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Foreword

Once upon a time, people in the Christian world knew that the most 
important issues anyone faces are those of eternity. They knew that 
God the Creator is pure and holy, that we are in his hands, and that 
one day we must give an account to him. They knew that none of 
us is naturally fit to do that and that the quest for salvation—not 
from our pain, misery, poverty, and exploitation, but from the guilt 
and power of our sins—is life’s top priority.

In those days, the study of redemption was everyone’s concern, 
and God’s plan of salvation was a matter of general interest. Today, 
however, it is not so.

Why is that? Not because the problem has ceased to exist. God 
and people are the same, and the need for salvation remains as acute 
as it ever was. But we have become distracted by the urgent pace of 
our culture, preoccupied with the material things we can produce and 
possess, obsessed with the myth that science has displaced Christian-
ity. We know so many facts about our world, we believe that we are 
the wisest generation in history, and therefore, we cannot stoop to 
accept the wisdom of our ancestors. Thus, with all our technological 
expertise and intellectual arrogance, we have become the cleverest 
fools in world history.

Mike Horton has seen through all the excuses and appreciates 
that true and timeless wisdom is found in the paths of the Christian 
gospel. Putting Amazing Back into Grace expresses the thrill of his 
soul—and mine—as we gaze upon the triumph of God’s almighty 
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 F o R e w o R d

grace through the life, death, resurrection, present reign, and future 
return of the Mediator, “God incarnate, man divine,” our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ.

Horton says it the way the early Reformers and St. Augustine said 
it: sin has made us utterly impotent for real godliness in any shape 
or form, and it takes omnipotent mercy from the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit to save us. I commend most heartily Mike Horton’s labor 
to make it clear, so that God may be praised on earth in the same 
terms that angels and triumphant saints are already using in heaven.

This book is a breathtaking workout for Protestant laypeople, 
with a prospect of new health and strength for those who stay the 
course. Tough, genial, and encouraging (as good trainers learn to 
be), Horton makes us pump intellectual iron as he puts us through 
the painful yet healthful discipline of relearning the Reformation’s 
vital message of saving grace. As in current advertisements where 
fit folk tell how well-planned diet and exercise delivered them from 
a fat and flabby existence, so I predict there will soon be many tes-
timonials about the strengthened grip on grace that Horton’s lively 
pummeling has brought to his readers. Let Horton show you how 
to lose theological fat and flab! You won’t regret it, I promise you. 
It is a pleasure to commend so businesslike a book on the things 
that really matter.

Here is the quintessence of the gospel, the new wine of God’s 
kingdom at its purest for us today! Read, mark, learn, and digest 
Putting Amazing Back into Grace.

J. I. Packer 
Author of Knowing God
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Preface to the New Edition

If knowing God is our greatest privilege, then knowing his gospel—
“Good News”—is our greatest joy. Apart from God’s revelation of his 
loving mercy toward us in his Son, God would be an intolerable burden. 
We might respect him, as we would a powerful leader. We might even 
stand in awe of him, as we would the Grand Canyon or the Matterhorn. 
However, the gospel is a very specific announcement. It’s a message 
delivered from God to people in a precarious and hazardous spot—that 
is, to people like you and me. The message is that the Triune God of 
glory, power, righteousness, and justice has freely loved us before the 
world began, redeemed us at the cost of the Son’s own blood, unites 
us to Christ, and keeps us in him to the end until finally we are raised 
bodily in glory to share fully and forever in God’s new world.

Zeal without knowledge of this gospel is blind, as Paul warns in 
Romans 10. The Good News seizes our whole being, captivating 
our mind, liberating our will, moving our heart, and animating our 
hands. It is not something we need to hear only at the beginning of 
the Christian life before moving on to more ostensibly important 
subjects, but it is the story of God’s astonishing love and mercy that 
gives us faith and keeps us in faith to the very end.

Over the last two decades, I have been privileged to hear some of 
the most remarkable stories of how fellow Christians—and non-
Christians, too—have encountered a paradigm shift in their under-
standing of God and salvation. One of the striking consistencies 
in these stories is that the doctrines of grace not only rearrange 
intellectual furniture but radically alter our experience and lives. 
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Of all my books, Putting Amazing Back into Grace is still the one 
that has helped the most people discover these life-changing truths.

I experienced that paradigm shift myself when I began delving into 
Paul’s letter to the Romans and began to read the whole Bible in a 
new light. Raised in a Bible-believing home and church, I nevertheless 
grew increasingly dissatisfied with what I perceived as a confusing 
mixture of emphases. On one hand, we were taught that salvation 
was by grace; on the other hand, it seemed that “appropriating,” 
entering into, and enjoying God’s saving grace was dependent from 
start to finish on my decision and effort.

