“By Grace: Saved Through Faith”

Ephesians 2:1-10

September 18, 2011

Read Ephesians 2:1-10

Let me sum up this text for you:

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.”

The Heidelberg Catechism – one of the confessions in our Book of Confessions – begins this way, “

Q. 1. What is your only comfort, in life and in death?

A. That I belong—body and soul, in life and in death—not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well that without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation. Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.

Q. 2. How many things must you know that you may live and die

in the blessedness of this comfort?

A. Three. First, the greatness of my sin and wretchedness. Second, how I am freed from all my sins and their wretched consequences. Third, what gratitude I owe to God for such redemption.

In this Ephesians passage, Paul summed up the essence of the gospel. It was not covering new ground theologically; rather, it was clearly proclaiming the truth. It was written from the perspective of how God sees us – it was an invitation to take an uncompromised view of how things really are. 


We watched the movie “Soul Surfer” the other night. It is the true story of Bethany Hamilton, a young woman who was a championship calilber surfer who lost her left arm to a shark. It is a marvelous movie about faith and hope and triumph and life through adversity. In one of the scenes, American Idol winner and country music star Carrie Underwood plays a church youth group leader. She was talking to Bethany and other youth. She held up a series of pictures, asking the youth to identify what they were. They would guess but could not tell. Then, she revealed that they were hyper-magnified images of things like the eye of a fly; and the point was that sometimes we are too close to things to see them in the bigger picture, we are too close to things to see things clearly. 

So it is with our spiritual condition. We experience our life so directly, so specifically, so intimately that unless we step back and look at things from God’s perspective, we cannot see what is really going on.

What is really going on? Paul puts it directly:

1. You were dead in trespasses and sin.

2. God made us alive together with Christ. 

3. By grace you have been saved through faith – it is the gift of God.

4. You have been created in Christ for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.

In those four truths rests the reality of life. A friend of mine posted this week on Facebook, 

Understanding the meaning of life would come in handy right about now....anyone? Anyone?
· 

  Bob Davis In a whisper and at the risk of sounding like a Presbyterian pastor, there is an old catechism (Westminster) that asks, "What is the chief end of mankind? Answer: To glorify God and enjoy him forever." How to enjoy God forever -- including now -- is the mystery.Yesterday at 10:22am · Like · 1 person
John It's found at the bottom of any type of liquor bottle!!!Yesterday at 10:48am · Like
Sandra Nice john.
Yesterday at 11:31am · Like
Christy Expect the unexpected. . .
Yesterday at 12:45pm · Like
Jina Just Breathe!
20 hours ago · Like
Now, my point is not to mock friends of friends, nor is it to overstate the seriousness of Facebook. However, I would like to point out that here is a question – even posed lightly – that has extraordinary significance. How would you answer the question, “what is the meaning of life” to a friend? 

Let me ask the question another way. In what do you find hope? Is it in yourself in the moment? Is it in the anticipation of “fate”? Is it at the bottom of a bottle? Or is your hope in God?

There is a huge difference between having hope in God and no hope in God. It changes everything in how you approach life, how you appreciate life, and how you engage in life. If you have hope in God, you weather the hard times. You suffer, to be sure, but those sufferings cannot defeat you. If you do not have hope in God, hard times can be devastating.  


You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived.

This is the part of preaching, part of the truth, that most people dread hearing. Many people avoid church because they simply do not want to hear about sin. “I am a pretty good person,” they think, “and that should be good enough for God.” God, for many, is a judge waiting in a courtroom for our appearance, waiting to execute a sentence for all the wrong things we have done. Thus, the best option for those folks is to avoid God at all costs, try to escape, and to try to live the good life now while it is still there to be had. They live deliberately blind to the consequences of their behavior, believing that the moment is all there is. 

The tendency to blindness towards God is not unique to our time, nor is it unique to American culture. Even so, the world around us manifests plenty of evidence of the attitude that wants to exist separate and apart from God. Entertainment is all about satisfying cravings now. Violence begets violence. Physical pleasure is expressed based upon mutual attraction and “expression of my sexuality” rather than reserving intimacy for the covenant of marriage. We have all but formally adopted the ethos expressed by the character of Gordon Gekko in the movie “Wall Street,” 

The point is, ladies and gentleman, that greed -- for lack of a better word -- is good.
Greed is right.
Greed works.
Greed clarifies, cuts through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit.
Greed, in all of its forms -- greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge -- has marked the upward surge of mankind.
When the recession hit in 2008, the encouragement was to purchase more on credit to get the economy moving. We have been encouraged to continue consuming for the purpose of getting the national economy back in good health. Tony Campollo once talked about the craziness of our approach, citing how anxious people get near Christmas, “Buying things they do not want, for people that have everything, with money they do not have.” As Americans we have deluded ourselves with the notion that we are entitled to the good life.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Not only are we not entitled to the good life, what we have earned is death.

