Amazing Grace

Amazing Grace (how sweet the sound)

That saved a wretch like me

I once was lost but now I’m found

Was blind but now I see.

John Newton penned those words two hundred years ago, and they have been popular ever since. Many of us can remember them being used as a popular song some years ago. First with the words and then the music alone being a hit played by bagpipes. Almost everyone recognises it. Yet many will be at a loss to explain what the word “grace” means in the song.

It’s a word that we use in many different ways today; we may talk about an animal or a person moving with great grace, we may use it as a title in addressing a Duke or say a prayer of thanks before a meal and call that prayer “grace”. But none of those meanings even comes close to understanding what Newton meant by the word. A good way of understanding what he meant may be to give a few details of his life.

John Newton was born in 1725 and incredibly, became a sailor at the age of 11. When he was 19 he was press ganged on to a combat ship and in the words of one biography, experienced “the thrill of action against French warships, the cruel lash of discipline for desertion, the loose and blasphemous life of a free thinker and the pain of an overwhelming love for a girl beyond his reach.” For a while he even saw slavery from the other side, being captured and used as a slave himself before he was twenty-three years old. From the restrained hints we get in his autobiography, nothing was too wicked for Newton.

Then, suddenly in 1748, something happened that changed his life. He was back sailing again, and his ship was caught in a violent storm. It looked certain to be destroyed and all on board killed. Newton and his shipmates suggested one more thing and added “if that doesn’t work, may the Lord have mercy on us all.” There on the deck, in the midst of the storm, cold wet and frightened Newton realised that this was the nearest he had come to a prayer in years. When the ship was safe Newton began to think about what had happened. He thought of his life and how wicked he had become. He thought of how near to death he had been, and reflected that one day that death would certainty come. 

He thought of the God he had called on for help and as he thought about this the stories his Mother had told him as a child came back to him. She had told him about Jesus, God’s Son who came into the world to rescue sinners. As a sailor Newton knew what rescue was he had also come to see how much of a sinner he was. His Mother had told him about Jesus dying on a cross for sinners. Lastly his Mother assured him that if he called on God for mercy and trusted in Jesus Christ for salvation then he would be forgiven and when death came he would be taken to heaven. The more Newton thought the more he realised this was what he needed, that storm had brought him to his knees and he asked for and received God’s mercy.

From then on life was different. He not only gave up the slave trade but also became one of the leading workers for abolishing it altogether. He became a famous preacher and a friend and advisor to some of the most influential people in the land. But he never forgot the sort of man he had been. He knew that he had deserved nothing from God but his wrath and punishment and yet God had given him the very opposite of what he deserved. God had rescued him from his sin and had granted him a place in heaven. God was merciful to him giving him what he did not deserve. That is what Newton meant by the word “grace” undeserved mercy and salvation.

We like Newton deserve nothing from God except his punishment yet that forgiveness that Newton received is still freely available to all. It truly is Amazing grace.

