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Evaluation of John Piper’s Future Grace by Rob Weaver Oct 2009 

 

Introduction 
 

It is hard to argue that John Piper has a passion for both Calvinism and missions.  His 

popularity has soared over the years as a preacher and conference speaker.  While I 

appreciate his desire for these important biblical teachings, other aspects of Piper need a 

little more caution.  While I have not read all of his books, I have listened to a number of 

his sermons and his biographical lectures on various theologians and missionaries.  His 

book, Future Grace, lays out some of his theological framework in which he works.  

Future Grace has helped me understand some of the concerning things I have listened to 

and read previously. 

 

Positive Aspects: 

 

Piper strongly dislikes the debtor’s ethic, which is the idea of repaying God for what he 

has done for us in Christ.  This is a dangerous mentality to have and it robs Christians of 

fully resting in God’s grace.  Some Christian teachers zealous to prod their people 

forward into holiness have slipped into this mentality. 

 

I found Piper’s application chapters to be helpful and carefully thought through.  His 

analysis of faith vs. anxiety was immensely helpful as he showed how they are opposed 

to each other.  His chapter on patience was equally encouraging: “The strength of 

patience hangs on our capacity to believe that God is up to something good for us in all 

our delays and detours” (174).  Piper interacts with Dr. Lloyd-Jones in the chapter on 

despondency and brings out valuable truths.  In the overall struggle with sin, Piper seems 

to understand the limitations of mere commands: “If we try to fight the fire of lust with 

prohibitions and threats alone—even the terrible warnings of Jesus—we will fail” (336). 

 

Flawed Framework: 

 

Piper’s overall framework is problematic.  I believe this took away from the true message 

of the gospel and hurt some of the points he wanted to make.  First, his definition of 

grace is too broad.  For example, he argues that Adam and Eve lived under God’s grace 

in the Garden of Eden.  He claims that they did not deserve to be created or deserve to be 

placed in a beautiful garden.  However, a better word for God’s dealing with man at that 

point is not grace, but goodness (a word that Piper actually uses for man’s relationship 

with God before the fall).  But Piper conflates these two words and ends up destroying 

the idea of Adam having a special duty to perform with the subsequent consequence 

(reward/punishment) for his actions.  Grace should only be understood in light of sin.  

Piper’s view of grace proves that it has problems as he even claims that Jesus needed 

grace.  While he argues that grace for Jesus was different because he was not a sinner, he 

ends up stretching and distorting the idea of grace (cf. 413, footnote 4). 

 

Second, Piper’s framework flattens out Scripture in his understanding of the covenants.  

He recoils at the idea of a principle of works in the Garden of Eden: “This is important 
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because it is customary for some theologians to give the erroneous impression that God 

wanted Adam to Eve to relate to him in terms of meritorious works rather than childlike 

faith” (76).  Yet it is not that God only dealt with the first humans as a judge over right 

and wrong, there was a legal relationship as well as a family relationship.  We can’t stress 

the family relationship to the loss of the legal relationship, for God dealt with Adam and 

Eve severely for their sin against him.  Piper also recoils at the idea of Jesus “earning” 

something from God.  He wrote: “I am hesitant to call Jesus’ obedience in life and death 

the fulfillment of a “covenant of works.” . . . works implies a relationship with God that 

is more like an employer receiving earned wages that like a Son trusting a Father’s 

generosity” (413: footnote 4).  The testimony of Scripture does see a legal relationship 

between God and man and this includes God the Father and God the Son.  When man 

fails to do his duty to God, the wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23).  When Jesus faithfully 

kept God’s law and did all that was required of him, he earned salvation for his people.  

Romans 5:18: Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of 

righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.  In his high priestly prayer, Jesus 

began by saying: I glorified you on earth, having accomplished the work that you gave 

me to do (John 17:4).   

 

The logical conclusion of this framework for Piper is that Christians are to keep the 

covenant with God.  He wrote: “Keeping the covenant of God did not mean living 

perfectly.  It meant a life of habitual devotion and trust to the Lord, that turned from evil 

and followed him in his ways” (248).  Again, “All the covenants of God are conditional 

covenants of grace—both the old covenant and the new covenant.  They offer all-

sufficient future grace for those who keep the covenant” (248).  Finally, “But what it 

does mean is that almost all future blessings of the Christian life are conditional on our 

covenant-keeping” (248). The question is whether or not we actually do keep the 

covenant.  If we do not need to be perfect to keep the covenant, then how much do we 

actually need to do to keep the covenant?  Does God say that we should do our best and 

he will do the rest?  Does he not demand perfection?  Are not the wages of sin death?  In 

one act, Adam and Eve failed and plunged all of humanity into sin and death.  Piper does 

not specify just how much obedience or righteousness we need, but shows the connection 

between obedience and blessing.  This is a very true connection made in Scripture, but if 

our blessing is dependant on what we have done, we will all miss out on the blessing.  

God clearly shows us that he desires full obedience, indeed perfection.  In capturing the 

heart of the covenant of works in the old covenant, Paul wrote, Cursed be everyone who 

does not abide by all the things written in the Book of the Law, and do them (Gal 3:10).  

