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SERVING PEOPLE WITH GRACE 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
These are the notes from a talk delivered by Andrew Sampson on 12th March 2017 at Grace Church, 
Truro. The talk was the fourth instalment in a series that considers what God says about being human 
against the backdrop of a rapidly shifting cultural landscape of gender and sexuality. 
 
How do we serve effectively the people we come into contact with who are same-sex attracted or 
experiencing gender dysphoria (the technical term to describe the situation of someone whose gender 
identity does not match the biological sex they were assigned at birth)? To take two very practical 
examples: 
 

 What happens if someone joins the church who is in a same-sex marriage? They feel that even 
though their identity is in Christ they are okay with their sexual practice. Would they still be 
welcome as members? 

 
 What happens if someone starts coming along to Grace Church who is transgender (that is, 

they’re biologically male, but identify themselves as a woman; or biologically female, but 
identify themselves as a man)? How should we counsel them if they expressed an interest in 
being baptised as a new believer? 

 
There are probably dozens of other, similar scenarios you can think of. Rather than try and address the 
specifics of particular situations, I’m going to set out five principles that I think should shape the way 
we care for (any) people among us. These principles are based on my reading of Jesus’ three stories in 
Luke Chapter 15. Please read that chapter now before you read on. 
 
 

PRINCIPLE #1 
ALL OUR CARE FOR PEOPLE BEGINS WITH ACKNOWLEDGING THE GRACE OF GOD 
 
Let’s begin with the younger son in Jesus’ third story (the story of the lost son, verses 11-32). When he 
comes to his father demanding his share of the estate it’s a gross insult and act of rebellion. In effect, 
he’s saying something like this: “FrankIy, Dad, I’m tired of hanging around, waiting for you to die. I 
want my share of my inheritance now.” 
 
Incredibly, his father does what this son demands. Then the son “sets off for a distant country”. He puts 
as much distance between himself and his father as he can. He doesn’t want to be identified as his 
father’s son. He wants to be his own man and do his own thing. He uses his money to finance his “wild 
living”, squandering his share of the inheritance in the process. It’s his chance to live the dream. 
 
Except he doesn’t. You know how it ends. The money runs out, the food runs out and the situation 
becomes desperate. The younger son decides to return to his father and offer himself, not as a son – he 
knows he’s wasted that privilege – but as a hired worker. 
 
Then comes a shock: 
 

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he 
ran to his son, threw arms around him and kissed him. … ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on 
him! Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet! Bring the fattened calf and kill it! Let’s have a 
feast and celebrate! For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’” 
(verses 20, 22-24) 
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This is crazy. No self-respecting earthly father would ever behave in such a way. Remember, the father 
has been insulted, dishonoured and disgraced by this son, yet he welcomes him back with compassion 
and joy. 
 
Jesus told this story to teach us what God is like. It shows us there is no wickedness that God’s love 
cannot cover, no evil that he cannot forgive. The undeserving son is not treated as he deserves. This 
cuts against all our instinctive notions of fairness and justice, but God is kinder than we are. 
 
The authors of the Bible repeatedly use a particular word that encapsulates the essential character of 
God. It’s the word “grace”. Grace is God’s unmerited favour and extravagant generosity. Here’s the 
essential lesson for us as we consider how we serve others around us: all pastoral care begins with 
acknowledging the grace of God. That’s our starting point. Start anywhere else and you’re in trouble. 
You may have wise words and sound advice, but if you don’t recognise the lavish grace of God, then 
you can’t begin to represent the Father. 
 
 

PRINCIPLE #2 
DEMONSTRATE UNCONDITIONAL ACCEPTANCE 
 
In the story of the lost son there’s both a surprise and a contrast. We’ve already seen the surprise in 
the response of the father. Now let’s look at the contrast. 
 
While the celebrations are happening in the family home, the older son is out in the field. He becomes 
bitter and angry. Why? Because his father is making a fuss of the younger son, this waste-of-space and 
poor excuse for a brother. This is the kid who’s insulted his father, brought the family name into 
disrepute and squandered half of the family estate on prostitutes and goodness knows what else. 
 
The older brother is appalled. His track record, by contrast, is exemplary. Why isn’t the father making a 
fuss about him? 
 
He sees himself as superior to his younger brother. No, he knows that he’s superior to his younger 
brother. Just look at what he says to his father in verses 29 to 30. 
 
Why does Jesus include the character of the older brother? Let’s remind ourselves of how Luke (the 
editor) introduces these three stories: 
 

Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear Jesus. But the Pharisees and 
the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” (verses 1-2) 

 
In the Jewish community, tax collectors were generally known to be cheats and considered to be 
traitors to their own people. The word “sinners” is a catch-all term for those who disregard God’s 
standards, including those who live a sexually immoral lifestyle. 
 
