The Power and Grace of God (Ephesians 2:1-10; 25/10/09)

Charles Swindoll tells the story of how two whales were discovered in Alaska in the early winter of 1988. They were trapped there as the ice had closed in around them, 60 miles from the sea. He describes how the rescue mission gathered pace: from a few Eskimos with chain-saws, to a large tractor, to the American National Guard sending helicopters to drop concrete ‘bashers’ onto the ice. Finally the USSR got involved by sending two massive ice-breaking ships. The whole rescue plan lasted over three weeks and cost around 1.5 million dollars! Eventually the exhausted whales were set free into the sea. Did they appreciate all the effort that had been expended for them? I doubt it, but it was a good news story! All that power, energy and money had been expended, but everyone was happy at what had been done (The Grace Awakening, p129)

The gospel of Jesus Christ is good news. That’s what gospel means. It’s a message about a powerful rescue and freedom. Paul had preached the gospel in Ephesus, this great and wealthy city, and people had come to believe in Jesus Christ. Now he writes and tells them that he keeps on praying for them. “I am praying that you may know three things: that you might know God better, the hope God has given you, and the power God has for you.” It’s this last point I want to think about today: the incomparably great power for us who believe (1:19). It is like the power that raised Jesus from the dead, that seated him and the Father’s right hand.  

Dr M. Lloyd-Jones makes an important point when he states that Paul “does not pray that the Ephesians may have more power, but that they may come to know the greatness of the power of God that is already working in them.” So Paul’s prayer was not, “Father, give them great power so that they can do amazing signs and wonders in your name!” but, “Father, help them to know, to grasp, to appreciate and to understand the powerful work that you have done and are doing in them.”

This week in Florida a huge rocket is going to be launched. Just try to imagine the power required in the engines to thrust that rocket into space! It’s impressive.

But we’re looking at a different and greater power than that. You might wonder why Paul keeps talking about God’s power. We can answer that question as we look at 2:1-10. Here, he reminds them of what they were before they became Christians, in contrast to what they are now. This is all down to God’s power. What he says about the Ephesian Christians is true for all Christians. Notice that he begins the chapter: As for you. But he soon changes to us (v3) and keeps using us until v10. Paul is describing Christian believers in every generation.

What has God done, by his power? He mentions what God has done – all in the past tense! 

1) God made us alive (when we were dead)

Of course, Paul is speaking in spiritual terms when he says you were dead in your transgressions and sins. The word transgressions has the idea of deliberately deviating from God’s moral ways; the word sins has the idea of falling short of God’s holy standard. Before a person becomes a Christian, he or she doesn’t know or love God and doesn’t want to know or love him.

I knew a Jewish man who became a Christian; he came to embrace Jesus as Messiah. When he did that his family declared that he was now dead to them. They cut him off from any relationship with them. That’s what dead means. Some familes hold a funeral service for their members who are converted to Christ.

Dead describes our natural condition as we come into this world. God speaks to us through creation, through conscience and even through Christ in the bible. We know God is there but we don’t listen; we don’t want to listen; we don’t want to know or obey him. We are unresponsive to God’s kindness, love and care because we are dead in transgressions and sins. This is the great truth and the aweful tragedy about people.

What kind of power can make spiritually dead people alive to God? Only the power of God. And that’s exactly what God for Christians: he made us alive with Christ, even when we were dead in transgressions (v5). When Jesus raised Lazarus to life he shouted, “Lazarus, come out!” and the dead man walked out of the tomb towards the voice that called him. In the same way, when God makes you spiritually alive you move towards Jesus Christ and trust in him; you hear his voice and follow him.

2) God saved us (when we were slaves)

Though the Ephesians were dead spritually, they continued to live physically in this world. How did they used to live? Were they free? No. Paul reminds them that they were ‘followers’. They followed: the ways of this world; the ruler of the kingdom of the air – the devil; and the desires and thoughts of their sinful nature. All this following doesn’t lead to liberty but slavery. It leads us away from God and the life and liberty he offers. All this means we are slaves to disobedience, following the path of rebellion. 

The story of the Pied Piper of Hamlyn comes to mind. The city was infested with rats, and the pied piper was employed to play a tune and all the rats were enchanted by it, and followed him out of the city to their destruction!

We are not rats! We are people who have been made in God’s image – to love, know and serve him. But we can behave like animals – like sheep we go astray; like stubborn donkeys we refuse to turn. Unless God does something, we are dancing to the tunes of the ‘world, the flesh and the devil’. All three forces are working together to keep us rebelling against our good and loving Creator. In Jesus’ story, the rebellious son went away from his father seeking freedom, but he ended up as a slave and was tempted to eat pig food! What kind of power can deliver us from this slavery? Only God’s power: it is by grace you have been saved (v5).           

3) God raised us (when we were doomed)

As spiritually dead slaves these Ephesians – and us - were by nature objects of wrath. Wrath doen’t mean that God loses his temper. His wrath means his personal, righteous hostility to evil and his determination to punish disobedience. That’s why we need to be saved – rescued from God’s wrath. But we’re all doomed to face God’s judgement for our personal disobedience. There is no way we can escape. What hope is there of ever being accepted by God? What kind of power can raise me up before God when I deserve to be condemned? Only the power of God: And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms (v6) – the place of spiritual reality.

