament, unequivocally declares God's
love, graciousness, compassion, and forgiveness. Yet, verse 7b states.
"He does not leave the guilty
unpunished" (NlV). The
punishment goes on to the
third and fourth generations.
This contrasts. of comse,
with the thousands of generations to whom God's mercy
is extended. However, the
guilty .are punished, which in
no way negates grace.
John 3:16 describes God's
gracious gift of His Son. The
passage goes on to say (verse
18) that whoever believes in
this gift is not condemned,
but those who do not believe
are condemned already.
Judgment &Il.s on those who
fail. to believe. Condemnation and judgment are not out
of line with grace.
The classic New Testament teXt on grace is Ephesians 2:8, 9 (NIV), "Forit is
by grace you have been
saved, through faith-and
this not from yomselves, it is
the gift of God-not by
works. so that no one can
boasL" Verse 10 goes on to say, however, that we are created for good
works. Doing good things is not in opposition to grace.
What then does it mean to have a
grace orientation? A legalistic, righteousness-by-works approach makes
good works the source of grace, while a
grace orientation makes good works the
result or.fruit of grace. Axe our stUdents
living by God's rules in order to be
saved, or because they already are savet!?
Does God accept us because we do
good things or are we already accepted
by God and therefore try with His help
to live a good life? The answers to these
questions reveal whether a person really
understands grace (and works, as well!).
ADVENTIST EDUCATION 11
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deep levels.
The issue of warmth in SDA schools
has been highlighted by V aluegenesis research. (See Gail Taylor Rice's an:icle in

While the outward behavior produced by these opposing viewpoints
may appear the same, the internal feelings and attitudes are miles apart. On
the one hand, those working to gain acceptance experience the struggle of aying to eam love and approval. Conversely, those who feel secure in God's
love and acceptance respond by trying

If a majority of our
youth do not understand the truth that
lies at the very heart of

to live for Him.

A grace orientation does not hinge on
the presence or absence of certain rules,
punishments, or deeds. Instead, it relates to aanosphere, attitudes, reasons,
and motivations. What are the reasons
for rules, the attitudes toward standarck,
and the motivation to follow them?
This is where a grace oiientation stands
or &Us.
A grace orientation does not mean
leaving undisciplined and unpunished all
rebellious, law-breaking behavior. It
does mean that our aim is not just to
change that behavior but also to change
the heart. We come to understand that
if those rebels in our classrooms really
knew about God's unconditional love
and acceptance, their beans and behavior would be transformed.

Paths to a Grace Orientation
Since a grace orientation is central to
Christianity and Adventism, but there
are barriets to its acceptance, what can
we do? How can we make grace real to
12
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our faith, then we need
to do some serious
soul searching and
take prompt action.
students in Adventist schools? Here are
five suggestions:
1. Grace must be modeled. Students
learn more from our attitudes and outlooks than from what we say. The
school and classroom atmosphere we
create often has a greater impact than
our subject matter. It is not the presence or absence of rules that models
grace, but rather the context in which
the rules are made and enforced.
Grace means giving love and acceptance freely, whether or not they are deserved. It is these factors that communicate (or f.ill to communicate) gr;ace at

the April-May 1993 issue).9 Warmth is
closely related to pee, for it results
from the experience of gace. People
who experience grace tend to give it to
others!
This means that how a teacher greets
a stUdent the day after he has been disciplined may have more to do with teaching grace than a 50-minute lecture on
correct behavior. Giving real responsibility to a trOublemaker may teach more
about forgiveness than countless proof
texts on the subject.
2. Grace must be explained. Modeling
must be reinforced by explanation. In
woi:Sbip and Bible class, as well as in
other situations, grace must be presented
as the core of Christian fUth.
Shortly after I began teaching on the
college leve4 my intetaction with students convinced me that many of them
really didn't understand grace. I decided
that I would deliberarely find a way in
each of my religion classes to spend at
least one week on the topic, so that
every student would hear that message.
V aluegenesis makes it clear that in a
gtneral way two-thirds of our students
know that Christ saves them. 10 Yet 62
percent believe the way to be accepted
by God is to try sincerely to live a good
life. n What this means is that on the
gmeTal, theoretiazl side, students believe in
grace, but 62 percent lack a aucial practical and experiential undetstanding. Students' progress in undetstanding is not
helped by the fact that 23 percent of
their teachers and 39 percent of their
parents do not undem:and grace either!
The good news of God's unconditional
acceptance needs to be clearly explained-again and again.
3. Grace must be rumated. Everyone
loves stories, and tales about grace are
the best of all stories. Unfortunately,
stories are often wed only to teach
ethics and proper behavior. Uncle
Arthur was good at that. There is nothing wrong with stories that teach us to
be good, but we must also include stories that teach grace.
One of the mosc important stories of
grace is our own personal experience.
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Every teacher who has experienced
God's pee should freely share that story
with his or her StUdents. This gives
grace a real sense of immediacy for stUdents.
Biognphies of people, past and present, who have experienced God's grace
can be very helpful. At a time when I
struggled with the assurance of God's
love, John Wesley's biography spoke to
me. Sections of it I read time after

