Weakness, Grace & Strength

Ether 12:23-28



Catherine Thomas - The truth is that we were born into an imperfect state in a fallen world.  We chafe against our imperfection, but we cannot completely eradicate our humanity in this life.  Here power is an attribute of God, not of man.  We were created weak so that we would turn to the only source that could develop real spiritual stamina in us.  Moroni recorded his conversation with the Lord on this subject in Ether 12:23-37.  He feared that the Gentiles would not accept the precious records because of the weaknesses in their writing.  (Ether 12:25)  The Lord comforted him with this wonderful principle: "My grace is sufficient for the meek, that they shall take no advantage of your weakness; and if men come unto me I will show unto them their weakness.  I give unto men weakness that they may be humble; and my grace is sufficient for all men that humble themselves before me; for if they .  . .  have faith in me, then will I make weak things become strong unto them.”  (Ether 12:26-27)  When the Lord told the Apostle Paul, "My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness," Paul declared, "Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.”  (2 Corinthians 12:9)  (From her chapter in Studies in Scripture, Vol.  8: Alma 30 to Moroni, p. 277)

McConkie and Millet - Weaknesses of the flesh come in many forms, but all come as a result of the fall of Adam, which introduced into the world pains and problems, sicknesses and sorrows, temptations and trials.  Not only did the nature of man become fallen- carnal, sensual, and devilish (see Ether 3:2; Mosiah 16:3; Alma 22:13) - but the entire world fell to a telestial state with all of its accompanying "weaknesses" and inherent problems.  Such weaknesses affect all mankind - even the prophets of God.

"Notwithstanding the great goodness of the Lord, in showing me his great and marvelous works, my heart exclaimeth: O wretched man that I am!" Nephi bemoaned.  "Yea, my heart sorroweth because of my flesh; my soul grieveth because of mine iniquities.  I am encompassed about, because of the temptations and the sins which do so easily beset me.  And when I desire to rejoice, my heart groaneth because of my sins.”  (2 Nephi 4:17-19; compare Paul's similar struggles in Romans 7:19-21.)
These Fall-induced "weaknesses of the flesh" impose natural limitations upon us all.  Mortals are always bound by worldly weaknesses and limitations in strength, knowledge, and power.  Recognizing these limitations in stark contrast to God's infinite wisdom and power causes one to be humble.  "The foolishness of God is wiser than men," declared Paul the Apostle, "and the weakness of God is stronger than men”.  (1 Corinthians 1:25)  One of the purposes of the conditions created by the Fall is to impel men to acknowledge their own weaknesses of the flesh and depend more on the power of God than on the "arm of flesh" (see 2 Nephi 4:34; D&C 1:19; D&C 18:11).  Hardships and afflictions in mortality are often allowed by an omniscient God in order to turn the hearts of the children of men to him (see Mosiah 1:17; Helaman 12:3; Psalms 78:34-35).

In addition to the universal weaknesses of the flesh that come as a result of the Fall, the Lord will at times "give unto men" a personalized, individual challenge that is designed to increase a person's faith in and dependence upon the Lord.  It is in these moments of personal pain and recognition of our individual weaknesses and limitations that humbly leaning upon the "ample arm" of Jesus (see Hymns, no. 120) produces strength which compensates for and overcomes mortal weaknesses.  The Lord's giving us weaknesses in order that we may humbly look to him as our source of strength is not just a series of isolated events in a lifetime but rather is an ongoing process.  
C. S. Lewis insightfully observed: "When a man turns to Christ and seems to be getting on pretty well (in the sense that some of his bad habits are now corrected), he often feels that it would now be natural if things went fairly smoothly.  When troubles come along- illnesses, money troubles, new kinds of temptation - he is disappointed.  These things, he feels, might have been necessary to rouse him and make him repent in his bad old days; but why now?  Because God is forcing him on up, to a higher level: putting him into situations where he will have to be very much braver, or more patient, or more loving, than he ever dreamed of before.  It seems to us all unnecessary: but that is because we have not yet not the slightest notion of the tremendous thing He means to make of us.”  (Mere Christianity, p. 174.)  (Joseph Fielding McConkie and Robert L. Millet, Doctrinal Commentary on the Book of Mormon, v. 4, p. 301)

