
 
 

Grace & Renewal in the Church 
 
 
 
 

© Deane Meatheringham 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Published by 

NEW CREATION PUBLICATIONS INC.,  

PO Box 403, Blackwood, 5051  

Adelaide, South Australia  

1982 

 



First Edition October 1982 

© 1982 Deane Meatheringham 

 

 

 

 

National Library of Australia card number and 

ISBN 0 949851 05 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wholly set and printed by 

New Creation Publications Inc.  

Coromandel East, South Australia 

CONTENTS 
 Page 

Introduction 1 

 

The Source of Renewal 3 

 

Coping with the New Wine  6 

 

Renewed Idealism 8 

 

The Authority of Grace 10 

 

The Danger of Pride and Elitism 12 

 

Conclusion 13 

 



Grace and Renewal in the Church 

PREFACE 
Originally Grace and Renewal in the Church was presented by the 
Rev. Deane Meatheringham at the Hope Valley Uniting Church for 
the Fellowship for Revival in South Australia. 

 

On that occasion responses were given to the Paper by the Rev. Rob 
Saunders and Mr. Geoff Catford. This is available on cassette from 
the addresses below for $2 plus postage. 

 

The issues faced in the Paper go farther than any one particular 
church or denomination. Therefore the Fellowship for Revival within 
the Uniting Church of South Australia is grateful to New Creation 
Publications for printing the Paper in such an attractive way, and for 
helping to make it available to the wider church family. 

 

We trust that what is written will assist in the renewal of the church 
for its mission to the world, while maintaining the unity of the Spirit. 
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GRACE AND RENEWAL  
IN THE CHURCH 

Do most church people wish to see the church do well? They do not 
wish to see it retreat any further. Most would like to see more people 
join them, and are concerned to be able to pay their way. 
Occasionally such hopes can be realised if the church is fortunate to 
be in a new housing area which is culturally conducive to the life 
style and values of the church. 

 

However, it is when the church has been refreshed by some means 
that life comes. And the problem is that there can be no new life, no 
new love, no new worship, no new obedience and no new fellowship 
without change. Change can also bring trouble. Initially the change 
may not be in the structure or organisation of the Parish. It may not 
be seen in the order of Sunday morning worship. At first it may 
simply be the abounding enthusiasm, or the warm love of those who 
have been liberated by the living God. But where there is light there 
will also be heat, so that we cannot know God as He is without this 
knowledge expressing itself in the lives of those who know it. 
Emotion will be shown. New goals expressed. Zeal will replace 
apathy - and misunderstanding will occur. 

 

Jonathan Edwards, who witnessed and analysed the great revivals of 
life in New England in the 18th Century, has this to say: 

“For although to true religion there must indeed be something else 
besides affection, yet true religion consists so much in the affections that 
there can be no true religion without them. He who has no religious 
affection is in a state of spiritual death, and is wholly destitute of the 
powerful, quickening, 
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saving influences of the Spirit of God upon his heart. As there is no true 
religion where there is nothing else but affection, so there is no true 
religion where there is no religious affection. As, on the one hand, there 
must be light in the understanding as well as an affected fervent heart; 
where there is heat without light, there can be nothing divine or heavenly 
in that heart; so, on the other hand, where there is a kind of light without 
heat, a head stored with notions and speculations, with a cold and 
unaffected heart, there can be nothing divine, in that light; that 
knowledge is no true spiritual knowledge of divine things. If the great 
things of religion are rightly understood, they will affect the heart. The 
reason why men are not affected by such infinitely great, important, 
glorious, and wonderful things, as they often hear and read of in the 
Word of God, is undoubtedly because they are blind; if they were not so, 
it would be impossible, and utterly inconsistent with human nature, that 
their hearts should be otherwise than strongly impressed, and greatly 
moved by such things .” 

 

This paper is written with the conviction that less the church is 
renewed in the dynamics of the gospel, it will never meet and survive 
the years ahead. But it is not merely renewal for survival. Countless 
methodologies, strategies, programmes, exhortations, warnings, 
promises, and courses have been given to the church in the last 
decade. Their purpose has been to mobilise the church for its 
responsibility to its own members and to the world. From some of 
these we have benefited immensely, yet unless there is impetus, and 
life comes up from the grass roots, the supposed advance will wither. 

In the church, trouble comes from two main sources. There is trouble 
which comes from the last gasps of the dying, and there is the trouble 
which 
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comes from the growth of life. If the people of God have, over the 
years, learned to control the Bible, and have insulated themselves 
against the reality of God with tradition and materialism, then the 
waters of the stagnant pool will be rippled when life comes. 