time. 1:
Many Bible stories speak eloquently
of grace. Sometimes we need new eyes
to see them that way. Except for jesus,
every Bible heroine and hero had flaws.
The Bible is unique amo~ ancient docum~ in openly discussing the prob- ·
lems of &mous people. From Adam and
Eve to Abraham and Sarah, from Moses
and Zipporah to David and Bathsheba,
from job to Esther, sin is clearly pointed
out. In the New Testament Peter and
Paul continue the aadition. In these
stories we see grace clearly illustrated
when God loves, accepts, and uses people in spite of their faults.
I have been f3scinated for years by
the war stories of the Old Testament.
Not the blood and gore, but the strange
nature of the batdes. Many of them are
so ludicrous by worldly standards that
they make us laugh. The simple message is that vietory comes not by human
effort, but by the gnce and power of
God. Take, for instance, Gideon, his
300 men, and their encounters with the
Midianites, or Jehosophat's episode with
Moab and Ammon when the choir leads
theway.u
All of these stories and more must be
told and retold as we celebrate the grace
of God. In this way gxace becomes part
of our story and a vital ingredient of our
lives.
4. Grace must be contrasted. Truth
often becomes clear when contrasted
with enor. Grace shines more vividly in
conaast with its absence.
These comparisons can occur as we
look at other religions. Hinduism and
Buddhism, which have begun to make
an impact on the West, are often condemned as pagan or primitive. However, in their ideal form they are sophisticated, philosophical religious systems.
Both incorporate Karma, the law of

Many students, teachers, ministers, and
leaders have trouble
with grace orientation
because they misunderstand its basic
premzses.
cause and effect, as one of their key doctrines. In their belief: Kanna lies behind
reincamation. Everything, including the
moral realm, works according to one
strict law: You cannot escape the consequences ofyour deeds.
In many ways this system sounds
good. Unfortunately, it leaves no room
for gtace or forgiveness. One can advance only as a result of doing good
works. Christian grace is diameaically
opposed to that system. Kamla thus
makes grace appear all that more won-

derful
We must also seek to highlight the
contrast betWeen grace and legalism in
concrete situations. A teacher might
say, "If we were to deal with this situation stricdy on the basis of merit and
regulations, I suppose we would....
On the other hand, if we want to operate in the light of a grace orientation, we
should. ... "
Grace operates like the waiting ftther
who runs to welcome home his wayward son. In contrast, non-gnce operates like the elder brother who begrud::,aes any welcome at all to the
wayward one.

5. Lessons about graa must be repeated.
Since gnce contrasts so dramatically
with the way much of the world operates as well as with human nature, it
must be constandy repeated. The four
methods of teaching mentioned above
must be used over and over if the message of grace is to be heard and appreciated.
Teaching at a small college in Asia, I
sensed a real need to communicate

grace. I didn't have all of the students in
my classes, so I decided to hold a series
of meetings on Galatians each W ednesday evening for six weeks. All students
were required to attend as part of their
woiShip schedule. Each week I talked
about gcace and salvation in as many
ways as I could from that powerful New
Testament book. By the end I feared
that perhaps everybody was getting tired
ofhearing about gxace.
After the last service a young StUdent
came to me with his face aglow. ~'What
a wonderlW message this evening," he
said. ~'Why haven•tyou preached it
sooner? It came home clear to me!" I
didn't have the heart to tell him that I
had been trying my best for six weeks to
do so! He had been there but hadn't
really "heard'• until the last week.
The story of grace is such a powedUJ.,
saving one and so important, we m"ust
not shrink from telling it over and over
again until people :really hear. As a result, lives, schools, and churches will be
changed and renewed-for that is what
grace does. diP
Dybdahl is Direaor, Instituu of World
Mission at Andmv.r Univmiry, Bmien Springs,
Michigan.
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