
The justification of the sinner in the world [has]  
degenerated into the justification of sin and the world. 

Costly grace was turned into cheap grace  
without discipleship. 
—Dietrich Bonhoeffer



The devil is a counterfeit artist who has distorted the biblical 
understanding of grace. If you miss the true meaning of grace, 
you will miss the doorway into God’s supernatural and fall into 
serious error!

—Sid Roth 
Host, It’s Supernatural! TV

I stand with David Tomberlin and his understanding of grace 
in his new book, Grace Is Free, but It Isn’t Cheap. It is a much-
needed additional voice to the cheap grace that Bonhoeffer 
warned the church about in the 1940s while in prison before 
Hitler executed him for his involvement in the resistance. We 
need modern writers reminding us of the cost of discipleship, as 
Bonhoeffer did. Thank you, David, for reminding us of the dan-
gers of the cheap-grace message.

—Randy Clark 
President, Global Awakening Theological Seminary

I have known my friend David Tomberlin for almost two 
decades. I love his heart and complete dedication to bring the 
gospel to millions in the nations and his tenacity in pursuing 
the truth. I trust that as you read this book, you will be encour-
aged to embrace the truth, which, in turn, will cause you to 
know Jesus—the way, the truth, and the life—even better, more 
deeply, and more closely than ever before.

—Mel Tari 
Author, Like a Mighty Wind 

President and Founder, World Mission, Laguna Hills, CA



This book rightly divides the Word of truth about grace and 
addresses the error of “cheap grace” that has become rampant in 
the American church.

—Joe Delgado 
Pastor, Christian Life Fellowship, Redlands, CA
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1

WHEN GREASY GRACE BEGAN

No one is immune from being lured into the trap of the 
mind trick practiced by cheap-grace preachers—even the most 
memorable and effective saints. In Matthew 16 (and in Mark 8, 
which relays the same story), Peter, the mighty apostle, had a 
momentary indiscretion of greasy grace that well may have been 
the earliest instance of the movement. He had just experienced 
a decisive moment with Jesus in which he received accolades and 
affirmations after giving a momentous response to Jesus’s ques-
tion “Who do you say I am?” (Matthew 16:15). Peter’s revelation 
that Jesus was the Messiah led to a prophetic statement that 
Peter the rock would be foundational to building the church. 
He was probably on cloud nine. Unfortunately, his pride got 
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the better of him, leading him to respond according to the flesh 
rather than the spirit.

Sometimes, our worst moments come right on the heels of 
our best moments. Peter went from being revelator of the year 
to receiving a very harsh correction. How did he slip into greasy 
grace? He objected to the Lord’s prediction of His own death 
and suffering. (See Matthew 16:22.)

Lest we be tempted to give Peter a pass, thinking he had 
good intentions, Jesus’s rebuke reveals otherwise. He told Peter, 
“Get behind me, Satan!” (Matthew 16:23). Peter, like many mod-
ern-day proponents of cheap grace, wanted to look like the 
“good guy.” He tried to sound “nice” and “churchy.” He wanted 
to be “positive.” In Peter’s mind, he was being helpful by defend-
ing Jesus, trying to protect and honor his friend. At least, that is 
what Peter thought he was doing. But Jesus knew better.

GOOD IDEAS VERSUS “GOD” IDEAS
Peter hoped to please the Lord. He had a good idea instead 

of a “God” idea, and by voicing it, he revealed how he was slip-
ping into what is arguably the most demonic arena one can fall 
into—cheap grace. 

Still, one can sympathize with Peter. He loved Jesus. He 
was having the time of his life, enjoying close and genuine fel-
lowship with the Son of God. Yet despite this closeness, Peter 
had not learned that the kingdom of God operates differently 
than the kingdom of this world. When Jesus told Peter that He 
would suffer many things (see Matthew 16:21), Peter perceived 
it as a real downer and was probably wondering about the exis-
tence of a Plan B.
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Undoubtedly, like all of us, Peter liked accolades and atten-
tion; he enjoyed the feeling that comes from winning and suc-
cess. To be fair, who wouldn’t? Suffering and death sounded 
like a loser’s way out. Previously a rough-and-tumble fisher-
man, Peter had left everything he knew to follow Jesus, trading 
the daily drudgery of casting nets to masses of smelly fish for 
a brand-new life. His lot changed dramatically for the better. 
Now he was part of something impressive, part of a national 
movement. Peter was with the promised Messiah, and he knew 
it. No doubt it was beyond what he had ever dreamed of—wit-
nessing miracles, ministering with the Messiah promised long 
ago by the prophets, and being in the inner circle, no less! His 
life had meaning, fame, and a daily supply of miraculous provi-
sion. He loved God, loved Jesus, and loved the way his life was 
going. He was living his “best life.” So how could we blame him 
for resisting the idea of Jesus’s death? Peter didn’t want the good 
times to end. 