Here’s the point. The father in the story represents God; the older son represents the religious people 
of Jesus’ day.  There’s a fundamental contrast between the two. That seems strange. In general, we 
would assume the religious people to be on the same page as God. These are good people. They’re 
earnest in their desire to live according to God’s standards. Yet, the contrast between them and God 
could not be more marked. At the end of the story, the fundamental difference in views between the 
father (God) and the older son (the religious people) remains unresolved. 
 
At the start of our series on “Being Human” I warned against having an ‘”us” and “them” mentality.1 We 
need to be aware that there’s something deep-rooted in our humanity that causes us to divide 
humanity into two camps: “us” and “them”; those who are “in” and those who are “out”. We should also 
be aware that those of us who are “religious” are far from being immune to this. You could even make a 
case for religious people being more susceptible to it. Don’t be complacent. You and I can easily find 
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ourselves starting to divide up people into two categories: those who are deserving of God’s favour, 
and those who are aren’t; those who are acceptable to God, and those who are aren’t. 
 
Remember the warning of the older son! 
 
I like the title of a book by the American pastor John Burke, “No Perfect People Allowed”.2 In the third 
talk of our “Being Human” series I talked about the fact that we are all broken.3 We all share in the 
world’s brokenness in some shape or form (see Romans 8:20-23). None of us has got it all together. 
What that means is that church isn’t a place for shiny, perfect people. It’s for people who humbly and 
truly acknowledge, “I need the grace of God. Without God, I’m scuppered.” 
 
The subtitle of John Burke’s book is “Creating a come-as-you-are culture in the Church”. The Church 
exists to express the welcome of God. Our message to the world is “Come as you are”. None of us is 
acceptable to God on the basis of our track record or performance. In fact, the Bible teaches that how 
good we are or how good we’re not is entirely irrelevant. 
 
Here’s the good news: none of us is acceptable to God on the basis of what we do; we’re acceptable to 
God on the basis of who he is, a God of grace & extravagant generosity. 
 
 

PRINCIPLE #3 
DON’T WATER DOWN THE CHALLENGE OF REPENTANCE 
 
Accepting people as they are does not mean condoning everything they do. It’s true that we all share in 
the world’s brokenness in some shape or form, but – and this is a difficult thing to grasp – each of us is 
still responsible for our own choices before God. 
 
God doesn’t condemn us when we find ourselves in a state we didn’t choose, even though it may not be 
the way he intended originally, but he does hold us responsible for our choices.4 
 
For example, someone may have a particular disposition towards anger. It isn’t something they’ve 
chosen and remains an ongoing struggle for the whole of their lives. Just because someone finds 
they’re “wired” this way must never become an excuse for sin. That person’s predispositions and 
inclinations may not go away, but that person is still morally responsible for how they respond to 
those inclinations before God. 
 
Let’s take a second, different example. Someone may suffer with depression. Again, this isn’t 
something that person has chosen and may be something they experience through no fault of their 
own. That person can choose to surrender to their dark thoughts, saying “This is who I am” or even 
“This is how God made me”. Or they can choose to respond to the biblical exhortations to find our 
delight in God and fight for joy. Just as before, that person is morally responsible for how they choose 
to respond to their condition. 
 
Let’s take a third example. For some people, the experience of same-sex attraction seems to be “hard-
wired” in the sense that it seems to be an intrinsic part of their make-up. Again, that same-sex 
attraction isn’t chosen and may be completely instinctive, but those people are still morally 
accountable for how they choose to respond to those desires. 
 
We all have choices to make according to the unique challenges we face. We can choose to honour God 
or dishonour him, and that brings us to a further theme in our three stories. 
 
Take a look at how Jesus concludes the stories of the lost sheep and lost coin. In each case, I’ve 
highlighted the key word: 
 

“I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who 
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.” (verse 7) 
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“In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one 
sinner who repents.” (verse 10) 

 
The concept of “repenting” also features in the third story about the lost son. In fact, it’s here that we 
find the clearest picture of what repentance looks like (even though the particular word isn’t used). 
 
To “repent” simply means to do a one-eighty. It means to change your mind in a way that leads to 
genuine life-change. This is what the younger son does in verses 17-20 when he’s sat in the pig-pen. He 
turns away from the old way of doing life – which is his way of doing life – and turns back towards his 
father, recognising that the life that his father can offer him is far preferable to any life he can have by 
himself.  
 
