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Theme:  The approval of God cannot be earned but it can be received. 
 
Text:   Ephesians 2:1-10 
 
Here’s a thought:  God works for us, in us then through us. 
 
Legendary Spanish artist Pablo Picasso was 25 years old and virtually 
unknown when he painted his famous portrait of American writer Gertrude 
Stein in 1906.  Picasso gave the portrait to Miss Stein since, as the artist 
himself recalled with a smile, at that time in his career "the difference between 
a gift and a sale was very little."  Some years later, the portrait attracted the 
interest of millionaire art collector Dr. Albert Barnes, who asked Miss Stein 
how much she had paid Picasso for it. 
 
"Nothing," she replied.  "He gave it to me." 
 
Dr. Barnes was amazed that such a priceless work of art could have been a 
gift. 
 
If you've ever thought about the Good News of Jesus Christ for very long, you 
can probably appreciate Dr. Barnes's amazement.  Think of what we have been 
given in Christ:  forgiveness, eternal life and the riches of heaven all at a cost 
we could have never paid!  The approval of God cannot be earned but it can be 
received.  We have been given a new lease on life.  But that's not all:  we have 
the privilege of sharing this treasure with others. 
 
Such a gift is described in Ephesians 2:1-10: 
 1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which 

you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler 
of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are 
disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the 
cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts.  Like 
the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 4 But because of his great 
love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even 
when we were dead in transgressions - it is by grace you have been 



 

saved. 6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the 
heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages he 
might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his 
kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 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. NIV 

 
Through Jesus Christ the Father offers us these terms for a changed life: 
No Life in Sin (Ephesians 2:1-3) 
 

 
 
All of us entered this world "spiritually stillborn".  Although we were physically 
and mentally alive, our spirit was cold and dormant in its intended relationship 
to God. 
 
In John 6:53 Jesus said to the Jews, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the 
flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” NIV 
 
This means that when it comes to a person relating to God, outside of Jesus 
Christ we are spiritually dead.  We possess no spiritual life, and we can do 
nothing for ourselves to please God.  Just as a person who is physically dead 
does not respond to physical stimuli, so a person spiritually dead is unable to 
respond to spiritual things.  A corpse does not hear the conversation going on 
in the funeral home.  He has no appetite for food or drink; he feels no pain; he 
is dead.  Just so with the inner man of the unsaved person.  His spiritual 
faculties are not functioning and they cannot function until God gives him life. 
 
A pastor had preached on the subject of Jacob's ladder [from Genesis 28:10-
22], and his young son was very impressed.  A few days later he told his father 
that he had dreamed about the story. 
 
"And what did you see, my son?" 
 
"I dreamed," replied the boy, "that I saw a ladder reaching up into the clouds.  
At the foot of the ladder were many pieces of chalk, and no one was allowed to 
climb up without taking a piece of chalk and marking on each rung for each 
sin committed." 



 

 
"Very interesting, my boy, and what else?" 
 
"Well, Father, I thought I would go up, but I hadn't gotten very far when I heard 
someone coming down." 
 
"Yes," said the father, "and who was that?" 
 
"You, Father," replied the boy. 
 
"Me?  Whatever was I coming down for?" 
 
His son replied, "More chalk!” 
 
We cannot climb a ladder to heaven through our good works! 
 
At one time our entire sphere of activity was in "the ways of this world."  This 
expression is probably drawn from the Roman arena, where contestants had to 
run in the way, or course, laid out before them.  Prior to becoming followers of 
Jesus, we had to live by the standards of the world's system, under the 
direction of Satan.  He was our lord and master and we had to "play the game" 
according to his rules.  We were deceived into thinking we were "doing our own 
thing!" 
 
Consequently, we had incurred God's wrath upon us, His holy hatred against 
sin.  Such is God's candid appraisal of our past.  In His sight we were no 
different or better than anyone else. 
 
