
Amazing Grace
Hymn Exposition - Year E

OT: 1 Chronicles (17:16-19) Psalm Reading: (107:10-22)
NT: Eph. (2:8-10), Luke (15:11-24)

What is Grace? It is the totally undeserved favor of God! 
God loves us completely, in spite of ourselves. In spite of our 
wandering hearts, all we have done, and all we have so signally 
failed to do, God watches over us, and by the suffering and 
death of Christ on the Cross, God has erased our sins and saved 
us from death. God will, ultimately, bring us home to live in 
glory. This is, indeed, Good News. It is good news that we 
proclaim at every opportunity, it is imbedded in our Bible. It is 
proclaimed from the pulpit. It is infused in our music.

Yes, it is what we sing with heartfelt joy or solemn 
thanksgiving in our three hymns every Sunday and perhaps we 
hum one or more songs of praise during the week, sometimes 
worshipping God almost unaware of what we do. 

I would say, the best known hymn in our hymnal is 
“Amazing Grace”. It was written by a gentleman named John 
Newton in 1779. He originally wrote it as part of a liturgy that 
was read by the congregation before he gave a sermon on 
David’s Prayer in 1st Chronicles (17:16-19). We still have the 
sermon John Newton gave, and in it he talked about how we 
are all sinners just like David, blinded by the idols of this world, 
and how we do not deserve, and sometimes do not even desire
God’s Grace, but God brings it to us by the power of the Cross. 
David was amazed that God showed favor on him, and we 
should be just as amazed.
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But some of the words and most of the images in Amazing 
Grace are evocative of the story of the Prodigal Son which we 
find in the Gospel of Luke, chapter 15. Please sing the first verse
of Amazing Grace with me now:

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,
That saved a wretch like me.

I once was lost, but now am found,
Was blind but now I see.

You probably recognize the line, “I once was lost, but now 
am found.” It is, indeed, in our reading from Luke, the parable 
of the prodigal son. In this familiar parable, one of the sons of a 
wealthy farmer takes his share of an inheritance and squanders
it. He wantonly disregards the love of his father, and we can 
imagine all of the sins in which he engaged. I am sure it ran the 
gamut of the seven deadly sins, “pride, greed, lust, envy, 
gluttony, wrath and sloth.” Undoubtedly, we could throw in a 
significant number of the Ten Commandments as well, sins 
against God, and sins against other humans.

All of this sinning had the inevitable effect of making the 
young man wretched. For when we sin, we not only hurt those 
around us but we hurt ourselves. The story of the prodigal son 
is a close parallel with that of the author of “Amazing Grace”, 
John Newton, who went to sea in the mid-1700s. He was 
profane, foolish, profligate, and, by his own admission, made a 
point of leading others astray at every opportunity. Perhaps he 
encouraged his fellow crewmen to drink excessively, to hurt 
others, and maybe even to be cruel to the human cargo on the 
slave ship he was on. Yes, it is true, in his younger days the 
author of one of the world’s most popular hymns was a 
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crewman on a slave ship. Newton in his days as a slave trader 
was a bad person. Even so, his future talent for writing poetry 
was already beginning to shine forth. At one point, he was “put 
in irons” for making up derogatory songs about the slave ship’s 
captain. Yes, this was a man who was lost, just as we are all lost
when we attempt to live life without God.

But John Newton would eventually see the light. It was in 
the late 1740s that the young man was in a horrific storm at sea
off the coast of Ireland. A wave hit his ship and tossed a man 
overboard who was standing close by him. (I can tell you from 
personal experience how frightful a storm at sea can be…) As 
the weather worsened, he tied himself to the helm, and even 
though buffeted by waves and winds, he steered the ship for 
eleven hours. He began to have an inkling of his own mortality 
and the greatness of God. He began to understand what it 
would mean to die as the wretch he was. In the course of the 
storm he shouted out “Lord have mercy upon us!” Somehow, 
this gave him comfort. It was at this dramatic moment that he 
began to believe in the Grace of God. For God calmed him even 
as God showed him the power of God in those towering waves, 
and God saves him and most of the other wretches on board 
that vessel.

Please sing with me the second verse of Amazing Grace:
‘Twas Grace that taught my heart to fear,

And Grace my fears relieved.
How precious did that Grace appear

The hour I first believed.
You know many of the songs in our hymnal use “us” or 

“we”. It is interesting how often the words “I” and “me” are 
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used in Amazing Grace. “I was lost.” “Now I see.” “The hour I 
first believed.” This song is beginning to look a bit 
autobiographical, isn’t it? We can all sympathize with John 
Newton, this prodigal son, who had come to this dramatic 
moment in his life. That is one of the things that makes this 
song so powerful, it personalizes the saving grace of God. When
we sing, “Who saved a wretch like me,” we begin to believe it. 
Yes, we are used to saying God saves us, and we should think in
terms of being together as the Body of Christ. But we should 
also remember that God loves each and every one of us…you 
and me, separately and together.