All of these stories are about God’s desire to see lost people repent by turning to him. The message of 
the Bible is about God’s call to stop living life on our own terms and start living life on his terms. In my 
first talk on “Being Human”5 I explained that this isn’t because God is cruel or ego-centric; it’s because 
God knows better than we do what is best for us. And he wants us to experience the best in our lives. 
 
Putting this point together with the previous one, what I’m saying is that loving people means 
accepting them as they are, but calling them to repentance. If we accept people as they are but never 
call them to repent, then we’re actually stopping short of loving people as fully as we ought. 
 
I’ve framed this principle as a strong exhortation – “Don’t water down!” – because I know from my 
own experience how difficult it can be to challenge people in this way. A lot of the times that I’ve been 
given the opportunity to challenge people to repent, I’ve bottled it. I would hazard a guess that you’re 
probably not very different. We’re frequently more concerned with saying what people want to hear 
rather than what they need to hear.6 
 
Now, some members of the LGBT community will be open to engaging with God’s challenge to live life 
on his terms, recognising that it comes with all the tenderness, mercy and compassion of God. Others, 
however, won’t be open to it. They won’t want to engage. What this means in practice is that how we 
respond to members of the LGBT community will be inconsistent, because the approach we take will 
always depend on a person’s heart-attitude. 
 
It’s worth adding one more thing. In relation to this whole area of balancing loving acceptance with 
uncompromising challenge, some Christians say things like, “We need to love the sinner but hate the 
sin.” I think this can be very unhelpful, especially when it’s said upfront. In my first talk on “Identity” I 
began by explaining that, by and large, those of us who are followers of Jesus are working with a very 
different moral framework compared to most people in society.7 We may make a clear distinction 
between identity and behaviour – who a person is, and what a person does – but in our society that 
distinction is not generally recognised. What this means in practice is that talk of “loving the sinner, 
hating the sin” in relation to homosexuality and transgender can sound discriminatory and 
homophobic. What we think we’ve communicated is often very different to what ends up being heard. 
 
Far better to take the Preston Sprinkle approach. Based in the States, he’s a significant thinker, writer 
and speaker on Christian ethics, including sexual ethics. At the end of his prodigious reading and 
thinking and experience of engaging with the gay community in the US, Preston Sprinkle summarises 
our general approach to LGBT with these words: “Love the sinner, hate your sin, and let’s do this Jesus 
thing together.” 8 
 
 

PRINCIPLE #4 
KEEP TRUSTING THAT GOD IS AT WORK 
 
Let’s think about the parable of the lost sheep. A silly sheep has gone astray. It’s not particularly an act 
of rebellion (I don’t think sheep aren’t capable of active rebellion); it’s basic foolishness. Here’s a sheep 
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that started thinking, “The grass looks greener over there. It looks like my needs will be better satisfied 
over there. So I’ll leave the fold of the good shepherd and go on a wander.” 
 
Now, when any sheep leaves the safety and security of being in the care of the good shepherd, it’s 
putting itself in grave danger. So off goes the shepherd in hot pursuit. 
 
Who is the shepherd in the story? God. Can you see how this is a story that speaks of God’s initiative? It 
tells us that God pursues people. 
 
When I first made a commitment to God as a teenager, it seemed at the time that I was looking for God. 
Now, looking back, it looks a whole lot more like he was looking for me. Of course, both of these things 
were in play. Even as I reached out to God, he was reaching out to me. In fact, now I understand that it 
was only because of God’s initiative in reaching out to me that I was able to reach out to him in the first 
place. 
 
In the parable of the lost son we see the interplay of both of these types of initiative, human and divine. 
The younger son turns towards his father (that’s human initiative), and his father comes running to 
him and throws his arms around him before he even has a chance to deliver his speech (that’s divine 
initiative). 
 
When we’re dealing with messy people, it’s easy for us to lose faith in God’s initiative. We can forget 
that God is in the business of going after people who are lost. I often find it a whole lot easier to think 
of God as passive. He’s sitting on a chair (actually more of a throne in my mind’s eye), waiting for 
people to approach him and ask him to put their lives in order. 
 
When I hold that view of God it becomes frighteningly easy for me to kid myself, “It’s up to me. It’s all 
on me. I need to make this person change. I need to get their life back on a firm footing.” Eugene 
Peterson calls this “messianic pastoring”.9 Church leaders are especially at risk, but none of us is 
immune. 
 
Messianic pastoring is exhausting and spiritually perilous. If you think that fixing people up is up to 
you and then those people walk away or don’t change, then it’s devastating. You find yourself saying, “I 
should have tried harder; I should have done this; I should have said that … I should have … I should 
have…” 
 
No, never lose faith in God’s initiative. Trust that he will work in his way, in his time. You can’t change 
anyone’s heart in any case. Who are you to even try? Let God be God. This shifts the burden to 
changing people back to where it belongs, with God alone. 
 
