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Ephesians 2:1-10 

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 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. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying 

the cravings of our flesh[a] and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by 

nature deserving of wrath. 

 4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ 

even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. 6 And God 

raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 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.  

8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is 

the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s 

handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to 

do. 

 

Prayer 

 

God, who reached down into our messy existence with tender redemption, help me to offer 

a testimony to your grace that leaves us inexcusable in neglecting your mercy.  

I ask for freedom to open the sorrows of your people and set before them comfort. May we 

be refreshed, melted, convicted and comforted by your words and truth, that we might live 

into the freedom and expense of being your people.  

As I speak of your grace, help me not treat an excellent matter in a defective way, or bear a 

broken testimony to so worthy a redeemer, or be harsh in my treatment of Christ’s death, 

its design and end, from lack of my own faithfulness.  

May your truth be clear, and may it change our hearts. Amen.1  

 

                                                      
1
 Language borrowed and adapted from The Valley of Vision, A collection of Puritan Prayers and Devotions.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians+2%3A1-10&version=NIV#fen-NIV-29233a


 

Sermon   

Contrast. The old and the new, law and grace, right and wrong, works and election, white 

and black, technology and history, we are a people divided in heart and mind. And speaking 

of divisions, I have the auspicious task this morning of sharing with you about this concept 

of Sola Gratia, Grace Alone. One of the fundamental building blocks, the “five Sola” of the 

Reformation, capturing the theological thrust of the reformers.  

By now, I hope everyone is aware that we’re celebrating the 500th anniversary of Luther’s 

1517 challenge to, and subsequent break-up of Western Christendom. There is far less 

distance today between our Catholic sisters and brothers, and our own theology when it 

comes to the topic of grace, than one might realize, and is a conversation I love to engage 

outside the pulpit as an Ecumenical Chaplain.   

 

But, what was new in 1517, was that Martin Luther challenged the fundamental theological 

presuppositions on which Christianity and the West had operated for nearly 1000 years. 

This challenge ultimately led to a fissure right down the center of Europe. Essentially the 

North and East of Europe went Protestant, rejecting the Catholic synthesis, and we see the 

emergence of two different lifestyles in Christianity: one essentially “bible based” with a 

very heavy emphasis on Scripture and laity, and the other which attempted to reaffirm the 

structures that had stewarded Christianity for the previous thousand years.2 

Luther was taught in the Medieval System: do your best and God will not deny you. 

Salvation by grace for the church in Rome, required man’s full cooperation in everything, 

which left Luther with what he described as a “holy terror” at the thought of having to 

stand before a majestic God.3  

Luther was plagued by this notion. He was so paralyzed in his attempts to do his best, that 

his superiors eventually sent him from his monastic context into academia to relieve 

themselves of the burden of having to try and direct his scrupulosity and obsessive concern 

with sinfulness and failure. It was said that during this season, he would often spend more 

than six hours in confession a day, seeking absolution for every possible thought that might 

have been sinful.4   
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It wasn’t until his time at the University of Wittenberg, through extensive study of 

scripture, that Luther began to describe a theology of grace that freed him from his 

obsessions and personal striving, and acknowledged his sinful brokenness before the 

righteousness of God.  

Returning to Ephesians chapter two, we see the old life contrasted with the new. This letter 

to the church in Ephesus was written to remind the church of who and what they once 

were, and who they were called to be.  

 

The Ephesian church is made up of both Gentile and Jewish Christians, and the reminder to 

them is not a comfortable one. The writer lays out for them their sinful lives, lacking God’s 

protection and blessings. A reminder that this is the condition into which they and thus we 

are born. It set out in no uncertain terms, the depth of degradation in which humans exist 

outside of God.  

 

I think it is common for us, when we hear that we have transgressed, to think that what we 

need is forgiveness for our sins. But what scripture says (Isaiah 64:6) is that all of us, even 

our righteousness, are as filthy rags, and we need forgiveness for that which we deem to be 

the best about ourselves. This is the grace we find in Jesus Christ.  