I have shared this previously, but it is worth citing again. Jonathan Edwards is one of the great American preachers. He is probably best known for the sermon entitled, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” It is a powerful sermon and absolutely terrifying in its presentation of the clarity between natural man’s attempt at righteousness and the holiness of God. It is worth reading in full. For now, however, only number 9:

All wicked men's pains and contrivance which they use to escape hell, while they continue to reject Christ, and so remain wicked men, do not secure them from hell one moment. Almost every natural man that hears of hell, flatters himself that he shall escape it; he depends upon himself for his own security; he flatters himself in what he has done, in what he is now doing, or what he intends to do. Every one lays out matters in his own mind how he shall avoid damnation, and flatters himself that he contrives well for himself, and that his schemes will not fail. They hear indeed that there are but few saved, and that the greater part of men that have died heretofore are gone to hell; but each one imagines that he lays out matters better for his own escape than others have done. He does not intend to come to that place of torment; he says within himself, that he intends to take effectual care, and to order matters so for himself as not to fail.

But the foolish children of men miserably delude themselves in their own schemes, and in confidence in their own strength and wisdom; they trust to nothing but a shadow. The greater part of those who heretofore have lived under the same means of grace, and are now dead, are undoubtedly gone to hell; and it was not because they were not as wise as those who are now alive: it was not because they did not lay out matters as well for themselves to secure their own escape. If we could speak with them, and inquire of them, one by one, whether they expected, when alive, and when they used to hear about hell, ever to be the subjects of misery: we doubtless, should hear one and another reply, "No, I never intended to come here: I had laid out matters otherwise in my mind; I thought I should contrive well for myself -- I thought my scheme good. I intended to take effectual care; but it came upon me unexpected; I did not look for it at that time, and in that manner; it came as a thief -- Death outwitted me: God's wrath was too quick for me. Oh, my cursed foolishness! I was flattering myself, and pleasing myself with vain dreams of what I would do hereafter; and when I was saying, Peace and safety, then sudden destruction came upon me."
Don’t fool yourselves, Edwards says. Unless you have been convicted of your sins by the Holy Spirit, repent and joined yourself to Christ as your only righteousness, hell awaits.

Now, that’s the bad news. It is bad news, but it is accurate and it is the truth. We need to start there because that is where we are. The rest of this passage – and the rest of the gospel – is good news precisely because of the situation we are in.


God made us alive together with Christ.

We have hope because God has given us hope. Left to our own, we would be hopeless. Without God, there is no absolute providing a standard of holiness, righteousness, or justice. Without God, there is only the powerful determining the extent to which they will exert their power over the less powerful. There is only a fatalism that says, “When your time is up, your time is up.” It is a parade of waiting for death.

But the promise of Scripture here is for believers: God has made us alive together with Christ. It is not a magic trick, it was a result achieved at a high price: the incarnation, life, suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. God has made us alive together with Christ. We are not made alive like Christ, we are made alive together with Christ. Nothing is done separate from what God has done in Christ. There is no life outside of Christ; there is no parallel track distinct from what God has done in Jesus Christ. The good news is: although there is no life outside of Christ, there is life in Christ. We – you and I – have been made alive – victorious over sin and death – as part of what God accomplished in Jesus Christ. 

Over the last couple of weeks, we have talked about the meaning how God has blessed us in Christ. We have been blessed in Christ:

1. “With every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places;”

2. Because he chose us in Christ.

3. Because he destined us for adoption as his children.

4. Because we have been redeemed through his blood.

5. Because in him he has made known to us the mystery of his will.

6. Because in Christ we have an inheritance.

7. Because in Christ we have been marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.

I have repeated these blessings “in Christ” for the last three weeks to impress upon you the scope of the significance they hold for us. God has acted to make us – who were dead – alive together with Christ. 

Note here that there is nothing about us indicating we deserved this blessing or that we earned it or that we had some special characteristic distinguishing us from others justifying our being made alive. We were dead. God made us alive together with Christ. In Christ, there is life. Acts 4:12, There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”

Further, not only has God made us alive, God has “raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” Our being made alive does not leave us in the mire of sin and death, we have a purpose and we have a mission. We live now to bring glory and honor to God, we live now to pursue justice and righteousness. In other words, we are to live with a purpose much greater than simply trying to figure out if we have enough groceries to make it through the week, we are to set our sights higher than having the greenest grass on the block. We are living now into the reality of our identity in Christ. 