Are you still dead in your sins?  Are you still walking down the path laid out for 
you by the devil?  If you are, the Bible guarantees that you are destined to 
eternal death in hell.  If you are no longer on that path, you have many reasons 
to be thankful. 
 
Through Jesus Christ the Father offers us these terms for a changed life: 
No Life in Sin 
New Life in Him (Ephesians 2:4-5) 
 

 
 
The phrase in verse 4, "But ... God" is the great turnaround in today's text.  



 

Things were looking grim and hopeless as we all blindly stumbled down the 
path that leads to death and destruction.  But God intervened, reached into our 
desperate situation and plucked us from the jaws of death. 
 
The same power that caused Jesus Christ to rise from the dead on the third 
day following His crucifixion - yes two verifiable accounts in recorded history - 
can fill you today. 
 
For some reason that I do not yet fully comprehend God loves us - warts and 
all!  Since our two children, Allison and Braden, came into my life I have a 
better understanding of our Heavenly Father’s love.  Neither of them did 
anything to earn my love, but I love them dearly. 
 
He has revealed to us His love by raising us from the spiritual death to which 
we were enslaved.  In the four Gospels it is recorded that Jesus raised three 
people from the dead.  In each case, He spoke the Word and this gave life.  The 
Word of God is living and powerful!  These three physical resurrections are 
pictures of the spiritual resurrection that comes to the sinner when he hears 
the Word and believes. 
 
In John 5:24 Jesus promises: 
 I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent 

me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from 
death to life. NIV 

 
Our spiritual resurrection is much greater because it puts us in union with 
Christ:  God "made us alive together with Christ."  As members of His body we 
are united to Him, so that we share His resurrection life and power. 
 
Are you enjoying this new life in Christ?  He is calling each of us to enjoy it 
with Him.  Will you accept His invitation or will you mark on the envelope, 
"Return to sender"? 
 
Through Jesus Christ the Father offers us these terms for a changed life: 
No Life in Sin 
New Life in Him 
New Seats for Us (Ephesians 2:6-7) 
 

 
 



 

We are not raised from the dead and left in the graveyard.  Because we are 
united with Christ, we have been exalted with Him and we are sharing His 
throne in the heavenly realm.  Our physical position may be on earth, but our 
spiritual position is "in heavenly places in Christ Jesus." 
 
Like Lazarus, we have been called from the grave to sit with Christ and enjoy 
His fellowship.  In John 12:1-2 the Apostle describes a scene shortly after 
Lazarus was raised from the dead: 
 1 Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus 

lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. 2 Here a dinner was given 
in Jesus' honour.  Martha served, while Lazarus was among those 
reclining at the table with him. NIV 

 
He has not raised us from the dead to keep us at arm's length.  The Lord 
desires to begin eternal life with us here and now by enjoying our company and 
giving us the opportunity to enjoy Him.  God is not far off, somehow beyond 
our reach.  He is, through Jesus' death and resurrection, within our grasp! 
 
The Lord is not simply a soft marshmallow, some benevolent grandfather who 
refuses to be stern with those who do not receive him and walk in His ways.  
Isaiah 66:22-24 explains that we will be reminded of our salvation: 
 22 "As the new heavens and the new earth that I make will endure before 

me," declares the LORD, "so will your name and descendants endure. 23 
From one New Moon to another and from one Sabbath to another, all 
mankind will come and bow down before me," says the LORD. 24 "And 
they will go out and look upon the dead bodies of those who rebelled 
against me; their worm will not die, nor will their fire be quenched, and 
they will be loathsome to all mankind." NIV 

 
God's grace is further enhanced by His justice and judgment.  Because God is 
kind and loving it does not mean that He will let us get away with sin.  If we 
play games with Him we can be sure to face the consequences - sooner or later. 
 
The chaplain was walking through the prison garment factory.  "Sewing?" he 
asked an inmate who was working there. 
 
"No, chaplain," the prisoner replied gloomily, "reaping!" 
 
