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Unconditioned or unconditional grace? 
Great lecture last night from Professor John Barclay here in Christchurch, courtesy of Theology 
House ("we live and breathe theology"). The topic was "Paul and the Subversive Power of the 
Unconditioned Gift". I will not attempt to give a precis of the whole address, which will be 
published in due course. But at the heart of the presentation was an idea or insight new to me. Is 
God's grace to us (particularly in the hands of Paul the exponent of the gospel) "unconditioned" or 
"unconditional" where the former means God's grace comes to us without preconditions (it 
matters not a whit whether one is a Jew or Gentile, a righteous Jew or unrighteous Jew, a woman 
or a man, a wise and wealthy Greek or a foolish and poor one) and the latter means God's grace 
comes to us without conditions such as expectations that we will be consequentially obedient to 
God. 
 
The challenge in the argument (for me, at least, but questions afterwards suggested other 
hearers felt this challenge too) is that often today we speak of God's "unconditional" grace in a 
manner which implies we are saved without consequential expectations of righteous living ... and 
then we may have a disconnect as we try to explain why saved Christians should live righteous 
lives (all of this redolent of Bonhoeffer's great charge re "cheap grace"). Instead we should speak 
of God's "unconditioned" grace: we are saved without regard to any worthy characteristics 
making us deserving of God's gift, but saved with expectations of being obedient to God, of living 
a life worthy of the gospel. Unconditioned grace has definite consequences. 
	
http://anglicandownunder.blogspot.com/2010/05/unconditioned-or-unconditional-grace.html 
	
	
Note:		John	Barclay,	a	contemporary	of	N.T.	Wright	in	the	Church	of	England,	has	laid	
out	these	ideas	further	in	a	book:		Paul	and	the	Gift,	Eerdmans,	2015.				
	
I	bought	the	book.		It	is	as	dense	as	a	piece	of	lead	and	I	do	not	recommend	trying	to	
read	it….	



Hebrews	6:4–20	(ESV)		

4 For	it	is	impossible,	in	the	case	of	those	
who	have	once	been	enlightened,	who	
have	tasted	the	heavenly	gift,	and	have	
shared	in	the	Holy	Spirit,	5 and	have	tasted	
the	goodness	of	the	word	of	God	and	the	
powers	of	the	age	to	come,	6 and	then	
have	fallen	away,	to	restore	them	again	to	
repentance,	since	they	are	crucifying	once	
again	the	Son	of	God	to	their	own	harm	
and	holding	him	up	to	contempt.	7 For	land	
that	has	drunk	the	rain	that	often	falls	on	
it,	and	produces	a	crop	useful	to	those	for	
whose	sake	it	is	cultivated,	receives	a	
blessing	from	God.	8 But	if	it	bears	thorns	
and	thistles,	it	is	worthless	and	near	to	
being	cursed,	and	its	end	is	to	be	burned.		

9 Though	we	speak	in	this	way,	yet	in	
your	case,	beloved,	we	feel	sure	of	better	
things—things	that	belong	to	salvation.	
10 For	God	is	not	unjust	so	as	to	overlook	
your	work	and	the	love	that	you	have	
shown	for	his	name	in	serving	the	saints,	
as	you	still	do.	11 And	we	desire	each	one	
of	you	to	show	the	same	earnestness	to	
have	the	full	assurance	of	hope	until	the	
end,	12 so	that	you	may	not	be	sluggish,	
but	imitators	of	those	who	through	faith	
and	patience	inherit	the	promises.		

The Certainty of God’s Promise  

13 For	when	God	made	a	promise	to	
Abraham,	since	he	had	no	one	greater	by	
whom	to	swear,	he	swore	by	himself,	
14 saying,	“Surely	I	will	bless	you	and	
multiply	you.”	15 And	thus	Abraham,	
having	patiently	waited,	obtained	the	

	

Seeds	without	root?		Never	really	Christian.			

Now the author tells us that if these people willfully 
turn away from all of these blessings then it will be 
impossible to restore them again to any kind of 
repentance or sorrow for sin. Their hearts will be 
hardened and their consciences calloused. What 
more could be done to bring them to salvation? If 
we tell them Scripture is true they will say that they 
know it but they have decided to reject it. If we tell 
them God answers prayer and changes lives they 
will respond that they know that as well, but they 
want nothing of it. If we tell them that the Holy 
Spirit is powerful to work in people’s lives, they will 
say they understand that and want nothing of it.	