I was thirteen when I began reading the Bible with a host of broth-
ers and sisters who lived in North Africa, Turkey, the Middle East, 
and Europe centuries ago. These fellow pilgrims seemed in many 
ways more relevant and sympathetic in my search than many of my 
contemporaries. As I began reading church fathers like Augustine, the 
Reformers, the Puritans, and contemporary Reformed writers, I felt 
as if I were walking into a new room. Yet each room—vast enough on 
its own—opened into another room filled with strange and wonderful 
delights. I am still finding my way around what has turned out to be 
a sprawling estate with treasures around every corner.

Writing initially as a way of collecting my own meager thoughts 
thus far, mainly to explain to my family my strange obsession with 
the doctrines of grace, I finished my first book at fifteen, and my 
gracious friend and mentor James M. Boice contributed a foreword. 
Published in my sophomore year in college, it was titled Mission Ac-
complished. After I added some chapters, as well as a new foreword 
by J. I. Packer, it became Putting Amazing Back into Grace. Since 
then, I have been deeply rewarded by the stories I regularly hear of 
its impact, and it has been translated into many languages.

You don’t have to be familiar with theological terms and church 
history to profit from this book. My goal is to introduce readers to 
key teachings of Scripture through biblical passages. It’s a simple 
guide to some profound truths. Our older theologians used to call 
their summaries of Christian doctrine “our humble theology” and 
“the theology of pilgrims on the way.” None of us has arrived yet. 
We are all pilgrims. My hope is that with this updated and revised 
edition of Putting Amazing Back into Grace, more people will share 
this pilgrimage and test this version of it by God’s Word.
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Introduction
Welcome to the Reformation

If you are a thinking Christian who is weary of the spiritual hamster 
wheel of endless “principles for living,” or if your heart can no lon-
ger embrace what your mind regards as superficiality and religious 
hype, you may be ready for the theology of the Reformation. Many 
Christians today are experiencing frustrations similar to those which 
eventually surfaced in the Reformation of the sixteenth century. With 
a renewed and growing interest among the laity in the doctrines of 
grace, there is no time like the present for taking this journey.

It’s kind of like a plane bound for Honolulu. For some it’s a rou-
tine business trip (as though any trip to Hawaii could be routine); 
for others it may be a honeymoon. But whatever experience you 
have had with that robust, down-to-earth faith, this brief survey 
can serve as a guide.

In 1517 a stocky Bible professor and monk nailed a set of proposi-
tions to a church door (the community bulletin board) for academic 
debate. Little did he know on that chilly autumn afternoon that it 
would be the masses rather than the academics who would spread 
what would be known as the Protestant Reformation. The monk’s 
name, of course, was Martin Luther.

The core of Luther’s concern was the selling of indulgences. When 
the pope got into a bit of a financial bind with the building of Chris-
tendom’s largest cathedral, St. Peter’s in Rome, he offered Christians 
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pardons for sins committed in exchange for a contribution to the 
construction fund. Nobody in the empire was as clever or as crass 
in this enterprise as the Dominican preacher John Tetzel. It is said 
that his traveling quartet even sang, “When the coin in the coffer 
rings, a soul from purgatory springs.” Others composed their own 
version: “When the coin rings in the pitcher, the pope gets all the 
richer.” This type of humor should sound familiar to those of us 
who recall parodies of television evangelists on Saturday Night Live 
and lines from such musicians as Huey Lewis, who sings about a 
fat man selling salvation in his hand, and Ray Stevens, who quips, 
“They sell you salvation while they sing ‘Amazing Grace.’”

However, at that early point Luther had just discovered the tip of 
the iceberg. As he poured himself into his lectures on the Psalms, 
Romans, and Galatians at the University of Wittenberg, he deepened 
in his understanding of the Scriptures’ central message. Tetzel’s crude 
salvation-selling campaign was just a symptom of a broader and 
deeper corruption of the medieval church in its faith and practice.

Those who followed the Reformation were called “evangelicals,” 
taken from the Greek word evangelion, meaning “gospel.” Believing 
the gospel had been actually recovered was a radical point of view, 
but those who used the term believed that to be the case. It was 
not that there were no Christians and churches, or even bishops 
and archbishops, who did not believe the evangel. Many through-
out the Middle Ages did their utmost to restore the gospel to its 
biblical purity. For instance, Luther’s own mentor, the head of his 
monastic order over all of Germany, taught salvation by grace and 
many of the other truths you will read about in this book. The 
same is true of Archbishop Thomas Bradwardine of Canterbury, 
a tireless defender of evangelical faith during the fourteenth cen-
tury. A handful of other leading scholars cried out for a recovery 
of the biblical gospel.

