As we continue to make our way through chapter 2 of Paul's letter to the Ephesians, we come, this week, to one of the most central segments of the letter in 2:8-10.  The reason these  three verses are so important is because they really serve to sum up much of what Paul has already said in a very concise manner.  In essence, these three verses constitute one of the central Biblical statement regarding the gospel as a whole.  As we will see, Paul makes some very foundational declarations about the gospel – particularly its foundations – in these verses.  Appropriately, then, these verses have become quite familiar to Christians as a brief declaration of some of the central tenets of the faith.  

In the flow of the text, these verses really serve to summarize the essence of what Paul has been saying in the first seven verses of the chapter.  He makes clear to his readers that salvation (which was described in 2:4-7) flows from the grace of God and not from the works of his readers (especially in light of who they were when  they were saved as seen in 2:1-3).  But he also makes clear that salvation is intended to produce good works.  In essence, these three verses provide some of the most fundamental and foundational statements about salvation in the whole Bible.  

I. Salvation is a gift that comes by grace through faith.

The first thing we see Paul declaring very clearly in our text is that salvation is a gift that comes by the grace of God to those who have faith.  He writes, “For by grace you have been saved through faith...it is the gift of God” (2:8a,c).  Before telling his readers how salvation is not obtained (which we will see in a moment), he tells them how it is obtained, and we should take heed of each statement he makes.  

First of all, he declares that “by grace you have been saved.”  Paul's point is that the salvation of his readers (and our salvation) rests entirely on the grace of God.  Scripture declares this often.  At the Jerusalem Council, Peter declared, “But we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will” (Acts 15:11).  Paul told the Romans, “...for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift” (Rom. 3:23-24a).  He also told the Corinthians, “For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.  But by the grace of God I am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:9-10a).  2 Thessalonians 2:16 tells us that God “loved us and gave us eternal comfort and good hope through grace.”  And Paul told Titus that we have been “justified by his grace” (Titus 3:7).  Grace is unmerited, unearned and undeserved favor.  And with regard to Christian salvation, it is the unmerited, unearned and undeserved favor of God.  Our salvation stems fully and finally from the decision of God to show us favor – not (as we will see) because of something in us but because of his own purposes and desires.  In short, the reason we are saved from eternal punishment is because of something entirely outside of ourselves and outside of our control.  The reason we are saved is because of God's grace.  

But Paul also makes clear that we have been saved by grace “through faith.”  This is another aspect of salvation that is absolutely crucial and attested to often throughout the Scriptures.  In John 3:15, Jesus tells Nicodemus that the Son of Man must be lifted up “that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”  Later, Jesus told the crowds, “For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day....Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes has eternal life” (John 6:40,47).  In Acts 10:43, Peter declares that “...everyone who believes in [Jesus] receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”  And in response to the Philippian jailer's urgent request regarding what he must do to be saved, Paul replied, “Believein the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts 16:31).  Notice – even though Paul does not highlight it in Eph. 2:8 (though he does in numerous other places) – that salvation does not come through faith in anything you please but through faith in Jesus Christ.  Salvation rests, as we saw, on the grace of God and the avenue through which it comes is faith in Jesus Christ.  This is the reason that the Christian message must always include a call to trusting in Jesus Christ as your only hope for salvation.  God is gracious and loving, and He has provided a way for lost sinners to be saved, but He is clear that this salvation comes only through faith in Jesus Christ.  If there is not (true) repentance and (ongoing, sustained) faith in Christ, then there is no salvation.  It is by grace through faith that we are saved. 

And Paul sums all of this up with a tremendous phrase at the end of verse by telling us that all of this (all of salvation) is “the gift of God.”  Once again, Scripture attests to this fact numerous times – especially in Paul's letter to the Romans.  Rom. 3:24 says that we “are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.”  In Rom. 5:15-17, Paul uses the phrase “free gift” to describe salvation 5 different times!  And Rom. 6:23 says, “For the wages of sin is death but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Our salvation has been freely and graciously given to us by God in all of its parts as a gift.  God gave His Son to die on the cross and be raised from the dead.  God gave us the opportunity to hear the gospel.  God gave us new hearts that would believe the gospel.  God gave us the faith to believe the gospel.  God gave us the gift of the Holy Spirit to seal us and to help us obey.  Every part of our salvation is a gift from God to us.  

