Resurrecting Church: Grace Works
Big Idea:

Grace is our only hope.

Purpose:

To encourage people that grace works.

Passage:

Ephesians 2:1-10

Verse:

Ephesians 2:8-9

Opening

Story
-My first job as a pastor was in Madison, WI where I served for almost 18 years. My initial
role at the church was youth pastor. At the time we had a small staff so, a few months in,
the lead pastor asked me if I could preach on an upcoming Sunday when he would be out
of town. I gladly agreed. I didn’t have a lot of preaching experience, but I sensed I had the
gift of teaching and I was eager to use it. I hope there is no video or audio of that sermon
lying around somewhere. Those poor people. But I worked really hard and did the best I
knew to do at the time.
-I don’t remember what I preached on, but I remember being both excited and super
nervous. Our lead pastor was an excellent communicator and I had big shoes to fill. I can
still picture the room where I got up to speak. I had just begun my opening when
something unexpected happened. Some of the students and volunteer leaders from the
youth ministry were sitting at the very back of the room. When I would tell a story, make a
joke, or present an idea they would hold up signs that had numbers ranging from 1 to 10.
10 was praiseworthy. 1 was less than praiseworthy. They were rating my performance in
real time. After I got over my shock, I have to admit I kind of liked it.
-While the students that day were joking around with me and were very generous in their
scoring, that experience represents how our world largely operates.
Every four years I love to watch ice skating at the Winter Olympics. I am sure you have
seen it on occasion. These incredible athletes gracefully skate these heavily
choreographed pieces while attempting jumps where they sometimes spin 4 times in the
air before landing gracefully.
I know very little about ice
skating, but it is obvious when
they make big mistakes and
have crash landings after an
attempted jump. I still think it is
remarkable that they bounce
right back up and continue with
their performances.

The panel of judges awards
their ranking and medals to
the men and women who
perform best. They get
judged on every little detail
of their performance from
dress to music to whether or
not they smile.
Points are deducted for any mistake, however minor it may
be: .5 deduction because the quad jump was only a triple
axel. It looked good to me.
At the end of the performance the skater stands in the
middle of the rink exhausted and waiting for their scores.
The difference in the gold medal and 7th and 8th place is
sometimes a very small percentage. When the scores come
in you can immediately tell if they are elated or crushed.
-That’s kind of how our world works. We are the performers.
We do our best for God and others and we wait for our
scores. Some days we are elated. Some days we are
crushed. To be honest, we kind of like it. But it is a horrible
and dehumanizing way to live. It is a prison. And God wants
to set us free from that prison.
Review

-We are in the 3rd week of a series called Resurrecting Church. The Church is the hope of
the world. The Church is the body of Jesus meant to make things right in the world and
bring God’s Kingdom to earth as it is in heaven. Ephesians was written to the churches in
Asia Minor to reveal what church is meant to be. Paul wants us to read his letter as a story
to be lived out. Our story is part of a much greater story. God is the Showrunner. Jesus is
the Lead Actor. We as the church are given a vital role to play.
-Last week we explored Paul’s eye-opening prayer at the end of chapter 1. Paul wants us
to see ourselves from a new perspective. Paul wants us to see ourselves as God sees us.
God sees us in Jesus. Because of the work of Jesus God considers us to be saints. This is
Paul’s noun of choice for followers of Jesus. Paul gives us an incredible prayer that we are
meant to pray over one another persistently. We are to pray that our eyes would be open
to see our hopeful calling, our vast riches and our resurrection power.
We gave you that prayer on cards last week and I challenged you to pray it over one
another. Feel free to pick one up today if you missed out on that. I hope you were faithful
to do so. Keep it up. We desperately need the Spirit of God to open our eyes so that we
can see ourselves the way God sees us. That will be imperative if we are going to live out
the greater story.