Weakness

Neal A. Maxwell - There may be those who choose to debate the significance of whether or not an omnipotent God gives us a particular trial or simply declines to remove it.  The outcome is obviously the same either way; God is willing for us to undergo that challenge.  Yet He promises us that His grace is sufficient for us.  (2 Corinthians 12:9; Ether 12:26-27)  He even indicates that some of the weaknesses and infirmities given to us can actually become a strength to us.  It is in our weakness and extremity that God's power is fully felt.  Only when, of ourselves, we are helpless is His help truly appreciated.

Parenthetically, those who worry if they currently seem to be untested should not feel guilty or anxious, nor should they pray for trials.  First of all, the absence of major tribulation can, ironically, produce the trial of tranquility with its very grave risks of careless ease.  Second, the Lord does require a few intact individuals and families to help others manage their trials and tribulations, even though these roles often rotate.  (Moses, who was very "anxiously engaged" and who was in the midst of having his leadership of ancient Israel tested, was blessed by the solid counsel of an observing—but somewhat less involved—Jethro about delegation.)  Third, life is not over yet, and there can be, as we have all seen, a tremendous compression of trials.  Finally, the absence of Type I trials, those arising out of our own sins and mistakes, is obviously never to be regretted.  (All These Things Shall Give Thee Experience, p. 31)
Neal A. Maxwell - Nephi rejoiced that God was able to use him notwithstanding his weakness.  (2 Nephi 33:11)  Yet another prophet, Moroni, indicated that God will both show us our weaknesses and give unto us certain weaknesses in order to help us be humble and to accelerate our growth. (Ether 12:27)  Given these realities, it would be unwise and unfair for us to overreact to the weaknesses of others, especially as an excuse for not overcoming our own.

It is strange that when one is remodeling a portion of his house, he expects visitors to be tolerant of improvements that are so obviously underway.  Yet while one is remodeling his character, we often feel obligated to call attention to the messy signs of remodeling, or feel called upon to remember aloud things as they were.  Forgetting is such a necessary part of forgiving.  (All These Things Shall Give Thee Experience, p. 113)
Neal A. Maxwell - I am touched and impressed that Jesus knew beforehand that a growing but not yet fully strong Peter would, on one occasion, not own up to knowing Jesus.  Yet Jesus labored with and loved Peter and prepared him to be the president of the church, "notwithstanding" Peter's weakness.

The gospel not only warns us of our weaknesses, but helps us to overcome them.  This requires a mortal setting where real growth is possible.  Apparently, God even gives us weaknesses that we may be humble.  (Ether 12:23-27)  The humble individual can see and feel things and can admit things, own up to them, in ways that the proud person cannot do.  Pride not only isolates one from others—but, alas, from himself and his possibilities.  (Deposition of a Disciple, p. 38)
Grace

Bruce C. Hafen - One of the most controversial issues in Christian theology is whether salvation is the free gift of unmerited grace or is earned through good works … The LDS doctrine that salvation requires both grace and works is a revealed yet commonsense reconciliation of these contradictory positions.  C. S. Lewis wrote that this dispute "does seem to me like asking which blade in a pair of scissors is most necessary" (Mere Christianity, p. 129).  
… The Church's emphasis on personal responsibility and the need for self-disciplined obedience may seem to de-emphasize the role of Christ's grace; however, for Latter-day Saints, obedience is but one blade of the scissors.  All of LDS theology also reflects the major premise of the Book of Mormon that without grace there is no salvation: "For we know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can do" (2 Nephi 25:23).  The source of this grace is the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ: "Mercy cometh because of the Atonement" (Alma 42:23).