II. Salvation is not by works.

In the midst of making clear what salvation is, Paul also makes a number of statements regarding what salvation is not – specifically regarding the fact that it is not based on works.  He says very clearly, “And this is not your own doing...not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (2:8b,9).  As much as Paul wants his readers to understand that salvation is a gift that rests on God's grace, he wants them to know that it is does not rest on their works.  

There are essentially two parts to this statement that we can examine.  First, salvation is not earned or merited in any way by our works or by obeying the law.  Once again, this is a common Biblical refrain.  Paul told the Romans, “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin....For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law” (Rom. 3:20,27).  He also told them that salvation “depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy” (Rom. 9:16).  And speaking of the remnant of Israel that has been chosen by God, Paul says that if salvation is “on the basis of works,” then “grace would no longer be grace” (Rom. 11:6).  In writing to the Galatians, he also declares, “...we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified” (Gal. 2:16).  And Gal. 3:10 says, “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, 'Cursed by everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.'”  2 Tim. 1:9 also says that God “saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began.”  And Titus 3:5 says that God “saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit.”  

In essence, the point of all this biblical evidence is that salvation and God's favor can never be earned or merited by anyone.  The age-old problem of thinking that we will be okay if our good deeds outweigh our bad deeds fails to appropriately understood this part of life.  Because of our sin, we will never be able to keep the law, and the only way we could ever be saved by keeping the law would be to keep the entire law perfectly forever.  If we even break the law one time, then that sin has to be punished.  Because of that, salvation is not, in any way, possible by simply doing good things or living a good life.  Paul wants his readers to understand that their salvation is not based on any works that they have done.  It is not because of their own doing or working but because of God's grace.  And the thing that moved God to show us grace was not anything in us either.  

But why did God make it this way?  Why is that human beings cannot be justified by the law?  Why would God put us in such a position that we could never earn our way to heaven?  Paul answers that in the text by saying that salvation is “not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  Even a cursory reading of the Scriptures will make clear that God's desire is that people boast in Him and not in themselves.  God wants people to glorify Him and not themselves.  So, in order to accomplish such an end, God has made the world in such a way that salvation and deliverance from sin can in no way be attributed to man and his work.  Instead, those who are saved and delivered are to boast in God because that salvation and deliverance has come entirely from Him.  As Paul told the Corinthians, “But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God.  He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification and redemption.  Therefore, as it is written, 'Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord'” (1 Cor. 1:27-31).  And as he told the Galatians, “But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14).  Salvation is not achieved or earned by good works.  It never has been, and it never can be.  And the reason is so that people will boast in God and not in themselves. 

III. Salvation is intended to produce works.

Having made clear that salvation is not based on works, Paul closes these verses by making clear  that works, though not the basis of salvation, certainly have a place in it.  Instead of being the cause of salvation, they are actually the result and goal of it.  He closes these verses by saying, “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (2:10).  After making clear that salvation is by grace through faith and that it is not based on works, Paul is making the point that salvation is intended to produce works.  

There is an interesting flow in the text at this point because Paul transitions from emphatically declaring that salvation is not the result of works to making clear that God has saved us so that we will carry out good works.  Once again, this is a point reinforced throughout the Scriptures.  In Matt. 5:14-16, Jesus tells his followers, “You are the light of the world.  A city set on a hill cannot be hidden.  Nor do people light a lamp and put in under a basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.”  Paul tells Titus that Jesus Christ “gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness  and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works” (Tit. 2:14).  And Peter told his readers, “Keep your conduct among the gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation” (1 Pet. 2:12).   There is a clear emphasis, throughout the New Testament, on the fact that followers of Jesus Christ are to carry out good works because they have been saved.  