In the parable of the prodigal son, the young man did not 
return to his father just to get more cash, did he? He came 
home, humble, and ready to toil on his father’s farm. When 
John Newton found himself saved from the storm he, too, was 
humble. And he found that being saved was not the end of 
God’s Grace. He would eventually go back to England where he 
would become the Pastor of a church. He would write hymns 
and also fight with might and main to help end the slave trade. 
When we come to God through our fears, it is not just our 
momentary fears that are relieved. We come to realize how 
important our Lord’s sacrifice is in this life and for our salvation 
for the next life. We can see this in the next verse of “Amazing 
Grace”:

Through many dangers, toils, and snares,
I have already come.

Tis grace has brought me safe thus far,
And Grace will lead me home.
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So, it is the Grace of God that carries us through the 
difficulties of this life, and, in the end, it is God’s Grace that will 
lead us home, just as it was the Grace of the father of the 
prodigal son that led the son home. He knew that his father 
treated all with kindness. He would do better at home, even 
working as the lowliest of servants, than he would in a foreign 
land. The prodigal son’s return was joyous. Beyond all 
expectation, beyond his deserving, he was given a permanent 
position in his father’s house, just as we will receive a 
permanent position in our father’s house when we ultimately 
come home.

I am often impressed with the theology of our hymns. Of 
course, they are generally written by people who love God and 
have extensively studied the Bible, people like John Newton. 
But they also go through an editorial process, before they are 
published. Finally, millions of Christians sing them and have an 
opportunity to critique them. A hymn that is not popular is 
probably not going to be in too many editions of a hymnal. Our 
hymn “Amazing Grace” has been around for a couple of 
centuries for a very good reason. Please sing with me the fourth
verse of “Amazing Grace”.

The Lord has promised good to me.
His word my hope secures.

He will my shield and portion be,
As long as life endures.

Yes, the Lord has promised “good” to me…to us. This 
“word” that secures our hope has a double meaning. First, the 
Word is the Bible. We can rely on the holy book, God’s word, to
help us understand and help us firmly to grasp our hope in 

5



God’s Grace. And second, we know from the Gospel of John 
that Jesus is God’s word. It is Jesus on the Cross, Christ crucified
that is our hope for the forgiveness of sins and for life ever-
lasting. (We preach Christ Crucified!)

The interesting thing about the last stanza of “Amazing 
Grace” is that it suddenly moves from the “me” to the “we” and
there is a reason that it suddenly becomes inclusive. It was not 
written by John Newton. It is an African American spiritual 
verse that seems to have been added spontaneously added in 
hymn books in the late 1800s. Although it was not written by 
Newton himself it rings true as the perfect final stanza for the 
song. Please sing with me the fifth stanza of “Amazing Grace”. 

When we’ve been there ten-thousand years,
Bright shining as the sun,

There’ll be no less days to sing God’s praise,
Than when we first begun.

Doesn’t this so lyrically express our ultimate hope and 
longing? The coming of God’s Kingdom where the Body of 
Christ lives in love and fellowship and satisfaction in the 
presence of our triune God, Father, Son, and Spirit. Isn’t this 
like the homecoming of the prodigal son, who after all of his 
wandering from his father, finds out that his father still loves 
him, still wants to bring him home, still makes a comfortable 
place for him? The son was a sinning wretch, just as we are all 
sinners, yet God has prepared a place for us where we will live 
forever in the Lord’s presence. 

Most of us love this evocative, hymn. It is so well based in 
scripture, so theologically sound, so filled with images and 
expressing God’s redeeming love for us. It is so well known, 
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that we can hear the first few bars of the melody and be filled 
with a feeling and awe.1 I would encourage you, whenever you 
hear this tune, or sing these words to remember the story of 
the prodigal son and what it means, that in spite of our 
wandering, in spite of our sinning, God will welcome us home. 
When you sing this hymn, think of what God did through Jesus 
Christ on the Cross to wipe away our sins, so that we might 
come home from our wandering to live forever with our Triune 
God in the promised kingdom to come.

αμην

1 But it is interesting to note that the words themselves have been sung to a variety of tunes. The tune we find 
familiar now became associated with “Amazing Grace” in the mid-1800s.
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