And they weren’t supposed to, according to Peter’s under-
standing of the Messiah. The Messiah was expected to be a 
political/military figure who would overthrow the oppressive 
Roman government and restore dignity and glory to Israel. A 
lot of people would have called Peter crazy for taking up with 
a carpenter’s son and believing He would push the oppressor’s 
boot off their back. So, when Jesus started speaking of His 
imminent death, Peter couldn’t handle it.

Even after the resurrection, the disciples were still under a 
wrongful impression of Jesus’s intent. We see this in Acts 1:6, 
when they gathered around Him and asked, “Lord, are you at 
this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” As Bonhoeffer put 
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it, “[T]he very notion of a suffering Messiah was a scandal to the 
Church, even in its earliest days. That is not the kind of Lord it 
wants, and as the Church of Christ it does not like to have the 
law of suffering imposed upon it by its Lord.”4

On a less cynical note, Peter loved Jesus—his friend, his 
mentor, and his God. He had seen the miracles. He knew 
Jesus’s sincerity and integrity. And he felt that his own success 
and future thriving were tied to those of his beloved Rabbi. 
He didn’t want anything bad happening to Jesus, mainly 
because he loved Jesus but also because of his own self-interest. 
Nevertheless, the principles of God’s kingdom don’t change, 
even for the King.

One of the most profoundly difficult foundational princi-
ples of God’s kingdom is that you have to die to live. (See, for 
example, John 12:24–25.) In God’s kingdom, the first is last and 
the last is first (see Matthew 19:30; 20:16); you must serve to be 
great (see Mark 10:44); you must be willing to give up every-
thing, that it might be given back to you in abundance (see Luke 
6:38). Though you may weep for a night, joy comes in the morn-
ing. (See Psalm 30:5.)

These are hard things to understand in our culture, and 
they’re even harder to embrace and live out. They seem counter-
intuitive, hence the reason some people—even good, well-mean-
ing people like Peter—get tripped up by greasy grace. It does 
seem right, in a way, and it appeals to our human nature to avoid 
pain at all costs. Yet that was never part of what Jesus died to 
give us. 

Cheap grace is dangerous because it is deceptive. It feels 
right on so many levels, which is the basis of deception. It’s a 
4. Bonhoeffer, Cost of Discipleship, 96.
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cunningly crafted lie; it’s evil that seems reasonable. The gospel 
minus the cross of Christ—an easy road, a primrose path—
presents itself as benevolent, beneficial, and “right.” Today’s 
Christian churches, pulpits, and pews alike are filled with 
“good guys” avoiding unpleasant or painful truths for a vari-
ety of reasons. Some are making honest mistakes; others have 
more devious aims. In the end, it’s all the same—absolutely 
destructive. 

GREASY GRACE APPEALS TO OUR HUMAN 
NATURE TO AVOID PAIN AT ALL COSTS,  

YET THAT WAS NEVER PART OF WHAT JESUS 
DIED TO GIVE US.

In Peter’s case, I think it’s essential for us to recognize that 
his slip was not intentional. Many “greasy-gracers” have good 
intentions, but they do not have God’s concerns in mind, but 
merely human concerns, as Peter did. (See Matthew 16:23.)

A BITTER PILL TO SWALLOW
I once heard a preacher say, “The problem with a living sac-

rifice is that it keeps wiggling off the altar.” In God’s kingdom, 
death comes before resurrection. No death means no life; it is a 
bitter pill but an important one.

Sometimes, we step in stuff, and we are the last to smell it. 
Two thousand years later, the same demonic concept of “sac-
rifice nothing” spirit is operating. Greasy-grace preachers and 
proponents feel they are doing Jesus a favor by saying, “Jesus, 
we don’t want You to look bad, sound mean, or come across as 
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controversial. We’ve got You covered. We’re going to change 
what You say to make You look better and be more present-
able. What You’re offering? Death? Well, that just doesn’t sell, 
so we’ll reword Your offer as something more palatable. Trust 
us, Jesus, You’ll get more YouTube views, Facebook likes, and 
Instagram followers.”

