For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith - and this 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 workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

 

It doesn't take children long to learn that if you can get a job of some kind, you can earn some money for yourself. Or if someone competes in a contest, they might win a trophy for themselves. Or maybe if they do well in school, they will earn some kind of a certificate or an award. That's the way it works in this world - work at it, do your best, and you should earn something for it! You should get what you deserve for your effort!

 

But when a person can earn no wage, can win no prize, and deserves no award - but receives such things anyway - that's what the Bible calls GRACE! And grace, the undeserved love of God for us, is the very heart of our Christian faith. While we were still sinners, the Bible says, Christ died for us! [Rom. 5:8] When we deserved nothing from God but His eternal wrath and punishment for our sins, God cared enough to send the very best Substitute for us - His own Son Jesus to be punished in our place. That was GRACE!

 

No heathen religion, no man-made religion has any concept of grace in it. All man-made religions are based on the idea that a person must, in some way, earn some sort of salvation for himself. Maybe by doing more good works than bad things, maybe by trying hard to climb the ladder into heaven, trying to become a better person. But none of that can win salvation – no one is able to be a perfect person on this earth! Only true Christianity reveals to us that God gives salvation as a free gift of His GRACE!

 

A number of beautiful hymns have been written praising this grace of God, and we are going to sing one of them today: Amazing Grace by John Newton. Over 200 years ago, John Newton was a man who learned about Jesus from his faithful mother as a child. Then he turned completely against Christianity after her death and living a rough life on the sea with his father, and later as a captain on one of those tall-ships, like we had here in Green Bay last weekend! But later, John Newton was brought back to the Savior he had known as a little child. And so, in appreciation, he wrote his famous hymn in praise of God's "Amazing Grace".

 

Let's take a few minutes today to look more closely at this WONDERFUL GRACE OF GOD ourselves!

 

Here in Ephesians 2, Paul states very clearly that we are not saved by our works at all! We have nothing to boast about, but our salvation is purely by God's grace through faith in Jesus. It is the gift of God, he says, not by works. He says it so clearly that we wonder how some groups which use the Bible can still teach their people that good works are necessary to save them!

 

Some will say that Jesus only paid for some of our sins, but we must pay for the rest with our own good deeds. Maybe by saying a lot of prayers, or by paying for religious favors, or by going to suffer somewhere after death before we can get into heaven. None of that is GRACE!

 

Others might say that going door-to-door to spread their message and getting the door slammed in their faces will help earn a better place in heaven. Or that if you just do your good deed each day, you will eventually merit a place in eternal life, no matter what "god" you believe in. None of that is GRACE either!

 

Grace is just the opposite of earning salvation by doing good works. As the Apostle Paul wrote in Romans, If by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace. (Rom 11:6) Grace is always a free gift. It is truly the foundation upon which our Christian faith and salvation rest! Without it, we would be lost and drowning in the depths of our sins, unable to make our way to the top! That's why GOD'S WONDERFUL GRACE is also our greatest comfort!

 

The Bible says that where sin increased, grace increased all the more. [Rom 5:20] Our sins are beyond number, more than we will ever realize, but God's grace has been greater, boundless, able to save even the very worst of sinners. So that the Apostle Paul, who confessed he had once been the worst of sinners, now rejoiced in saying, By the grace of God I am what I am - as a believer and missionary of Christ. [1 Tim. 1:15 & 1 Cor. 15:10]

 

So any person, brought to their knees in sincere repentance by the Law of God, should be comforted and lifted up again with the good news of God's forgiving grace! Believe it, dear friends, and don't doubt it a bit! For God's Word clearly and consistently teaches us salvation by grace alone. And His Word never lies! We can have confidence in all that these holy Scriptures say, for God has breathed them into the writers as His true and certain Word for all eternity! [1 Peter 1:25]

 

