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“The Grammar of Grace”

“Surely God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid, for the Lord is my strength and my
might; he has become my salvation.”

There was a time when elementary schools were known as “grammar schools,” because one of the
primary subjects taught was English grammar.  I can still remember my blue grammar book that we
used to study nouns, verbs, adjectives, tenses, and parts of speech; I still have vivid memories of
being called up to the blackboard to “parse” a sentence.  Grammar was never my favourite subject,
but I would later appreciate how important it is to properly use these various aspects of the language
to effective communicate information, thoughts, and emotions.

One part of grammar that always puzzled me were adverbs; I was often confused as to what adverbs
are and their function in a sentence.  An adverb is defined as “a word that modifies a verb, adjective,
determiner, noun, phrase, clause, or sentence.  Adverbs express manner, place, time, frequency,
degree, level of certainty, etc., answering questions such as how, in what way, when, where, and to
what extent.” An adverb communicates whether something is being done “easily, loudly, quickly or
silently”; if what is being described happens “always, never or sometimes”; if the event is taking place
“before, after, now, today, or yesterday”; or if its location is “inside, outside, near, or far away.” 
Grammar teachers continue to stress the importance of adverbs, stating that “adverbs are important
in terms of description and the extra information they provide and how they are used to build up
imagery … Adverbs are essential for every writer’s toolkit; they can do things that the other parts of
speech cannot.”

The author of today’s psalm uses an adverb to express the level of certainty that God’s Word is
communicating to us through this text.  Psalms – which include hymns of praise, thanksgiving songs,
and other lyrical poetry – are not limited in the Old Testament to the book of Psalms.  Psalms are also
found in the Pentateuch, in the history books, and in prophetic writings:

· “I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into
the sea.  The LORD is my strength and my might, and he has become my salvation; this is my
God, and I will praise him, my father’s God, and I will exalt him.” – Exodus 15:1-2.

· “When locks are long in Israel, when the people offer themselves willingly – bless the LORD! 
Hear, O kings; give ear, O princes; to the LORD I will sing, I will make melody to the LORD, the
God of Israel.” – Judges 5:2-3.

· “The Lord, God of hosts, he who touches the earth and it melts, and all who live in it mourn,
and all of it rises like the Nile, and sinks again, like the Nile of Egypt; who builds his upper
chambers in the heavens, and founds his vault upon the earth; who calls for the waters of the
sea, and pours then out upon the surface of the earth – the LORD is his name.” – Amos 9:5-6.

The placement of these psalms throughout Scripture remind us that the authors of these books
would have been so steeped in the language of worship that they would have used such poetry as
appropriate.  As these books were read in the context of worship, psalms would have been added by



the people who rejoiced that “your words were found, and I ate them, and your words became to me
a joy and delight in my heart; for I am called by your name, O LORD, God of hosts.” (Jeremiah 15:16).
Our psalm from the twelfth chapter of Isaiah was probably written in this context, added to the text
of this book as the sayings of the prophet were being collected, edited, and saved.  The psalm serves
as a fitting response on the part of the community of faith to the reading of the promises of salvation
that have been proclaimed through Isaiah in the previous chapter:

· “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 
The spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit
of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.  His delight shall be in
the fear of the LORD.” – 11:1-3a.

· “The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion
and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them.” – 11:6.

· “And the LORD will utterly destroy the tongue of the sea of Egypt; and will wave his hand over
the River with his scorching wind; and will split it into seven channels, and make a way to
cross on foot; so there shall be a highway from Assyria for the remnant that is left of his
people, as there was for Israel when they came up from the land of Egypt.” – 11:15-16.

In Isaiah’s psalm (sometimes called the First Song of Isaiah), expressions of thanksgiving, trust and
praise are followed by their reasons, introduced by “for”: “… God is my salvation; I will trust, and will
not be afraid; for the LORD God is my strength and my might; he has become my salvation.” (12:2). 
Because God, the Holy One of Israel, is great, all the earth should know, and those who live in the
shadow of the Temple in Zion should sing for joy: “Give thanks to the LORD, call on his name; make
known his deeds among the nations; proclaim that his name is exalted.” (12:4).  One sings for joy not
only because the Holy One of Israel is great, but also because God is present with those who sing
God’s praises: “Shout aloud and sing for joy, O royal Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One of
Israel.” (12:6).  

