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Amazing grace! (how sweet the sound)
 That sav’d a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found,
 Was blind, but now I see 
  (John Newton, 1772).

We all know the words of this famous 
and most beloved of hymns. It has 
been performed in many languages by 
a wide range of artists and has been 
adapted into many various musical 
styles throughout the centuries since its 
inception. But what is really so amazing 
about grace? Well, let’s see if we can 
unpack some of the more amazing as-
pects of God’s grace.

First of all, an especially amazing 
thing about grace is that it is com-
pletely unearned, unmerited, and un-
deserved. In fact, in order to be grace 
in the first place, this has to be true. 
As Paul reminded the Christians at 
Rome, “Now to him that worketh is the 
reward not reckoned of grace, but of 
debt” (Rom. 4:4). That is, anything that 
is earned is not grace, since what is 
earned is rightfully owed to the worker. 
But the essence of grace is that it is 
a free gift. Although the giver of grace 
owes the recipient nothing, he gives it 
anyway, out of his own goodness.

Thus, a foundational truth about 
grace, and especially God’s saving 
grace in Christ, is that we can do noth-
ing to earn it. To understand grace, we 
must completely disabuse ourselves of 
even the slightest notion that we can 
do anything at all to deserve it. Nothing 
we have done, nothing we are doing, 
and nothing we will ever do can make 
us deserving of God’s grace. Moreover, 
nothing that we are or that is in us can 
make us so. Not even faith itself can be 

considered any kind of work that obli-
gates God to extend His saving grace to 
us, “For by grace are ye saved through 
faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the 
gift of God: not of works, lest any man 
should boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). God does 
not save anyone because that person 
is in any way better or more worthy of 
salvation than anyone else, since even 
our very faith is a divine gift that is freely 
given to us purely out of God’s love and 
goodness. Paul again made this plain 
when he asked the Corinthians, “What 
hast thou that thou didst not receive? 
now if thou didst receive it, why dost 
thou glory, as if thou hadst not received 
it?” (I Cor. 4:7).

In fact, no fallen human has ever 
done anything good in God’s sight; not 
all the way from Adam down through 
all the millennia to the current genera-
tion and beyond; even down to the last 
human who will be born before Christ 
returns (of course, the one all-import-
ant exception being the sinless Saviour, 
the Lord Jesus Himself)! Paul made this 
abundantly clear when he wrote, “As 
it is written, There is none righteous, 
no, not one: there is none that under-
standeth, there is none that seeketh 
after God. They are all gone out of the 
way, they are together become unprof-
itable; there is none that doeth good, 
no, not one” (Rom. 3:10-12). Our sin 
has so thoroughly corrupted our very 
natures that even the human deeds we 
perceive as being good are actually of 
no merit at all in God’s sight. As Isaiah 
wrote, “But we are all as an unclean 
thing, and all our righteousnesses are 
as filthy rags” (Isa. 64:6).

Amazingly, into this completely 
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hopeless and desperate situation, 
God’s shining grace enters the scene! 
As Paul wrote, “But God, who is rich in 
mercy, for his great love wherewith he 
loved us, even when we were dead in 
sins, hath quickened us together with 
Christ, (by grace ye are saved;) and 
hath raised us up together, and made 
us sit together in heavenly places in 
Christ Jesus: that in the ages to come 
he might shew the exceeding riches 
of his grace in his kindness toward us 
through Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:4-7).

Another amazing aspect of God’s 
grace is that He chose each of us, 
individually and personally, to be in 
Christ from before the world began! 
“Blessed be the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who hath blessed 
us with all spiritual blessings in heav-
enly places in Christ: according as he 
hath chosen us in him before the foun-
dation of the world, that we should be 
holy and without blame before him in 
love: having predestinated us unto the 
adoption of children by Jesus Christ to 
himself, according to the good plea-
sure of his will” (Eph. 1:3-5). 

This means that God’s saving grace 
in Christ was not His plan B; it was al-
ways His plan A! For besides choosing 
us to be in Christ before He ever creat-
ed the world, it was also always His full 
intention that Christ would die for our 
sins! Christ is most definitely the Lamb 
slain from the foundation of the world 
(cf. I Pet. 1:18-20; Rev. 13:8)! 

So (amazingly!) redemption from 
sin was always God’s plan, even be-
fore sin had entered into the world 
through Adam. Such a realization nat-
urally leaves us flummoxed and full 
of serious questions! Great caution is 
required as we ponder such a divine 
truth, for this indeed is a great mys-
tery! We dare not doubt God’s good-
ness at this point, for, if you consider it 
carefully, this truth just expresses the 
essence of God truly being God! 