Nevertheless, preaching and teaching the radical message of a 
God who does all the saving and leaves nothing for us to claim 
as our own contribution was considered a threat to the medieval 
church’s authority over salvation management. In fact, preaching 
and teaching in general were at low ebb. For the most part the laity, 
largely illiterate, had to let their priests do their thinking for them. 
The people who really mattered in the medieval church were monks 
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and nuns, “the religious,” who had given up their worldly stations 
in life for a better chance at gaining divine favor.

So what were the revolutionary ideas that disrupted Europe and 
threw both church and society into turmoil? There were several.

Slogans help us quickly identify someone’s point of view. In fact, 
one can form an opinion of some people just by reading their bumper 
stickers. The Reformation, too, had slogans which identified its core 
concerns. The first was sola scriptura, which means “Scripture alone.”

The Scriptures Alone

The study of original texts inspired by the Renaissance led the Re-
formers back to the Scriptures, in the original Hebrew and Greek. 
They realized how much mistranslation, misunderstanding, and 
misinterpretation had accumulated over the centuries, obscuring 
the biblical text. Can the church legislate doctrines or moral regu-
lations that are not found in the Bible? The Reformers answered, 
“No, it’s by Scripture alone that we know God and his gospel.” Can 
the church maintain infallibility in interpreting the Bible? No, they 
responded, absolutely not.

Of course, sola scriptura did not mean, as it has come to be in-
terpreted in some circles today, that the laity were to use the Bible 
as a wax nose to be shaped by private, subjective opinion; rather, 
it meant that all believers had the right and responsibility to read, 
understand, and obey God’s Word—with the rest of the church. 
That is why the Bible was translated from the original languages 
into the tongues of the people and was made available to the masses.

The assumption behind this was that the central story of God’s 
saving purposes in Christ is so clearly revealed that even a milkmaid 
or plowboy could understand it. Not everything in Scripture is equally 
clear or easy to understand, but the gospel is plainly revealed from 
Genesis to Revelation. This was a revolutionary idea in an era when 
the average person had been taught (explicitly or implicitly) that 
the Bible is a confusing and difficult book that requires an infallible 
teacher. Luther said that “the average person today says, ‘I am a 
layman, and no priest; I go to mass, hear what my priest says, and 
him I believe.’”
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However, wherever the Reformation took hold, people would read 
the Bible at lunch breaks and sing the psalms while hiking with their 
families. Christ gave us pastors, teachers, and elders to lead us, but 
God’s Word is a gift to all of his people. Teachers were desperately 
needed for that very purpose: to help Christians know what they 
believed and why they believed it. Without a consensus about what 
Scripture taught—and well-trained pastors and teachers who could 
discern between truth and error—the church would lose the trea-
sure it had been given. Yet it is a treasure that must be rediscovered 
and defended anew in each generation and never taken for granted. 
Therefore, the church is always fallible and always liable to correc-
tion from God’s transcendent, infallible revelation.

Sola scriptura has fallen on hard times again, it seems. Columbia 
University professor Randall Balmer notes, “In truth, despite all the 
evangelical rhetoric about sola scriptura in the twentieth century, 
most evangelicals don’t trust themselves to interpret the Bible, so 
they turn to others—local pastors, mendicant preachers and lectur-
ers, authors of thousands of books, commentaries, and reference 
tools—for interpretive schemes.”1

Grace Alone, in Christ Alone, through Faith Alone

Do you think of the Bible primarily as a handbook for daily living—in 
other words, as a collection of moral commands, suggestions, and 
examples? The Reformers were so insistent about Scripture alone 
as our final authority because it is only there where God tells us the 
Good News. The focus of the Bible is not on the question, “What 
would Jesus do?” but on, “What has Jesus done?” From Genesis to 
Revelation, the Bible is an unfolding story of God’s eternal purpose 
to glorify himself in the salvation that comes through Jesus Christ. 
So the other “solas” (or “alones”) of the Reformation followed: 
salvation comes to us by grace alone (sola gratia), in Christ alone 
(solo Christo), through faith alone (sola fide).

