Why Am I Here? #27

“Saved to Serve”

Ephesians 2:8-10

Someone once stated, “I would hate to be the third verse of a four-verse hymn!” Since many churches habitually sing the first, second, and last verses of a hymn on Sunday morning, the third verse is often overlooked and quickly forgotten.

I feel the same way about certain Scripture verses—ones that follow famous passages. Verses like John 3:17 or Romans 3:24 or Romans 8:29 live in the shadows of the familiar words that precede them.

Another such verse is Ephesians 2:10. I would agree with Chuck Swindoll when he said, “The greatest verses on the gospel, in my opinion, are Ephesians 2:8-9.”
 Paul uses simple words that anyone can understand to describe the miracle of salvation:

For it is 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. 


Clearly this teaches that we are saved by God and God alone. Mankind can do nothing to earn salvation, and no one can brag about the fact they are saved. Salvation is by grace through faith plus nothing. Yet Paul goes on in verse 10,

For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

The thought continues. I would go so far as to say that all three verses need to be taken together in order to do justice to Paul’s intended meaning here. If we isolate verses 8-9 to the exclusion of verse 10, we could end up with spiritual laziness; if we were to detach verse 10 without verses 8-9, we could end up with spiritual legalism.

This morning I want to put these three verse together to have a complete picture of what God wants to do in our lives. Put very simply, it goes like this:

· We are saved by grace

· We are saved through faith

· We are saved for works


Let’s take a look at these three simple yet profound statements regarding our life in Christ. This truth is the biblical watershed for all we believe and teach. But it means nothing if we begin with a misunderstanding of grace or a faulty definition of faith or a misconception of the proper place of good works in our lives.

The Operational Process of Our Salvation


First, let’s consider the operational process of our salvation. (You knew I couldn’t keep to that simple outline, didn’t you?) We are saved by grace; God displayed unmerited favor toward us, giving us what we did not deserve. (Mercy is the flip side of grace; in mercy God did not give us what we do deserve.)


Paul goes out of his way in this passage to show that salvation has nothing to do with what we do: “…and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” The way of works—human effort—is completely incompatible with the grace of God. 
Works say, “Do!” Grace says, “Done!”

Works say, “Try!” Grace says, “Trust!”

Works say, “Behave!” Grace says, “Believe!”


Salvation cannot be “of works” because the work of salvation has already been completed on the cross. This is the work that God does for us, and it is a finished work. We can add nothing to it; we dare take nothing from it. God did it all, and He did it by His grace.
 


This is what separates Christianity from every other religion. Religion is all about what man does for God; Christianity is all about what God has done for man. Religion adds works to grace. Mormons, for example, state, “For we know that it is by grace that we have been saved, after all we do” (2 Nephi 25:23, emphasis added).


The reason why other religions are so popular is that it appeals to our sense of fairness. Good people are rewarded for their goodness while bad people are punished for their badness. Especially in America, we are proud of our accomplishments. We want to be able to point to what we have done—even if it’s not much—and claim responsibility. But, as Andy Stanley points out, fairness may not be the best way:

Fortunately for us, the kingdom of God does not operate according to the principles of fairness. At least not the way we measure fairness. When I think about all the things I’ve done wrong, when I consider all the times I’ve promised God I wouldn’t and then did, I’ve concluded that I don’t really want God to be fair in the fairest sense of the term. If fair means I get what I deserve, I don’t really want fair. I would opt for grace instead. I bet you feel the same way.


One last word on grace: Since we are not saved by our good works, we cannot be lost by our bad works, either. Grace means salvation completely apart from any merit or works on our part. Salvation is a gift, not a reward.
 It is all about what God has done, not what we can do.

The Optional Portion of Our Salvation


Does this mean, then, that everyone will be saved? Some would like to think so, but the clear teaching of Scripture states otherwise. Sadly, in the words of Jesus as found in Matthew 7:13-14, “Wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” In fact, Jesus taught more about Hell than He did about Heaven.