We need to understand what renewal is about. Some who have 
prayed earnestly for many years that God would send revival to his 
church have been most offended and reactionary when rehabilitation 
has come to the church. Renewal often brings tension. There can be 
ugly reaction as well as extremes and excesses from those claiming to 
be renewed. 

Today we are feeling the tensions and stresses of renewal. We know 
that a fresh breeze is blowing. Yet we also hear reports of division, 
splits, elitism, hurt and pain. What is said in this paper does not 
pretend a thorough biblical or theological understanding of the work 
of the Holy Spirit in church renewal. The intention is to prayerfully 
engage those areas where tension and division come through 
distorted thinking and harmful practice. 

The stated aim is to show that .genuine renewal is wholly God’s 
work; that it is the action of God’s grace. As the people of grace, we 
may see renewal not only as a going back to the source of our life, 
but as a going. on in that life till the ‘earth is filled with the glory of 
God as the waters cover the sea’. 

THE SOURCE OF RENEWAL 
We may presumptuously and quickly understand this heading by 
correctly saying, ‘God, or the Holy Spirit is the source of renewal’. Is 
it God Himself who does this freely, without us motivating Him, or 
does He do it only as we fulfil certain prescribed conditions? How 
we answer this will have much to do with how we live with renewal 
if and when it comes, as it is witnessed in the lives of others, or 
experienced in ourselves. 
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Some Christians have reacted to certain movements of the Spirit in 
the present day by saying that the new exuberance often displayed by 
some people cannot be of God because their thinking or doctrine is 
not up to the standard of the theologies we have developed. Or that it 
must be suspect because these ‘charismatics’ are not biblical in all 
their doctrines and practice. 

If God and renewal had to wait until we arranged our thoughts and 
theologies to suit Him, then it would be too bad for all of us. While 
we need to give attention to good doctrine, the Spirit of God brings 
understanding of Himself by the renewal itself. The Spirit is given 
not only to convict of sin, righteousness and judgement, but it is in 
this conviction we are led into the truth so as to see and to know 
(John 16:8-15). 

Out of the revelation of the Spirit comes a fresh view of the Bible, yet 
our view of the Bible is linked with a discarding of our false and 
negative images of God (I John 5: 20-21). Out of this understanding 
we develop our theology in accord with the Bible and in the 
fellowship of the people of God. 

Put from a comparable view it can be as the truth of the Gospel is 
given to us by the preaching of the Gospel of grace that we see it, but 
then only by the Spirit. Paul asks those to whom he publicly 
portrayed Christ, ‘Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or 
by hearing with faith?’ (Gal. 3:2). They not only recalled the 
experience of receiving the Spirit, they also knew that it was God’s 
doing as they received it with the empty hands of faith. 

God’s grace is that selfless love of His freely given without stint or 
reserve to rebels who neither have a right to it, or the desire to ask for 
it. Grace reveals itself to the imprisoned will by the Holy Spirit 
showing the reconciling love of the cross and enabling the will to 
responsibly believe and willingly submit to the Gospel. Grace brings 
us back to grace. By grace we are regenerated, justified, cleansed, 
and by grace we receive the gift of the Spirit who brings the love and 
freedom of grace into our lives (eg. Eph. 
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2:8-10, Titus 3:3-7). 

The response to this varies in expression but the spin-off is emotional 
fulfilment often expressed in peace, joy, praise and such ecstasies as 
tongues or prophetic speech (eg. Acts 2:lff, IThess. 1:4-7). 

The Uniting Church has within its fellowship, many people who 
would identify with these experiences. In fact, in South Australia 
there would be very few congregations where some people could not 
be found who would testify that they had come to a vital experience 
of the love of God. 

How we interpret this experience is axiomatic. It is incorrect to press 
every person through the same experiential processing machine. The 
time and circumstances of renewal vary from person to person and 
from situation to situation. But if we think that our experience 
qualifies us for acceptance with God, we will have moved from what 
in fact God has done. A consequence of it will be our having to keep 
up the experience in order to keep in with God. The experience is the 
outworking, or the spin-off of what God has done and His bringing us 
to know it. 

Similarly, it is not our faith or our repentance which caused God to 
bless us. Nor is it our act of commitment, our profession, our coming 
forward, or our being prayed for, which has engaged God to meet us. 
These things are important - faith and repentance are essential, but 
they are a gift to us (Acts 5:31, 11:18, Romans 10:17, Eph. 2:8-10). 
We mean that faith and repentance come from God making His truth 
and love known to us in Jesus Christ. It is not by our act of 
commitment that God graces us, rather when we know His grace and 
pardon, we respond in obedience - not to make it so, but because it is 
so. 