All Christians think of Jesus Christ as essential. But is he essen-
tial primarily as a teacher, moral example, and life coach, or as the 
Lamb of God in whom we find forgiveness, peace with God, and 
everlasting life? If we don’t really think we need to be saved from 
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the justice of a holy God, then we hardly need the kind of extreme 
rescue operation that the Bible announces. If we are basically good 
people needing a little direction, then the situation hardly calls for 
God to assume our humanity, fulfill all righteousness in our place, 
bear our guilt through a cruel crucifixion, and be raised bodily as the 
beginning of the new creation. Yet that is just the kind of salvation 
we need. It is not that Jesus Christ makes up for whatever we lack 
in the righteousness department but that his righteousness alone is 
sufficient to stand in God’s judgment. The gospel is not Christ plus 
our spiritual disciplines, Christ plus free will, Christ plus our acts of 
love and service to others, or Christ plus our pious experiences, but 
Christ alone. All of our salvation is found in Christ, not in ourselves.

Medieval believers were constantly reminded how much their 
relationship with God depended on them. The super saints realized 
it was impossible to live without sin in the world, so they joined the 
monasteries. Luther was one such monk, but he soon understood 
the point Christ made to the Pharisees about sin being inherent in 
each one of us. Jesus told them, paraphrased, “It’s not what goes 
into a man that makes him unclean, but what’s already in there!” 
Sin is not out there, in the world, but in here, in me. It corrupts me 
regardless of my station or surroundings. From clear passages in 
Scripture, Luther realized that God is no softy. He is just and holy, 
incapable of overlooking our sins. So the German monk spent hours 
in confession, hoping God would notice him for his many tears. His 
fear was, of course, that if he failed to confess, or failed to remember 
in order to confess, one single sin, that would be enough for God 
to condemn him.

Luther knew his will was in bondage to sin, so how could he ever 
break the cycle and be free? Inspirational sermons aimed at motivat-
ing hearers to simply use the free will God gave them fell short of 
comforting him. Luther knew there had to be either another answer, 
or no answer.

While Luther was teaching Psalms, Galatians, and Romans, the 
gospel began to leap off the pages. As he was reading about God’s 
righteousness, Luther was struck by what felt like a bolt of lightning. 
All his life he had hated the righteousness of God, though he ap-
peared outwardly pious. It was that righteousness, after all, which 
hung above him like the sword of Damocles and reminded him day 
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after day that he was a sinner and must be judged. Now he under-
stood for the first time the righteousness which God not only is, but 
gives. “For in the gospel,” writes the apostle Paul, “a righteousness 
from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to 
last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith’” (Rom. 
1:17, italics added). God judges us not only by his righteousness, 
but with his righteousness imputed to our account. The doctrine of 
justification by grace alone through faith alone was recovered and 
polished to its New Testament brilliance.

At this point Luther understood not only that salvation was by 
grace alone, but that the means or method of receiving it was through 
faith alone; hence, the next slogan, sola fide, or “by faith alone.” The 
church had always said we are saved by grace. Some even argued that 
we were saved by grace alone, but Scripture is still more definite: when 
it comes to our legal standing before God, faith (trusting in Christ) 
is opposed to works (trusting in Christ and our own efforts). The 
official teaching of the church at the time was that grace is infused 
or imparted as a boost to help us live a holy life so that eventually we 
can go to heaven. But we have to make proper use of that grace; all 
along the way there are opportunities to lose grace, the church taught. 
Through the rituals, spiritual exercises, pious formulas, and routines 
of the church, grace lost could be regained. So, in practice, the view 
was that we are saved by grace transforming us into holy people. To 
this the Reformers responded that salvation was to be viewed, before 
anything else, as God’s act of declaring righteous those who were, 
at that very moment, still unrighteous. Thus justification was not 
something the believer had to wait for until the end of life, but was 
declared at the beginning of the Christian life—the moment he or 
she trusts Christ alone for salvation from divine wrath.

In other words, salvation is by grace alone through faith alone in 
Christ alone. God does not give us the grace to save ourselves with 
his aid. He declares us righteous the moment we give up our own 
claims to righteousness and our own struggles for divine approval 
and recognize the sufficiency of Christ’s righteousness as our own.

Today once again, this has become a revolutionary idea, it seems, 
with so many Christians caught up in introspective “navel-gazing” 
and anxiety because of guilt. Even faith can become a work—
something we’re supposed to pump up inside of ourselves. Instead 
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of seeing faith as the empty hand embracing Christ, we begin to 
treat faith itself as our contribution. The more faith we have, the 
more blessing. Instead of worrying if our works are good enough 
to balance out the scales of justice, we worry if our faith is good 
enough. However, this misses the point that our relationship with 
God depends on the worthiness of Christ, not our faith.