So what distinguishes those who will be saved from those who will be lost? The optional portion of our salvation is the second little phrase of Ephesians 2:8, “through faith.” Faith is the means by which people acquire salvation.
 (Notice I said “acquire” salvation, not “achieve” salvation, for we cannot earn it for ourselves. J. B. Phillips captured the concept neatly in his paraphrase of Romans 3:27. “The whole matter is now on a different plane—believing instead of achieving.”
) 


My Calvinist friends would argue that even the faith exercised by the Christian is itself the working of God. In an attempt to protect and defend God’s sovereignty (which, in my opinion, does not need defending), they argue that the “gift of God” refers to both the grace and faith. Rather, the gift is salvation, made available to us by God’s grace and received by us through faith.
 As Francis Foulkes writes, “…the foreknowledge of an almighty and omniscient God is not opposed to his gift of free will.”
 


What is meant by “faith”? Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest suggests,

When these words refer to the faith which a lost sinner must place in the Lord Jesus in order to be saved, they include the following ideas; the act of considering the Lord Jesus worthy of trust as to His character and motives, the act of placing confidence in His ability to do just what He says He will do, the act of entrusting the salvation of his soul into the hands of the Lord Jesus, the act of committing the work of saving his soul to the care of the Lord. This means a definite taking of one’s self out of one’s own keeping and entrusting one’s self into the keeping of the Lord Jesus.
 

“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household,” Paul told the Philippian jailer in Acts 16:31. Later he would write in Romans 10:8-11, 

“The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”


Notice the synonyms in this passage: “faith,” “believe,” and “trust.” These all refer to relying upon something to hold us, without which we would fall. Just as someone sitting in a chair trusts it to hold him up, so a person with faith in Christ believes He will save eternally.


The reason I call this the “optional” portion of salvation is that we are required to make a choice. As seen earlier, this is no way diminishes God’s sovereignty. Yet time and time again in Scripture mankind is called to make a choice—an act of the will—to trust God rather than self. 

Thus we are saved by grace through faith. And that is where most Christians stop. But Paul goes on…
The Operant Purpose of Our Salvation


Verse ten completes the thought: “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  We are not saved by faith plus works (as verse 9 states emphatically), but by a faith that works.
 The entire thought would be:

We are saved by grace through faith for good works.
It is terribly important that we keep this in the correct order. Religion puts good works first—as the engine in the train—with the grace of God following behind. The Bible teaches that grace comes first and good works follow—as the caboose in the train.

While it is true that we are not saved by good works, it is equally true that we are saved for good works. Good works are not the root but the fruit. We do not work in order to be saved, but because we are saved.
 Good works are certainly not the cause or the grounds for our justification. They are not in any sense the basis for our salvation. But they are the inevitable evidence of it. If we are truly “His workmanship,” if He chose us and sovereignly prepared good works that we should walk in them—then there is no way God’s elect can live an earthly life devoid of obedience to Jesus Christ.
 
We are saved to serve. We were put on earth to make a contribution.
 By that I do not mean a monetary contribution! (Why is it that people think preachers are always asking for money?) God wants to use us to make a difference in his world. He wants to work through us. What matters is not the duration of our lives, but the donation of our lives. Not how long we lived, but how we lived.


That word “workmanship” in verse ten is a very interesting term. The original Greek is  poema, from which we get the English word “poem.” As Steve McVey writes in his excellent book Grace Walk, “God has made you to be a heavenly piece of poetry on this earth!”
 Swindoll says, “We are God’s poetry-in-motion.”


This word poiēma is different from the term translated “works” (ergon) in the previous verse. Poiēma is found elsewhere in the New Testament only in Romans 1:20, where it is used of the works of God’s first creation. Humanity was God’s making in the beginning, and now, because that work of his was corrupted by sin, there is a new divine act of creation, for “if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation,” as Paul puts it in 2 Corinthians 5:17.
 

Why is that significant? Because we must be careful not to fall into the trap of legalism. Many Christians believe that we are saved by grace, but they follow that by saying that we stay saved by works. This is the false gospel Paul had to repudiate in his letter to the Galatians. I love how J. B. Phillips renders Galatians 3:1-3,

O you dear idiots of Galatia, who saw Jesus Christ the crucified so plainly, who has been casting a spell over you? I will ask you one simple question: did you receive the Spirit of God by trying to keep the Law or by believing the message of the Gospel? Surely you can't be so idiotic as to think that a man begins his spiritual life in the Spirit and then completes it by reverting to outward observances? 