How high have you set your sights? How confidently do you hold your identity in Christ? We often do not realize the impact God effects through us. 

We were out on the Silver Strand yesterday celebrating the season with Abby’s teammates. The team mom and players recognized the efforts of the coaches – and they included me in their thanksgiving. I was kind of surprised because I had considered myself a helper more than a coach. I had helped at practices working with the pitchers and being available to be an extra pair of hands for other drills. It was a nice surprise. 

Much more surprising, though, was that the coaches made a point to tell me how much they had learned from me. The father of the team’s primary pitcher told me how grateful they were for my guidance and then told me they had shared what they had learned in other leagues where they were playing. 

I had no idea. 

My point is this: life in Christ has a much greater purpose than simply trying to make it through the week. We have been given life to live, not to try to preserve and retain as long as possible. We have been raised with Christ and seated with him in the heavenly places. We have been promised eternity; thus, we can live stepping out in faith.

By grace you have been saved through faith – it is the gift of God.

How have we been given life? This is the crux of the passage: life is a gift from God. Your redemption from the consequence of sin is a gift from God. 

I am a visual person and this concept of life being a gift totally from God was difficult to picture visually. Though not perfect, the best I could imagine was the video shown this last week of the aftermath of a traffic accident in which several people lifted a burning car off a motorcyclist who was trapped underneath. Several people raised the car and one other person pulled the motorcyclist out by his leg. He was totally prone, incapable of helping himself. He was facing death directly. In the interview, he talked about his gratitude to his rescuers. He could not get out a full sentence, but his short phrases were punctuated with, “Thank you.” He said how this experience gave him a completely new perspective on life. “I should have died several times,” he said. “I have a new appreciation for each day – each moment – of life.”  

Here, even though we are still taking a birds-eye view of our existence from God’s perspective, we get the idea: we should be dead as a result of the trespasses of our sin. Spiritually, without Christ, we are every bit as helpless as that motorcyclist trapped awaiting death by fire. Without any initiative on our part but through the power of God, we have been made alive in Christ. Our sin has been lifted from us; the consequence of our sin has been taken away from us. “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” (John 15:13) Our awareness of the magnitude of the self-sacrifice of our savior inspires in us a response of inarticulate “thank you.” (We know this as “worship.”) We begin to have a new appreciation for each day – each moment – of life.” 

Grace is the focus word in this passage: in verse 5, “by grace you have been saved;” in verse 7, “so that in the ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness to us in Christ Jesus;” and then, in verse 8, so familiar, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.”

Grace is a description of God’s love for us. Grace is a description of God’s power exercised for us. Grace is a description of the consequence of God’s actions in Jesus for us. It is the very foundation of the meaning of life: in thanksgiving for grace we glorify God, in life we enjoy God forever. 
You have been created in Christ for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.

The final thought here relates to how God sees our efforts. Our works do not justify us; in other words, we are not earning our salvation or eternal life. Instead, because we have been made alive in Christ, we are able to engage in the kind of obedient abandon that frees us to live boldly. 

It is helpful to have the perspective of a child here. I cannot even remember where it was – it may have been Lenape Park in Pennsylvania – but I recall going to a park that was like a giant version of the McDonald’s Playland. There were habitrail tubes all over the place with wheels and bridges and other things that offered endless opportunities for adventure. My eyes were wide with wonder. I did nothing to warrant entrance into the park nor had I done anything to create and maintain it. I was granted entrance because of something someone else had done – my parents had paid the admission – and I was able to experience the joy of being fully engaged in life. Oh, I was thankful; oh, I was rejoicing; oh, how I wore myself out in abandon trying to do everything. 

Friends, hear that exhortation: you have been created in Christ for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life. The Christian life is not one of dour, sour, avoidance of all pleasure. It is an uninhibited abandon into righteousness and joy, pursuing righteousness and the things to which God has called us. God has prepared these things ahead of us to be our way of life. 

As you go forward from this place today, go with a clear picture of how things really are: 

1. You were dead in trespasses and sin.

2. God made us alive together with Christ. 

3. By grace you have been saved through faith – it is the gift of God.

4. You have been created in Christ for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.

It is a message of hope. It is a message of promise. It is how you can answer a friend who asks, “Understanding the meaning of life would come in handy right about now....anyone? Anyone?”
“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.”

Amen.
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