Renewal is the work of grace. Peter speaks of it as ‘the grace of life’ 
(I Peter 3: 7). All true life is a gift. Grace renews life that has been 
forfeited. To live in unity and love is to live in grace. It is drinking 
the new wine which is free and without price. 
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COPING WITH THE NEW WINE 
This is where we feel it. Those who have drunk the new wine cannot 
rest content with the old patterns, or at least the old liturgies must be 
expressed with new jubilation and fervency. As Jesus put it, the new 
wine needs new wine skins for it cannot be contained in the tired and 
stretched forms of the past. People may want to sing choruses. They 
want to participate demonstratively. There is an inner urge to use the 
gifts given to them by Christ as the church meets as the body of 
Christ, etc. etc. 

In Luke’s account of the parable of the wine skins, Jesus concludes 
by saying, ‘But new wine must be put into fresh wineskins. And no 
one after drinking the old wine desires new; for he says, “The old is 
good”‘ (Luke 5:38-39). 

The drinkers of the new wine have to cope with their new experience 
and the people accustomed to the old wine have to cope with the new. 
This is where numerous congregations are at. Even where the 
congregation is keeping its act together, the minister and elders will 
know that it is here with the new and the old that stress is known. 

During the ‘Great Awakening’ of the 18th Century in North America, 
the revival preachers were accused of radical innovation in doctrine 
and practice. The ‘Old Light’ anti-revivalists did not perceive that the 
‘New Light’ evangelists were simply reiterating the original puritan 
emphasis on live orthodoxy in place of its rationalist erosion in the 
early eighteenth century. “As often happens, yesterday’s modernism 
has become today’s dead hand of tradition. In the late twentieth 
century, on the other hand, proponents of live orthodoxy are most 
likely to be charged with being out of date and tarred with the brush 
of fundamentalist obscurantism. Two charges recur in the same form 
in almost every context, however revivalism is said to be divisive, 
and it is accused of fanaticism or ‘enthusiasm’. 
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(My underlining, R. Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life p. 240). 

There are many aspects of this. We will focus on what seems to be 
the basic issue. Tradition is very enriching for the place it gives us in 
the history of the people of God. It is by the biblical tradition that we 
hear the word of God. Enculturation is when tradition or past practice 
is canonised. This faces the charge of the prophets, reinforced by 
Jesus, that the traditionalists of His day were ‘teaching as doctrines 
the precepts of men’ (Mark 7:7). Hence their worship was empty. 

Enculturation is a form of fossilisation which is all the time at work 
on the people of God to bring us to that state where we have the form 
of religion, but deny its power. It could be called ‘dysfunctional 
religion’ (“The Dynamics of Religion”, Bruce Reed Darton, Lougman 
& Todd 1978). 

Tradition is not itself an evil. But to make tradition into a substitute 
for relating to the living God is an idolatry, as would also be turning a 
religious experience into an end in itself. Attempt is made to control 
God by tradition, and the Bible, instead of being heard as the living 
word of God, becomes a static text book either under the critic’s 
judgement, or read through the grid of a worked out system of 
theology. It can also be a means to immunise oneself against reality, 
and against God, which is a (false) security system built by the works 
of our hands. 

Reaction is bound to come to the renewal from people under this 
bind. Security is threatened. Even those who have been genuine 
worshippers of God will be tempted to react with alarm if they are 
unsure of their relationship with the Father. Those who have served 
the church faithfully during good and difficult times may be 
convinced that those renewed are getting it on the cheap. Anger and 
resentment are expressed. History shows attempts to still, or gag the 
life with all the religious politics available. Accusation and counter 
accusation follows. (eg. see Matt. 20:lff). 

What all need to see is that even if one has 
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served God, the church and the community for many years, this never 
buys our favour with God. His love and acceptance is a gift, it is our 
privilege to serve Him as the prodigal son’s father had to explain to 
the elder brother. 

Grace threatens the human egoism. Yet grace gives true security, 
freeing the people of God from an illusatory cultural security to be 
‘all things for all men’. 

RENEWED IDEALISM 
The reaction of the traditionalists or the coolness of those who do not 
understand grace can also have negative effects on the lives of those 
renewed. 

The man or woman who is filled with the Holy Spirit will as a new 
creation, see God, themselves, the world and the church with new 
eyes. Whereas they themselves may have resisted God and suspected 
religious enthusiasts, they now accept what they once did not 
understand. They also see the church. They may be disillusioned by 
its lack of interest in the things of the Spirit, and shocked that the 
church either ignores or fights against life. 