Others do not even seem to be bothered by God’s justice and 
wrath, as if he is too nice to judge or they are too good to deserve 
a sentence. Yet when we come to know more about the God we’re 
dealing with, sentimental “Santa Claus” images are dissolved. We 
find ourselves standing naked before a holy God, covered in filthy 
rags that we have mistaken for the latest in spiritual and moral fash-
ion. Only then do we look outside of ourselves, cling to Christ the 
Mediator, and find in him everything we need.

The last slogan is soli Deo gloria, which means “To God alone 
be glory!” It stands to reason that if salvation comes from God, is 
in God, and is through God—from the Father, in the Son, and by 
the Spirit—then all glory goes to him rather than to us. There is no 
place for us to boast, but only to revel in grateful praise of the sov-
ereign and gracious Father who has chosen us in his Son and united 
us forever to his Son by his Spirit.

In the old section of Heidelberg, Germany, there stands a marvel-
ously preserved hotel and pub, a center of social life then and even 
today. At the top of the building, in raised gold letters, is written this 
Reformation slogan. Similarly, Johann Sebastian Bach signed all of 
his compositions “Soli Deo Gloria” or simply “SDG.” J. I. Packer 
once told me our view of God is like a pair of old-fashioned scales. 
When God goes up in our estimation, we go down. Similarly, when 
we raise our sense of self-importance, our view of God must, to that 
same degree, be lowered. In the Reformation, the doctrines of grace 
were recovered and proclaimed from the pulpit. Blacksmiths found 
delight in discussing these subjects over a pint of ale with friends 
after a hard day’s work. No longer did they have pastors who told 
them, “Oh, that’s for theologians to discuss.” God was great, and 
all were equal before him on their knees.

The Reformation produced an era of great thinkers, artists, and 
workers because it raised God high and bowed low the human head 
before his majesty. But today the superficial and trivial crowds out 
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the profound and reverent—even in our public worship. Our ser-
vices are often celebrations of ourselves more than they are of God, 
more entertainment than worship. J. B. Phillips has well captured 
the modern sentiment toward Christianity in the title of one of his 
popular books: Your God Is Too Small. Never before, not even in the 
medieval church, have Christians been so obsessed with themselves. 
Never before have people entertained such grandiose notions about 
humans and such puny views of God. Evangelists talk about God 
as though he were to be pitied rather than worshiped, as though he 
were wringing his hands, hoping things would go better, that people 
would “let him have his way.” Never before, perhaps, has God been 
so totally forgotten and lowered in our estimation. Self-esteem, self-
image, self-confidence, self-this, and self-that have replaced talk 
of God’s attributes. Ironically, this has created the opposite of its 
intention. The more time we spend contemplating our own great-
ness in the mirror, the more clearly we are bound to see the warts. 
Without the knowledge of the God in whose image we have been 
created and the grace which has made us children of God, narcissism 
(self-love) evolves quickly into depression (self-hate).

But all of that can change! The pans of that scale can reverse. 
It has happened at other times in history, and it can happen again.

Finally, I would be remiss if I failed to mention the Reformation 
concern over “the priesthood of all believers.” Luther and Calvin 
challenged the monastic way of life, telling carpenters, milkmaids, 
lawyers, and homemakers that their work in the world was as much 
a divinely ordained calling, and certainly at least as worthwhile, 
as being part of the giant bureaucratic network of Christian orga-
nizations which characterized medieval religious life. They argued 
that God takes this world and this life seriously, as well as the next, 
and that Christians should, too. Secular work is not merely a means 
of making money to give to the church or of providing the neces-
sary income in order to have the leisure to volunteer for ministry-
related activities. Work is godly, said the Reformers. Why? Because 
it builds character or scores heavenly points and puts jewels in our 
crown? No, but because God has freed us from worrying about 
these things in order simply to love and serve our neighbors out of 
gratitude for the gift we have been given. God is caring for the daily 
needs of our neighbors through our ordinary vocations. Christian 
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craftsmen should be the best craftsmen. Christian artists should 
put their hearts and souls into their work. After all, it’s not a job; 
it’s a calling!

In short, the Reformation liberated believers from the tyranny 
of the church, but not from its care; from the anxiety of securing 
divine acceptance; from the preoccupation with self which always 
winds up driving us to despair; from a low view of God; and from 
a low view of one’s callings in the world. The Reformation brought 
freedom back to the Christian conscience by restoring the focus of 
the gospel from being us-centered to being God-centered, Christ-
centered. We need that sort of shift again today.