The apostle Paul anticipated the sin-
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ful human tendency to question God 
at this point, and his response was the 
following: “Thou wilt say then unto me, 
Why doth he yet find fault? For who 
hath resisted his will? Nay but, O man, 
who art thou that repliest against God? 
Shall the thing formed say to him that 
formed it, Why hast thou made me 
thus? Hath not the potter power over 
the clay, of the same lump to make 
one vessel unto honour, and another 
unto dishonour? What if God, willing to 
shew his wrath, and to make his pow-
er known, endured with much long-
suffering the vessels of wrath fitted to 
destruction: and that he might make 
known the riches of his glory on the 
vessels of mercy, which he had afore 
prepared unto glory, even us, whom he 
hath called, not of the Jews only, but 
also of the Gentiles?” (Rom. 9:19-24).

So, what is so amazing about God’s 
grace in Christ? I hope this little arti-
cle has given you plenty to be amazed 
about and plenty to ponder as you 
study this quarter’s lessons on God’s 
great and manifold blessings for those 
He has redeemed in Christ.
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LESSON 1 DECEMBER 4, 2022

SCRIPTURE LESSON TEXT
LUKE 1:8 And it came to pass, 

that while he executed the priest’s 
office before God in the order of his 
course,

9 According to the custom of 
the priest’s office, his lot was to 
burn incense when he went into 
the temple of the Lord. 

10 And the whole multitude of the 
people were praying without at the 
time of incense. 

11 And there appeared unto 
him an angel of the Lord standing 
on the right side of the altar of in-
cense. 

12 And when Zacharias saw him, 
he was troubled, and fear fell upon 
him. 

13 But the angel said unto him, 
Fear not, Zacharias: for thy prayer 
is heard; and thy wife Elisabeth 
shall bear thee a son, and thou 
shalt call his name John. 

14 And thou shalt have joy and 
gladness; and many shall rejoice at 
his birth. 

15 For he shall be great in the 
sight of the Lord, and shall drink 
neither wine nor strong drink; and 

he shall be filled with the Holy 
Ghost, even from his mother’s 
womb. 

16 And many of the children of 
Israel shall he turn to the Lord their 
God. 

17 And he shall go before him 
in the spirit and power of Elias, to 
turn the hearts of the fathers to 
the children, and the disobedient 
to the wisdom of the just; to make 
ready a people prepared for the 
Lord. 

18 And Zacharias said unto the 
angel, Whereby shall I know this? for 
I am an old man, and my wife well 
stricken in years. 

19  And the angel answering 
said unto him, I am Gabriel, that 
stand in the presence of God; and 
am sent to speak unto thee, and to 
shew thee these glad tidings. 

20 And, behold, thou shalt be 
dumb, and not able to speak, until 
the day that these things shall be 
performed, because thou believest 
not my words, which shall be fulfilled 
in their season.

NOTES
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Lesson Exposition
THE PRIEST AND THE PEOPLE— 
Luke 1:8-10 

Zacharias’s ministry (Luke 1:8-9). 
After his introduction to his Gospel 
(vss. 1-4), Luke began his account of 
Jesus Christ. But he led off not with the 
birth of Christ but with the birth of the 
Saviour’s forerunner, John the Baptist. 
Actually, the account begins more than 
nine months before John’s birth. 

Luke 1:5 introduces us to the Jewish 
priest Zacharias and his wife, Elisabeth. 
Both are described as “righteous be-
fore God” (vs. 6). They diligently obeyed 
His commands. By this time both were 
advanced in age, and they had never 
been able to have children (vs. 7). 

The story begins with Zacharias 
executing his priestly service in the 
temple according to the set rotation. 
There were many priests in Israel—too 
many, in fact, to keep them all occu-
pied in temple service. Therefore, the 
priests had been organized into twen-
ty-four groups, or courses (cf. I Chr. 
23—24; Luke 1:5). Twice a year, each 

course would serve in the temple for 
one week, with specific duties being 
assigned by lot. 

On this occasion Zacharias had 
been chosen to burn incense inside 
the temple. This was a great privilege 
and a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, 
since according to historical records, 
“a priest could not offer incense more 
than once in his entire lifetime” (Mor-
ris, Luke, InterVarsity). Thus, it was at 
the pinnacle of his priestly career that 
Zacharias received both the greatest 
promise to him personally and the 
greatest challenge to his faith. 

The people’s anticipation (Luke 
1:10). Only Israel’s high priest could 
enter the Most Holy Place, or Holy of 
Holies, in the temple, and he did so 
only once a year, on the Day of Atone-
ment. Separated from the Holy of  
Holies by a tall, heavy curtain, or veil 
(cf. 23:45), was the holy place. 

It was into the holy place that Zach-
arias entered to offer incense on the 
golden altar. This offering, symbolic of 

The Promise of 
Messiah’s Forerunner

Lesson Text: Luke 1:8-20

Related Scriptures: Genesis 18:9-15; 25:20-28; 
Malachi 4:1-6; Matthew 11:9-15

TIME: 7 or 6 b.c. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“Thy wife Elisabeth shall bear thee a son, and thou shalt call his name 
John. And thou shalt have joy and gladness; and many shall rejoice at his birth” (Luke 
1:13-14).