	

Just	spoke	@	maturity.		Growth	expected	

	

There’s	hope	here…this	is	not	said	just	to	
provoke	anxiety…hold	on	

	

You	need	to	be	able	to	rest	in	your	salvation	
(cf.	Heb	4).		Not	so	you	can	take	it	easy…but	so	
you	can	be	the	most	effective	member	of	the	
family.		Todd	Whaley:		Stepchildren	have	the	
greatest	anxiety,	sometimes	unable	to	thrive,	
constantly	wondering	if	they’re	really	a	
member	of	the	family.	

	

	

	

	

	

	



promise.	16 For	people	swear	by	something	
greater	than	themselves,	and	in	all	their	
disputes	an	oath	is	final	for	confirmation.	
17 So	when	God	desired	to	show	more	
convincingly	to	the	heirs	of	the	promise	
the	unchangeable	character	of	his	
purpose,	he	guaranteed	it	with	an	oath,	
18 so	that	by	two	unchangeable	things,	in	
which	it	is	impossible	for	God	to	lie,	we	
who	have	fled	for	refuge	might	have	
strong	encouragement	to	hold	fast	to	the	
hope	set	before	us.	19 We	have	this	as	a	
sure	and	steadfast	anchor	of	the	soul,	a	
hope	that	enters	into	the	inner	place	
behind	the	curtain,	20 where	Jesus	has	
gone	as	a	forerunner	on	our	behalf,	having	
become	a	high	priest	forever	after	the	
order	of	Melchizedek.		
	

	

	

	

	

2	things:	oath,	promise.		Contract	and	Earnest	
Money	

	

Note	the	talk	about	Hope.			

Is	lightning	bug	salvation	an	anchor	of	hope?		
NO!	
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READ	HEB	6:4-20	



Biblical	Tension	about	Salvation	

God’s	Sovereignty	 Free	Will	
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For	Theology	Nerds:	
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What	about	Bob?	

•  Love:	
•  Joy:	
•  Peace:		
•  Patience:	
•  Kindness:	
•  Goodness:	
•  Gentleness:	
•  Faithfulness:	
•  Self-Control:	

•  Banker	on	Wall	Street,	Age	42	
•  Confessed	Jesus	Christ	and	

Baptized	at	age	17	
•  Last	Seen	at	Church	in	1994	
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What	about	Bob?	

Bob!		The	H.S.	
Changes	people.		
You	were	never	a	
Christian.		You	
need	to	repent,	
now	and	become	
one!	

Bob!		You	left	the	
faith.		You	are	
walking	in	darkness	
and	have	
quenched	the	
Spirit.		Repent!	



What	do	I	think?	
John	10:27–29	(ESV)	27	My	sheep	hear	
my	voice,	and	I	know	them,	and	they	
follow	me.	28	I	give	them	eternal	life,	and	
they	will	never	perish,	and	no	one	will	
snatch	them	out	of	my	hand.	29	My	
Father,	who	has	given	them	to	me,	is	
greater	than	all,	and	no	one	is	able	to	
snatch	them	out	of	the	Father’s	hand.		
Philippians	1:6	(ESV)	6	And	I	am	sure	of	
this,	that	he	who	began	a	good	work	in	
you	will	bring	it	to	completion	at	the	day	
of	Jesus	Christ.		
1	Peter	1:5	(ESV)	5	who	by	God’s	power	
are	being	guarded	through	faith	for	a	
salvation	ready	to	be	revealed	in	the	last	
time.		
	

John	8:31	(ESV)	31	So	Jesus	said	to	the	
Jews	who	had	believed	him,	“If	you	abide	
in	my	word,	you	are	truly	my	disciples,		
Hebrews	3:14	(ESV)	14	For	we	have	come	
to	share	in	Christ,	if	indeed	we	hold	our	
original	confidence	firm	to	the	end.		
Colossians	1:23	(ESV)	23	if	indeed	you	
continue	in	the	faith,	stable	and	
steadfast,	not	shifting	from	the	hope	of	
the	gospel	that	you	heard,	which	has	
been	proclaimed	in	all	creation	under	
heaven,	and	of	which	I,	Paul,	became	a	
minister.		
1	John	2:19	(ESV)	19	They	went	out	from	
us,	but	they	were	not	of	us;	for	if	they	
had	been	of	us,	they	would	have	
continued	with	us.	But	they	went	out,	
that	it	might	become	plain	that	they	all	
are	not	of	us.		
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