In recent years, some Protestant theologians have questioned the way an exclusive emphasis on unmerited grace negates a sense of personal responsibility.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, for example, condemned the idea of "cheap grace," which falsely supposes that because "the account has been paid in advance … everything can be had for nothing" (The Cost of Discipleship, p. 45).  John MacArthur was concerned that contemporary evangelism promises sinners that they "can have eternal life yet continue to live in rebellion against God" (The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 15-16).  And Paul Holmer wrote that stressing the dangers of works is "inappropriate if the listeners are not even trying!  Most Church listeners are not in much danger of working their way into heaven" ("Law and Gospel Re-examined," Theology Today, 10 p. 474).

...  In LDS teachings, the Fall of Adam made Christ's redemption necessary, but not because the Fall by itself made man evil.  Because of transgression, Adam and Eve were expelled from Eden into a world that was subject to death and evil influences.  However, the Lord revealed to Adam upon his entry into mortality that "the Son of God hath atoned for original guilt"; therefore, Adam's children were not evil, but were "whole from the foundation of the world" (Moses 6:54).  Thus, "every spirit of man was innocent in the beginning; and God having redeemed man from the fall, men became again, in their infant state, innocent before God" (D&C 93:38).

… Grace is thus the source of three categories of blessings related to mankind's salvation.  
First, many blessings of grace are unconditional-free and unmerited gifts requiring no individual action ...

Second, the Savior has also atoned conditionally for personal sins.  The application of grace to personal sins is conditional because it is available only when an individual repents, which can be a demanding form of works …

Third, after one has received Christ's gospel of faith, repentance, and baptism unto forgiveness of sin, relying "wholly upon the merits of him who is mighty to save," one has only "entered in by the gate" to the "strait and narrow path which leads to eternal life" (2 Ne.  31:17-20).  In this post-baptism stage of spiritual development, one's best efforts (further works) are required to "endure to the end" (2 Ne.  31:20).  These efforts include obeying the Lord's commandments and receiving the higher ordinances performed in the temples, and continuing a repentance process as needed "to retain a remission of your sins" (Mosiah 4:12).

… Individuals lack the capacity to develop a Christlike nature by their own effort.  The perfecting attributes such as hope and charity are ultimately "bestowed upon all who are true followers…of Jesus Christ" (Moroni 7:48) by grace through his Atonement.

Strength

Noel B. Reynolds – [Regarding 1 Nephi 1:20,] the six basic stories Nephi relates demonstrate this thesis time and time again, showing us one dimension in which Nephi's thesis is true.  The same general pattern emerges in each of the following (from 1 Nephi):

1. The murmuring of Laman and Lemuel as the family leaves Jerusalem.  (3:2-15) 

2. The return to Jerusalem for the brass plates.  (3:2-5:16) 

3. The return to Jerusalem for Ishmael and his family.  ( 7:2-22) 

4. The incident of the broken bow.  (16:9-17:6)
5. The building of the ship.  (17:7-18:4)
6. The crossing of the sea.  (18:5-25) 

Each of the above brings with it a divine command given to the prophet Lehi, or to Nephi.  In each case, Laman and Lemuel murmur, rebel and threaten Lehi or Nephi directly, often with severe physical injury or death.  Resolution of these conflicts results from a demonstration of divine power, and the faithful fulfil the original divine command.  Usually, the story ends describing the submission or repentance of Laman and Lemuel, and Lehi or Nephi forgives them.

In these stories, Nephi proves his thesis by showing how the Lord repeatedly delivered him and his father from life-threatening situations through some manifestation of divine power that made them mighty in these situations.  (“Nephi, the Founder of a Civilization”, LDS Church News, 1996, 4 May 1996)
(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)

Extra Material

Bruce C. Hafen – One of the most controversial issues in Christian theology is whether salvation is the free gift of unmerited grace or is earned through good works.  Paul's statement that "a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law" (Rom.  3:28) is frequently cited to support the former view, while James's statement that "faith without works is dead" (James 2:20) is often quoted in favor of the latter view.  The LDS doctrine that salvation requires both grace and works is a revealed yet commonsense reconciliation of these contradictory positions.