Understanding this reality was crucial in Paul's mind because it severs the very roots of legalism.   The central problem with legalism is that it puts everything in the wrong order by making salvation depend on works.  The problem is that Scripture routinely makes clear that good deeds are the fruit and not the root of salvation.  The soil of God's grace and salvation is the fertile ground out of which good deeds grow.  We do good deeds because we belong to God and not so that we can belong to God.  Paul demonstrates this at other points in his letters as well.  In Ephesians 4:32-5:2, he writes, “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.  Therefore be imitators of God as beloved children.  And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  And in Philippians 2:4-5, he writes, “Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.  Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus.”  John also tells his readers, “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19).  Good works flow from salvation instead of leading to it.  

Moreover, because God has ordained for us to walk in these good works, it means that if good works are not present, then true faith is not present and true salvation has not happened.  In this verse, Paul is not merely exhorting his readers to do good works because they have been saved (though he is certainly doing that).  He is actually making clear to them that good works are part of their salvation and will most certainly be present.  If a person claims to have faith but that “faith” is not leading them to good works, then it is a demonstration that the faith is not true, genuine, saving faith.  In John 15, Jesus declared, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser.  Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, t hat it may bear more fruit....If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned” (John 15:1-2,6).  James 2 likewise makes clear that “...faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead....For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead” (James 2:17-26). 

So, Paul's final declaration about salvation is that it is intended to bring about good works.  In summation, salvation is a gift from God that flows from his grace and comes to us through faith, apart from any works of the flesh, and actually serves to produce good works in us. 

Conclusion

As we contemplate these realities, I am convinced that a true understanding of them will radically change our everyday lives by radically changing the way we view God, ourselves and salvation.  

First of all, this helps us understand – once again – just how glorious salvation truly is by freeing us from condemnation.  For those who are believers, this is immensely comforting and encouraging because it means that our failures and sins do not disqualify us.  Salvation is of grace and not works, so the sins in which we walked when we were dead are not counted against us.  Salvation is of grace and not works, so the sins that you committed this week and even this morning are not counted against you.  And for those who are not Christians, this means that you can come to Christ as you are, without worrying about how dirty you are and trust that God will make you clean because salvation is of grace and not works.  God does not demand that you get clean and come but that you come so that you can get clean.  

Second of all, this helps us put legalism to death and overcome a “performance mentality.”  If salvation is of grace and not works, then we will understand that God's favor cannot be earned – ever.  We do not work to earn God's favor but because we have God's favor already.  We are set free from having to do anything by the fact that we get to do things.  We are free to love and care and bless without fear of failure or ineptitude.  God has given us grace apart from works and God works in us to carry out those good works.  Stop trying to impress God and just do the good works God ordained for you to do.  

Finally, this text is an encouragement to carry out good works.  Freed from the legalistic mindset that tries to earn salvation, realize that one of the very purposes for which God saved you was so that you would carry out good works so that God would be glorified.  Paul will spend much of the last half of the letter giving practical, ethical instruction, but he has started with the gospel because it is the foundation for such faithful living.  If you have been made alive with Christ and raised with Him and seated with Him by grace  through faith, then you have also been created by God for good works.  You are His workmanship so carry out the tasks for which He made you.  Read, study and memorize the Scriptures so that you know what faithfulness looks like.  God has ordained for you to do the very things He commands, and He is working in you to carry them out.  So get to work.  

And if you are not a believer, recognize that you cannot earn your way to heaven.  You cannot do enough good things to be right with God because you have already done bad things.  God never intended for salvation to be earned.  It is a gift.  And you can only be saved if you repent of your sins and trust in Jesus Christ to be saved.  He perfectly obeyed because you never could.  And if you trust Him, you will be saved.  

As those of us who are Christians come to the table, let us rejoice in the salvation God has given us.  Let us delight in this gift.  Let us glorify God and exalt our Savior.  Amen.  