That’s not how it works. We were saved by God’s grace and we serve by God’s grace. Just as we trust in God by faith for our salvation, so we trust in God by faith for our sanctification. Later in the same letter Paul would write in Galatians 5:6, “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.”  

The Bible consistently teaches that salvation is a gift of God’s grace, but it is appropriated through a faith that goes beyond merely understanding and agreeing with the truth. Demons have that kind of “faith” according to James 2:19. Genuine faith will inevitably provoke some degree of obedience. In fact, Scripture often equates faith with obedience.
 As I have said so many times, we need to sing the classic hymn as “To Trust Is To Obey.” 


What does faith obey? The greatest commandment: Love God and love others. To what kind of service is every Christian called? Love God and love others. What are the “good works that God has prepared in advance for us to do”? Love God and love others. “Faith expressing itself through love”—that is the heart of true Christian service.

Very briefly I want to point out three truths about every Christian’s service.

First, you were created to serve God. What God told Jeremiah in Jeremiah 1:5 is also true for you: “Before I made you in your mother’s womb, I chose you. Before you were born, I set you apart for a special work” (ncv). You were placed on this planet for a special assignment.

As Max Lucado writes, “You aren’t an accident. You weren’t mass-produced. You aren’t an assembly-line product. You were deliberately planned, specifically gifted, and lovingly positioned on this earth by the Master Craftsman.”

Second, you are called to serve God. Growing up, you may have thought that being “called” by God was something only missionaries, pastors, nuns, and other “full-time” church workers experienced, but the Bible says every Christian is called to service. Your call to salvation included your call to service. Regardless of your job or career, you are called to full-time Christian service. A “non-serving Christian” is a contradiction in terms. 

A term for serving God that’s misunderstood by most people is the word ministry. When most people hear “ministry,” they think of pastors, priests, and professional clergy, but God says every member of his family is a minister. In the Bible, the words servant and minister are synonyms, as are service and ministry. If you are a Christian, you are a minister, and when you’re serving, you’re ministering.

Third, you are commanded to serve God. This is not optional for the believer. Paul states in Philippians 2:5, “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” What was His attitude? Jesus said it Himself in Matthew 20:28, “Your attitude must be like my own, for I, the Messiah, did not come to be served, but to serve and to give my life” (tlb). For Christians, service is not an elective, something to be tacked onto our schedules if we can spare the time. It is to be the heart of the Christian life. Jesus came “to serve” and “to give”—and those two verbs should define our lives on earth, too. 

Jesus taught that spiritual maturity is never an end in itself. Maturity is for ministry! We grow in order to give. It is not enough to keep learning more and more. We must act on what we know and practice what we claim to believe. Impression without expression causes depression. Study without service leads to spiritual stagnation. The old comparison between the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea is still true. Galilee is a lake full of life because it takes in water but also gives it out. In contrast, nothing lives in the Dead Sea because, with no outflow, the lake has stagnated. 

The last thing many believers need today is to go to another Bible study. They already know far more than they are putting into practice. What they need are serving experiences in which they can exercise their spiritual muscles. 

This is not easy, for serving is the opposite of our natural inclination. Most of the time we’re more interested in “serve us” than “service.” We say, “I’m looking for a church that meets my needs and blesses me,” not “I’m looking for a place to serve and be a blessing.” We expect others to serve us, not vice versa. But as we mature in Christ, the focus of our lives should increasingly shift to living a life of service. The mature follower of Jesus stops asking, “Who’s going to meet my needs?” and starts asking, “Whose needs can I meet?”
 

Ephesians 2:10 need not live in the shadows of verses 8-9. In fact, if verse ten is kept, as Paul placed them, in the closest conjunction with verses 8-9, misunderstandings about the relationship between grace, faith, and works can be avoided.

We are saved by grace through faith for good works.

Have you been saved by grace through faith? If so, are you allowing the Holy Spirit to accomplish good works—loving God and loving others—in your life? That is a big part of why we are here!
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