B. 4th Sunday of Lent #2                                                                                        Eph 2: 4-10

Background

The author states what salvation is, the way it comes to the believer (and the way it does not come), and what it leads to. These verses are a particularly fine summary of Paul’s teaching (using phrases from Paul as well as the author’s own expressions) about what it means in one’s own personal life to be a Christian. Nowhere, not even in the genuine letters, is Pauline thought more succinctly and emphatically stated.

Text

v. 4 rich in mercy: The motive that prompted God’s action was his mercy. There is no other explanation for what he has done. It was not a wish to reward goodness or honest behavior. It was not because humans deserved it. It was because God’s is the way he is, generous to a fault.

great love for us: means much the same as mercy. According to Paul, salvation is not a matter of making “reparation” for sin, of “satisfying” the demands of God’s justice, of “placating” his anger. It is purely and simply a matter of God being God. It is grace, completely unmerited and undeserved, a pure gift.

v. 5 brought us to life with Christ: “With” indicates the Christian’s association or identification with Christ. It describes a spiritual transformation available to the Christian now in this life.
v.6 gave us a place in the heavens:  This is a pictorial way of describing nearness to God now (since Christ is already there and we are in and with Christ now) and the enjoyment of his presence, which is, as it were, an anticipation of the life of heaven. Literally, the phrase says, “made us sit with him,” which implies more a sharing of a common meal than occupying a throne.

b. 7 in the ages to come: For Paul the Second Coming of Christ was imminent. However, by the time Ephesians is written, the Church realized that things would continue for an indefinite time period and that the Church had a continuing task on earth.

vv. 8-10: These verses are an inspired summary of Paul’s theology, “Paul’s gospel in a nutshell.” They bring together the main features of what is meant by salvation: God’s part in it, humans’ part in it, the right and wrong way of trying to secure it, and its practical outcome in daily contact.

v. 8 by grace: (Already this word has been used five times in this epistle and will be used six more times.) Before Christian times it had been an ordinary word meaning “pleasantness, favor, gratitude.“  Paul seized upon it and endowed it with such special Christian content that he could use it to express the heart of the gospel.

Grace is utter generosity, unselfish, spontaneous, reckless generosity, which acts wholly out of loving concern for the other’s need, even if the other is completely unworthy of the love and help thus offered.

salvation is yours: Salvation is a comprehensive word that includes all aspects of Christian experience: redemption, forgiveness, the gift of the Holy Spirit, peace, knowledge of God, new life through Christ, and hope. These are all qualities of life into which the Christian has already entered. There is, of course, a future dimension in salvation, but here the writer is stressing those aspects of salvation that have already been given. (When Paul, in the genuine letters, used “save,” he usually meant a future beyond physical death.) Salvation has begun, is now continuing, and is to be completed in the future.

through faith: Like “grace” this is a word to which Paul gave special significance. Sometimes the word is used in the NT at a lower level than the full significance it had for Paul. Especially in the later writings, it would be used to mean intellectual assent to a proposition (belief that rather than belief in) or loyalty to a person or Christianity as a whole (referred to as “the faith”). For Paul it meant an attitude of complete openness to God, so that God may do what he will: rebuking, commanding, healing, enabling. It implies a total abandonment of self to God, “a handing oneself over to Jesus Christ,” a complete surrender to him. It entails a willingness to receive benefits God wants to give and a readiness to obey whatever God commands. In a Christian it results in a deep sense that the change that has come about in them is not their own doing.

v. 9 not from works: Through grace come blessings that we try to achieve by our own endeavors - without success. Paul contrasts it with words that imply human’s self-directed efforts, such as “obedience to the law” or “works of the law.” It is the very essence of Paul’s gospel that man is justified by God’s grace, not by his own meticulous fulfillment of religious rules and regulations. Good works are a requisite of faith, but not a pre-requisite. We are not saved by good works, but for good works.

v. 10 which God prepared for us in advance: This does not mean that God prepared each good work beforehand so that we may practice it. Rather, God’s intention from the very beginning (in bringing salvation to the world in Christ) was that people should be enabled to rise above love of self and give themselves in love for others and in practical concerns for their welfare.

Reflection

There is no such thing as grace in the abstract, but only God acting graciously. Grace is not just an attitude of indulgent kindness on God’s part -overlooking wrongdoing, disregarding sin and/or forgiving it, but also a vigorous enabling power by which evil is overcome and strength is given.

We can defy grace (Gal 2: 21), defeat it (2Cor 6:11) and fall from it (Gal 5: 4). It is only as we, humans, respond to God’s grace in faith that God’s grace can be fully effective in our lives. Grace is God’s initiative; faith is our response. Both the gift and the reception of it are grace. It is God doing for us what we could never do for ourselves.

Faith is the readiness to allow oneself to be given salvation by God. It includes not only a willingness to receive the gift, but also to follow where God’s grace leads, i.e., obedience or the willingness to be made obedient. Without faith, what we do is merely “works,” the self-directed efforts to gain merit, the basis for self-congratulation and pride. “Works” with faith demonstrates our willingness to be commanded, directed, shaped by God as well as healed and restored by him.