-This week we launch into Ephesians 2:1-10. If you know any part of Ephesians, you
probably know this section. That is because it is one of the most important passages in all
of Scripture.
Public Reading

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used
to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the
kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.
All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our
flesh and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature
deserving of wrath. But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in
mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—
it is by grace you have been saved.
And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly
realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the
incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ
Jesus.
For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from
yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast. For
we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God
prepared in advance for us to do. (Ephesians 2:1-10)
Color Commentary

The Human Plight (1-3)
-This passage is the body of Paul’s letter. It is a natural continuation of the end of chapter
1. (We must remember that chapter headings were added much later.) At the end of
chapter 1, Paul reveals that Jesus, the Head of the church because of His death and
resurrection, rules right now over every authority, power and dominion in this age and the
one to come. This is a reference to the evil spiritual forces that wage war against God and
the church. We can’t see them but they are there and they are actively seeking to hijack
and destroy all that is good. Jesus sits on the throne and leads His church which is actively
engaged in a cosmic battle between good and evil. This is the greater story into which we
are invited.
-Chapter 2 gives us the script for that greater story. Our passage today gives us the
panoramic view of the story – the past, present and future. Next week we will hone in on
the present activity of the church. Verses 1-7 are one sentence in the Greek. God is the
showrunner and is directing the action. Jesus is the lead actor.
-In verses 1-3, Paul reminds followers of Jesus of our past. Paul declares that we were
dead in our transgressions and sins. He repeats this phrase in verse 5 for emphasis. In a
cute turn of phrase, Paul reminds us that we used to live as dead people. Suffice it to say
we are all complicit in our brokenness. We choose to go our own way and cut ourselves

off from God who is the source of all life. What were we apart
from the saving work of Jesus? We were dead. It makes me
think of that 80s comedy Weekend at Bernie’s. Bernie dies, but
the two younger guys spend the movie trying to make him look
alive. It’s funny and sad.
It’s what our lives look like apart from Jesus.
-But Paul also reveals that we participate in this choice that
leads to death. Paul tells us that we used to follow the ways of
the world and the ways of the ruler of the kingdom of the air.
This is Paul’s reference to Satan.
In the New Testament, Satan is the personified leader of evil forces and spirits. When the
human story began in the garden, evil was already present in the cosmos. Adam and Eve
chose to go their own way, but they were also tempted to choose to go their own way.
The same is true today. Paul tells us this spirit is now at work in those who are disobedient.
No one escapes this peril. When Paul uses the word translated you it is not directed to an
individual. It is plural – y’all. Paul declares that all of us lived this way at one time.
-I love how Eugene Peterson translates this section in The Message:
It wasn’t so long ago that you were mired in that old stagnant life of sin. You let
the world, which doesn’t know the first thing about living, tell you how to live.
You filled your lungs with polluted unbelief, and then exhaled disobedience.
We all did it, all of us doing what we felt like doing, when we felt like doing it,
all of us in the same boat. It’s a wonder God didn’t lose his temper and do away
with the whole lot of us. (Ephesians 2:1-3, The Message)
-This makes me think of another older movie called The Matrix.
The plot of The Matrix is that an Artificial Intelligence becomes
super intelligent and has conquered humanity but they need to
keep humans alive for energy. So, they place humans in superrealistic simulations. I just learned that this is a very real theory
of present reality. There are very bright people who think it is
possible that we are all locked in an advanced simulation run by
super intelligence.
While I don’t think that is the case, I do think it reflects a
portion of the reality Paul describes. There is a dark genius in
the world waging war against God and the church and all that
is good.
My scholar friend Dr. Tim Gombis, whom I will interview later in the series, says that Satan
and the evil powers, “…direct involvement in shaping perverted ideologies, mindsets,
cultural prejudices and the infinite variety of other destructive forces that dominate
imaginations…The present evil age is a maddeningly complex web of oppression and

enslavement. It draws humanity into sinful choices and patterns that result in the
domination of Satan and the fallen powers.”
Ephesians and other parts of the Bible present it as a cosmic battle. Much is at stake. We
will talk more about this next week and in the weeks to come. I know many of you have an
interest in this type of thing. At some point we will do an entire series on the supernatural
realm. But we must not remember the end of chapter one— our victorious King is on the
throne. How did Jesus become the victorious King? What was His primary means of
rescuing humanity and making all things right? Paul reveals this in verses 4-7.

