Haldor Lillenas was "one of the most important twentieth-century gospel hymn writers and publishers" and is regarded by some as "the most influential Wesleyan/Holiness songwriter and publisher in the 20th century". Additionally, Lillenas was an ordained minister in the Church of the Nazarene, author, song evangelist, poet, music publisher and prolific hymn writer, who is estimated to have composed over 4,000 hymns, the most famous being Wonderful Grace of Jesus. In 1931 Lillenas was the producer of Glorious Gospel Songs, the first hymnal for the Church of the Nazarene. In 1982 Lillenas was inducted into the Gospel Music Hall of Fame.
Lillenas was born on November 19, 1885 near Bergen, Norway to a humble farmer and storekeeper. The Lillenas farm comprised 15 acres of rocky ground, which was sold to allow the family to migrate to the United States. The family eventually relocated to Astoria Oregon, where Haldor learned English and began attending school. After many moves around the states, and the death of his mother, Haldor ended up back in Astoria finishing his courses of study and working at a chemical factory. 

Like many Scandinavians at that time, Lillenas was raised in a Lutheran family. The Lillenas family were devout in their religious life, and attended community services when held in their area. At the age of fifteen Lillenas became a confirmed member of the Lutheran Church in Hawick. However, Lillenas indicated in his autobiography that at that time, he had not experienced "the miracle of the new birth." According to Lillenas in a 1948 interview, it was shortly after the death of his mother, soon after moving to Astoria, one summer evening "he paused to listen to a street corner service. There he heard for the first time the strains of 'Tell Mother I'll Be There'. He made his decision then to devote his life to Christian service." Soon he was "helping in the mission, singing to his heart's content, witnessing with joy to 'the wonderful grace of Jesus,' and writing songs with increasing skill and volume."
As he grew older he became more involved in local missions work and attended Deets Pacific Bible College, an antecedent of Point Loma Nazarene University. While there, he met his first wife, Bertha Mae Wilson, a gifted musician in her own right. On October 4, 1910 Haldor married Bertha Mae and was later an ordained minister in the Church of the Nazarene. After Bertha’s death from cancer in 1945, Haldor married Lola Dell. 

Lillenas' best known song is probably Wonderful Grace of Jesus, which he wrote during his pastorate at the Church of the Nazarene in Auburn, Illinois. Lillenas explains the origin of this gospel song:

“In 1917, Mrs. Lillenas and I built our first little home in the town of Olivet, Illinois. Upon its completion, we had scarcely any money left to furnish the little home. Having no piano at the time, and needing an instrument of some kind, I managed to find, at one of the neighbor's home, a little wheezy organ which I purchased for $5.00. With the aid of this instrument, a number of my songs, were written which are now popular, including 'Wonderful Grace of Jesus.’”

Lillenas died on August 18, 1959 in Aspen Colorado having spent his life working and writing for the Church of the Nazarene.
*taken largely from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haldor_Lillenas