The power that this psalm expresses in expressing the people’s confidence and trust in the Lord God
of Israel is reinforced by the adverb that introduces Isaiah’s Song: “Surely God is my salvation.” The
people rejoice in their trust in the prophet’s message that has proclaimed God’s salvation, and
therefore place all of our trust in God whose perfect love casts out fear so that, in the words of
Zechariah’s song that we sang last week, we “might serve him without fear, in holiness and
righteousness before him all our days.” (Luke 1:73).  Isaiah employs this adverb of grace to proclaim
the certainty of God’s presence and the fulfillment of God’s promises, as these gracious adverbs
continue to proclaim the certainty that is at the foundation of our faith that is rooted in such
confident hope.

· “I will sing to the LORD, because he has dealt bountifully with me.” – Psalm 13:6.
· “I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” – John 10:10.
· “Because of Christ and our faith in him, we can now come boldly and confidently into God’s

presence.” – Ephesians 3:12.

The phrase “God is my salvation” is certainly a basis for our confidence as people of faith, but the
addition of the adverb “surely” magnifies that message of hope that this psalm is celebrating, a



message that has been shared by those who have joined their voices across the generations in singing
out in these adverbs of grace:

· “My salvation hath not been brought to pass by man, but by the almighty power of God.” –
John Wesley.

· “I will trust in him to prepare me for his salvation, and preserve me to it.  I will trust him with
all my concerns, not doubting but he will make all work for good.  Faith in God is a sovereign
remedy against tormenting fears.” – Matthew Henry.

· “In coming together to give thanks to God, the elect sing for the whole world.” – Gene M.
Tucker.

We continue to sing these songs with these adverbs of grace so that others may join their voices to
our in sharing a word of confident hope in a world that is gripped with fear that leads people to
mistrust others based on their ethnicity or faith rather than seeing in them a beloved child of God. 
We sing to the world that because God is surely our salvation, we trust in God and therefore are not
afraid.  We “sing praises to the LORD, for he has done gloriously,” and we lift our voices in one chorus
so that we may “let this be known in all the earth.” (12:5).  As we wait expectantly in this Advent
season for the coming of our Saviour, we rejoice in “how silently, how silently the wondrous gift is
given!  So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of his heaven.” (ELW Hymn 279).  God gives us
this grammar of grace so that we might communicate to the world the good news of the Gospel
which is a powerful antidote to the fear that is leading our world deeper into the abyss of darkness
and despair.

· “Fear is mastered through faith … For our trouble is simply that we attempt to confront fear
without faith; we sail through the stormy seas of life without adequate spiritual boats.  One of
the leading physicians in America has said, ‘The only known cure for fear is faith.’” – Martin
Luther King, Jr.

Isaiah’s adverb-empowered song joins the other voices of Scripture that proclaim the good news of
the coming of our Lord to bring the word of confidence and hope into our world of fear and despair. 
The prophet Zephaniah encourages God’s people “do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands grow
weak.  The LORD, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice over you with
gladness, he will renew you with his love; he will exult over you with loud singing as on a day of
festival.” (3:16-17).  As the Apostle Paul calls upon us to “rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say,
Rejoice,” he also encourages us to “not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the peace of God, which
surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:4-
7).  The Advent voice of John the Baptist cries out to assure us that “one who is more powerful than I
is coming … he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.” (Luke 3:16).  On this Gaudete Sunday
(taken from the Latin for “rejoice”), we light the pink candle on our Advent wreath as we hear God’s
Word calling us to joyfully prepare ourselves for the coming of our Saviour, who is surely coming so
that we may live confidently, trustfully, and thankfully within the grammar of God’s grace.

Martin Luther employed the adverbs of God’s grace-filled grammar in a sermon he preached on this
Third Sunday in Advent in 1544:



· “We should diligently mark these words of Christ and his kingdom, and should let them peal
among us, namely, that Christ has such a kingdom and is such a king that he wills to help poor,
wretched people in body and in soul … The good and happy news is that Christ has paid for
our sin, and through his suffering has redeemed us from eternal death.  It is his kingdom and
his ministry to preach the gospel to the poor; this is his purpose.”

Our days in grammar school may be long past, but we still use grammar to communicate our
thoughts and emotions to others so that we may understand and be understood.  For God’s people,
we have been blessed with the grammar of God’s grace so that we can use adverbs and other parts of
speech to so that all might understand that “surely God is our salvation,” that God’s promises are
wonderfully fulfilled in the birth of our Saviour, and that we live every day confidently because “the
LORD God is my strength and my might; he has become my salvation.”
Amen.