… In a broader sense, LDS devotion to the primary role of grace while concurrently emphasizing self-reliance stems from a unique doctrinal view of man's nature and destiny.  As noted by Reformation scholar John Dillenberger, "In stressing human possibilities, Mormonism brought things into line, not by abandoning the centrality of grace but by insisting that the [real] powers of humanity…reflected the actual state of humanity as such … Mormonism brought understanding to what had become an untenable problem within evangelicalism: how to reconcile the new power of humanity with the negative inherited views of humanity, without abandoning the necessity of grace.”  In this way, Dillenberger concluded, "perhaps Mormonism…is the authentic American theology, for the self-reliance of revivalist fundamentalist groups stood in marked contrast to their inherited conception of the misery of humanity"  ("Grace and Works in Martin Luther and Joseph Smith" in Reflections on Mormonism: Judaeo-Christian Parallels, p. 179)

1 Nephi 1:20 - … But behold, I, Nephi, will show unto you that the tender mercies of the Lord are over all those whom he hath chosen, because of their faith, to make them mighty even unto the power of deliverance.

Noel B. Reynolds - Taking this thesis for a guide and rereading 1 Nephi, we discover that the entire book [of 1st  Nephi] is a compilation of approximately thirty proofs of this idea that the Lord will deliver those who obey him and endure in faith.  (BYU Studies, v. 20, no. 1, Fall 1979, p. 132)
1 Nephi 18:32 - And after [the Israelites] had crossed the river Jordan he did make them mighty unto the driving out of the children of the land, yea, unto the scattering them to destruction.



The following is excerpted from the article 
“Salvation by Grace Alone?” 
by John A. Tvedtnes (http://www.fairlds.org/Misc/Is_There_Salvation_by_Grace_Alone.html)
In recent decades, more and more Christian groups have come to rely on grace alone, believing that baptism, while permitted, is unnecessary for salvation, and that good works are a gift of the Spirit that comes to believers after they have accepted Christ.

By contrast, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints continues to follow the beliefs of the early Christian community, that salvation comes by a combination of grace, faith, obedience to God's will, and the ordinances of baptism and confirmation.  The Church's beliefs are summed up in the third and fourth of the Articles of Faith:

3. We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.

4. We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost.

… The confusion over grace results principally from the writings of the apostle Paul.  But if Paul really taught that grace alone was sufficient for salvation, we must consider a number of questions:

· Why did Paul write so often to Christian congregations admonishing them to abandon their sinful ways?

· Why did Paul have to tell believing Christians that those who committed various sins could not be saved in the kingdom of God?  (1 Corinthians 6:9-10; Galatians 5:19-21; Ephesians 5:3-5)
· Why did Paul teach that Christ is "the Saviour of all men, specially of those that believe?"  (1 Timothy 4:10)
· Why did Paul say that "godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation?"  (2 Corinthians 7:10)
· Why did Paul tell the Philippians to "work out your own salvation with fear and trembling?"  (Philippians 2:13)
· When discussing "the grace of God that bringeth salvation," why does Paul say that it teaches "that denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly, in this present world?"  (Titus 2:11-12)
· Why does the epistle to the Hebrews say that Jesus was "the author of eternal salvation unto all them that obey him?"  (Hebrews 5:9)
In several of his epistles, Paul wrote that salvation came by grace, not works.  (2 Timothy 1:9, Romans 11:6, Romans 3:27-28).

Was Paul teaching that good works were not the basis of salvation?  If so, how are we to understand passages like Revelation 20:12-13, which say that God will judge men "according to their works"?  The answer lies within Paul's epistles to the Romans and the Galatians, in which he clearly explained what he means by "works.”  (See Romans 9:31, Galatians 2:15-16) 

From these passages, it clear that Paul was saying that salvation did not come by the "works of the law," meaning the law of Moses, but by the higher law brought by Christ.  He did not teach that good works in general were not necessary for salvation, only that the law of Moses "was added because of transgressions...Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster [to bring us] unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith.  But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster.

It is ironic that those who preach salvation by grace alone typically cite the apostle Paul's writings but ignore the teachings of Christ himself.  While the Book of Mormon teaching that we are "saved by grace after all we can do"  (2 Nephi 25:23) may conflict with the theology of some modern Christian groups, it is consistent with Jesus' teachings in the New Testament.