 

PRINCIPLE #5 
ASK GOD FOR HIS COMPASSION 
 
Let’s look again at the key moment in the parable of the lost son: 
 

“While he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him.” 
(verse 20)  

 
The word “compassion” originates from the Latin “com”, meaning “with”, and “passion”, which in its 
original sense means “suffering” (think, for example, of the “passion of Christ”). Compassion, therefore, 
literally means “suffer with”. When you have compassion for someone, you’re entering into a form of 
suffering. Your heart bleeds for that person. Their plight tears you up on the inside. 
 
Jesus showed us that God is a God of compassion. When God looks at lost, broken humanity, he is 
moved by our plight. It tears him up on the inside. And where serving other people is concerned, what 
we all need, probably more than anything, is for God to give us his compassion. 
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Why? Because our hearts so easily grow hard and cold. Our lives turns in on themselves. We stop 
noticing others. We stop feeling for others. The busyness of life – which so much of the time really 
means the way we’re choosing to do life – militates against genuine compassion. We find ourselves 
thinking, “I haven’t got time for other people; I’ve got quite enough on my own plate”. “I need church to 
be about me today. I’ve had a difficult week; I’m going to come to receive rather than to give.” 
 
God have mercy on us.  
 
How often we miss people. How often we reach out to people, but then don’t follow through. Because 
this is what compassion entails: sticking with people. When we start to engage in the world’s 
brokenness, we discover there are rarely easy solutions or quick fixes. Healing is a journey as much as 
a destination. When we come alongside others to help them find redemption and healing, sometimes 
it’s two steps forward, one step back. Heck, sometimes it’s two steps forward, a hundred steps back. 
Our responsibility as the people called to embody the compassion of God is to stick with people for the 
long haul. 
 
I’ve always been taken by Paul’s list of sufferings in 2 Corinthians 11:23-29. It’s quite a list. There Paul 
tells us he’s been in prison regularly, flogged severely, exposed to death again and again. Five times 
he’s received the “forty lashes minus one”. Three times he’s been beaten with rods. Once he’s been 
pelted with stones. Three times he’s been shipwrecked, and that’s extraordinarily bad luck in anyone’s 
book. He reports that he’s been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, threatened by members 
of his own community, threatened by people from other communities. He’s laboured and toiled and 
often gone without sleep; he’s known hunger and thirst and often gone without food. 
 
And then, at the end of it all, Paul writes these words: 
  

Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. Who is weak, 
and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? (verses 28-29) 

 
Here is a man who knows what it is to suffer. And the climax of his list? Paul remarks on the suffering 
that comes from loving people, really loving people. 
 
You see, Paul was never motivated by a sense of religious duty. He burned with love for God and for 
people. It was the experience of this love – this compassion – that caught him up in what Jesus was 
doing. 
 
 

On mission with Jesus 
 
Jesus once summed up his purpose in these words:  
 

“The Son of Man came to seek and save those who are lost.” (Luke 19:10) 
 
Can you spot the connection between that statement and our three stories in Luke 15? Jesus didn’t 
merely tell these stories about a lost sheep, a lost coin and a lost son; he lived them. They’re not only 
stories about Father God; they’re stories about himself. They’re stories that show us how Jesus 
understood his mission. 
 
These stories show us why Jesus came. He came as an emissary from heaven, sent by the Father to 
rescue broken humanity. They show us why Jesus died, as our saviour, our mighty rescuer, dealing 
with our sin, brokenness and shame. God has always been about seeking and saving those who are 
lost. He’s doing it through Jesus. 
 
And God is doing it still. Jesus is alive. Through Jesus, God is still seeking and saving those who are lost, 
piecing back together the lives of those who are broken. The Spirit of God – who is the Spirit of Jesus 
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Christ, the means by which Jesus is present on the earth today – is poured out on you and me, so that 
we can be on mission with Jesus, caught up in his purposes. 
 
Filled with his Spirit we become … 
 

 People who express the grace of the Father, the welcome of God, committing ourselves to 
building community that demonstrates acceptance and which proclaims to the world, “Come as 
you are”. 

 
 People who proclaim the call of the Father, to repent and live life on God’s terms rather than 

your own, declaring the truth that all of us are so much better off making him our master than 
being master of our own lives. 

 
 People who trust in the work of the Father, to go after those who are lost, drawing them to 

himself and saving them for his glory. 
 

 People who are motivated by the compassion of the Father, who loves people with an everlasting 
love and pours his love into our own hearts. 

 
 
 
 
 

Andrew Sampson, March 2017 (1st edn.) 
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