Ephesians 2. 1-10
Saved!
Think, for starters, of being out on a road and just not knowing where you are going. I recall a time in the bush in Africa, where all roads looked rather the same, and there were literally wild animals in the offing. That experience of lostness remains vivid to me – thirteen years on! If you are lost, you are lost: until you are found. IN our ordinary experience, we frequently find our own way back. Today’s reading suggests there is a spiritual lostness out of which we cannot find our own way.
Think, secondly, of the film Dead Man Walking. Following a novel, it tells of a nun encountering a man on death row, condemned to be executed for a horrific crime. As she gets to know the man, he recalls what happened in his life; and she also meets relatives of the victim of the crime. It is a story of accompanying a walk – but is it a walk into death, or into life? Execution happens (and there are all sorts of issues there!), but can the soul be rescued?
Now we can read the passage, which in v. 1 and v.10 has the linking idea of “walking” – walking first in “sins and trespasses”, and walking “in good works”; and which begins with the notion of the addressees (and indeed the writer too) being “dead”, and proceeds to discuss how we are made alive.
The pattern of salvation is Jesus Christ himself. As he died, and was raised again and then ascended and was seated at the right hand of the Father (as we know from chapter one), so those who have been saved likewise are made alive, raised up and seated (vv.5-6). Note how in those particular verses, there is great stress in this passage on what happens for those who have been saved with Christ: with him in his humanity surely, with him for being with God.  
What is our state of death? It is very real. Defined by our sins and trespasses, which is as much to comprehend all our failings, whether of poorly aiming or of falling away,  Paul notes that the trouble arises from our being caught up in the “course of this world” (v.2). We follow the crowd, whether it be a select group of our own choosing or the most popular ways of our present age. We get on the wrong road, and we become lost. And not only are there then wild animals around, there is the prince of the air who fosters the spirit of disobedience. Paul has no doubts, especially in this Epistle, but elsewhere too, that there are unseen powers at work against us. We should both take good heed of the warning, recognising that temptations are put in our way, and also as we look to God for help and defence, take perhaps a measure of comfort that for all our own sin leads us astray, there is even more at work against us. We are to blame, yet we are not so entirely to blame that we should linger in despair and darkness. Sin has to be named, and so also have the powers of darkness. “We all”, the apostle writes, have been subject to being taken over by the passions of the flesh – this most certainly includes sexual sin, but is not defined by these alone, cf. Galatians 5) – and our desires of “body and mind”. Our will is at the root of our problem. We do not have the capacity only to will the good, and so both our thoughts and our actions are corrupt.
Is this to say that we are generally bad, and only occasionally good? Is this a pessimistic view of the human “nature” which, as Paul clearly writes, is subject to the wrath of God? Rather than trace the long historical and theological debates over such niceties, I cut to the point by going to how some prisoners in Inverness this last week put it: we are not all bad. Or I read of Solzhenitsyn, after his experience in the Gulag, who wrote, “even within hearts overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good is retained. And even in the best of all hearts, there remains … an un-uprooted small corner of evil”. There is, in short, at the very least an oscillation within all of us, none of us being able entirely to hold to the good, and none of us also being able entirely to close our minds to the good. Thus we should be neither utterly pessimistic about nature, but nor can we entirely optimistic. We are, as Paul so eloquently put it in other letters, all of us sinners. And yes, this could be grim news, because we know no way out of it.
But in fact there is good news. The gospel (= “good news”) cannot be: bewail and acknowledge your sin. That will not ultimately do any good, because we shall only sin again. The gospel cannot be: reform yourself, aim high, try and try and try again. Perhaps even more than incessantly beating one’s breast, that will result in despair. Rather, we have to start talking about, and believing, in God alone.
God who alone is good, who abounds in mercy, who has loved us with a very great love even while we were yet sinners (vv.4-5), He has saved us from death. It is by grace alone (Paul cannot restrain himself in already saying it, in his parenthesis in v.5). What happens – and note how Paul offers an overarching vision of it – is that we are made alive, raised up and seated, through God’s extraordinarily rich grace and kindness in Christ Jesus. Jesus was given to us, to the world, that the world might not be condemned but saved. 
Death is around us; in a sense we are all dead men or women walking. But the gospel is that we are not doomed! The gospel, in a one-liner for which Paul takes a new sentence (amazing in this letter so far, where hugely long sentences are generally the norm!), is “You have been saved by grace through faith”. For clarity’s sake, let’s leave talk of justice and justification on the side here, for it is not mentioned. The only subject at this point is salvation, the rescue from the ever-present claws of death. Where faith has a role can be unpacked at another time, though here it seems that it has a role in us appropriating, i.e. understanding and rejoicing in, our salvation. It is certainly not a condition of our salvation, any more than any other works we might do. God does not save us because we have said with utter conviction “I believe (reckon) you can” any more than God saves us because we have been generous to the widow and stranger. There is no boasting in the doctrine of salvation. None can say, I have it, so you should try to get it too. It is entirely and utterly the gift of God (names derived from the Greek, “Theodora” or “Dorothea”, might help us to remember). Life, life in its fullness, eternal life, is the gift of God alone, in Christ alone.
Think now of the opening verse of John Newton’s hymn “Amazing grace”, and allow there to be a full stop. You and I, onetime slave traders or no, we are all wretches who have been saved by grace.
The letter to the Ephesians wants the readers to grasp with some understanding the outreach of the love of God. And then, as it is addressed to Gentiles (and Jews) who are being given this word or this vision, it continually returns to the “so that”. So that what? So that, here in v.10, we would walk on a different road where we are not lost; so that we would walk as people who are alive, alive to God. Very much in line with the ideas already expressed in chapter one, Paul therefore concludes at this point by drawing our attention to eternal purposes formed long before we came on the scene. He concludes by describing those who have been saved as God’s “workmanship” (or better, work of art? The idea is of a new creation), but not a pretty pot to sit so to speak on some heavenly mantelpiece, but a living body (a community of faith made up of many individuals) who will walk in “good works”. I think of a memorable phrase in another epistle, about working out our salvation. It is about the onward flow of the grace of God, poured into us that it might be poured out. There is plenty in the letter still to come which will unpack the meaning of that. At the very least it implies a reworking of our wills, an aiming high, a new direction through life, an avoidance of pitfalls. Thus salvation is not a tiny touch-up to a basically wholesome life; it is not a general endorsement of much of what we were before. It truly is something new. How new it is, that is what we need to know, what we need to be learning. To be continued!!!