… The danger of using isolated passages from Paul's epistles is that these writings were not intended to be doctrinal treatises, and therefore were not meant to elucidate all of the principles of salvation in a sentence or two.  Rather, they are letters (which is what "epistle" means), sent to people who had already been taught the principles of salvation.  There is a pattern throughout the scriptures, especially in the New Testament epistles, for the writer to dwell on only one at a time of several elements of the plan of salvation (for example, Romans 1:16).  Peter wrote that faith leads to salvation, but later in the same epistle he notes that baptism saves us.  Paul wrote that salvation came through grace, not works, meaning the works of the law of Moses.  He said the same in Titus 2:11, though verses 12-14 speak of good works.

Early Christians understood that, by their very nature, the epistles could not convey the whole story.  Tertullian wrote,

We believe that the apostles were ignorant of nothing, but that they did not transmit everything they knew, and were not willing to reveal everything to everybody.  They did not preach everywhere nor promiscuously...but taught one thing in public and another in secret: some things about the resurrection they taught to everyone, but some things they taught only to a few.  (De Praescriptionibus, 25-26)
St. John Crysostom declared, "Paul did not divulge all his revelations, but concealed the greater part of them; and though he did not tell everything, neither was he silent about everything, lest he leave an opening for the teaching of false apostles.”  (De Laudibus Sancti Pauli Apostoli Homilia 5)
… It is clear that the gift of salvation was provided by grace, while we were yet in our sins, but that the gift is available only to those who repent and are baptized.  In Romans 2:6-7, as noted earlier, Paul wrote that eternal life is given as a reward for "well doing.”  Jesus confirmed this in his answer to the rich young man's question, "What good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?"  The Savior replied, "Keep the commandments," then began reciting the ten commandments.  (Matthew 19:16-22; Mark 10:17-19; Luke 18:18-21)  If faith and confession were sufficient, why didn't Christ even mention them?  Lest we begin to think that "eternal life" does not mean salvation, we should note what was said a few verses later in explanation of what had just happened, where there is specific reference to being saved.  (Matthew 19:25; Mark 10:26; Luke 18:26)
The earliest Christians believed that faith in Christ could be demonstrated by good works and that even confession required action.  An epistle attributed to the first-century Christian writer Clement teaches,

For even He Himself declares, 'Whosoever shall confess Me before men, him will I confess before My Father' (Matthew 10:32) ...  But, in what way shall we confess Him?  By doing what He says, and not transgressing His commandments, and by honouring Him not with our lips only, but with all our heart, and all our mind ...  Let us, then, not only call Him Lord, for that will not save us.  For He saith: 'Not every one that saith to Me, Lord, Lord, shall be saved, but he that worketh righteousness' (Matthew 7:21).  Wherefore, brethren, let us confess Him by our works.  (2 Clement 3-4, in Roberts and Donaldson, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 7:518)


Teachers Note –

1. Possibly one difference between us and the fundamentalist Christians is that perhaps they understand things as a state of being (people are either saved or not saved), whereas we are a church of “becoming”.  We see all people on a road of progression.  
2. Another difference might be that we are a covenantal people.  Our relationship with God is based on covenants, which are on-going.  There are continuing acts by both parties in a continuing covenantal relationship.  We see ourselves meekly being given more responsibilities as we grow.

3. Yet another might be an awareness of a difference of how we see ourselves.  Perhaps the fundamentalists see saved individuals as adults, whereas we see ourselves as toddlers, barely being able to master certain skills – constantly being nurtured and helped by God.  (In the Doctrine and Covenants God refers to us as “little children” 9 times.  For example –

D&C 78:17-18 - Verily, verily, I say unto you, ye are little children, and ye have not as yet understood how great blessings the Father hath in his own hands and prepared for you;

And ye cannot bear all things now; nevertheless, be of good cheer, for I will lead you along.  The kingdom is yours and the blessings thereof are yours, and the riches of eternity are yours.