Almost every revival recorded has been surrounded by an aura of 
irregular religious activity and has been centrally affected by 
elements of weakness and sin. The result has been that successive 
eras of church leaders have found it simple to close themselves 
against the revival by applying the worst features of past revivals and 
stressing caricatures. 

One of the worst features of renewals is that the renewed become 
judgemental and censorious of those who do not see what they see. 
They themselves can become as superior as those who resist the 
renewal, and maybe this may be in a more lofty way with the support 
of extra-ordinary experience behind them for authority. Soon we have 
people talking of those ‘who have got the baptism’ and being critical 
of those who 
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show no manifestation of things like speaking in tongues. 

What is soon forgotten is that what has happened to those renewed 
was a gift of grace given to people who of themselves are failures and 
guilty of hardness of heart. What is also forgotten is that those so 
renewed are not better than those who have not. The need is to see 
that we are forgiven sinners. Grace is needed not only to begin 
regeneration, or to be initially filled with the Spirit, but ‘if we live by 
the Spirit we are also to walk by the Spirit’ (Gal. 5: 25). It is the 
Spirit who brings God’s grace innately to us. 

If we consider that it was something we did which achieved our new 
found spirituality, then we will be at least one vital step ahead of 
everyone else. Not only is this a distortion of the grace received, it 
adds to the difficulty of those who do not understand the renewal. 

The idealism we have can move to perfectionism. Many splits and 
schisms in congregations come because one group considers the other 
group not good enough. We develop a false image of the church in 
some purist form and also have an illusion of what a Christian is. 
Those who have illusions about the church, or other Christians, are 
bound to be disillusioned. This may cause anger, frustration and 
fence building around Christian groups and parties. 

This was a problem of the Corinthian church. They categorised 
people into parties putting big leaders’ names over each stable door  
(I Cor. 1: 10-17). 

People who consider they must split from congregations on the 
grounds that the rest of the congregation is not spiritual enough have 
forgotten that our faith is in the God ‘who justifies the ungodly’ 
(Rom. 4: 5). It is not the voice which accords with Paul, ‘I am what I 
am by the grace of God’ (I Cor. 15: 10). To live in grace as a child of 
grace is to express grace to those who may not see what we see. To 
put them down by leaving them is not only to judge them, but it is 
telling God that if He will not do it our way, we will opt out. 
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‘Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up’ (I Cor. 8: 1), and love bears 
with the failures, rejection, misunderstanding and weakness of others. 
It also refuses to be hurt and bears the sins of others with the love 
which covers a multitude of sins. 

THE AUTHORITY OF GRACE 
The church as a structure has not always encouraged the life of the 
Spirit. In fact the track record of those who claim to be the people of 
God has been to suppress it. Yet we know that if a spontaneous 
renewal does not come to the church, it will eventually lose its 
saltiness and effectiveness altogether. 

Sometimes theological pluralism can become a tyranny. People may 
not be overtly reactionary to all the doubts ministers hold, but 
reaction sets in if a minister, or members of the church, hold to truth 
in any definite way. While arrogant dogmatism is a stamp of 
insecurity, so too pluralism in religion is often the propensity for 
adopting many gods from contemporary society into the faith. 

The United Church of Canada has been cited as a model for church 
union movements elsewhere. Formed in 1925 through the union of 
the Congregational, Methodist and Presbyterian churches, it rates 
second to the Roman Catholic church for a following in Canada. In a 
recent survey, sociologist Reginald Bibby discovered not only an 
astonishing drop in membership., but only one in seven United 
Church people gave evidence of being committed to traditional 
Christianity. Bibby wonders if ‘the United Church of Canada has to a 
great extent become fused with a highly secularised culture’. If the 
church opts for the secular humanist emphasis, he maintains, it ‘may 
well engage in self liquidation, through finishing a distant second to 
superior secular competitors’. 

The Uniting Church in Australia may not be in the same situation as 
that of the United Church of 
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Canada. There are some similarities. Those who are renewed often 
feel alienated and forced to find fellowship in other groups. They 
may also feel themselves alienated from the structural machine of the 
denomination and regulations of the church, or merely ignored by the 
authorities of the church. 

Roland Allen in ‘The Spontaneous Expansion of the Church’, which 
was published well before the current renewal hit the church, says 
that if the desire and natural instinct to express the grace of God finds 
itself confined by a superior authority, this desire to express itself 
will become so strong that it will burst all constraint. ‘Then there is 
the danger of the wilder excesses; for they begin by breaking down 
the only order which they know, and in bursting away from that 
which would restrain them, they express themselves in violent 
hostility. Yet they desire order’. 