To live in slavery is to nullify the grace of God. We have freedom from sin’s power and guilt, from “God’s wrath,” from satanic and demonic authority over us, from shame, from the tyranny of others’ opinions, obligations, expectations, from the constancy of (legalism’s) demands to perform in order to please God and others, from fear of condemnation before God, from an accusing conscience, from all the “shoulds” and “oughts” of the general public.

Grace also brings a freedom to do something else -a freedom to enjoy the rights and privileges of being out from under slavery and allowing others such freedom. It is freedom to enjoy a new kind of power: life in and with Christ. This freedom presupposes variety. God likes variety. Look at creation; it is replete with it. God is not stamping out cookie-cutter Christians or clones, who look alike, think alike, sound alike, act alike. The body has variety; so does the body of Christ.

We Christians have an alternate view of reality and what a view it is! Unbelievers may accuse us of living in an imaginary world, one of our own creation. We say that the world we live in is beyond human imagination and it is a world of God’s and Christ’s creation, not our own. Unbelievers may argue and take issue with our formulations, but how can they quarrel with the saintly lives so many Christians lead? True there are many who claim to be “believers” who are not “be-livers,” who do not live the faith. They not only misrepresent themselves, but they misrepresent Christ. All the more reason for us to really live this vision, this alternative reality, in order to show the world the power of Christ who became incarnate once in Jesus of Nazareth and then incarnate again in every Baptized/faithful Christian. It is not, then, really we Christians, on our own, showing the world the alternative solution to its sins/problems, but Christ showing them through us. It’s all grace. It’s all about grace, not abstract grace, but grace incarnate.

 “Grace” can also be called “mercy” or “love” or “saving help.” It is a cover term for both God’s character or nature and for God’s way of relating to the world he created, especially the people in it. “Grace” collects all that under one term. Not only is God merciful, he is patient. He sees in us what we cannot or refuse to see in ourselves- the ability to change. Part of the mercy of God involves not just forgiveness once, but forgiveness always. No human can reach that standard on his/her own willing it. Only God can provide the power. It is always there for the asking, but God will never impose it on us against our will. “Salvation” is another word for “grace.”

Key Notions 

1. Grace is the divine presence offered to humans in order that they might “incarnate” it into good works.

2. We are not “saved” by good works, but for good works.

3. We can either incarnate God’s grace or humans’ laws; the one leads to graciousness, the other to rigid legalism.

 Food For Thought

1. Works: We share much in common and we call it  “human nature.” Not the human nature God created, but the one infected by sin, by humans insisting on operating on their own conceited power. Humans have abused their free will terribly and we can see the mess it has made, accumulated over the centuries and added to by every human being. The distorted vision that comes from sin, both inherited and actual, results in humans thinking they can earn their way into God’s favor (“favor,” another word for “grace”). They reason, “If I do everything just right, God will have to like me and have to take me in.” Humans fail to realize that God already loves them. Not only do they not have to earn their way, they can’t. Humans do good works, but not in order to be saved (“grace” again), but because they have already been saved. Humans do good works out of gratitude for what God has already done, not to get God to do it in the first place. Humans, then, are saved for good works, but not by them. They are saved in order to do good works. Getting this backwards results in another type of distortion, just as evil as bad works. It results in a legalistic attitude toward God. 

2. Legalism: Legalism is the staunch enemy of liberty (another word for “salvation” which is another word for “grace”). It is an attitude, a mind-set, based on pride. As St. Augustine says, “Pride infects even good works in order to destroy them.” Legalism is an excessive conformity to external and artificial standards for the purpose of exalting the self. It leads to authoritarianism- secular and religious- that manufactures and manipulates rules and regulations for the purpose of illegitimate control. Keeping God’s “rules” in order to make him love, accept or reward the rule-keeper is a form of trying to control God. It aims at uniformity of behavior, not unity of spirit. The rigid, grim, exacting, law-like folks who try to pass for being religious or spiritual feed on shame, blame, guilt and fear. They emphasis the negative, what one should not do and know little or nothing of grace, gracefulness, graciousness, gratitude, mercy and spontaneity. They always measure, but never overflow. Living a stiff, uptight, colorless way of life is not a good advertisement for God. Such folks are not God’s “poster boys,” as much as they might think they are. Living with and by grace is the opposite of legalism, though such a person keeps the laws and then some. They explore as many experiences as they possibly can, plumb their depths, milk them for all they are worth, be they joyful or painful, fulfilling or frustrating. They dance to the music of God’s grace, God word, even when they are the only ones hearing it. They embarrass and anger the “stiffies” by their joyful, playful, yet serious acceptance of God’s grace in all its forms. Legalism is really the first Christian heresy, the heresy that works save. It turns the good news into bad information. Humans get the glory, not God. Legalists are immobilized by their obsession with the insignificant. They are not merely a nuisance. They are a health hazard! They view performance as more important than reality. To them a moral act must seem right more than be right. They do not “enflesh” grace/God/Christ. Rather, they are poorly disguised skeletons, representatives of evil/death/sin.
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