The one who did keep God’s covenant also bore the covenant curse for those who did not 

keep the covenant (cf. Gal 3:11-14).  Piper ends up lowering the bar of God’s standard 

rather than upholding it.  He also misses Christ’s meritorious work in his life and death 

on the cross. 

 

Third, Piper puts the focus of our faith back onto us.  He wrote, “The essence of saving 

and sanctifying faith is our being satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus” (236).  

Instead of faith looking outside to another, Piper’s idea of faith looks to our own 

satisfaction.  This makes faith not merely our confidence in Jesus, but puts our faith into 

our subjective satisfaction in God.  Piper wishes to avoid false faith or deceptive faith, 
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but in doing so he attaches conditions to faith.  To think of faith in this manner can 

actually harm Christians because if we are not satisfied in God, then our faith must be 

deficient.  The character of faith must always be outward-looking. 

 

Fourth, Piper misunderstands the fundamental difference between law and gospel.  His 

reading of David misses this important distinction.  He quotes Psalm 103 which has some 

of the most beautiful verses about God’s forgiveness of sins, but then attributes this to the 

law (146).  It is true that God showed Israel grace, but he also dealt with Israel in a 

covenant or relationship of works.  In the giving of the law on Mt. Sinai, the preface to 

the 10 commands starts with God’s redemptive work, I am the LORD your God, who 

brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery (Exodus 20:2).  

However, if Israel failed, God would abandon them and allow them to be exiled.  The list 

of curses in Deuteronomy 28 is much longer than the blessings for obedience. In 

Deuteronomy 30, God foretold Israel’s failure to obey and then speaks to them about 

what he will do in the future.  Israel will be saved by grace, but the works principle was 

operative during their time in and out of the Promised Land.  Thus there is a connection 

from Adam in the Garden being under a works relationship, then Israel operating under 

the relationship of works, and finally Jesus Christ fulfilling the covenant of works and 

securing an eternal redemption for his people.  The law does not give life, but the Spirit 

does.  The law only convicts and condemns sinners, but the gospel gives life to the lost.  

The gospel for Piper can be hard-hitting rather than sweet news of salvation. 

 

Negative By-Products: 

 

With this misunderstanding of the covenant of works and failing to distinguish between 

law and gospel, Piper inevitably falls into some negative outcomes.  First, he attaches 

conditions to God’s promises.  It is very true that there is a relationship between works 

and rewards.  The Scriptures give testimony to this reality, but the fulfillment of these 

promises for us comes not by works, but by faith in Jesus.  Yet there are also promises 

with conditions in the covenant of grace.  Piper likes these conditions and I believe he 

stretches them too far.  In his effort to push Christians to further obedience, he dangles 

the carrot of grace in front of them.  It is better to see grace as the driving force behind 

these “conditions.” 

 

Second, Piper does not make much of the active obedience of Christ.  He makes mention 

of it very rarely in the book (seemingly just to cover his bases).  In keeping this teaching 

out, he has missed the most crucial aspect of our salvation, namely that Jesus has kept 

God’s law in our place.  Piper believes this, but he does not integrate this important truth 

into the Christian life.   

 

Third, in a book so much about battling sin and applying God’s grace, there is no 

mention of Romans 7 and the struggle with sin.  Two options (or more) are possible as to 

why it was left out of this book. Either Piper does not have an opinion regarding Romans 

7 and did not want to bring it up in this book (to me unlikely), or he did not believe that it 

was relevant to his thesis because Romans 7 was not relevant for the Christian.  Without 

Romans 7 and the Christian struggle, believers can be pushed too hard and the allusion 
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can be too great that we can overcome all sin and fulfill the law of God.  Piper could have 

led believers back to the source of their hope by including Paul’s struggle with sin.  This 

vital chapter points to the Christian’s continual need for Christ and also puts the Christian 

life in a proper context and reality. 

 

Fourth, Piper does not like gratitude as a motivator for obedience.  He claims this is 

never the motivation for obedience in Scripture.  While his goal is avoiding the debtor’s 

ethic, his replacement of gratitude with our own obedience can lead to even greater 

despair and disillusionment.  I find his analysis of gratitude off the mark. 

 

Fifth, Piper ends up arguing for a 2-stage salvation (initial justification and a final 

salvation). This is very dangerous territory to be treading considering the climate of 

challenges facing justification today.  By arguing for a final salvation, Piper comes 

dangerously close to the language of the New Perspective on Paul and Federal Vision 

theology.  Unfortunately, this is his logical conclusion considering his downplaying of 

the distinction between works and grace, law and gospel, and our doing vs. Christ’s 

doing.    

 

Conclusion: 

 

While I found some of Piper’s thoughts helpful, his misunderstanding of the covenant of 

works and the covenant of grace lead me not to recommend Future Grace.  Seeing that 

this book was published in 1995, I am curious if his views have changed or evolved over 

the years.  I have not read his book, The Future of Justification, but I heard that it was 

good.  However, based on my reading of Dr. Clark’s blog, it seems that Piper is still 

unclear about justification.  Dr. Clark brought up the fact that Piper did not see anything 

wrong with Doug Wilson’s understanding of justification.  A proper understanding and 

integration of the active obedience of Christ might be of help to Piper, but for the present 

it seems to be his blind spot.   