God rescues us through Jesus (4-7)
-Paul is giving us the script for the greater story in Ephesians 2. We are pretty depressed
after reading verses 1-3, but it shouldn’t be surprising. Every great story begins with a
depiction of some cosmic challenge. Paul moves from the past to the present with
perhaps two of the most important words in Scripture – But God. Those are the first two
words in verse 4 in the Greek– But God. But is an aversive conjunction. It opposes what
precedes it. God did not stay at a distance and watch as evil hijacked His good creation.
God decisively entered the fray.
-It is God’s character that drives His actions. Paul tells us that God acts because of His
great love. This is not a surprise because Paul reminds us that God is rich in mercy. This
Greek word mercy captures the Hebrew word hesed, which is the word God uses most
often to describe His character. It can be defined loyal or covenant love. Jewish readers
would immediately hyperlink to Exodus 34:6-7 when God reveals Himself to Moses as ‘the
compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in [hesed]’. I love Sally
Lloyd Jones’ description of God’s love in the Jesus Storybook Bible as the never
stopping, never giving up, unbreaking, always and forever love. God’s love drives Him
to action on the behalf of His hijacked and imprisoned creation.
-Paul tells us that God acts in three ways. Each action is indicated by the word with. God
made us alive with Christ, raised us up with Christ, and seated us with Christ. The latter
actions of raising us up and seating us point back to the end of chapter 1. These are the
same things we are told God did for Jesus. Now God is doing them for the church in Christ.
-Paul’s central conviction of the passage is that even when we were dead in our
transgressions, he reminds us of our condition apart from Jesus, God made us alive with
Jesus. This is the key plot twist of our story – we were dead, now we are alive. The
greater story we are invited into is a resurrection story. And all of this is done in Christ to
pick up the key phrase from chapter one. Our new identity, our life-out-of-death, is
accomplished not by our own performance—because we were dead. It was
accomplished through the work of Jesus.
-What is God’s remedy for our human plight? What is God’s answer to humanity that is
enslaved in a prison of performance? One word: Grace. Grace is our only hope.

God’s Gift of Grace (8-10)
-For the second time in the chapter Paul repeats the short phrase for it is by grace you
have been saved. Paul wants to make sure we understand that grace is at the heart of
God’s plan to save and restore the world. This continues the theme in chapter one where
Paul greeted the churches with grace and peace. Paul tells us that ‘everything we have
been given in Jesus is to the praise of the glory of God’s grace which we are freely given.’
Paul reveals that in Jesus we have been lavished with the riches of God’s grace. Paul has
now twice declared by grace you have been saved. The better translation is by grace are
you saved.
We are saved by grace the moment we look to Jesus for life and we are continually saved
by grace as we journey into the future. Why did God strap on flesh and embrace the cross
and rise again? Paul tells us in verse 7— so that in the coming ages God might show us the
incomparable riches of his grace. We experienced grace when we looked to Jesus for life.
We will continue to experience God’s grace for all eternity. What is God’s answer to the
predicament of sin? Grace. Grace is our only hope for the present and the future. We
won’t understand the greater story we are called to live if we don’t understand grace.
Grace is one of New Hope’s values.
-What is grace? The Greek word is charis. It simply means gift. A gift is not something we
earn. A gift is something that is given out of the love and generosity of the giver. When
someone gives us a gift, they don’t expect us to repay them or perform until we earn it.
That would turn a gift into a payment. The best gifts can never be repaid.
-Paul adds some descriptors of salvation by grace. Paul tells us that salvation by grace is
not from ourselves. It is also not by works so that no one can boast. Salvation by grace has
nothing to do with our performance. No one who is saved by grace could ever boast—
because boasting would deny that we are all equal recipients of the riches of God’s grace
in Jesus.
-The evil powers know that our only hope is grace, so they do everything they can to
move us away from grace to a performance mindset. We see this on full display in the
garden. Adam and Eve were created in grace and invited into participating in God’s good
work. But they were seduced into thinking they could be like God. Their actions were all
about themselves, all about their own work, all about positioning themselves to boast.
They were attempting to replace God as the Showrunner of the great story. In the
process, grace was rejected and humanity entered the prison of performance that
brought death to God’s good creation. What was God’s response to this travesty? Grace.
Grace is always our only hope.
Life Lessons