In the OT we find the book of Esther. It’s set in the time of Persian Empire, and many Jewish communities are living in exile. Haman pressures the King to pass a law against the Jews. They are doomed to destruction. Their only hope lies in the fact that Queen Esther is a Jew. She belongs to them; they belong to her. They have someone who represents them in the palace, before the Persian King! And when the King accepts Esther, it means that her people are accepted too; they are no longer doomed to destruction.

My place and acceptance before God in glory is secure. Why? Because Jesus is already there. God has raised him and seated him in glory. I belong to Jesus Christ, through faith. God’s power has joined me to Jesus, and raised me to the place of acceptance in God’s presence!

Before the throne of God above/I have a strong, a perfect plea

A great High Priest whose name is Love/Who ever lives and pleads for me

My name is graven on his hands/My name is written on his heart

I know that while in heaven he stands/No power can force me to depart

That’s why I can pray with confidence now. That’s why I don’t need to be afraid when I die. And that is true for every Christian: God has raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heaveny realms.

So can you see now why Paul prays that Christians may know the power God has for them? It’s an incomparably great power because it made you alive when you were dead; it saved you when you were slaves; and it raised you when you were doomed. No other power can do that! 

I don’t know if those two whales had any idea of the powers that combined to set them free, but Christains need to appreciate the power of God that has saved them. Paul puts it this way in another letter: Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation: the old has gone; the new has come (2 Corinthians 5:17).

So it wasn’t by accident or chance that those whales escaped. Neither is it by accident or chance that you are a follower of Jesus Christ today. It’s because of the power of God! God wants us to appreciate it!

A Natural Question: Why?

If you really grasp how dead and helpless you were, and how great the power needed to save you, the natural question is to ask, ‘Why?’ - Why did God do this? 

There’s a great film called Radio. It’s about an American football coach and school teacher who befriends a poor black young man who has ‘special needs’. He can’t read or write, but he loves listening to the radio, hence his nickname! The coach allows him to be part of the football staff, and includes him in the school. His friends and family ask why he is showing such love to this young man. In the end he confesses to his daughter that he is partly motivated by guilt. As a boy he saw another young black boy every day, on his paper round, being treated like an animal, and he never did anything. He saw this opportunity to show Radio love and acceptance as a chance somehow to use his power to make up for his past failure.   

Well, why does God work his power in Christians? It’s not because of guilt, but it’s all to do with another small word beginning with g, mentioned three times in these verses: grace – (v5,7 & 8). It’s linked with God’s great love for us (v4), his mercy (4), and his kindness to us in Christ Jesus (v7).  The word grace refers to God’s powerful love towards undeserving people. This love is wrapped up for us in Jesus Christ. 

The more you understand the reality of God’s grace, the more it has an effect on you as a Christian. What are the effects that God’s grace produces?

1) God’s grace produces humility, not pride: by grace you have been saved, through faith - and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no-one can boast. Sometimes I ask people the question: “If you were to stand before God and he were to ask you why he should give you eternal life, and not condemn you, what would you say?” Some people answer: “Because I’ve been good; I’ve tried my best; I’ve gone to church.” That shows that you’re not a Christian at all. Others answer: “Because I have believed in Jesus!” Of course, it’s only through trusting in Christ that we are saved! But you need to be careful. Are you suggesting that you deserve heaven because you believed, but others didn’t? Are you giving yourself the credit? A better answer to the question is this: “Because God, in his grace, opened my eyes, and showed me my need of Jesus, and enabled me to trust in him.” Even our faith is given to us as a gift. There’s no room for boasting. Grasping God’s grace leads us to true humility; there’s no room for pride or boasting.

2) God’s grace generates gladness and gratitude, not guilt: like the coach in the film Radio, are you motivated by guilt? Do you say to yourself, “I must really be praying more, reading the bible more and serving others more so that God will accept me more?” Grasping God’s grace makes you realise that God has already accepted you through Jesus Christ. He couldn’t accept you any more! The right motivation to living the Christian life – which involves prayer, reading the bible and serving others - is gratitude to God. That’s why Paul begins this letter on a note of praise (1:3). I love the story of the pastor in America who recalls how God saved him. He was smoking pot in his bedroom when a friend expained to him the gospel of Jesus. He repented and received Jesus Christ as his Saviour. When he’s asked how he is, he often responds, “Better than I deserve!” That’s the response of someone who has a grasp of God’s grace. It produces gladness and gratitude.

3) God’s grace generates good works, not selfishness: For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works which God prepared in advance for us to do (v10). God hasn’t saved you to sit around in self-indulgence. That’s what you were like before he saved you! But now God’s grace moves you to look upwards to God and outwards to others. God’s grace produces good works that bring glory to God and service to others. You might ask, “What kind of good works do you mean?” The last half of this letter wil give you plenty of guidelines: being patient with one another in love (4:2);  sharing with those in need (4:28); building others up with your words (4:29); living God’s way as husband and wife (5:22f); living God’s way as parents and children (6:1f); living God’s way as a worker or a boss (6:5f); praying and owrking for the spread iof the gospel (6:19-20). These are examples of the good works God has called us to do – in reponse to his grace in our lives. God has given you, every Christian, specific gifts and opportunities to glorify him through good works. May the understanding of his grace motivate us to live for him with all our hearts. My friend Johnny farese has this motto which we could make our own: "I am only one, but I am one.  I cannot do everything, but I can do something.  And because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something that I can do.  What I can do, I should do.  And what I should do, by the grace of God, I will do." May the power and the grace of God be seen in you!