Not everyone will agree with the content of this book, but the 
Reformation tradition is a rich vein. If we ignore it, we shall be the 
poorer. It is catholic, in the best sense of that word. The Reformation 
sought the reform of the church, not its destruction. It shares with 
the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox communities a love for 
the creeds and the early witness to Christ, an appreciation for the 
wisdom of centuries of insight, and an insistence that Christians 
learn God’s Word together, not in an individualistic, subjective way. 
It is a biblical tradition, testing belief and the actions that flow from 
belief by the Scriptures directly. It is an evangelistic tradition, having 
its roots in the recovery of the evangel itself. Many mistakenly criticize 
the Reformation for a lack of missionary emphasis. Yet what was the 
recovery of the gospel itself and its spread throughout all of Europe 
but a singular missionary enterprise? Furthermore, missionaries 
were sent to far-flung lands. The first Protestant missionaries in the 
Western Hemisphere were sent from Calvin’s Geneva. Many of the 
greatest evangelists and missionaries the world has ever known have 
been committed to the convictions shared in this volume.

It is a practical tradition. The Reformation faith has produced a 
concern for the physical as well as spiritual welfare of people, con-
vinced that God has called his people to live and work in this world. 
It is not content to save souls alone, while homeless bodies huddle 
around a campfire to keep warm. This has been demonstrated in 
the incredible model Geneva became, as daily thousands of refugees 
fleeing persecution were cared for, accommodated, and employed. 
Under the deacons and deaconesses a hospital was established, in-
dustry thrived, and refugees were taught simple trades.
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Protestants and Catholics alike recognized the remarkable achieve-
ments of Geneva in erecting a center of practical godliness, beyond 
monastic and individualistic piety.

It is a worshiping tradition. Because God is great, he ought to be 
worshiped reverently. Furthermore, many of the Reformers were 
concerned not to “throw the baby out with the bath water.” It was 
the goal of Luther and Calvin to reform the church, not to abolish 
it and start from scratch. The churches of this tradition produced 
some of the most impressive hymnody and psalmody in church his-
tory, rich and moving musically as well as lyrically.

There are many other contributions this tradition makes and 
ought to continue making in the twenty-first century. The world is 
looking for a church that knows what it’s here to accomplish and 
for Christians who know what they believe and why they believe it. 
May God use this brief survey in some slight measure toward that 
end. And let’s put amazing back into grace!
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1
Jumping through Hoops Is 

for Circus Animals

For a long time in Western countries, being a Christian was normal 
and rejecting the doctrines of the faith was considered heresy. Today, 
in nominally “Christian” cultures, it’s just the opposite. Being either 
apathetic toward or critical of orthodox Christianity is normal, and 
being a disciple of Christ is considered “heretical”—a departure 
from the spirit of the age. In one sense, we’re in a better position 
to take the faith seriously. We can’t go with the flow, letting others 
do our thinking, believing, and living for us. We have to investigate 
what we believe and why we believe it. We have to make a conscious 
decision to trust in Christ and be formed by his Word.

But that’s exactly why it is so important that churches take their 
calling seriously. As a seminary teacher, I have students from Africa 
who tell me about the intense catechesis (instruction) their churches 
require of new believers. Given many Africans’ background in ani-
mism and Islam, their conversion entails a lot more than saying a 
little prayer to ask Jesus to come into their heart! Yet in places like 
North America, we seem to assume that discipleship is less serious, 
less demanding. We do not seem to appreciate the extent to which 
we ourselves are seduced by the idols of our own culture and require 
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in-depth, continuous, dedicated deprogramming by faithful teachers. 
If now, more than ever, people have to become Christians intention-
ally, then the church is obligated to facilitate that growth. Instead 
of bottle-feeding milk even to those who can handle solid food, the 
church’s ministry needs to prepare us for real life in the adult world.

Like many Christians, I was spoon-fed. We were “Bible believers,” 
which meant that you didn’t have to worry about what we believed 
or why we believed it; we just believed the Bible. We taught what 
the Bible teaches. We lived on slogans. Whenever someone asked a 
tough question, the frequent response was simply to pray more, read 
the Bible more, and witness more; and perhaps the intensity of our 
devotion and experience would drive away questions, anxieties, or 
doubts. But slogans are not worthy rivals to the culture’s powerful 
stories, dogmas, and practices that vie for authority in defining our 
lives. Singing love songs to Jesus over and over again will not create 
roots that grow deep into Christ so that we are like trees planted 
by the waters in a wasteland. Constant exhortations to do more, 
be more, love more, experience more, and give more only lead to 
burnout. The gospel alone can reignite that flame.