Grace sets us free from the prison of performance
-The truth is we struggle to accept and live into the grace that God freely offers. The
reason is that we live in a performance-based world and possess performance-based
hearts. We live in a world where most things are determined by performance. Our

educational system, our economy, our science, our athletics are performance based. And
sadly, we bring this misguided mindset to most of our relationships. What have you done
for me lately? Psychologists tell us that humans have a deep desire for people to get what
they deserve and to deserve what they get.
-I often feel as though I am that figure skater constantly performing for that panel of
judges. What kind of score do I get as a husband, father, son, and pastor? At my worst
moments, each day becomes a performance where I anxiously await my score. When the
score is good, I feel great. When the score is not good, I am devastated. It is a horrible
way to live. That is why I call it the prison of performance. It is not how we were created
or meant to live.
-Our chief problem is that we allow this performance-based mindset to shape our
relationship with God. Barna studies have revealed that half of Christians feel it is
possible to earn God’s favor, more than half view Christianity as a list of rules to be
followed, and nearly 70% think the saying “God helps those who help themselves” is in
the Bible. This mindset is in direct opposition to the good news of God’s grace. It shows
how warped our hearts are and how powerful the forces of evil have distorted our
thinking. We are trapped in a prison of performance. It is a horrible way to live. It hijacks
our relationship with God and others.
-We read Paul clearly telling us that by grace we are saved. It is not by our own efforts. It
could never be from our own efforts. But if we are honest, we don’t like that. We would
like to contribute something. In the deepest recesses of our hearts, we look down the
church aisle to our right and our left and think, God’s got to love me a little more than
some of these bums. We want to participate in our own salvation. We just can’t imagine
that God’s grace truly offers everything we need. But it most certainly does. Grace is our
only hope.
-The radical hope of Ephesians 2 is that grace sets us free from the prison of performance.
I prayed a prayer at age five to place my faith in Jesus for salvation. I understood the main
idea of the gospel—but I didn’t understand grace. I have a performance-based heart and
live in a performance-based world. I also spent time in churches that were performancebased. I knew Jesus was my Savior, but I also thought my performance played a role in my
salvation as well.
‘That is a perverted gospel and it will inevitably fail. It failed me and I crashed and burned.
I walked away from God for many years. But because God is love and is rich in hesed, He
didn’t let me go. God chased after me. In my early 20’s, I learned that trying to do life
without God, life in the prison of performance, didn’t work. I was living as a dead person.
Through some faithful mentors, a good church, the music of Rich Mullins, the writings of
Philip Yancey and Brennan Manning, I came to realize that grace was my only hope. Grace
revolutionized my life. It set me free from the prison of performance.
-Philip Yancey wrote an incredible book on grace entitled, What’s So Amazing about
Grace? Yancey has a wonderful definition of grace: Grace means there is nothing we can
do to make God love us more and there is nothing we can do to make God love us less.

How do you feel about his definition? It is a brilliant definition because it correctly defines
grace by removing our performance entirely. We are forever loved in Jesus right this
moment. There is nothing we can do to make that more true or less true.
For people who are exhausted with a performance-based world that reality is liberating.
For people who think their relationship with God is performance-based it is crushing.
Grace is offensive to those people who think they can earn a right relationship with God
and amazing to those who realize they cannot. In a performance-based world, grace is a
scandalous idea. It is also the only thing that can set us free from the prison of
performance. Our hearts and our world are too broken to be fixed by our own efforts.
Grace is our only hope.

Grace works
-Grace is not only our hope for our past, grace is our hope for our present and our future.
Once grace frees us from our prison of performance it empowers us to participate once
again in God’s good work. We were saved by grace for a purpose. We woefully
misunderstand grace if we think it saves us to sit around on our couches bidding our time
until Jesus returns. In verse 10, Paul tells us we were saved by grace to ‘become God’s
handiwork created in Jesus to do good works God has prepared for us to do.’
-The Greek word translated handiwork is poiema. It is
an artistic word. We get our word poetry from it. It is
used to describe various works of art produced by
artisans. It is used in reference to God as a Potter
working with clay. My wife is a master potter. I get the
privilege of regularly watching her create art on her
potter’s wheel. It is hard to not think of this verse. God
is the Master Artist and by grace He is creating us to be
part of His good work in the world.
-We are not saved by works but we are saved to work.
We could sum it up by saying – grace works. We totally
misunderstand our story if we think that grace is
opposed to work. Grace is not opposed to work. Grace
doesn’t just save us. Grace gifts us with the opportunity to enter God’s good work.
-Recent scholarship has taught us a lot about how people in the first century thought of
gifts. We have learned that gifts were given to create a relationship between the giver and
the recipient. It was expected that the recipient of a gift, especially a costly gift, would be
a good steward of the gift. We are mistaken if we see grace as a gift with no strings
attached. Grace draws us into a relationship with our Creator who by grace calls us into
His good work in the world. These good works are accomplished by the redemptive and
transformative work of God’s Spirit in our lives. That is why they are good works. Paul says
as much to Titus:
For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people. It
teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-

controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the
blessed hope—the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus
Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to
purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.
(Titus 2:11-14)
Grace doesn’t just save us. Grace empowers us to do good.
-This fits perfectly within the larger story of the Bible. In Genesis 1, God created the world
and God created humanity in grace. God called it all good. God called humanity very
good. Humanity’s mission was to steward and participate in God’s good creation. Then
evil and sin hijacked God’s creation. So, God launched a worldwide restoration plan. In
Jesus, God saves us by grace and once again invites us to steward and participate in His
good work. It is all a gift. It is all grace. Grace is our only hope.

To be grateful is to be graceful.
-How might we describe a person who is saved by grace and empowered by grace to
participate in God’s good work? I would describe that person as full of grace, that is,
graceful. One practice that cultivates gracefulness is gratitude. To be grateful is to be
graceful. That is why again and again and again the Scriptures tell followers of Jesus to
not take grace for granted. We should be grateful.
-In the Greek language grace and gratitude share the same root. The words are in vital
relationship. When we encounter grace, it should produce gratefulness. Gratefulness leads
to gracefulness. Gratefulness does not celebrate things we earn. It celebrates what we
have been given. The Scriptures command us to be grateful because we have
experienced so much grace. Gratefulness should be an attitude that marks the lives of
those who follow Jesus. Who has experienced more grace than we have? It is so easy to
slip back into that old mindset of earning, and performance, and deserving. It is so easy to
take grace for granted and miss all the gifts in our lives.
-If we want to live graceful lives, we must practice gratitude. As followers of Jesus, we
should regularly name the gifts in our lives. We have no shortage of grace. Many of you
know my favorite saying is all is grace. I end my letters and emails with that phrase. My
wife painted it in the lobby of the old New Hope building. If I ever get the guts, I will
tattoo it on my arm. When I say all is grace, what do I mean? I mean what James, the
brother of Jesus, said, “…every good and perfect gift is from above coming down from our
Father.” Everything good and beautiful and true in our lives is a gift. Everything.
All is grace.
-We can practice gratitude by keeping a gratitude list. I do this most nights. I shoot for
naming 1,000 gifts over the course of the year. It tunes my heart to all I have been given
and rescues me from the prison of performance. Another helpful tool is Lectio 365. It is an
app that provides daily times of prayer. They just added Night Prayers which are fantastic.
The Night Prayers guide us through the ancient Prayer of Examen practice which directs
us to survey our day to praise God for the gifts He has given.

I regularly get drawn back into the prison of performance where I am trying to earn things
and where I am often ungrateful. Practicing gratitude, naming the gifts in my life, reminds
me that all is grace. It cultivates gracefulness in my life.
Closing

Gospel
-Many of us approach our relationship with God with a performance-based mindset. What
can we do to make things right with God? Paul makes it crystal clear that no one can
perform their way back into relationship with God. That is a dead end. Grace is our only
hope. Our only hope is the gift of Jesus.
And how do we respond to a gift? We receive it or reject it? If we reject it, then we are left
trapped in the prison of performance. If we receive the gift, we become God’s new
creations and are graced with the opportunity to participate in God’s good and
restorative work in the world. If you have never accepted God’s gift of grace in Jesus, I
encourage to do so today.
One of my favorite authors puts it like this:
My message, unchanged for more than fifty years, is this: God loves you
unconditionally, as you are and not as you should be, because nobody is as
they should be. It is the message of grace...A grace that pays the eager beaver
who works all day long the same wages as the grinning drunk who shows up
at ten till five...A grace that hikes up the robe and runs breakneck toward the
prodigal reeking of sin and wraps him up and decides to throw a party no ifs,
ands, or buts...
This grace is indiscriminate compassion. It works without asking anything of
us...Grace is sufficient even though we huff and puff with all our might to try
to find something or someone it cannot cover. Grace is enough...Jesus is
enough. (Brennan Manning, All is Grace)