Such adjustments to the words and actions of Jesus can be 
seen across the board in the greasy-grace camp when anything 
costly, problematic, or challenging is addressed. “Jesus, You 
said we should fast, but how about this: we aren’t fasting. You 
said, ‘Die to live,’ but we’re going with ‘Jesus paid it all ’! You 
don’t need to die to live! See how good we’re making You look, 
Jesus? Aren’t You glad You got off that whole ‘death’ thing? 
Jesus, You said, ‘Wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads 
to destruction…but small is the gate and narrow the road that 
leads to life, and only a few find it’ (Matthew 7:13–14). This 
sounds just a teensy bit close-minded, Jesus. Let’s just say that 
You are so ‘good,’ and You didn’t really mean what You said in 
that dusty ol’ Bible. How about that? You’ll sound a lot more 
progressive that way. Oh, and let’s throw out all this talk of 
people being thrown into hell, ‘where the fire never goes out’ 
(Mark 9:43), meaning eternal fire and punishment. We focus-
grouped that one. Major downer. How about this: when You 
died on the cross, Your blood covered all sin. Like a ‘finished 
work,’ but not in the sense of making it available to anyone; 
everyone gets it just for being born, no matter what they do! 
It’s like free trophies for everyone! You will look good; people 
will feel good. Jesus, it’s a win-win.” Like cheap shoe sales-
men, greasy-grace preachers rattle on. They rationalize that 
a “loving God” couldn’t have meant all that “mean” stuff, so 
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we should just tidy it up a bit, making it more saleable, more 
palatable.

Just as Peter tried to talk Jesus down off the cross, so too 
do the cheap-grace preachers of today try to talk Christians 
down off the cross that Jesus instructed them to take up. (See 
Matthew 16:24; Mark 8:34.)

JESUS SAYS, BUT WHAT SAY YOU?
Jesus says we must die to ourselves to live, take up our 

cross, follow Him, and fast and pray. He also instructed us to 
tithe and take care of widows and orphans. Do you remember 
when He said that the greatest would be the servant of all? (See 
Mark 9:35.) Jesus said that anyone who would inherit eternal 
life must eat of His flesh and drink of His blood. (See John 
6:51, 53–58.)

But the adherents of the greasy-grace gospel will have 
none of it. Like self-indulgent adult children ordering an Oreo 
smoothie from their mom while living in her basement, they cry 
out, “Jesus paid it all, so I don’t have to do anything. Now where 
is my Oreo smoothie?” Entitled and enabled by those around 
them, they expect to get everything without having to give—
or give up—anything. In effect, they say, “God’s love is so good 
that He has no standards, and the Bible doesn’t mean what it 
says about the requirement of living a pure life.” In other words, 
“Jesus died so I could live my life in the flesh.” 

This group uses the blood of Jesus as an excuse to do what 
they want instead of as motivation and empowerment to do 
what God wants. They mock the work Jesus did on the cross 
and pervert its meaning and intent. It’s the same group that calls 
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perversion “love,” the same group that calls sin “good” because 
it’s “covered by the blood of Jesus.” This group honors God with 
their lips but denies His power to transform. They’re the group 
of whom God says, “These people honor me with their lips, but their 
hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are 
merely human rules” (Matthew 15:8–9; see also Isaiah 29:13). 
They prioritize their theologies—philosophies and teachings of 
man.

GREASY-GRACERS USE THE BLOOD OF JESUS  
AS AN EXCUSE TO DO WHAT THEY 

WANT INSTEAD OF AS MOTIVATION AND 
EMPOWERMENT TO DO WHAT GOD WANTS.

Oh, sure, they will tell you that they have more faith because 
they believe Jesus’s “finished work” was greater than anything 
one could imagine. “You just don’t understand ‘grace’!” they 
shout as they figuratively lean against their bookshelf full of 
participation medals. 

Peter felt the same way. “Why should You suffer, Jesus?” he 
essentially asked. “Why should You die? We have a good thing 
going. I love You. I don’t want anything to happen to You.” In 
truth, these people don’t want anything to happen to them, but 
they position the words in such a fashion to make themselves 
look heroic and enlightened.

They have bought into the false framework of greasy grace, 
a permutation of the gospel that seems sweet but, in the end, 
fails to satisfy. It was these people Jude was talking about when 
he wrote, “For certain individuals whose condemnation was written 
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about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are ungodly 
people, who pervert the grace of our God into a license of immorality 
and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord” (Jude 1:4).