What a great burden has been lifted from many a sinner's shoulders when they finally heard this good news that Jesus has done it all! No longer did they have to fear that they had not done enough to earn salvation! No longer did they have to look forward to some place of suffering after death to make up for their sins. The weight of all the guilt, all the shame had been lifted from their shoulders. It was done long ago, when the sins of all people were carried by Christ Jesus to the cross, and He became the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! [John 1:29]

 

Since God never changes, and His Word never changes, we need never doubt the declaration of grace He made at the cross – declaring us "justified" by His grace for Jesus' sake! Did any of you see the tall ships drop anchor here in Green Bay a week or so ago? The anchor is a most important part of the ship, holding it in place despite the fierce storms that might batter it! In the storms of life, we too need a firm anchor of faith, resting securely in the depths of God's undeserved love for us. That grace will not fail us as it endures forever!

 

Especially when we come to the end of life in this world, we will find the greatest comfort in this grace! As one hymn puts it, "By grace, on this I'll rest when dying. In Jesus' promise I rejoice. For though I know my heart's condition, I also know my Savior's voice." [CW 384:5] At death, Satan would surely love to raise doubts in our minds: does God really love you? Did you do enough to satisfy Him? How could He let a sinner like you into heaven? You know your heart's condition ... the evil lusts, the hateful thoughts, the ungodly things you don't want anyone to know about! How could God possibly forgive them? All you deserve is death, decay, and damnation!

That's the way Satan can tempt us to doubt. But when the Evil One asks, "Will a wretch like you really get into heaven?" We can answer with a confident: "YES! By the grace of God! Through faith in our Savior!" For we "know our Savior's voice" as that hymn put it! We know His voice which by grace says to each of us, Take heart... your sins are forgiven! ... My sheep listen to my voice and I know them and they follow Me, and I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish! [Matt. 9:2; John 10:27]

 

What greater comfort could we have in life or in death than to know that we are saved by the grace of God alone through faith in His Son Jesus? Then as we leave this earthly life behind, we can do so with joy and confidence that we are on our way to an eternal home in heaven!

 

But in the meantime, as our faith rests on the solid foundation of salvation by grace, and we take great comfort in this eternal truth ... we still have a life to live on this earth! And salvation by grace alone does not mean that we can "cheapen" this WONDERFUL GRACE OF GOD, by thinking: now I can sin as much as I want - because God will forgive me anyway in His grace! Oh no, God forbid! the apostle wrote in another book - Shall we go on sinning, that grace may increase? By no means! [Rom 6:1,2] Scripture warns that such an attitude will make the grace of God in Christ of no effect for us! [Gal. 5:4]

 

If we appreciate the free and undeserved grace of God as we should, we will not want to continue in sin, but with God's help, make a strong effort each day to put down our old sinful nature with repentance and to do the good God wants us to do! Here in these verses Paul emphasizes that we are saved by grace, not by works, so that no one can boast; but then he adds, We are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

 

God did all the work of saving us so that we, in turn, would gratefully do the good works of love that will serve Him and our neighbor. The works of love that are outlined for us in His commandments. These are to be the fruits of a living faith in our lives. In another place the Bible tells us that Jesus went through all the humiliation, pain, and sorrow of winning our salvation to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good. (Titus 2:14)

 

Is someone "eager to do what is good" if they make excuses for their sins; refuse to follow the commands of God; or have that "God will forgive me anyway" attitude? Of course not! Being eager to do what is good means being eager to do the good works that God has prepared in advance for us to do! Wanting to follow the direction of God's Word when it tells us the difference between good and evil, what pleases God and what God hates, what will be of benefit to us and others and what will only harm us and others in the end.

 

When we turn to His Holy Scriptures for guidance, God will show us what those good works are that He has prepared in advance for us to do. Then, in our grateful love, with appreciation for HIS WONDERFUL GRACE, won't we go forward in doing them?

 

God keep us firmly anchored in His free grace! So that we never waver from this solid foundation of our salvation; that we find in it our greatest source of comfort and joy, and the motivation to go on living as God's people on this earth! Until by amazing grace, He brings us into the amazing glories of our heavenly home!

 

Amen.