Allen points out that in Christians this can express itself in a 
concocted zeal for the gospel. ‘If new converts once receive the 
impression that they should express the natural instinct to impart a 
new found joy, the divine desire for the salvation of others, only 
under direction, they are in bonds, cramped and shackled. Their zeal 
dies away, and the church is robbed of the inspiration which comes 
from the sense that men are being converted and the church enlarged, 
no-one knows quite how or why or by whom. The church is robbed, 
not knowing how it is robbed; but slowly there grows up a dim sense 
that all is not well with it - that there is a restraining influence, and 
sooner or later the Christians turn upon their directors and accuse 
them of having in some way held them back. They do not know what 
is wrong. Zeal for the conversion of their neighbours is not in their 
hearts or in their thoughts. But it is the suppression of that first zeal 
which was never expressed which is the real cause of their trouble’ 
(pages 14 and 15). 

Numbers of churches in Australia are faced with having to deal with 
this problem. Elders and Parish Councils need to exercise their 
authority graciously, if firmly, but not by curbing the life. 
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THE DANGER OF PRIDE AND ELITISM 
Paul, in encouraging the body of Christ to use the gifts which the 
Church at Corinth had been given, none-the-less reminds them that 
gifts do not make for superiority. ‘What have you that you did not 
receive? If you received it, who do you boast as if it were not a gift?’ 
(I Cor. 4:7). 

The problem is that those who have received spiritual gifts will often 
say that they do not consider themselves superior, yet in practice this 
will be the way it comes across. As John of the Cross points out, the 
seven deadly sins of the non-Christian have their spiritual 
counterparts within the growing Christian, as gravitational field of 
self-centredness seizes and bends the elements of the new life into the 
old carnal patterns. It can make people proud to be weird for Jesus. 
Some religious experience is not gracious at all. 

Once grace is perverted into grace-plus, then the foundation is laid 
for division and schism. In the new church at Galatia the catch cry 
was grace plus circumcision. Today it can be grace plus the mode of 
baptism. If it is not baptism, then it can be being slain in the Spirit, or 
having a particular spiritual experience. Then those with the 
particular experience or gift are consciously or unconsciously moved 
into a special position. Those who are uneasy will feel the peer-group 
pressure, or the emotional impetus to graduate into the new realm. 
This will not be the end of it because in the name of ‘going on with 
the Lord’, more ‘extras’ will be needed. The climate is then set 
psychologically for an environment of superior-inferior Christians, 
with factionalism, pain and the division of the church with an 
ultimate grieving or quenching of the Spirit. 

Once anything is added to grace it is no longer grace because the 
added thing, even if a legitimate and biblical experience or act in 
itself, is the pretext for assurance, life and grace. But this is not the 
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grace of God revealed in either the Old Testament or the New 
Testament.  

‘But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise grace 
would no longer be grace’ (Romans 11:6).  

‘For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a 
new creation’ (Gal. 6: 15).  

‘It was not because you were more in number than any other people that 
the Lord set His love upon you and chose you, . . . but because the Lord 
loves you‘ (Deut. 7:7-8).  

‘I will love them freely  ‘ (Hos. 14:4). 

CONCLUSION 
Not only is biblical Christianity a revelation of the grace of God for 
personal liberation and renewal, the people of God and the Church 
are the people who know grace together. Grace does not end with 
‘me and my salvation’. The grace of life re-relates me to God, to 
myself, to the creation and to the whole family. Life, Grace and Unity 
are one bundle. 

Grace has appeared in Jesus Christ. He is the expression and the 
demonstration of God’s whole love. Grace has judged our guilt. 
Grace has reconciled us to God. In Christ God has given us all things 
- by grace. By grace we are restored to each other so that even grace 
does not become another law for setting up our own special spiritual 
show. 

The church needs the renewal of grace, with the power of grace and 
the grace gifts. We are called to be a gracious people who, by word 
and deed, show the truth of grace. 

‘Working together with him, then, we entreat you not to receive the 
grace of God in vain’ (II Cor. 6: 1). We are already the people of God 
by grace. To receive it in vain is to presume on it, to make light of it, 
to live against it, to contradict it with our squabbles. To receive it 
positively is to live in accord with the 
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grace we have received, to obey the God of grace, to be gracious, to 
work for and to see the grace of God renew the whole church and to 
penetrate the whole land. 
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