 

Sola Gratia, grace alone, is not a pleasant doctrine. Grace says the worst things about us, 

because we are really wretched, with no good works. The human idea of sin states that it is 

something that we chose. You freely choose to sin. But that’s not what Scripture teaches. 

We are slaves to sin. (Romans 6:20, John 8:34) We are in bondage to sin. (Acts 8:23) We are 

held captive by the power of sin, and unless we be liberated by Christ, we remain bound.5 

 

That is not something I like to hear…I tend (like I imagine most of you do) toward thinking 

I’m a pretty decent person, and I’m largely susceptible to the illusory superiority that 

plagues our ego-centric society. I imagine that left to my own devices I would quickly 

surpass the “perceived wickedness” of the Church which Luther sought to address…which 

wasn’t so much the wickedness of the institution, but the wickedness of the hearts that 

sought to control it.   

 

Luther realized this hypocrisy. He recognized that we don’t love God’s grace, we hate it, and 

we hate it because it does not leave us, as Ephesians says, room to boast.6 There can be 

nothing of human pride where grace is concerned. As the old hymn says, nothing in my 

                                                      
5 Westminster Confession of Faith, On Good Works, 6.091.  
 
6 Ephesians 2:9 



hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling.7 We’d rather bring something in our hand, have 

something to recommend us, but Grace won’t let us. In a culture constantly striving, being 

empty handed is terrifying.  

 

But it is also liberating.  

 

Grace allows us to get off the treadmill of performance and merit. Of trying to gain the favor 

of others. Of self-promotion because of what we bring to the situation. When we come into 

the fullness of God’s great grace, we begin to understand in that relationship we don’t earn 

our standing, grace doesn’t diminish when we falter and fail, and stumble, we have nothing 

to prove to God about who we are and what we deserve. Because we deserve nothing.   

 

Here I am skirting around the idea theologian and pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer called cheap 

grace. Or grace we bestow on ourselves. Despite what our mouths say, our hearts tend to 

self-centered and performative faith. Sometimes this is revealed in the little things, 

something negative happens and we instinctively say, maybe I didn’t pray enough, or work 

hard enough, or…we’re still in a relationship with God that is performance driven. Grace 

alone is the basis of our comfort and assurance as sinners before God. We get caught in 

questions of what do I do to be a better XYZ, a false piety, and yet here in Ephesians it says 

the merit that was necessary for our salvation was done by grace through Jesus Christ.8  

Grace alone means that I am saved entirely by the initiative of God, that I am liberated from 

the burden of having done enough, and I can rest in the knowledge that I have been saved. 

This is fundamentally the doctrine of election, and it is one of the more challenging in our 

tradition. However, I rely on the mystery in the doctrine of election, knowing that everyone 

who calls on the name of the Lord, shall be saved. Every human heart is bent away from 

God, but God in mercy draws us in.  

In my work with students, I do not often encounter faithlessness, or a lack of morality. Or 

“hearts obviously bent away from God.” Most often I see a driven self-righteousness, an 

assumption that we merit something before God. A certain brand of Pelagianism that 

imbues humanity with a starting point of goodness.  

 

Illustration of Student and their experience around Jesus on the Cross.   

 

Last Sunday night saw more evidence of the true nature of our hearts. Death and 

destruction rained down, and people slammed up against the fragility of our existence. Our 

bondage to sin and death. The reality of our hearts, our minds, and our nature is that it is 

                                                      
7 Rock of Ages, Cleft for Me.  
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fundamentally broken and flawed by sin…the grace offered by God is that God knows this 

about us, and chooses to offer us an alternative. Not because anything we do begs it, or 

measures up, but because the depth of death and destruction on offer to us in the world is 

not what God desires for any of humankind.  

 

In Ephesians, regarding the condition of the Ephesians before Christ, we hear “you were 

dead in your trespasses and sins.” When you’re dead, you’re absolutely helpless. You don’t 

need to be encouraged, or trained, or educated, you need to be raised…and that does not 

happen of your own accord. Grace alone is sufficient. In our death, sin, and absolute 

helplessness it is by grace that Christ intervenes and raises us up to new life. Friends, we 

need this resurrection. Amen.  

 

 