There was a time when I thought I would cash in my chips and 
leave what appeared at times to be a game. Is it true? I asked again 
and again. Can we say that the Bible contains the only reliable reve-
lation from God to humans? Many people—intelligent people—
think logically and rationally about every other aspect of their lives 
and then shut their minds when it comes to religion. But we all have 
questions, and my questions grew deeper and deeper until the answer 
finally stared me in the face.

Reared in a solid Christian home, with the nurture of daily de-
votions and the simple piety of believing parents, I was offered the 
warm, supportive, meaningful environment of evangelical Christi-
anity. But during my teenage years, the same clichés, slogans, and 
experiences that had provided a sense of being “in” and of belonging 
to a group began to appear shallow and trite and seemed to embody 
the contentless trappings of what Francis Schaeffer called the “evan-
gelical ghetto.” The rules I had never questioned began to choke me. 
My Christian schools became prisons. In the seventh grade, I had 
a Bible instructor who took particular delight in enumerating the 
things for which we could be damned. If, for instance, we were to 
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die with an unconfessed sin, we could be eternally lost. The implica-
tions haunted me, and I could not understand why my schoolmates 
were relatively calm, especially since the level of actual law-keeping 
was so unimpressive among them, too. I worried: What if I really 
messed up some Saturday night and Jesus came back before I could 
walk down the aisle again on Sunday? What if I couldn’t remember 
a particular sin in order to confess it? There were so many ways I 
could lose my soul!

Meanwhile, I began reading Paul’s epistle to the Romans and 
couldn’t put it down. I would read a passage and then wonder, Why 
don’t I hear this in school or in church? Finally in class one day, 
when the Bible instructor was haunting us again with doom and 
gloom, I remembered a passage from Romans. Raising my hand, I 
interrupted before I could catch myself. “That’s not what the Bible 
says,” I retorted—not in a dogmatic way. I just said it. “However, 
to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the 
wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness,” I continued, quoting 
the apostle Paul (Rom. 4:5). The teacher turned multiple shades 
of red and shouted, “The Bible also says, ‘By their fruits you shall 
know them’!” “Yes,” I replied, “but by their fruits we shall know 
them—God knows them by their faith.”

“Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins 
are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count 
against him” (Rom. 4:7–8)—that’s the good news Paul had in mind 
in Romans. And yet so many Christians I’ve met have experienced the 
same doubts and fears that drove me to the brink of despair. Is God 
for or against me? It doesn’t help to soft-pedal sin, as though God 
is so loving and forgiving that he can just overlook our momentary 
lapses. Deep down we know that he is holy and just and that we are 
guilty and must be judged by the letter and spirit of the law.

The “Romans revolution” that day in Bible class gave me a new 
lease on life, and I began studying the book with obsessive fascina-
tion. The towering peaks of Paul’s exposition of such themes as the 
human condition, guilt, justification, union with Christ, sanctifica-
tion, election and divine sovereignty, and the perseverance of God 
with his people became the new foundation for my faith. I began 
meeting other Christians who were on the same trek; we had always 
heard about grace and sung about grace, but now we felt like we 
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really understood it and experienced it for the first time. God does it 
all, and we contribute nothing but our sinfulness. What a liberating 
message! Humbling, to be sure, but liberating just the same. It is no 
surprise that John Newton wrote “Amazing Grace” as a response 
to his discovery of the doctrines of grace we’ll be exploring in this 
book. God’s grace reorients our thinking, redirects our faith, and 
reignites our hope, filling us with a heartfelt joy that fuels us for lives 
of service and love in the world.

In his book The Choice of  Truth, Daniel Thrapp says, “The pur-
pose of life is the quest for truth.”1

 Christians, of all people, should 
be committed to that pursuit, regardless of the consequences. After 
all, we believe that the truth is first and foremost a living person: Jesus 
Christ. Usually we want to control the truth, to decide for ourselves 
whether it will be helpful, practical, and supportive of our general 
presuppositions. But truth is often unkind to our notions of what 
is useful knowledge. When Erasmus tried to cool off Martin Luther 
about the debate over free will and grace, the Reformer responded, 
“If we are not supposed to know for certain whether God does every-
thing in salvation, then, dear Erasmus, I ask you, what is useful to be 
known?” At a time when Christian cookbooks, dating manuals, and 
self-help guides are the rage and doctrinal discussions are ignored, 
there is perhaps no better question we can ask the modern church.