On the cross Jesus declared (in John 19:30), "It is finished."  Because the work 
necessary for our salvation is complete He "sat down" at the Father's right 
hand.  Now we have been made to share in that position.  Sitting is the position 
of rest.  In Christ we rest in and enjoy what He has done. 
 
A seat is being offered to you in heaven.  Will you receive it or refuse it?  If you 
have already gratefully accepted it then enjoy it and tell others about it. 
 



 

Through Jesus Christ the Father offers us these terms for a changed life: 
No Life in Sin 
New Life in Him 
New Seats for Us 
No Thanks to Us (Ephesians 2:8-10) 
 

 
 
The Greek word translated "workmanship" is poiema, from which we derive our 
English word "poem."  It means "that which is made, a manufactured product."  
The Creator is the master craftsman.  His greatest work is the new creation.  
You are God’s poem! 
 
The opening phrase in verse 8 can also be translated as "For by grace you are 
in a saved state."  Salvation is much more than the initial experience of 
receiving Jesus as one's personal Saviour.  It is a "state" or "condition" into 
which we have entered - an ever present, ongoing experience.  It is not altered 
or affected by outward circumstances. 
 
In Romans 8:38-39 the Apostle Paul assures himself and us: 
 38 For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor 

demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39 neither 
height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. NIV 

 
God cannot work in us unless He has first worked for us, and we have trusted 
His Son.  Also, He cannot work through us unless He works in us.  This is why 
it is important to spend time daily in the Word and prayer, and to yield to 
Christ during times of suffering.  For it is through the Word, prayer and 
suffering that God works in you.  Note the progression:  God works for us, in us 
then through us. 
 
His grace offered to us can be rejected or received with thanks.  Gratitude is 
from the same root word as "grace".  Our gratitude to the Lord can be 
expressed through good works. 
 
It is too bad that many believers minimize the place of good works.  Since we 
are not saved by good works, we can mistakenly think that good works are evil. 
 
In the 1700s an associate of John Wesley, Samuel Bradburn, was highly 



 

respected by his friends and used by God as an effective preacher.  On one 
occasion he was in rather desperate financial need.  When Wesley learned of 
his circumstances, he sent him a five-pound note with the following letter: 

Dear Sammy:  Trust in the Lord, and do good; so shalt thou dwell in the 
land, and verily thou shalt be fed [Psalm 37:3]. 
 
Yours affectionately, John Wesley. 

 
Bradburn's reply was prompt.  "Rev. and Dear Sir:  I have often been struck 
with the beauty of the passage of Scripture quoted in your letter, but I must 
confess that I never saw such a useful expository [explanatory] note on it 
before." 
 
In Matthew 5:16 Jesus explains the role of good works in the life of one of His 
followers: 
 In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your 

good deeds and praise your Father in heaven. NIV 
 
Imagine yourself invited by Queen Elizabeth to a banquet at Buckingham 
Palace in London.  You are seated at a table with the choicest foods.  Every 
effort is made to give you a most enjoyable evening.  At the end of a friendly 
visit, the queen stands at the front door to bid you good-bye. 
 
What do you do?  As you leave, do you press a twenty-dollar bill into her hand 
and say, “Thank you very much for your kindness.  I have enjoyed the evening 
very much.  I realize it has cost you a lot of money, and I want to help you pay 
for the meal”? 
 
Is that the proper response to her kindness?  On the contrary, it is a rude and 
insulting gesture.  It would be the same with God’s grace.  To seek to earn, 
merit, or purchase salvation is to insult the giver.  The best response you can 
offer is to receive it gratefully and to share such grace with others. 
 
Think of what we have been given in Christ:  forgiveness, eternal life and the 
riches of heaven all at a cost we could have never paid!  We have been given a 
new lease on life. 
 
Through Jesus Christ the Father offers us these terms for a changed life: 
No Life in Sin 
New Life in Him 
New Seats for Us 
No Thanks to Us 
 
The approval of God cannot be earned but it can be received. 
 



 

 
 