These days the world is often more profound than the church. One 
frequently hears honest pagans asking really good questions: What 
is the meaning of life? Why is there evil and why do we die? How 
do we really know that there is a God—and, if so, that this God is 
anything like the one depicted in the Bible and praised in church? 
Meanwhile, we evangelicals seem to be making the most trivial que-
ries: What car would Jesus drive? What happens if you miss your 
quiet time? Is dancing a sin? Should we immerse, sprinkle, or pour? 
Is Jesus really coming back in November? Is Iraq “Magog,” and if 
so, is the Antichrist living somewhere in Europe or the Middle East 
right now? While we’re busy organizing ever-greater conferences and 
conventions so we can talk to ourselves, give each other awards, and 
dazzle each other with the latest evangelical superstars, the world is 
taking its business elsewhere, to merchants who care about the big 
questions. Philosopher Paul C. Payne noted that the world does not 
take the church seriously today because the church is not serious.

_Horton_AmazingGrace_WW_djm.indd   24 6/23/11   4:10 PM

Michael Horton, Putting Amazing Back Into Grace
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1991, 1994, 2002, 2011. Used by permission.



25

 J U M p i n g t h R o U g h h o o p s i s  F o R c i R c U s a n i M a l s

Many Christians are also put off by the term doctrine, either be-
cause it is perceived as having “for professionals only” written large 
across it, or because it is regarded as causing unnecessary division 
in the body of Christ. As for the first objection, it cannot be denied 
that in our day, as in the period before the Reformation, doctrine is 
left to the experts, while the laity are simply expected to nod to the 
essentials. But that is not the biblical way of looking at it. Paul had 
a soft spot in his heart for the Bereans because they were constantly 
searching the Scriptures to see if Paul’s teaching was true (see Acts 
17:11). In the apostolic church, according to Acts 2:42, average Chris-
tians “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching [doctrine]” as well 
as to prayer and the Lord’s Table. Understanding doctrinal or theo-
logical issues was considered the responsibility of every Christian, 
not just a few select professionals. As for the concern that doctrine 
always seems to bring strife, I can’t disagree more. Of course, truth 
always divides. Even at the most basic question, the world is divided 
between those who affirm God’s existence and those who deny it. To 
the extent that we actually have convictions worth wrestling with 
at all, there will be many others who disagree. However, Christian 
doctrine also unites. How else could the early church hold together 
those who had come from a variety of ethnic, socioeconomic, and 
cultural backgrounds? What united them was not a common culture 
or a common political ideology, shared playlists on their iPods, or 
common experiences, but a common creed. That common doctrinal 
affirmation transcended any petty divisions and pulled the group 
together during its most severe trials.

The message this book explores was the revolutionary force be-
hind the ministries of the prophets, Jesus, and the apostles as well 
as Augustine and the Reformers. It inspired the Great Awakening in 
America. Columbia University historian Eugene F. Rice Jr. contrasts 
the Reformation faith with the modern mentality, often pervasive in 
even Christian circles:

All the more strikingly it [the Reformation] measures the gulf be-
tween the secular imagination of the twentieth century and sixteenth-
century Protestantism’s intoxication with the majesty of God. We 
can only exercise historical sympathy to try to understand how it was 
that many of the most sensitive intelligences of a whole epoch found 
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a supreme, a total, liberty in the abandonment of human weakness 
to the omnipotence of God.2

Grace is the gospel. The extent to which we are unclear about who 
does what in salvation is the degree to which we will obscure the 
gospel. At a time when moralism, self-righteousness, and self-help 
religion dominate in much of evangelical preaching, publishing, and 
broadcasting, we desperately need a return to this message of grace. 
We need to emphasize once again Paul’s inspired commentary: “It 
does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s 
mercy” (Rom. 9:16). Our sense of purpose, as individuals and as a 
church, depends largely on how clearly we grasp certain truths about 
who God is, who we are, and what God’s plan for history involves. 
Christians form a new humanity, a new spiritual race. Just as a rib 
was taken from Adam’s side to create Eve, God has taken people 
“from every tribe and language and people and nation. You have 
made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God” (Rev. 
5:9–10). This new race exists for a purpose, a definite reason. It exists 
to receive and then proclaim God’s forgiveness and to make God’s 
glory felt in a dark and drab world. The new race is to be found in 
every imaginable ethnic, cultural, social, economic, and national 
grouping. It is seen dispersed throughout every stratum: in hospitals 
and schools, in homes and offices, from the coastal beaches to the 
city skyscrapers.

The message you will find in this book not only has produced the 
upsurges of Christian faithfulness in past ages but also holds out 
promise to change the shape of contemporary faith and practice. 
Speaking for myself, I am confident that I would not be a Christian 
today were it not for the doctrine of grace. Are you tired of jumping 
through hoops? Are you looking for a radical view of God and his 
saving grace? Then join me on this brief and incomplete tour of the 
most revolutionary message you will ever encounter.
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